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THE GATES OF CREATI ON
Philip Jose Farner
I

Thousands of years ago, the lords had used drugs, electron-ics, hypnotism and psychotechniques to
do without sleep. Their bod-ies stayed fresh and vigorous, their eyes uncl ouded, for days and
nights, for nonths. But their nminds eventually crunbled. Halluci-nations, unbounded anger, and an
unr easonabl e sense of doom gri pped them Sone went mad forever and had to be killed or

i mprisoned.

It was then that the Lords found that even they, makers of uni-verses, owners of a science that
put themonly one step bel ow the gods, nust dream The unconscious m nd, denied comunication with
the sl eeping conscious, revolted. Its weapon was nadness, with which it toppled the pillars of
reason.

So, all Lords now sl ept and dreaned.

Robert Wl ff, once called Jadawin, Lord of the Planet of Many Levels, of a world that was
constructed |like a Tower of Babyl on, dreaned.

He dreaned that a six-pointed star had drifted through a window into his bedroom Whirling, it
hung in the air above the foot of his bed. It was a pandoogal uz, one of the ancient synbols of the
religion in which the Lords no | onger believed. WIff, who tended to think nostly in English
thought of it as a hexaculum It was a six-sided star, its center glowi ng white, each of its
facets flashing a ray, a scar-let, an orange, an azure, a purple, a black, and a yellow The
hex-acul um pul sed |i ke the heart of the sun, and the rays javelined out, raking his eyelids
lightly. The beans scratched the skin as a house cat nmight extend a claw to wake its sl eeping
master with the tiniest sting.

"What do you want?" Wl ff said, and knew he was dream ng. The hexacul um was a danger; even the
shadows that forned between its beans were thick with evil. And he knew that the hexacul um had
been sent by his father, Urizen, whom he had not seen for two thou-sand years. "Jadaw n!"

The voice was silent, the words forned by the six rays, which now bent and coiled and withed |ike
snakes of fire. The letters into which they shaped thensel ves were of the ancient al phabet, the
original witing of the Lords. He saw them gl owi ng before him yet he under-stood them not so nuch
t hrough the eye as through a voice that spoke deep within him It was as if the colors reached
into the center of his mnd and evoked a | ong-dead voice. The voice was deep, so deep it vibrated
his innernost being, whirled it, and threatened to bend it into nightmare figures that woul d
forever keep their shape.

"Wake up, Jadawin!" his father's voice said. By these words, WIff knew that the flashing-rayed
hexacul umwas not only in his mnd but existed in reality. Hi s eyes opened, and he stared up at
the concave ceiling, self-lumnous with a soft and shifting light, veined with red, black, yellow,
and green. He put out his left hand to touch Chryseis, his wife, and found that her side of the
bed was enpty.

At this, he sat upright and | ooked to left and right and saw that she was not in the room He
called, "Chryseis!" Then he saw the glit-tering pul sing six-rayed object that hung six feet above
the edge of his bed. Qut of it canme, in sound, not fire, his father's voice.

"Jadawi n, nmy son, ny eneny! Do not | ook for the | esser being you have honored by meki ng your mate.
She is gone and will not be back."

Wl ff stood up and then sprang out of bed. How had this thing gotten into his supposedly

i mpregnabl e castle? Long before it had reached the bedroomin the center of the castle, alarms
shoul d have wakened him nassive doors should have slid shut throughout the enornous buil ding,

| aser beans shoul d have been triggered in the many halls, ready to cut down intruders, the hundred
different traps should have been set. The hexacul um shoul d have been shattered, slashed, burned,
expl oded, crushed, drowned.
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But not a single light shone on the great wall across the room the wall that seenmed only an
arabesqued decoration but was the alarm and control diagram panel of the castle. It glimrered
quietly as if an uninvited guest were not within a nillion nles.

The voice of Wizen, his father, |aughed, and said, "You did not think you could keep the Lord of
Lords out with your puny weapons, did you? Jadawin, | could kill you now where you stand gapi ng so
foolishly, so pale and quivering and filnmed in sweat."

"Chryseis!" WIff cried out again

"Chryseis is gone. She is no longer safe in your bed and in your universe. She has been taken as
qui ckly and as silently as a thief steals a jewel."

"What do you want, Father?" Wl ff asked.
"I want you to come after her. Try to get her back."

Wl ff bel | owed, | eaped up onto the bed, and | aunched hinsel f over its edge at the hexacul um For
that noment, he forgot all reason and caution, which had told himthat the object could be fatal

H s hands gripped the nany-col ored gl owi ng thing. They closed on air and came together and he was
standi ng on the floor, |ooking up above himat the space where the hexacul um had been. Even as his
hands touched the area filled by the starred pol yhedron, it had vani shed.

So, perhaps, it had not been physical. Perhaps it had after all been a projection stirred in him
by sone neans.

He did not believe so. It was a configuration of energies, of fields nomentarily held together and
transmitted from sonme renote place. The projector might be in the universe next door or it m ght
be a nmllion universes away. The distance did not matter. Wat did matter was that Urizen had
penetrated the walls of WIff's personal world. And he had spirited Chryseis away.

Wl ff did not expect any nore word fromhis father. Uizen had not indicated where he had taken
Chryseis, how Wl ff was to find her, or what would be done to Chryseis. Yet WIff knew what he had
to do. Sonmehow, he woul d have to | ocate the hidden self-enclosed cosnbs of his father. Then he
woul d have to find the gate that would give entrance to the pocket universe. At the sane tine that
he got ac-cess, he would have to detect and avoid the traps set for himby Uizen. If he succeeded
in doing this-and the probabilities were very | owhe would have to get to Uizen and kill him
Only thus could he rescue Chryseis.

This was the multim |l ennia-old pattern of the ganme played anong the Lords. Wl ff hinself, as
Jadawi n, the seventh son of Urizen, had survived 10,000 years of the deadly anusement. But he had
managed to do so largely by being content with staying in his own universe. Unlike many of the
Lords, he had not grown tired of the world he had created. He had enjoyed it-although it had been
a cruel enjoy-nment, he had to adnmit now. Not only had he exploited the natives of his world for
hi s own purposes, he had set up defenses that had snared nore than one Lord-nale and fenale, sone
his own brothers and sisters-and the trapped ones had died slowy and horribly. WIlff felt
contrition for what he had done to the inhabitants of his planet. For the Lords he had killed and
tortured, he suffered no guilt. They knew what they were doi ng when they cane into his world, and
if they had beaten his defenses, they would have given hima painful time before he died.

Then Lord Vannax had succeeded in hurling himinto the universe of Earth, although at the cost of
bei ng taken along with Jadawin. A third Lord, Arwoor, had noved in to possess Jadawi n's worl d.

Jadawi n's nenory of his former life had been repressed by the shock of dispossession, of being

cast weaponless into an alien uni-verse and without the neans to return to his own world; Jadaw n
had becone a bl ank, a tabula rasa. Adopted by a Kentuckian nanmed Wl ff, the ammesi ac Jadawi n had
taken the nanme of Robert Wolff. Not until he was sixty-six years old did he discover what had

hap- pened before the tinme that he had stunbl ed down a Kentucky noun-tain. He had retired froma
lifetime of teaching Latin, Geek, and Hebrew to the Phoenix area of Arizona. And there, while

| ooking through a newy built house for sale, he had begun the series of ad-ventures that took him
through a "gate" back into the universe he had created and had ruled as Lord for 10,000 years.

There he had fought his way up fromthe | owest |evel of the nonopl anet, an Earth-sized Tower of
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Babyl on, to the pal ace-castle of Lord Arwoor. There he had net and fallen in love with Chryseis,
one of his own semicreations. And he had becone the Lord again, but not the same Lord as the one
who had left it. He had becone human.

H s tears, |oosed by his anguish at the loss of Chryseis and the ter-ror of what could happen to
her, were proof of his humanity. No Lord shed tears over another |iving being, although it was
said that Urizen had cried with joy when he had trapped two of his sons sone thousands of years
ago.

No tine-waster, WIff set about doing what had to be done. First, he nust nake sure that soneone
occupi ed the castle while he was gone. He did not want to repeat what had happened the |last tinme
he had left this world. On returning, he had found another Lord in his place. Now there was only
one nan who was capable of filling his shoes and whom he could trust. That was Ki ckaha (born Paul
Janus Finnegan in Terre Haute, Indiana, Earth). It was Ki ckaha who had given himthe horn that had
enabl ed himto get back into this world.

Ki ckaha had gi ven himthe indi spensable help that had permtted himto regain his Lordship.
The horn!

Wth that, he would be able to track down Urizen's world and gain entrance to it! He strode across
the chrysoprase floor to the wall and swung down a section of the wall, carved in the senbl ance of
a giant eagless of this planet. He stopped and gasped wi th shock. The hiding place no |longer had a
horn to hide. The hollowed out part in which the horn had |ain was enpty.

So, Urizen had not only taken Chryseis but he had stolen the an-cient Horn of Shanbari nmen.

So be it. WIff would weep over Chryseis but he would spend no tine in useless nourning for an
artifact, no matter how treasured.

He wal ked swiftly through the halls, noting that none of the alarnms were triggered. Al slept as
if this were just another day in the quiet but happy tines since WIff had regai ned possessi on of
the pal -ace on top of the world. He could not help shivering. He had al ways feared his father. Now
that he had such evidence of his father's vast powers, he dreaded himeven nore. But he did not
fear to go after him He would track himdown and kill himor die trying.

In one of the colossal control roons, he seated hinself before a pagoda-shaped console. He set a
control which would automatically bring him in sequence, views of all the places on this planet
where he had set videos. There were ten thousand of these on each of the four |ower |evels,

di sgui sed as rocks or trees. They had been placed to allow himto see what was happening in

vari ous key areas. For two hours he sat while the screen flashed views. Then, know ng that he
could be there for several days, he plugged in the eidolon of Kickaha and left the viewer. Now, if
Ki ckaha were seen, the screen would | ock on the scene and an alarmwould notify Wl ff.

He placed ten nore consoles in operation. These automatically began to scan throughout the cosnps
of the "parallel” universes to detect and identify them The records were seventy years old, so it
was to be presuned that universes created since then would swell the known nunber of one thousand
and eight. It was these that Wl ff was interested in. Urizen no longer lived in the original one
of Gardazrintah, where WIff had been raised with nany of his brothers, sisters, and cousins. In
fact, Urizen, who grewtired of entire worlds as swiftly as a spoiled child becane weary with new
toys, had noved three tunes since |eaving Gardazrintah. And the chances were that he was nowin a
fourth and this |ast one had to be identified and pene-trated.

Even when all had been recorded, he could not be sure that his fa-ther's universe was located. If
a universe were entirely sealed off, it was undetectable. A universe could be found only through
the "gates,"” each of which gave off a unique frequency. If Uizen wanted to nake it really
difficult for WoIlff to find him he could set up an on-off-on gate. This would open at regul ar
intervals or at randomtines, depending upon Urizen's choice. And if it happened not to open at
the tine that WIff's scanner was searching that "parallel corridor,"” it would not be detected. As
far as the scanners were con-cerned, that area would be an "enpty" one.

However, Urizen wanted himto conme after himand so should not nake it too difficult or inpossible
for himto do so.
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Lords nust eat. WIff had a |ight breakfast served by a talos, one of the half-protein robots,

| ooking I'ike knights in arnmor, of which he had over a thousand. Then he shaved and showered in a
room carved out of a single enerald. Afterwards, he clothed hinself. He wore cor-duroy shoes,
tight-fitting corduroy trousers, a corduroy short-sleeved shirt, open at the neck but with a
collar that curved up in back, a broad belt of mammoth | eather, and a gol den chain around his
neck. Fromthe chain hung a red jade i mage of Shanbarinen, given to himby the great artist and
artificer of the Lords, when he, WIff, had been a boy of ten. The red of the jade was the only
bright color of his garnents, the rest being a thrush-brown. Wen in the castle, he dressed sinply
or not at all. Only during the rare occasions when he went down to the |lower levels for state
cerenmonies did he dress in the magnificent robes and conplex hat of a Lord. In nost of his
descents, he went incognito, clad in the garments or nongarnents of the |ocal natives.

He left the walls of the castle to go out onto one of the hundreds of great bal cony-gardens. There
was an Eye sitting in a tree, a raven large as a bald eagle. He was one of the few survivors of
the on-slaught on the castle when WIff had taken this world back from Ar-woor. Now that Arwoor
was dead, the ravens had transferred their loyalty to WlIff.

WIlff told the raven that he was to fly out and | ook for Kickaha. He woul d inform other Eyes of
the Lord of his mission and also tell the eagles of Podarge. They must inform Ki ckaha that he was
want ed at once. |If Kickaha did get their nmessage and canme to the castle, only to find WIff gone,
he was to remain there as Lord pro tem If, after a reasonable interval, WIff did not return

Ki ckaha coul d then do whatever he wanted.

He knew that Kickaha would conme after himand that it was no use forbidding himto do so.

The raven flew off, happy to have a mission. WIff went back into the castle. The viewers were
still searching, w thout success, for Kickaha. But the gate-finders, needing only mcroseconds to
scan and identify, had gone through all the universes and were already on their sixth sweep. He
all owed themto continue on the chance that some gates might be intermttent and the search scan
and gate on-state had not coincided. The results of the first five searches were on paper, printed
in the classical ideographs of the ancient |anguage.

There were thirty-five new universes. O these, only one had a sin-gle gate.

Wl ff had the spectral inmage of this placed upon a screen. It was a six-pointed star with the
center red instead of white as he had seen it. Red for danger

As plainly as if Uizen had told him he knew that this was the gate to Uizen's world. Here | am
Come and get me-if you dare.

He visualized his father's face, the handsone falcon features with large eyes |ike wet black

di anmonds. Lords were agel ess, their bodies held in the physiological grip of the first twenty-five
years of life. But enptions were stronger even than the science of the Lords-working with their
ally, time, they slashed away at the rocks of flesh. And the last tinme he had seen his father, he
had seen the lines of hate. God al one knew how deep they were now, since it was evident that
Urizen had not ceased to hate.

As Jadawi n, Wl ff had returned his father's enmity. But he had not been like so many of his
brothers and sisters in trying to kill him Wl ff had just not wanted to have anything at all to
do with him Now, he |oathed himbecause of what he had done to innocent Chryseis. Now, he neant
to slay him

The fabrication of a gate which would match the frequency-image of the hexacul umentrance to
Uizen's world was automatic. Even so, it took twenty-two hours for the machines to finish the
device. By then, the planetary viewers had all reported in. Kickaha was not in their |ine of
sight. This did not nmean that the elusive fell ow was not on the planet. He could be just outside
the scope of the viewers or he could be a hundred thousand pl aces el sewhere. The pl anet had even
more |and area than Earth, and the viewers covered only a tiny part of it. Thus, it might be a
long long tine before Kickaha was appre-hended.

Wl ff decided not to waste any tinme. The second the nmat chi ng hexacul um was finished, he went into
action. He ate a light neal and drank water, since he did not know how | ong he ni ght have to do
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wi t hout either once he stepped through the gate. He arned hinself with a beaner, a knife, a bow,
and a quiverful of arrows. The prim-tive weapons might seemcurious arns to take along in view of
the highly technol ogi cal death-di spensers he would have to face. But it was one of the ironies of
the Lords' technology that the set-ups in which they operated sonetines permtted such weapons to
be effec-tive.

Actual ly, he did not expect to be able to use any of his arnms. He knew too well the nany types of
traps the Lords had used.

"And now, " Wl ff said, "it must be done. There is no use waiting any |onger."

He wal ked into the narrow space inside the nmatching hexaculum Wnd whistled and tore at him
Bl ackness. A sense as of great hands gripping him Al in a dizzying flash

He was standi ng upon grass, giant fronds at a distance fromhim a blue sea close by, a red sky
above, hugging the island and the rimof the sea. There was |ight fromevery quarter of the

heavens and no sun. His clothes were still upon his body, although he had felt as if they were
being ripped off when he had gone through the gate. Myre-over, his weapons were still with him

Certainly, this was not the interior of Urizen's stronghold. O, if it were, it was the nost
unconventional dwelling-place of a Lord that he had ever seen

He turned to see the hexacul um which had received him It was not there. Instead, a tall w de
hexagon of purplish netal rose froma broad flat boul der. He renenbered now that sonething had
pushed himout through it and that he had had to take several steps to keep fromfalling. The
energy that had shoved himhad caused himto pass out of it and a few paces fromthe boul der

Urizen had set another gate within his hexacul umand had shunted himoff to this place, wherever
it was. Way Urizen had done so woul d becone apparent quickly enough

Wl ff knew what woul d happen if he tried to wal k back through the gate. Neverthel ess, not being
one to take things for granted, he did attenpt it. Wth ease, he stepped out on the other side
upon t he boul der.

It was a one-way gate, just as he had expected.
Sonebody coughed behind him and he whirled, his beaner ready.
Il

THE LAND ENDED ABRUPTLY AGAI NST THE SEA W TH NO | NTERVENI NG beach. The ani mal had just energed
fromthe sea and was only a few feet fromhim It squatted like a toad on huge webbed feet, its
columnar legs folded as if they were bonel ess. The torso was humanoi d and sheathed in fat, with a
belly that protruded |ike that of a Thanks-giving goose. The neck was |ong and supple. At its end
was a human head, but the nose was flat and had | ong narrow nostrils. Tendrils of red flesh
sprouted out around the nmouth. The eyes were very large and noss-green. There were no ears. The
pate was covered, |like the face and body, with a dark-blue oily fur

"Jadawi n!" the creature said. It spoke in the ancient |anguage of the Lords. "Jadawin! Don't kill
me! Don't you know ne?"

Wl ff was shocked but not so much that he forgot to | ook behind him This creature could be trying
to distract him

"Jadawi n! Don't you recogni ze your own brother!"

Wl ff did not know him The frog-seal body, |ack of ears, blue fur, and squashed long-slitted nose
made identification too difficult. And there was Time. If he had really called this thing brother,
it nmust have been nmillennia ago.

That voice. It dug away at the layers of dusty nenory, like a dog after an old bone. It scraped
away | evel after level, it...

He shook his head and gl anced behind himand at the feathery vegetation. "Wwo are you?" he asked.
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The creature whined, and by this he knew that his brother-if it were his brother-nust have been
i mprisoned in that body for a long long tinme. No Lord whined.

"Are you going to deny ne? Are you like the others? They'd have nothing to do with nme. They nocked
at nme, they spat upon ne, they drove ne away with kicks and | aughs. They sai d. "

It clapped its flippers together and twisted its face and large tears ran fromthe npss-green eyes
and down the blue cheeks. "Onh, Jadawin, don't be like the rest! You were always ny favorite, mny
be-loved! Don't be cruel |ike them™

The ot hers, Wl ff thought. There had been others. How | ong ago?
I npatiently, he said, "Let's not play ganes-whoever you are. Your nane!"

The creature rose on its boneless |egs, nuscles raising the fat that coated them and took a step
forward. Wl ff did not back away, but he held the beaner steady. "That's far enough. Your nane."

The creature stopped, but its tears kept on flowing. "You are as bad as the others. You think of
nobody but yourself; you don't care what's happened to ne. Doesn't ny suffering and |oneliness and
agonies all this tine-oh, this i measurable tinme-touch you at all?"

"I't mght if I knew who you were," Wl ff said. "And what's hap-pened to you."
"Ch, Lord of the Lords! My own brother!"

It advanced anot her giant splayfoot, the wetness squishing fromout under the webs. It held out a
flipper as if beseeching a tender hand. Then it stopped, and the eyes flicked at a spot just to
one side of WIff. He junped to his left and whirled, the beanmer pointing to cover both the
creature and whoever night have been behind him There was no one.

And, as the thing had planned, it |eaped for WIff at the sane tinme that Wl ff junmped and turned.
Its legs uncoiled like a catapult released and shot it forward. If Wl ff had only turned, he would
have been knocked down. Standing to one side, he escaped all but the tip of the thing s right
flipper. Even that, striking his left shoulder and arm was enough to send hi m staggering nunbly
to one side, making himdrop the beaner. WIff was enormously solid and powerful hinself, with
muscl es and nerve inpulses raised to twice their natural strength and speed by the Lords' science.
If he had been a nornmal Earthman, he would have been crippled forever in his arm and he woul d not
have been able to escape the second | eap of the creature.

Squalling with fury and di sappointnent, it [anded on the spot where Wl ff had been, sank on its
legs as if they were springs, spun, and launched itself at Wl ff again. Al this was done with
such swift-ness that the creature |looked as if it were an actor in a speeded-up film

Wl ff had succeeded in regaining his bal ance. He junped.out for the beanmer. The shadow of the
creature passed over him its shriek-ing was so loud it seened as if its |ips were pressed agai nst
his ear. Then he had the beaner in his hands, had rolled over and over, and was up on his feet. By
then the thing had propelled itself again to-wards him Wl ff reversed the beaner, and using his
right hand, brought the |ight but practically indestructible nmetal stock down on top of the
creature's head. The inpact of the huge body hurled hi mbackward; he rolled away. The sea-thing
was lying nmotionless on its face, blood welling fromits seal-like scalp

Hands cl apped, and he turned to see two human beings thirty yards away inland, under the shadow of
a frond. They were nmale and female, dressed in the nagnificent clothes of Lords. They wal ked
to-wards him their hands enpty of weapons. Their only arnms were swords in crude | eather, or fish-
skin, scabbards. Despite this seem ng powerl essness, WIff did not relax his guard. Wen they had
ap- proached within twenty yards of him he told themto stop. The crea-ture groaned and noved its
head but made no effort to sit up. WIff noved away fromit to be outside its range of |eap

"Jadawi n!'" the woman call ed. She had a lovely contralto voice which stirred his heart and his
menory. Al though he had not seen her in five hundred or nore years, he knew her then

"Val a!" he said. "What are you doing here?" The question was rhetorical; he knew she nust have
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al so been trapped by their father. And now he recogni zed the man. He was Rintrah, one of his
brothers. Vala, his sister, and Rintrah, his brother, had fallen into the sane snare.

Vala smled at him and his heart sprang again. She was of all women he had known the nost
beautiful, with two exceptions. Hs lovely Chryseis and his other sister, Anana the Bright,
surpassed her. But he had never |oved Anana as he had Val a. Just as he had never hated Anana as he
had Val a.

Val a appl auded agai n, and said, "Wll done, Jadawi n! You have | ost none of your skill or wts.
That thing is dangerous, even if detest-able. It cringes and whines and tries to gain your trust,
and then, bang! It's at your throat! It alnost killed R ntrah when he first cane here and woul d
have if | had not struck it unconscious with a rock. So, you see, |, too, have dealt with it."

"And why did you not kill it then?" WIff said.

Rintrah smled and said, "Don't you know your own little brother, Jadawi n? That creature is your
bel oved, your cute little Theotornon."

Wl ff said, "God! Theotornmon! Who did this to hin®"

Nei t her of the two answered, nor was an answer needed. This was Urizen's world; only he could have
refashi oned their brother thus.

Theot ormon groaned and sat up. One flipper placed over the bloody spot on his head, he rocked back
and forth and noaned. His |lichen-green eyes glared at Wl ff, and he silently nouthed vitupera-tion
he did not dare voice

Wl ff said, "You're not trying to tell ne you spared his |ife be-cause of fraternal sentinent? |
know you better than that."

Val a | aughed and said, "O course not! | thought he could be used later on. He knows this little
pl anet well, since he has been here such a long long tine. He is a coward, brother Jadawin. He did
not have the courage to test his life in the maze of Urizen; he stayed upon this island and becane
as one of the degenerate natives. Qur father tired of waiting for himto sumobn up a nonexi stent
manhood. To punish himfor his |ack of bravery, he caught himand took himoff to his stronghold,
Appi rmat zum There he reshaped him made himinto this disgusting sea-thing. Even then, Theotornon
did not dare to go through the gates into Urizen's palace. He stayed here and lived as a hernmit,
hati ng and despising hinself, hating all other living beings, especially Lords.

"He lives upon the fruit of the islands, the birds and fish and other sea-things he can catch. He
eats themraw, and he kills the natives and eats them when he gets a chance. Not that they don't
deserve their fate. They are the sons and daughters of other Lords who, |ike Theotornon, were
craven. They lived out their niserable lives upon this planet, had babies, raised these, and then
di ed.

"Urizen did to themas he did to Theotornon. He took themto Appirnmatzum nade theminto | oathsone
shapes, and brought them back here. Qur father thought that surely the nonstering of them would
make them hate him so much they would then test the trap-door planets, try to get into

Appi rmat zum and revenge thensel ves. But they were cowards all. They preferred to live on, even in
their stomach-turning netanorphosis, rather than die as true Lords."

Wl ff said, "I have much to learn about this little arrangement of our father. But how do | know
that I can trust you?"

Again Vala | aughed. "All of us who have fallen into Urizen's traps are upon this island. Mst of
us have been here only a few weeks, al-though Luvah has been here for half a year."

"Who are the others?"

"Some of your brothers and cousins. Besides R ntrah and Luvah, there are two other brothers, Enion
and Ariston. And your cousins Tharmas and Pal amabron. ™

She | aughed nmerrily and pointed at the red sky and said, "All, all snared by our father! Al
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gathered together again after a heartrending absence of millennia. A happy fanmly reunion such as
nmortal s could not inmagine."

"I can imagine," WIff said. "You still have not answered nmy question about trust."

"We have all sworn to a common-front truce,” Rintrah said. "W need each other, so we nust put
asi de our natural enmty and work together. Only thus will it be possible to defeat Urizen."

"There hasn't been a common-front truce for as long as | can remenber,” WIff said. "I remenber
Mot her telling nme that there had been one once, four thousand years before | was born, when the

Bl ack Sellers threatened the Lords. Urizen has performed two nmira-cles. He has trapped eight Lords
all at once, and he has forced a truce. May this be his downfall."

Wl ff then said that he would swear to the truce. By the name of the Father of all Lords, the
great Eponym Los, he swore to observe all the rules of the peace-agreenent until such tinme as all
agreed to abandon it or all were dead but one. He knew even as he took the oath that the others
could not be relied upon not to betray him He knew that Ri ntrah and Vala were aware of this and
trusted himno nore than he did them But at |east they would all be working to-gether for a
while. And it was not likely that any would lightly break truce. Only when a great opportunity and
strong |ikelihood of escap-ing punishnent coincided would any do so.

Theot or ron whi ned, "Jadawin. My own brother. My favorite brother, he who said he woul d al ways | ove
me and protect me. You are like the others. You want to hurt me, to kill me. Your own little
brot her."

Val a spat at himand said, "You filthy craven beast! You are no Lord nor brother of ours. Wy do
you not dive to the deeps and there drown yourself, take your fearful ness and treachery out of our
sight and the sight of all beings that breathe air? Let the fish feed upon your fat carcass,

t hough even they may vomit you forth.”

Crouchi ng, extending a flipper, Theotornmon shuffled towards Wl ff. "Jadawin. You don't know how
I've suffered. Is there no pity in you for nme? |I always thought you, at |east, had what these
others | acked. You had a warm heart, a conpassion, that these soulless nonsters | acked."

"You tried to kill me," WIff said. "And you would try again if you thought you had a good chance
of doing it."

"No, no," Theotornmon said, attenpting to smile. "You msun-derstood ne entirely. | thought you
woul d hate me because | |oved even a base life nore than | did a death as a Lord. | wanted to take
your weapons away so you couldn't hurt ne. Then | would have ex-pl ai ned what had happened to ne,
how | cane to be this way. You woul d have understood then. You would have pitied me and | oved ne
as you did when you were a boy in the palace of our father and | was your infant brother. That is
all | wanted to do, explain to you and be | oved again, not hated. | nmeant you no harm By the nane
of Los, | swear it."

"I will see you later,"” WIff said. "Now, for the present, be gone.™

Theot or ron wal ked away spraddl e-| egged. Wen he had reached the edge of the island, he turned and
shout ed obscenities and abuse at Wl ff. Wl ff raised his beaner, although he nmeant only to scare
Theot ormon. The thing squawked and | eaped |i ke a giant frog out over the water, his rubbery | egs
and webbed toes trailing behind him He went into the water and did not come up again. Wl ff asked
Val a how | ong he coul d stay under the surface.

"l do not know. Perhaps half an hour. But | doubt that he is hold-ing his breath. He is probably
in one of the caverns that exist in the roots and bl adders that formthe base of this island.”

She said that they nust go to neet the others. Wile they wal ked through the frond-forest, she
expl ai ned the physical facts of this world, as far as she knew t hem

"You must have noticed how close the horizon is. This planet has a dianeter of about 2170 miles."
(About the size of Earth's nobon, Wl ff thought.) "Yet the gravity is only a little I ess than that
of our hone-planet."” (Not nuch stronger than Earth's, Wl ff thought.)
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"The gravity fades off abruptly above the atnosphere," she said, "and extends weakly through this
uni verse. Al the other planets have simlar fields."

Wl ff did not wonder at this. The Lords could do things with fields and gravitons that the
terrestrials had never dreaned of as yet

"This planet is entirely covered with water."
"What about this island?" he said.

"It floats. Its origin is a plant which grows on the bottomof the sea. Wen it's half-grown, its
bl adder starts to fill with gas, produced by a bacterium It unroots itself and floats to the
surface. There it ex-tends roots or filaments, which neet with the filanents of others of its
kind. Eventually, there's a solid mass of such plants. The upper part of the plant dies off, while
the | ower part continues to grow. The decaying upper part forns a soil. Birds add their excrenent
toit. They cone to new islands fromold islands, and bring seeds in their droppings. These
produce the fronds you see and the other vegeta-tion." She pointed at a clunp of banboo-Iike

pl ant s.

He asked, "Were did those rocks cone fron®"
There were several whitish boulders, with a diameter of about twelve feet, beyond the banboos.

"The gas bl adder plants that formislands are only one of perhaps several thousand species.
There's a type that attaches itself to sea-bottomrocks and that carries the rock to the surface
when t hey' re buoyant enough. The natives bring themin and place themon the is-lands if they're
not too big. The white ones attract the garzhoo bird for sone reason, and the natives kill the
gar zhoo or donesticate it."

"What about the drinking water?"
"It's a fresh-water ocean."

Wl ff, glancing through a break in the wilderness of purplish, yellowstreaked fronds and wai st -
hi gh berry-burdened bushes, saw a trenmendous bl ack arc appear on the horizon. In sixty seconds, it
had becone a sphere and was clinmbi ng above the horizon

"Qur noon," she said. "Here, things are reversed. There is no sun; the light cones fromthe sky.
So the noon provides night or ab-sence of light. It is a pale sort of night, but better than none.

"Later, you will see the planet of Appirmatzum It is in the center of this universe, and around
it the five secondary planets revolve. You will see them too, all black and sky-filling |ike our
nmoon. "

Wl ff asked how she knew so nuch about the structure of Urizen's world. She answered that

Theot ormon had gi ven the information, though not willingly. He had | earned nmuch while a prisoner
of Urizen. He had not wanted to part with the information, since he was a surly and sel fish beast.
But when his brothers, cousins, and sister had caught him they had forced himto talk.

"Most of the scars are healed up," she said. She |aughed

Wl ff wondered if Theotornon did not have good reasons after all for wanting to kill them And he
wonder ed how nuch of her story of their dealings with himwas true. He would have to have a talk
with Theotornon some tune, at a safe distance fromhim of course.

Val a stopped tal king and seized WIff's arm He started to jerk away, thinking that she neant to
try sone trick. But she was | ooking upwards with alarmand so was Rintrah

THE FRONDS, SI XTY FEET H GH, HAD H DDEN THE OBJECT I N THE SKY. Now he saw a nmass at | east a
quarter-mle wide, fifty feet thick, and alnmost a nile long floating fifty feet in the air. It was
drifting with the wi nd, which cane from an unknown quarter of the conpass. In this world without
sun, north, south, east, and west meant nothing.
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"What is that?" he said.

"An island that floats in the air. Hurry. W have to get to the vil-lage before the attack
starts.”

Wl ff set off after the others. Fromtime to tune, he | ooked up through the fronds at the
aeronesus. It was descending rather swiftly at the opposite end of the island. He caught up with
Val a and asked her how the floater could be navigated. She replied that its inhabit-ants used
valves in the giant bladders to release their hydrogen. This procedure required al nost all the
natives, since each bl adder-val ve was operated by hand. During a descent, they would all be
occupi ed with the navigation

"How do they steer it?"

"The bl adders have vents. Wen the abutal want the island to go in one direction, they rel ease gas
from banks of bl adders on the side opposite to that in which they want to go. They don't get much
power thrust, but they're very skillful. Even so, they have to contend with the wi nds and don't

al ways maneuver effectively. W' ve been at-tacked twi ce before by the abutal, and both tines they
m ssed our is-land. They'll drop sea-anchors-big stones on the ends of cables-to sl ow them down.
The first attackers settled down close to our island instead of just above it and had to content
thenselves with an attack by sea. They failed."

She stopped, then said, "Oh, no! These nust be the Ilmawir. Los help us."

At first, WIff thought that the fifty craft that had | aunched fromthe floater were small
airplanes. Then, as they circled to | and agai nst the wind, he saw that they were gliders. The
wings, fifty feet Iong, were of sone pale shinmrering stuff and scalloped on the edges. A painted

i mage of an eye with crossed swords above it was on the un-derside of each wing. The fusel age was
an uncovered framework, and its structure and the rudder and ailerons were painted scarlet. The
pilot sat in a w ckerwork basket just forward of the nonowi ngs. The nose of the craft was rounded
and had a long horn projecting to a length of about twenty feet in front of it. Like the horn of a
narwhal , Wl ff thought. As he later found out, the horns were taken froma giant fish

A glider passed above themon a path which woul d nake it |and ahead of them WIff got a glinpse
of the pilot. His red hair stood at |least a foot high; the hair shone with sone fixative oil. H's
face was painted like a red Indian's with red and green circles, and black chevrons ran down his
neck and across his shoul ders.

"The village is about a half-nile fromhere," Vala said. "On the extrene end of the island."

Wl ff wondered why she was so concerned. What did a Lord care what happened to ot hers? She
explained that If the Il mawir made a successful |anding, they would kill every human being on the
i sland. They woul d then plant sone of their surplus people as a col ony.

The island was not entirely flat. There were rises here and there, formed by the uneven growth of
the bl adders. Wl ff clinbed to the top of one and | ooked over the fronds. The abuta was down to
fifty feet now, settling slowy and headed directly for the village. This was a group of about one
hundred beehi ve-shaped huts, built of fronds. A wall twenty feet high surrounded the village. It

| ooked as if it were constructed of stones, banboo, fronds, and sone dull gray poles that could be
t he bones of col ossal sea-creatures.

Men and worren were stationed behind the walls and several groups were out in the open. They were
armed with spears and bows and arrows.

Beyond the village were docks built of banboo. Al ong them and on the shore were boats of various
buil ds and sizes. The floater's bot-tomwas a dense tangle of thick roots. There were, however
open-ings init, and fromseveral of these |arge stones at the ends of cables of vegetable matter
were dropped. The stones were white, gypsum Ilike, and carved into flat discs. They trailed in the
sea as they were dragged along by the island, then struck the | and. The cabl es of sone caught
under the docks.

O her anchors fell and struck against the walls of the village. They were snagged in the tangle of
stuff formng the high-piled walls. They bunped al ong the grassless ground and slanmed into the
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sides of the huts. These coll apsed under the inpact of the stones. At the sane tine, arrows were
shot, spears and rocks dropped, and flami ng ob-jects cast fromthe hatches onto the peopl e bel ow
Sone islanders were struck down; huts started to burn. The flam ng objects ex-ploded, and a dense
bl ack snmoke rose fromthem

The defenders, however, were not helpless. Froma large central building cane nen and wonen with
curious devices. They lit and released them and they rose swiftly towards the underpart of the
floater. They caught in the tangle of roots and burned there. Then they exploded, and fire spread
anong the roots.

The roof of a hut lifted up and fell over to one side, like the roof of a trapdoor spider. The

wal l's collapsed in orderly fashion out-wards, falling to the ground and formng a petal-figure. In
the center of the hut was a catapult, a giant bow with an arrow nade fromthe horns of the
creature that had provided the booms on the noses of the gliders. To it were attached a nunber of
flam ng bl adders. The bow was rel eased, and the burning arrow shot upwards and buried it-self deep
within the under part of the floater.

The catapult crew began to wind the string back. A man fell froman opening in the floater and was
followed by ten nore. They came down as if parachuting. Their descent was checked by a cluster of
bl adders attached to a harness around the shoul ders and chest. An arrow caught the first abuta
just before he struck the ground, and then three nore of the ten behind himwere transfixed.

The survivors | anded untouched a few feet fromthe catapult. They unstrapped their harness, and
the bl adders rose away fromthem By then, they were surrounded. They fought so fiercely, one got
to the catapult, only to be run through with two spears.

The island-floater, driven by the wind, began to pass over the vil-lage. O her stones on cabl es
had been dropped, and a few had caught in the tangle of the walls w thout breaking. Then ropes
fell onto the fronds and the huge | oops tightened around them

Caught at the forward end, the floater swng around so that its bul k hung over this part of the
surface island. By then, the gliders had nade their |anding, not all successfully. Because of the
density of the vegetation, the crafts had to come down upon fronds. Sonme were flipped over; sone
crashed through several fronds before being caught and held. Some slipped down between the fronds
and snmashed into the tough thick bushes.

But from where he stood, WIff could see at least twenty pilots, unhurt, who were now sli pping
through the jungle. And there had to be others.

He heard his name called. Vala had come back and was standing at the foot of the hill

"What do you intend to do?" she said angrily. "You have to take sides, Jadawi n, whether you want
to or not. The abutal will kill you."

"You may be right," he said as he came down the hill. "I wanted to get sone idea of what was going
on. | didn't want to rush blindly into this w thout knowi ng where everybody was, how the fight was
goi ng on. "

"Always the cautious and crafty Jadawin," she said. "Wll, that's all right; it shows you are no

fool, which I already know. Believe ne, you need nme as much as | need you. You can't go this thing
al one. "

He foll owed her, and presently they cane upon Rintrah, crouching under a frond. He gestured at
them for silence. Wen they were be-side him Wl ff | ooked at where Rintrah was pointing. Five
abutal warriors were standing not twenty yards fromthem The tail of a wecked glider rose from
behi nd a crushed bush to their left. They carried small round shields of bone, javelins of bone
ti pped with banboo, and several had bows and arrows. The bows were nade of sonme hornlike
substance, were short and recurved, and formed of two parts that were joined in a central socket
of horn. The warriors were too far away for himto overhear their conference.

"What's the range of your beaner?" Val a said.

"It kills up to fifty feet,"” he said. "Third-degree burns for the next twenty feet, and after
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that, second-degree burns up through a light singe to no effect.”

"Now s your chance. Rush them You can kill all five with one sweep before they know what's goi ng
on."

Wl ff sighed. There woul d have been a tine when he woul d not even have waited for Vala's urgings.
He woul d have killed themall by now and been tenpted to continue the work with Vala and Ri n-trah
But he was no | onger Jadawi n; he was Robert Wbl ff. Vala would not understand this, or if she did,
she woul d see his hesitation as a weakness. He did not want to Kkill, but he doubted that there was
any way of forcing the abutal to call off their attack. Vala knew these people, and she was
probably telling himthe truth about them So, like it or not, he had to take sides.

There was a yell behind them WIff rolled over and sat up to see three nore abutal warriors about
forty feet fromthem They had burst out frombehind a frond and were charging towards them their
javel ins raised.

Wl ff twisted around to face the three abutal, and he pressed on a plate on the underside of the
three-foot long barrel. A dazzling white ray, pencil-thick, traced across the bellies of al
three. The vegetati on between and in back of them snoked. The three fell forward, the jav-elins
dropping fromtheir hands, and they slid on the grass, face down.

Wl ff rose to one knee, turned, and faced the five. The two archers stopped and took aim Wl ff
dropped them first, then the other three. He continued to crouch and | ooked about himfor others
who m ght have been attracted by the cries. Only the wind through the fronds and the hushed cries
and nuffl ed explosions of the battle at the vil-lage could be heard.

The odor of burned flesh sickened him He rose and turned over the three corpses, then the five.
He did not think that any were still alive, but he wanted to nmake sure. Each was al nbst cut in
hal f by the beam The skin along the gashes was crisped under the blood. There was not nuch bl ood,
since the energy of the beam absorbed by the bodies, had cooked their lungs and intestines. Their
bowel s, contracting, had ejected their contents.

Val a | ooked at the beaner. She was very curious but knew better than to ask WIff if she could
handle it. "You have two settings," she said. "What can it do on full power?"

"I't can cut through a ten-foot slab of steel,” he replied. "But the charge won't |ast nore than
si xty seconds. On hal f-power, it can project for ten mnutes before needing recharging."”

She | ooked at his pockets, and he smiled. He had no intention of telling her how nmany fresh
charges were in his pockets.

"What happened to your weapons?" he said.

Val a cursed and said, "They were stolen while we slept. | don't know whether Urizen or that sliny
Theotormon did it."

He started to walk towards the battle; the two foll owed cl ose behind. The island above threw t hem
into a pal e shadow whi ch woul d be deepened soon when the night-bringi ng noon covered this side of
the planet. Ilmaw r, nmen and wonen both, were still dropping out of the openings in the bottom

O hers, buoyed up by larger clus-ters of bladders, were working on the bottomas fire-fighters.
They used many-faceted objects that, when squeezed, spurted out water. "Those are living sea-
creatures,” she said. "Anphibians. They travel on land by spurting out jets of water and rolling
with the thrusts.™

Wl ff set the beaner at full power. \Wenever they came near a rope tangled in a tree or a stone
anchor, he cut the cable | oose. Three tines he canme across abutal and set the beaner on half-
power. By the tine he was a few yards fromthe village, he had severed forty cables and killed
twenty-two men and woren.

"A lucky thing for us you cane when you did," Vala said. "I don't think we could have driven them
off if you hadn't arrived."

Wl ff shrugged. He ejected a power-pack and slipped another of the little cylinders into the
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breech. He had six left, and if this contin-ued he would soon be out. But there was nothing he
could do to con-serve them

The village was surrounded on the | and side by about ninety abu-tal. Apparently, those who had
dropped into the village had been wi ped out, but the villagers were busy putting out fires.
However, they no longer had to worry about attack fromdirectly overhead. The Il mawi r island had
been affected by the cutting of so many ca-bles. It had slipped on doww nd by a quarter-mle and
only because a hundred other ropes and anchors had been used had it managed to keep from | osing
the surface-island altogether

Wl ff beaned the group of officers who were standing on top of the only hill near the village.
Presently, the other abutal becane aware of what was happening. Half left the siege to surround
the hill. The area bristled with spears and arrows. The Lords woul d have been open to a

concentrated fire of arrows, but they were protected behind a group of four white stone idols on
the hill.

Val a said, "They're on the defensive now If they don't know it now, they soon will. And that will
be good for us. Perhaps. "

She was silent for a while. Wl ff shot three nen as they ran to-wards a hollowin the hill. He
sai d, "Perhaps what ?"

"Qur beloved father left a message for us on this island. He told us sonme of what we have to do if
we hope to get within his castle. Apparently, we have to find the gates which lead to him There
are none on this island. He says there is a pair on another island, but he did not say just where.
We have to find them by ourselves, so | was thinking. "

A roar arose fromthe abutals, and the front lines rushed the hill. The archers sent a covering
fire of at least thirty arrows per volley. Vala and Rintrah cowered behind an idol, as WIff had
told themto do. Mich as he hated to expend his power, he was forced to do so. He put the beaner
on full and shot over the heads of the front |ines.

Snoke arose fromvegetation and flesh alike as he described a circle with the white ray. The
archers had had to expose thenselves to get good shots, and so nost fell.

Arrows rattled around WIff, |eaping off the stone idols. One creased his shoul der; another

ri cocheted off stone and fl ew between bis |l egs. Then, there were no nore arrows. The abutal in the
second ranks, seeing those crunple before them snelling the fried flesh, wavered. Wl ff began on
them and they fled back into the jungle.

"You were thinking?" he said to Val a.

"W coul d search a thousand years, using this island as our ship, and not find one island that has
the gates. Perhaps that is Father's idea. He would enjoy seeing us in a futile search, enjoy our
despair. And the friction and murder that such |ong association woul d make inevitable anong us.

But if we were on an abuta, which would enable us not only to travel faster but to see far nore
fromits altitude . "

"It's a fine idea," he said. "How do we talk the abutal into letting us acconpany then? And what
guarantee is there that they would not turn on us the first chance they got?"

"You have forgotten nmuch about your younger sister. How could you, of all who have |oved ne, not
renenber how persuasive | can be?"

She stood up and shouted at the seem ngly uninhabited jungle. For a while there was no response.
She repeated her denmands. Presently, an officer wal ked out frombehind a frond. He was a tall well -
built man in his early thirties, handsome behind the garish circles on his face. Besides the bl ack
chevrons down neck and shoul ders, he was decorated with a painted seabird on his chest. This was
an iiphtarz, and it indicated a commander of the glider force. Behind himcane his wife, clad in a
short skirt of red and blue seabird feathers, her red hair coiled on top of her head, her face
painted with green and white | ozenges, a neckl ace of fingerbones around her neck, an iiphtarz

pai nted across her breasts, and three concentric circles of crinmson, black, and yell ow painted
around her navel. As was the custom anong the abutal, she acconpani ed her husband in battle. If he
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died, it was her duty to attack his killers until she slew themor died her-self.

The two advanced up the hill until WIff told themto cone no further. Vala began tal king, and the
man began to snmile. Hs wife, however, watched Vala closely and scow ed throughout the
conver - sati on.

(Y

DUGARNN, THE OFFI CER, CAPI TULATED ONLY WHEN CERTAI N TERMS had been agreed upon. He refused to

| eave the island until he had gotten at |least part of what the Ilmawir had intended to take when
they attacked. Vala did not hesitate to prom se himthat the de-fenders' donestic fow and animals
(sea-rats and small seals) would be his prize of war. Mreover, the abutal could nmutilate the
corpses of their enem es and scal p them

The surface-islanders, who called thensel ves Friigan, objected when they heard these terns. Wl ff
told their leaders that if they did not accept, they would find the war continued. And he, WoIff,
woul d take no sides this time. Surlily, they said they would do as he wi shed. The abutal stripped
the villagers of everything they considered val u-able.

The ot her Lords-Luvah, Enion, Ariston, Tharmas, and Pal anabron-had been in the village when the
attack started. They were very surprised to see him and they could not hide their envy of his
beamer. Only Luvah seenmed glad to see him Luvah, the runt of the Iot, was sandy-haired and fine-
featured except for a broad and full mouth. His eyes were a deep blue, and he had a faint mlKky
way of freckles across the bridge of his nose and cheeks. He threw his arnms around Wl ff and
hugged himand even wept a little. WIff permtted the enbrace because he did not believe that
Luvah woul d take the chance to stab him As children, the two had al ways been cl ose, and had much
in common, both being inmaginative and inclined to let others do and think as they w shed. In fact,
Luvah had never in-dulged in the Lords' deadly gane of trying to dispossess or slay the others.

"How did our father manage to entice you out fromyour world, where you were safe and happy?"
Wl ff said.

Luvah grinned crookedly and said, "I mght ask you the sanme thing. Perhaps he played the sane
trick on you as on me. He sent a nmessenger, a glow ng hexaculum and it said that it was sent by
you. You wanted nme to cone visit you; you were lonely and wished to talk again to the one nenber
of your fanmily who did not want to kill you. So, after taking what | thought were good
precautions, | left ny universe. | entered what | thought was your gate, only to find nyself on
this island."

Wl ff shook his head and said, "You were always too inpetuous, brother, too rash. Yet, | fee
honored that you would forsake your safety to visit me. Only. . ."

"Only | should have been nuch nore careful, nore sure that the nmessenger was from you. At another
time, | might have been. But at the noment the hexaculumarrived, | was thinking of you and
I ong-ing for you. Even we Lords have our weaknesses, you know. "

Wl ff was silent for a while, watching the exultant Ilmawir carry away fow, animals, neckl aces,
and rings of sea-jade. Then he said, "W are in the nost desperate situati on we have ever faced,

Luvah. The greatest peril, of course, is our father. But alnost as deadly are those on whom we
have to depend nost. Despite their word of honor, they will always need watching. Now | propose
that we sup-port each other. Wen | sleep, you watch. Wen you sleep, | stand guard."

Luvah smil ed one-sidedly again and said, "And when you sleep, you will keep one eye open to watch
me, heh, brother?"

Wl ff frowned, and Luvah said hastily, "Do not be angry, Jadawi n. You and | have nanaged to
survive so |long because we never fully gave our trust. Wth the best of reasons. How sad it is
that all of us, our sisters, brothers, and cousins, once |lived and studied and played together in
i nnocence and even |love. Yet, today, we are as hungry wol ves at each others' throats. And why, |
ask you? Why? | will tell you. It is because the Lords are mad. They think they are gods, when all
the tine they are only human beings, really no better than these savages here. Only they happen to
be heir to a great power, a science and technol ogy which they use w thout under-standing the
principles behind it. They are as evil children with toys that create whole worlds and destroy
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whol e worl ds. The great and wi se nmen who devi sed the toys have |ong since died; know edge and
sci ence have died out; and the good inherent in the cosmc powers is twisted for their benefit and
theirs only."

"I know that well, brother," Wl ff said. "Better than you, per-haps, since | was once as selfish
and vicious as those others. Yet | underwent an experience which I will tell you about sonetine.
It changed nme into a human being-1 hope-into a being only you have the ability to appreciate.”

The Il mawi r had dropped great balloon-like |adders with weights on themfromthe abuta. The | oot
was tied to these and floated back up al ong gui deropes into the hatches in the bottom of the

i sland. Those gliders worth repairing were also returned to the floater. \When the stripping of the
Friigan was done, the abutal ascended. Wl ff rode up in a harness attached to a pair of bl adders.
He hel d his beaner ready, since nowthe abutal had himin a position where they could attenpt

mur der and have some hope of success. However, no noves were nade. He rose through the opening and
was seized by two grinning wonmen. They dragged himto one side and unharnessed him The bl adders
were taken into the dun interior of a large chamber, where other bladders were stored.

Wien all the Lords were | anded, they were |l ed by Dugarnn and his wonman, Sythaz, up a w nding
flight of steps to the upper part of the island. The stairs were made of very |ight, paper-thin
but strong material. This was the hardened shell of gas-bladders. On the abuta, where weight was
critical, everything was as light as possible. This consideration had even affected the | anguage
as he was to discover. Although the speech differed little in basic vocabulary fromthe par-ent,
it had undergone sone sound changes. And new words relating to weight, shape, flexibility, size,
and vertical and horizontal direction had arisen. These were used as classifiers in a sense
unknown to the pristine speakers. Indeed, no noun and few adjectives could be used w thout
acconmpanying classifiers. In addition, a detailed nautical and aeronavigational terninology had
ari sen.

The stairwell was a shaft cut through a hard tangle of roots. On comng out at its top, he found
himsel f on the floor of a sort of amphitheater. The floor was made of broad strips of bladder-
covering, and the sloping walls were conposed of huge bl adders tied together with roots. There was
only one building on the great deck, a thatch-roofed opensided | onghouse. This was the social and
recreational building. It had flat stones on which each fam |y cooked the neals. Domestic fow and
sea-rats ran | oose, and neat-seals played in an inch-deep pool of water near the center

Syt haz, the commander's wife, showed them where they would |live. These quarters consisted of
cubicles cut out of the roots and floored and walled with bl adder-shells. Openings were cut in the
floor and descent was nmade by a portable |adder. The only light came fromthrough the hatch or
fromsnmall fish-o0il |anps. There was just enough roomto take two steps one way and two anot her
The beds were coffin-shaped holes in the wall in which were mattresses of feathers stuffed into
seal skin. Most of the daily and nightly activity took place on the "maindeck." There was

absol utely no privacy ex-cept in the chief's bridge.

Wl ff had expected the abutal to hoist anchor and sail off at once. Dugarnn said that they nust
wait awhile. For one thing, the island needed nore altitude before it could start out over the
open seas. The bacteria that generated gas in the bl adders worked very fast when fed nutrient, but
it still would take two days before the bl ad-ders were filled enough for Dugarnn to consider it
safe to cast |oose

Secondly, the invasion had cost the abutal a relatively staggering nunber of casualties. There
were just not enough people to work the island efficiently. So, Dugarnn proposed sorething that
the abutal had not had to do for a long tine. The shortage of popul ation would be made up by
recruiting fromthe Friiqgan. After naking sure his "guests" knew where they were to be quartered,
Dugar nn went back to the surface. Wl ff, curious, acconpanied him Vala insisted on going with
him Whether this was to satisfy her curiosity or just to keep an eye on him WIff did not know.
Probably, she had both mp-tives.

Dugarnn expl ained to the chief of the Friigan what he wanted. The chief, dispirited, waved a hand
to indicate that he did not care what happened. Dugarnn gathered the survivors together and nade
his offer. To Wl ff's surprise, many volunteered. Vala told himthat the two peoples were thorough
enem es, but that the Friiqan had | ost face. Mreover, many of the young considered an aerial life
as ro-mantic.
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Dugarnn | ooked the vol unteers over and picked out those who had distinguished thensel ves during
the fighting. He chose nore wonen than nen, especially those with children. There was an initia
cere-nony of ritual torture, which consisted of lightly burning the candi-date on his or her
groin. Normally, a captured eneny was tortured to death unl ess he exhibited exceptional stoicism
and bravery. Then he could be initiated into the tribe.

In energencies, such as now, the torture was only token

Later, after the island had set sail, the initiates would go through a cerenony in which each
would mingle his blood with that of an Il mawir. This prevented revenge fromthe surface-people,
si nce bl ood- brot herhood was sacred.

"There's another reason besides needing nore crew," Vala said. "The abutal-in fact both surface
and air islanders-have a tendency to inbreed. To avoid this, prisoners are sonetines adopted into
the tribe."

She was very friendly with Wl ff now and insisted on being with himevery nonment. She had even
resunmed calling himw vkrath, the Lords' termfor "darling." She | eaned agai nst himevery tinme she
had a chance and once even gave hima |light kiss on the cheek. Wl ff did not respond. He had not
forgotten, even after 500 years, that they had been |l overs and yet she had tried to kill him

Wl ff set out for the area of the gate through which he had en-tered. Vala went with him To her
questions, he answered that he wanted to talk to Theotornon once nore.

"That sea-slug! What can he have that you woul d want?"
"I nformation, perhaps."

They canme to the gate. Theotornmon was not in sight. WlIff wal ked al ong the edge of the island,
noting that here and there the land sank slightly under his weight. Apparently, the bl adders were
not so thick in these places.

"How many of these islands are there on this planet and what is the maxi mum si ze?" he said

"I do not know. We have sighted two since we've been here, and the Friigan say that there are many
nmore. They speak of the Mdther of Islands, a relatively huge island that they claimto have heard
of . There are many aerial islands, too, but none larger than the Ilma-wirs'. Wiy do you want to
talk of boring things like that, when we have ourselves to di scuss?"

"Li ke what ?" he said.

She faced him so close that her upraised |lips al nbst touched his chin. "Wiy can't we forget what
happened to us? After all, that was a long time ago, when we were nuch younger and therefore not
so wise."

"I doubt that you've changed," he said.

She sm |l ed and said, "How would you know? Let me prove that | amdifferent now "

She put her arms around himand pl aced her head on his chest.

"Different in everything but one. | |loved you once, and now that | see you again, | realize |'ve
never really stopped |oving you."

"Even when you tried to nmurder ne in ny bed?" he said.

"Ch, that! Darling, | thought you were with that | oathsone and conniving Al agraada. | thought you
were betraying ne. Can you bl ane nme because | was crazed with jeal ousy? You know how terri-bly
possessive | am™

"I know only too well." He pushed her away and said, "Even as a child, you were selfish. Al Lords
are selfish, but fewto the degree to which you were. | cannot see now why | ever |oved you."
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"You toad!" she cried. "You loved ne because | amVala. That's all, just that | amVala."

He shook his head and said, "That nmay have been true once. But it is not true any |longer. Nor wll
it ever be true again."

"You | ove another! Do | know her? It's not Anana, not ny stupid nmurderous sister."

"No," he said. "Anana is murderous, but she's not stupid. She didn't fall into Uizen's trap. |
don't see her here. Or has sonething happened to her? Is she dead?"

Val a shrugged, turned away, and said, "I haven't heard of her for three hundred years. But your
concern shows that you do care for her. Anana! Who woul d have thought it?"

Wl ff did not try to change her mind. He did not think that it was wise to nention Chryseis, even
t hough Val a ni ght never have con-tact with her. There was no use taking a chance.

Val a spun around and said, "Wat happened to that Earth girl?"
"What Earth girl?" he said, taken aback at her viciousness.

"What Earth girl?" she mnmicked. "I nmean that Chryseis, the nor-tal you abducted from Earth sone
two and a half nillennia ago. Froma region the Earthlings call Troy or sonmething like that. You
made her imortal, and she became your nistress."”

"Along with quite a few thousand others," he said. "Wy pick on her?"
"Ch, | know, | know. You have really becone degenerate, ny brother Wl ff-Jadawin."

"So you know nmy Earth name, the nane by which | prefer to be called? And how nmuch el se do you know
about me? And why?"

"I've always made it my business to have as nuch information about the Lords as it is possible to
get," she said. "That is why | have stayed alive so long."

"And why so many ot hers have died."

Her voice becane soft again, and she snmiled at him "There's no reason for you to pick a quarre
with me. Wiy can't we | et bygones be bygones?"

"Who picked a quarrel? No, there's no reason why bygones can't be just that, provided they are
bygones. But the Lords never re-nenber a good turn or forget an injury. And until you've convinced

me otherwise, | will regard you as the sane old Vala. As beautiful, maybe even nore beautiful, but
still with a black and rotten soul."
She tried to smle. "You always were too blunt. Maybe that was one reason why | [oved you so nuch.

And you were nore of a man than the others. You were the greatest of all ny |overs.”

She waited for himto return the conplinment. Instead, he said, "Love is what nakes a lover. | did
| ove you. Did."

He wal ked away from her along the edge of the shore. He | ooked back fromtime to tine. She was
following himat a distance of twenty feet. Now and then, the earth sank beneath his feet. He
stopped for her to catch up with himand said, "There nust be nany caves on the bottom How can
Theot or mon be cal | ed out ?"

"He can't. There are nmany caves, yes. Sonetinmes a whole group of bladders die, either from
di sease, old age, or frombeing eaten by a fish which finds themtasty. Then caverns exist for a
whil e, al-though they're eventually filled up by new growths."

Wl ff filed this informati on away for possible use. |f things went too badly, a man coul d al ways
take refuge under the island. Vala nust have guessed what he was thinking-a gift he had found
irritat-ing when they had been mates-and she said, "I wouldn't go under there. The water swarns
with man-eaters.”
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"How does Theot or nbn survive?"

"I don't know. Maybe he's too fast and strong for the fish. After all, he's adapted for that kind
of life-if you want to call it alife."

Wl ff decided that he woul d have to give up on Theotornon. He wal ked back into the jungle with
Val a cl ose behind. By now he per-mitted her to be at his back. She needed himtoo nuch to kil
hi m

He had gone only a few yards when he was knocked down from behind. At first, he thought that she
had | eaped upon him He rolled away fromher, trying to draw his beaner fromits holster at the
same tine. He saw then that she had been propelled into himby another. The huge glistening wet
body of Theotormon was flying at him The bulk cane flat down on him and his breath was knocked
out by the inpact of 400 pounds. Then Theotornon was sitting on top of himand striking savagely
at his face with the flippers. The first bl ow knocked hi m hal f-unconsci ous; the second drove him
i nto darkness.

\Y

Al t hough he had no recollection of the few seconds after his senses had dissol ved, he nust not
have been entirely unconscious. He had gotten his two arns out from under the pinning nass and
seized the flippers. Slippery as they were, he managed to keep a grip on them He regained ful
consci ousness just as he yanked savagely on them so strongly that Theotornon shrieked with pain
and hal f-rose. That was enough for Wl ff. He shoved agai nst the bul ging paunch and thrust hinmself
partly free. He bent his free right |l eg and kicked. Now it was Theotornmon's turn to gasp for

br eat h.

Wl ff rose to his feet and ki cked hard again, his shoe driving into the weakest part of the
nmonster, his head. Theotornon, caught on the forehead, slumped back. Wl ff kicked himin the jaw
and then hal f-buried another kick in the paunch. Theotornon, the nbss-green eyes glazed, fel
back, his | egs doubl ed under him

Yet he was not out, and when Wl ff advanced on himto finish his work, Theotornon kicked with a
huge foot. Wl ff caught the foot and so denied its full inpact, but he was shoved backwards.
Theot or - non arose, crouched, and | eaped again. Wl ff also | eaped forward, his right knee driving
upward. It caught Theotornmon on his chin, and both fell to the ground again. Wl ff scranbled up
felt for his beanmer, and found it was not in his holster. His brother also rose. They faced each
other at a distance of six feet, both breathing heav-ily and just becom ng aware of the pain of
the bl ows they had taken

Wl ff's natural strength had been increased twofold by artificial neans, and his bones had been

t oughened, without being made brit-tle, to match the nuscul ar strength. However, all Lords had
under -gone the sane treatnent, so that when they engaged in physical conbat anong thensel ves, the
original strength was, relatively, the sane. Theotornon's body had been reshaped by Urizen, and he
out wei ghed his brother by at |east one hundred and sixty pounds. Apparently, Urizen had not

i ncreased Theotornon's power by nuch, since Wl ff had been able to match himso far. Wi ght neant
much in a fight, though, and it was this that WIff had to watch for. He nust not give Theotornon
anot her chance to use it.

Theot ornmon, his wind having returned, growed, "I will batter you into unconsciousness again,
Jadawin. And then | will carry you into the sea, dive into a cavern, and hold you while ny pets
eat you alive."

Wl ff | ooked around. Vala was standing to one side and sniling very curiously. He did not waste
his breath or tine asking for her aid. He charged Theotornon, |eaped high into the air, and kicked
out with both feet. Hi s brother had frozen for a second at the unex-pected attack, then he ducked.
Wl ff had hoped that he would. He kicked | ow, but Theotornmon was very fast. WIff's shoes cane
down hard on his back, the shoes slipped on the wet back, and Wl ff ski dded down the back. He
whirled even as he shot off Theotornon. The nonster turned and | eaped, expecting, or hoping to
find Wolff flat on his back. Instead, he was caught by another kick in the jaw

This tune, Theotornon did not get up. H's dark seal fur red with blood froma torn lip and gashed
jaw and mashed nose, he lay breathing noisily. Wl ff kicked himseveral tinmes in the ribs to nake
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sure he stayed down.

Val a appl auded Wl ff and said, "Well done. You are the man | once |oved-still |ove."
"And why didn't you help ne?" he said.

"You didn't need it. | knew you'd knock that bag of bl ubber out of his pinhead-mnd."

Wl ff | ooked through the grass for his beaner but could not find it. Vala did not nmove from where
she stood. She said, "Wiy didn't you use your knife?"

"I would have if it had been necessary. But | want himalive. W' re taking himalong with us."
Her eyes widened. "In the nane of Los, why?"
"Because he has certain abilities we nmay be able to use.”

Theot ormon groaned and sat up. Wl ff kept an eye on him but continued his search. Finally, he
said, "All right, Vala. Hand it over."

She reached within her robe and brought out the beaner. "I could kill you now "
"Do it then, but don't waste nmy time with idle threats. You don't scare ne."

"Al right. Have it then," she said fiercely. She raised the beaner and for a nmoment Wl ff thought
he had goaded her too far. After all, the Lords were proud, far too proud, and overly swift to
react to in-sult.

But she pointed the beamer carefully at Theotornon, and a white rod of |ight touched the end of
one flipper. Snmoke curled up; burnt flesh stank. Theotornon fell backwards, his nouth open, his
eyes staring.

Vala, smling, reversed the weapon and handed it to WIff. He swore and said, "There was no reason
but viciousness for that, Vala. Viciousness and stupidity. | tell you, he nmight have been the
di fference between death and life for us."

She wal ked-strol | ed-over to the huge wetness and bent over to look at him She raised the flipper
the end of which was charred

"He's not dead-yet. You can save him if you want to. But you'll have to cut off the flipper

It'"lIl be cooked halfway to his shoulder." WIff wal ked away without further comment. He recruited
a number of Ilmawir to help himget Theotornmon on the island. Hoisted by four bladders,

Theot ormon rose up through a hatch. There he was pulled to one side and stretched out on the floor
of a "brig." This was a cage with very light but steel-strong bars of |ami nated bl adder-shells.

Wl ff did the surgery hinself. After forcing a drugged drink, provided by the Il mawir w zard, down
Theotornon's throat, he ex-am ned a nunber of saws and other surgical tools. These were the
property of the wi zard, who took care of both the spiritual and phys-ical welfare of his people.

Wth several saws fitted with the teeth of a sharklike fish, WIlff cut off the flipper just bel ow
the shoul der. The flesh went quickly; the bones offered enough resistance to dull tw saws. The
wi zard thrust the red-hot end of a torch against the huge wound to seal off the bl ood vessels.
Moreover, the wizard applied a salve to the burn, as-suring WIff that it had saved the lives of
men who had been burned over half their bodies.

Val a watched the entire operation with a slight sneer. Once, her gaze net Wl ff's as he | ooked up
fromhis work, and she | aughed. He shuddered, although she had a beautiful and striking laugh. It
re-mnded himof a gong he had once heard while voyagi ng down the Guzirit river in the | and of
Khanmshem on the third | evel of the planet of his own universe. It had golden notes to it, that was
the only way to describe the |laughter. The gong had probably been of bronze, hanging in the dark
adytum of an ancient and crunbling tenple of jade and chal cedony, nuffled by stone and the green
density of the jungle. It was bronze, but it gave forth golden vibrations. And this was how t he

| aught er of Vala sounded, bronze and gol den and also with sonething dark and snoldering in it.

She said, "He'll never be able to grow a new flipper unless you keep peeling off the scab. You
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know regenerati on won't take place if there's scar tissue."

"You let nme worry about those things,"” he said. "You've inter-fered enough.”

She sniffed and went up the narrow corkscrewi ng staircase to the nai ndeck. Wl ff waited awhile.
After it seened reasonabl e that Theotornopn was not going to die of shock, he also went up onto the
deck. The Friigan adoptees were being trained for their new duties, and he watched themfor a
whil e. He asked Dugarnn how the great gas-plants were fed, since it seemed to himthat the
nutrient would wei gh nuch. There were at |east four thousand of the bl adders, each as large as the
cell in a zeppelin.

Dugar nn expl ai ned. A grow ng bl adder did not have to be fed. But when it matured, it died. The
skin woul d becone dry and hard but was specially treated to preserve flexibility and
expandability. New col oni es of gas-generating bacteria were placed therein. These had to be fed,
but the anmount of gas they produced was very high in propor-tion to the amount of food they
needed. This was mainly the heart-stuff of grow ng plants, although the bacteria could work on
fish, neat, or decaying vegetable matter.

Dugarnn |l eft him saying there was much work to be done. The shadow of the nobon passed, and ful
daylight returned. The island began to tug harder against the ropes. Finally, Dugarnn decided that
it was buoyant enough to cast |oose. The stone anchors were drawn up, and the ropes around the
fronds cut. The island drifted past themand slowy rose. It settled at a hundred and fifty feet
for a while. Then, as the gas continued to fill the bladders, it rose to five hundred feet.
Dugarnn ordered the bacteria food to be reduced. He inspected the entire island, a trip which took
several hours, and returned to the bridge. WIff went down to see how Theot ornon was comi ng al ong.
The wi zard reported that his patient was doing even better than could be expected.

Wl ff clinbed up a flight of steps to the top of the walls. Here he found Luvah and one of his
cousi ns, Palamabron. The latter was a well-built and handsone nan, darkest of the fanmily. He wore
a conical hat with hexagonal rim both decorated with eneral d-green ows. His cloak had a turned-
up collar in back and epaulets in the shape of lions couchant. The fabric was a green shimering
stuff with a pattern of trefoils pierced with a bleeding |ance. H s shirt was el ectric-blue and
piped with white skulls. A great belt of |eather was bossed with gold and set w th di anonds,
eneral ds, and topazes. H s baggy pants were white-and-black striped and calf-1ength. The boots
were of sone pale soft red | eather

He made a striking and handsonme figure, of which he was well aware. He nodded at Wl ff's greeting,
then left. WIff, watching him chuckled. He said, "Pal anabron never did care too nuch for nme. |
would worry if he did."

"They won't do anything as long as we're on this aerial island," Luvah said. "At |east, they won't
unl ess this search takes too long. | wonder howlong it will take? W could float forever over
these seas and never happen across the gates."

Wl ff | ooked at the red skies and the green-blue oceans and at the island they had |left, a piece
of unattached |l and seemingly no larger than a penny now. Wite birds with enornmus w ngs and
yel |l ow curved beaks and orange-ringed eyes flew over them and gave forth shrill ululations. One
settled down not far fromwhere they stood and cocked its head and fastened an unblinking green
eye upon them Wl ff renenbered the ravens of his own world. Did sone of these great birds have a
slice of human brain within their unbird-1ike-sized craniunms? Wre they watching and listening for
Urizen? Their father had sone neans of observing them otherw se he would not be get-ting ful
enjoynent fromthis gane.

"Dugarnn told me that the abuta is pushed always by the same wind. It takes it around and around
this world of water in a spiraling path. Eventually, it covers every area."

"But the island that has the gates may always be on a different course. A ways out of sight."
Wl ff shrugged and said, "Then we won't find it."

"Perhaps that is the way Urizen wants it. He would like us to go nmad from frustrati on and boredom
and slit each other's throat."
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"Per haps. However, the abuta can change course when its people so wish. It's a slow process, but
it can be done. Al so. "

He was silent for so long that Luvah became uneasy. "Al so what?"

"Qur good father has placed other creatures here besides man, birds, a few animals, and fish. |
understand that sone of the islands, water and air alike, are popul ated by rather vicious flying
creatures.”

Val a called frombel ow, saying that their neals were prepared. They went down to eat at one end of
the chief's table. Here they heard what Dugarnn was planning. He was ready to thrust the abuta off
course. Sonewhere to the southwest was another floating island, that of their nost bitter enem es,
the Waerish. Now that the Il mawi r had Wl ff and his beamer, they could join battle for the |ast
time with the Waerish. It would be a glorious victory for the Il mawir; the Waerish woul d be
swal | owed up by the ocean forever.

Wl ff agreed, since there was little else he could do at that no-nment. He hoped that the Waerish
woul d not be found, since he wanted to conserve the power packs of the beamer for nore inpor-tant
matters.

The bright red days and pale red nights that foll owed were many and unvaried. They were, at first,
however, busy for Wl ff. He learned all he could about the managenent of the abuta. He studied the
nmores of the tribe and the idiosyncrasies of each menber. The other Lords, with the exception of
Val a, showed little interest in any of these. They spent their tune at the bow, |ooking for the

i sland that was supposed to contain the gates of Uizen. O they conplained to the abutal or to
each other. And always one Lord was insulting an-other, although in a way that barely avoi ded an
outright challenge fromthe insulted

Wl ff becane nore disgusted with them as each day passed. Ex-cept for Luvah, none was worth
saving. They had an arrogance that displeased the abutal. Wl ff warned the Lords against this many
tinmes, saying that their lives were dependent upon the natives. Should these be too antagonized,
they were likely to dunp the Lords over-board. H s advice was taken for a while, and then the
lifelong belief in their near-divinity would take hold of the Lords again.

Wl ff spent nuch time on the bridge with Dugarnn. It was neces-sary to do this to snooth out the
ridges of ill-feeling his brothers and cousins raised. He also went into the glider-training
school, since the abutal could not fully give a nan adniration and respect unless he had won his
wi ngs. Wl ff asked Dugarnn why this was so. To WIff, the gliders seemed nore of a hindrance and
unnecessary expense and troubl e than anythi ng el se.

Dugarnn was astoni shed at the question. He groped for words, then said, "Wy, it's just because

it is. That's all. No man is a man until he makes his first solo |l anding. As for your
inplications that gliders aren't worth the trouble, | deny those. Wien the day cones that we find
an eneny, you will eat your words."

The next day, Wl ff went up in a glider. He got into a tandem seat instruction ship, which was
haul ed al oft at the end of a cable borne by two great bladders. The craft rose upward until the
abuta was a snmall brown oval below. Here the swifter upper winds carried themalong until they
were several niles ahead of the island. Then the in-structor, Dugarnn, unlocked the Lift

mechani sm The bl adders were then haul ed down back to the abuta with a slimbut strong cord, to be
used agai n.

As Jadawin, Wl ff had flown nany types of craft. On Earth, he had gotten a private pilot's |icense
qualifying himto fly single-notor craft. He had not flown for many years now, but he had not
forgotten all his old skills, either. Dugarnn |l et himhandle the controls for a while as they
spiral ed downwards. He tapped Wl ff's shoul ders and nodded approvingly, then took the controls
over. The glider came in upwi nd, sideslipping at the |ast nonment and | anding on one side of the
broad deck

Wl ff took five nore | essons, during the last two of which he nade the [andings. On the fourth
day, he sol oed. Dugarnn was very inpressed, saying that nost students required twi ce that tine.
Wl ff asked what happened if a sol oi ng student missed the abuta. How could the islanders pick him
up?
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Dugarnn smiled and lifted his hands, palnms up, and said that the unfortunate was |eft behind. No
nmore was said about that, although Wl ff noted that Dugarnn had insisted that the beaner be |eft
on the island when Wol ff had gone up. Wbl ff had placed it in the care of Luvah, whom he did not
think would nmisuse it. Not to the extent the others would, anyway.

Thereafter, Wl ff went bare-chested, as befitted a man who wore a painted iiphtarz upon his chest.
Dugarnn insisted that Wl ff also be-cone a bl ood-brother. On hearing this, the other Lords
scof f ed.

"What, Jadawi n, son of the great Lord Urizen, direct descendant of the Los hinself, be brother to
these painted i gnorant savages? Have you no pride, brother?"

"Brother nme no brother, brothers," he replied. "These people have at least not tried to slay ne.
That is nmore than | can say for any of you except Luvah. And they are not to be despised by the
likes of you. They are nmasters of their own little worlds. You are honel ess and trapped like dull-
witted fat geese. So do not be so ready to scorn ne or them You would be far better off if you
woul d condescend to nake friends with them The tine nay cone when you will need themvery much."

Theot ormon, his flipper pink and hal f-grown out now, was squat-ting in the inch-deep pool. He
said, "The whole accursed | ot of you are dooned; long may you scream when Urizen finally closes
the trap on you. But this | will say for Jadawin. He is twice the man any of you are. And | wi sh
himluck. | wish he may get to our beloved father and exact vengeance fromhim while the rest of
you die hor-ribly."

"Shut your ugly nouth, you toad!" Ariston cried. "It is bad enough to have to | ook at you. My
stomach wings itself out when | see you. To have to hear you, you abom nation, is too nuch. |
wish that | were in ny owm lovely world again and had you at ny feet and in chains. Then | would
make you tal k, nmonsterling, so fast your words would be a gabble for nercy. And then | would feed

you inch by inch to sone special pets of nmy own, oh, beautiful little pets.”
"And |," Theotormon said, "will pitch you over the side of this floating island sone night and
will laugh as | watch you flailing at the air and hear your |ast scream"

"Enough of this childish bickering," Vala said. "Don't you know now t hat when you quarrel anong
your sel ves, you delight the heart of our father? He would | ove to see you tear each other apart."

"Vala is right," WIff said. "You call yourselves Lords, makers and rulers of entire universes.
Yet you behave |ike spoiled, and evil, brats. If you hate each other, renenber that the one who
taught you this horrible hatred, and who now has set the stage for your death, still lives. He
must die. If we have to die ourselves in nmaking sure of his death, so be it. But at least try to
live with dignity and so dignify your deaths."

Suddenly, Ariston strode towards Wl ff. His face was red, and his nmouth was tw sted. He towered
over Wl ff, though he was not as broad. He waved his arns, and the saffron robes, set with scarl et
and green inbrications, flapped.

"I have put up with enough fromyou, detested brother!" he how ed. "Your insults and your

i nsi nuations that you are better than us now because you have becone | ess than us-one of those
ani mal s -have enraged nme. | hate you as | have al ways hated you, hated you far nore than the
others. You are nothing-a ... a ... foundling!"

Wth this insult, the worst the Lords could conceive, for they could think of nothing worse than
not to be of the true |ineage of Lords, he began to draw his knife. WIff bent his knees, ready to
fight if he had to but hoping he would not. It would | ook very bad for the Lords if they braw ed
in front of the abutal

At that nmoment, a cry arose fromthe gondola on the prow of the island. Druns began to beat, and
the abutal dropped what they were doing. Wl ff caught hold of a man running by and asked what the
al arm was about .

The man pointed to the left, indicating sonething in the sky. Wl ff turned to see an object, dark
and fuzzy against the red done of the sky.
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Even as wol ff ran towards the bridge, another object ap-peared. Before he had reached the gondol a,
he saw two nore. They made him prickle with uneasiness and a sense of strangeness. He could not
identify the reason for this at first. But before he reached the gondola, he knew. The objects
were not drifting with the wind but were conming in at right angles to it. Sonething was propelling
t hem

On the bridge, Dugarnn told Wl ff what he wanted of him He was to stay by his side until ordered
otherwise. As for the other Lords, now was the time for themto earn their keep. Dugarnn had heard
t hem boasting of their prowess. Let themput their swords where their nmouths were-or words to that
effect.

Conmuni cation on the island-surface during a battle was by drum Oders to those inside the

i sland, stationed on the ports on the sides or the hatches at the bottom were transnmitted by
anot her means. Throughout the abuta was a network of thin narrow pipes. These were fashioned from
the bones of the girrel fish, and had the prop-erty of transnmitting sound quite well. The abuta
coul d use voice over the girrel -bones up to seventy-five feet. Past this distance, a code was
rapped out by a tiny hamrer.

Wl ff wat ched Dugarnn issue orders, which were perforned swiftly by the well-trained people. Even
children were carrying out duties within their capabilities, and so relieving adults for nore
difficult and dangerous posts. To Vala, who had cone up to the bridge, WIff said, "W so-called
di vine Lords could | earn nuch about cooperation fromthese so-called savages."

"No doubt," Vala replied. She | ooked out across the oceans and said, "There are six now \What are
t hey?"

"Dugarnn nentioned the N chiddor, but he had no tune to tell me what they are. Be patient. W'l
know soon enough. Too soon, | sus-pect."

The gliders had been fastened to the lift-bladders. The pilots got into the cockpits while the
"ground" crews fitted the explosive bl adder-bonbs to the wings. Then the wi zard, clad in robes and
a mask, passed along the gliders. He carried a doubl e-ankh wi th which he blessed the pilots and
their craft. Between each pair of gliders, he stopped to shake the doubl e-ankh at the ufo and hurl
mel edi cti ons. Dugarnn becane inpatient but dared not hurry the wizard. As soon as the last of the
twenty airnmen had been touched by the ankh and prayed over, Dugarnn gave the signal. The bl adders
with their white-wi nged cargoes were rel eased. They soared up and up until they had attained a

hei ght of a thousand feet above the island.

Dugarnn said, "They' Il release thensel ves as soon as the N chid-dor nests get within range. Los
guard them since few w Il get through. But if the nests can be destroyed. "

"There are eight now," WIff said. The nearest was a half-mile away. Ball-shaped, it had a

di anet er of about three hundred yards. The fuzzy appearance had been caused by the nany uneven
projec-tions of plants. These grew out to conceal the gas-bladders that forned irregul ar
concentric rings. On the surface of the spheroid nest were hundreds of tiny figures. An aerial
dung-ball, Wl ff thought.

Dugar nn poi nted above him and Wl ff saw a nunber of small dark objects. "Scouts,
"The N chiddor won't attack until the scouts report to them™

Dugar nn sai d.

"Who are the Nichiddor?"
"There's one now, coming down to take a close |ook."

The wi ngs were bl ack-feathered and had a spread of at least fifty feet. They sprouted out fromthe
five-foot wi de shoul ders, bel ow which was a hairless human torso. The breast-bone projected
several feet and under it was the abdomen with a hunan navel. The |legs were thin and ended in huge
feet that were mainly clawi ke toes. A long black feathered tail spread out behind it. The face
was human except for the nose. This extended |ike an el ephant's proboscis for several feet and was
as flexible. As the N chiddor swept over them it raised the proboscis and trunpeted shrilly.
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Dugarnn gl anced at Wl ff’'s beaner. Wl ff shook his head and said, "lI'd rather they didn't know yet
what they're up against. My supply of charges is limted. | want to wait until | can get a nunber
with a single shot."

He watched the Nichiddor flap heavily away towards the nearest nest. The creatures were
undoubtedly the work of Urizen, who had placed them here for his own amusenent. They nust be human
be-ings-al though not necessarily Lords-he had transnmuted in the |abo-ratory. They coul d have been
abducted fromother worlds than his; some m ght even be descended from Earthnen. Now they lived a
strange |ife beneath red skies and a dark moon, born and raised on an aerial nest that drifted
with the winds of this landless world. They lived largely on fish, which they caught as an osprey
catches fish, with their talons. But when they cane across a surface or air-island, they killed to
eat raw human fl esh

By now Wl ff could see why the nests were going against the wind. The hundreds of Ni chiddors on it
had gripped the plants in their talons and were flapping their wings in unison. The foul chariot
of the skies was drawn by as strange birds as ever existed.

When the nest had cone within a quarter-mle, the wi ngs stopped beating. Now the other nests drew
up slowy. Two settled down-wards; fromthese the N chiddor would attack the bottom of the
is-land. Two others veered around behind the island and then cane on the other side. Dugarnn
waited calmy until the N chiddor had set their attack pattern

Wl ff asked hi mwhy he did not order the gliders to attack

"I'f they were rel eased before the nmain body of N chiddor cane at us," Dugarnn said, "every

Ni chi ddor would rise to bar the way. The gliders could not possibly get through them But with
only a small nunber of Nichiddor attacking the gliders, we have a chance of get-ting through to
the nests. At |east, that has been my experience so far."

"Wuldn't it be wisest, fromthe N chiddors' viewpoint, to elim-nate the gliders first?" Wl ff
asked.

Dugar nn shrugged and said, "You'd think so. But they never do what seens to nme the nost strategic
thing. It's ny theory that, being deprived of hands, the N chiddor have suffered a | essening of

intelli-gence. It's true they can mani pul ate objects to some extent with their feet and their
trunks, but they're far | ess manual than we.
"Then again, | could be wong. Perhaps the Nichiddor derive a certain pleasure fromgiving the

gliders a fighting chance. Or perhaps they are as arrogant as sea-eagles, which will attack a
shark that out-weighs themby a thousand pounds, a vicious creature that an eagle cannot possibly
kill or, if it could, would not be able to carry off to some surface island."

The wind carried to the abuta the gabble of hundreds of voices and the trunpeting of hundreds of
probosci ses. Suddenly, there was a silence. Dugarnn froze, but his eyes were busy. Slowy, he

rai sed his hand. A warrior standing near himheld a bladder in his hand. By himwas a bow - shaped
stone with sonme hot coals. He held his gaze upon his chief.

The silence was broken with the united scream of N chiddor through their snaky noses. There was a
clap as of thunder as they launched thenmselves fromthe nests and brought their wings together in
the first beat. Dugarnn dropped his hand. The warrior dipped the short fuse of the bladder into
the fire and then released it. It soared upwards to fifty feet and expl oded.

The gliders dropped fromtheir lifts, each towards the nest ap-pointed to it. WIff [ooked at the
dark hordes advancing and | ost sonme of his confidence in his beaner. Yet, the Il mawir had beaten
of f attacks by the N chiddor before-although with great |oss. But never before had eight nests
ringed the abuta.

A great-w nged white bird passed overhead. Its cry cane down to him and he wondered if this could
be an eye of Urizen. Was his fa-ther watching through the eyes and brains of these birds? If so,
he was going to see a spectacle that would delight his bl oody heart.

The Nichiddor, so thick they were a brown and bl ack cloud, sur-rounded the island. Just out of
bowr ange, they stopped advanci ng and began to fly around the island. Around and around they flew,
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in an ever-dininishing circle. The Ilmawir archers, all nales, waited for their chief to signal to
fire. The wonen were arned with slings and stones, and they al so waited.

Dugarnn, knowi ng that it woul d weaken themto spread out his people along the top of the walls,
had concentrated themat the prow. There was nothing to prevent the Nichiddor fromlanding at the
far end. However, they did not settle down there. They hated to wal k on their weak |egs.

Wl ff | ooked out at the gliders. Sone had dropped below his line of vision to attack the two nests
bel ow t he underside. The others were coning down swiftly in a steep glide. A nunber of N chiddor
rose fromthe nest to neet them

Two fliers passed over the nearest nest. Snall objects, trailing snoke, dropped fromthem and fel
on the nests. Females, flapping their wings, scranmbled towards them Then, there was an expl osion.
Smoke and fire billowed out. Another explosion followed.

The two gliders pulled up sharply. Carried upward by the nmomen-tum of their steep dives, they
turned and came back for another and final pass. Again, their bonbs hit. Fire spread through the
dry plants and caught and enfol ded sone of the giant gas-cells. The fenal es screaned so |oudly
they could be heard even above the w ng-beatings and trunpetings of the circling horde. They rose
fromthe burning nest, their infants clutched in their toes. The entire nest blew apart, catching
some of the fermales, burning themin flight or hurling them head over heels. Infants dropped
towards the sea below, their short wings ineffectively flapping.

Wl ff saw one nother fold her wings and drop like a fish-hawk to-wards her infant. She caught it,
beat her wings, and lifted slowy to-wards an untouched nest.

Two nests, burning and expl odi ng, spun towards the ocean. By then several hundreds of nales had
det ached thenselves fromthe ring around the island. They flew after the gliders, which by now
were far down, headed towards a | anding on the waves.

The nests on a level with the island were out of range of his beamer. It was possible the two

bel ow m ght not be. WIff told Dugarnn what he nmeant to do and went down a fifty-foot w nding
staircase to a hatch at its bottom The nests there had risen close, and he caught both of them
with a sweep of the full power of the beanmer. They blew up with such violence that he was lifted
and al -npbst knocked off the platform Snoke poured up through the hatch. Then, as it cleared away,
he saw the flam ng pieces of vegetation fall-ing. The bodies of the children and femal es pl unmeted
into the sea

The male warriors fromthe nests were trying to get through the bottom hatches. Wl ff put the
beaner on hal f-power and cleared the area. Then he ran al ong the gangpl ank, stopping at every
hatch to fire again. He accounted for at |east a hundred attackers. Sonme had gotten through the

defendi ng abutal at the hatches at the far end. It took hima while to kill these, since he had to
be careful not to touch the many great bl adders. Even though he slew thirty, he could not get them
all. The island was too large for himto cover all the bottom area.

By the time he clinbed back up to the hatch, he found that the Ni chiddor had | aunched their mass
attack. This end of the island was a swirling, screeching, shouting, scream ng nob. There were
bodi es everywhere.

The archers and slingers had taken a heavy toll of the first wave and a lighter toll of the
second. Then the Nichiddor were upon them and the battle becane a nelee. Al though the w nged nen
had no weapons other than their wings and feet, these were powerful. Wth a sweep of a wing, a

Ni chi ddor coul d knock down an Il mawir. He could then | eap upon his stunned and brui sed foe and
tear at himw th the heavy hooked claw i ke toenails. The abutal defended them selves with spears,
swords which were flat blades lined with shark's teeth, and knives formed from a banbool i ke
surface plant.

Wl ff nethodically set about to kill all those in the nei ghborhood of the mai ndeck. The Lords had
made a conpact group, all facing outwards and slashing with their swords. Wl ff took careful aim
and sl ew the N chiddor pressing them A shadow fell on him and he fell on his back and fired
upwards. Two Ni chi ddor struck the deck on each side of him the wing of one buffeting him It
covered himlike a banner and stank of fish. He crawl ed out fromunder just in tine to shoot two
that had forced Dugarnn back against the wall. Dugarnn's wife lay near him her spear stuck in a
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wi nged man's belly. Her face and breasts were ripped into shreds, and the N chiddor who had done
it was tearing out her belly. He fell backwards, his claws caught in her entrails, as WIff shot
hi m f rom behi nd.

For the next minute, it was near-death for him At |east two dozen N chiddor cane at himfromall
sides and from above. He spun like a top, using the beamas a spray, around himand in the air
The corpses, hal f-severed, snoking, stinking, piled up around him Then he was over them out in
the open, on the fringes of the eddying bat-tle. He shot everywhere and usually hit his target,

t hough twi ce an abutal was borne by the thrust of the fight into the beam This could not be

hel ped; he was |ucky that he had not hit nore.

The Il mawir, despite a fierce resistance, had lost half their numbers. Even with Wl ff's help,
they were being defeated. The Nichid-dor, despite casualties that should have nade themretreat,
refused to stop. They were intent on extermination of their foe, even if it nmeant near-

exterm nation for them

Wl ff cleared the attackers around the Lords again. They were all on their feet and swinging their
swords, although covered with blood. WIff called to themto formaround him While they kept off
the wi nged nen, he would shoot over them He stood upon a pile of N chiddor, his feet braced on
the slippery corpses, and coolly re-sumed firing. Suddenly, he realized that he was down to his

| ast two power packs. He had hoped to save sonme for Urizen's stronghold, but there was nothing he
could do to conserve themnow. |If he did not use the beamer, he and all that fought with hi mwould
di e.

Val a, standing just in front of him yelled. He | ooked upward where she was pointing. A dark
obj ect spanned the skies: a black conmet. It had appeared while all were intent upon the fight.

The abutal near them al so | ooked up. They gave a cry of despair and threw down their weapons.

I gnoring the winged nmen, they ran towards the nearest hatches. The N chiddor, after searching the
skies for the cause of the panic, also reacted with terror. They | aunched thenselves into the air
to get to the nests or to escape to the protect-ing underside of the island.

Wl ff did not throw down his beaner, but he was as frenzied as the others in their attenpt to get
to the closest cover. Dugarnn had told himof the black conets that occasionally visited the space
above this planet. He had warned of that which al ways acconpani ed the conet.

As Wl ff raced towards a hatch, there were snall whistling noises around him Hol es appeared in
the foliage of the walls; little curls of snoke rose fromthe sheathing of the naindeck. A

Ni chiddor, ten feet up, flapping his fifty-foot wings frantically, screaned. He fell to the deck
his skin pierced in several places, snmoke coming fromone wi ng. Another and anot her wi nged man
dropped, and with them sone abutal. The corpses jerked with the inpact of the tiny drops.

Wl ff's beanmer was knocked out of his hand by the blow of a drop of quicksilver. He stooped and
picked it up and resuned his run. For a nonment, he could not get into the hatchway because of the
Lords janmed before it. They fought each other, cursed, and cried to Los. Sone even cried out for
their father, Urizen, or their |ong-dead nother.

For one wild second, Wl ff thought of clearing the way for hinself with the beanmer. It was exactly
what any of them wth the possible exception of Luvah, would have done. To stay out here was to
be dead. Every bit of time counted.

Then whoever was the cause of the pile-up got through, and the others clawed and bit and scratched
their way in.

Wl ff went through the hatch in a dive, headfirst. Sonething touched his pants. His calf burned.
There was a spl ashing noise, and hot nmercury clung to the back of his head. He fell past the
shal | ow | adder and hit the floor with his two hands, dropping the beamer be-fore he hit. He
absorbed npst of the shock with his bent arns and then rolled over. He brought up agai nst

Pal amabron, who was just starting down the second | adder. Pal anabron yelled and pitched for-ward
Wl ff, | ooking down the well, saw Pal amabron on top of a pile of Lords. Al were shouting and
cursing. None, however, seemed to be hurt badly.

At another time WIff would have | aughed. Now he was too con-cerned with scraping the gl obul es of
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hot mercury fromhis hair. He exam ned his leg to nake sure that the hit there had only been

gl anc-ing. Then he went on down the steps. It was best to get as far bel ow as possible. If this
were a heavy and steady nercury-drop shower, the entire upper decks could be destroyed. If the big
gas- bl adders were penetrated, good-bye forever to all

VI |

Val a greeted himIN the twlight of a gangplank by a spheroid cell. She was | aughi ng. Her | aughter
was not hysteria but genuine amusenent. He was sure that if there were enough |ight, he would be
able to see her eyes shining with mrth.

"I"'mglad that you find this funny," he said. He was covered with Ni chi ddor bl ood, which was

rapi dly being carried off by his heavy sweating, and he was shaking. "You were always a strange
one, Vala. Even as a child, you loved teasing the rest of us and playing cruel jokes upon us. And
as a wonan, you |loved blood and suffering -in others-nore than you | oved | ove."

"So | ama true Lord," she said. "My father's daughter. And, | mght add, ny brother's sister. You
were just like nme, dear Jadawi n, before you becane the nanby-panby human Wl ff, the degenerate
hal f-Earthling."

She came cl oser, and, |owering her voice, said, "It has been a long tinme since | have had a man,
Jadawi n. And you have not touched a worman since you cane through the gate. Yet | know that you are
like a he-goat, brother, and that you begin to suffer when a day passes w thout taking a woman to
bed. Can you put aside your so-evident |oathing of me-which | do not understand-and go with ne
now? There are a hundred hiding places in this island, dark and warm and private places where no
one will disturb us. | ask you, though ny pride is great."

She spoke truly. He was an exceedingly strong and vigorous man. Now he felt |onging come upon him
a longing that he had put aside every day by constant activity. Wen night came and he went to
bed, he had bent his mnd to plots against his father, trying to foresee a thousand conti ngencies
and the best way to dispose of them

"First the bl ood-feast and then the |ust-dessert,’
thrust of the blade and the spurt of blood."

he said. "It's not | who rouses you but the

"Both do," she said. She held out her hand to him "Cone with ne."

He shook his head. "No. And I want to hear no nore of this. The subject is forever dead."

She snarled, "As you will soon be. No one can

Val a turned and wal ked away, and when he next saw her, she was tal king earnestly to Pal amabron.
After a while, the two wal ked off into the di mess of a corridor

He thought for a nonent of ordering them back. They were in effect deserting their posts. The
danger fromthe N chiddor seened to be over, but if the nercury shower becane heavier, the island
could be badly crippled or destroyed.

He shrugged and turned away. After all, he had no del egated au-thority. The cooperation anong the
Lords was only a spoken agree-nent; there was no fornmal agreenment of organization with a system of
puni shnments. Also, if he tried to interfere, he would be accused of doing so because of jeal ousy.
The charge would not be entirely base-less. He did feel a pang at seeing Vala go off w th another
man. And this was a nmeasure of what he had once felt for her, that after five hundred years and
what she had tried to do to him he should care even the fraction of a bit.

He said to Dugarnn, "How | ong does a shower | ast?"

"About a half-hour,"” the chief replied. "The drops are carried along with the black conets. The
| aughter of Urizen, we call them since he nust have created them Urizen is a cruel and bl oody
god who rejoices in the sufferings of his people.”

Dugarnn did not have exactly the sane attitude towards Urizen that the Lords did. In the course of
the many thousands of years that the descendants of the trapped Lords had been here, the nane of
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Ui zen had beconme that of the evil god in the abutal pantheon. Dugarnn had no true idea of the
uni verse in which he was born. To him this world was the world, the only one. The Lords were
dem - gods, sons and daughters of Urizen by nortal wonen. The Lords were nortal, too, though
extraordi narily powerful.

There was an expl osion, and Wl ff feared for a nonent that one of the gas-bladders at the far end
of the island had been penetrated. One of the abutal said that a Nichiddor nest had gone up. Less
protected than the island, it had received a concentration of drops, one bl adder had bl own up
another, and in the chain reaction the whole nest was hurled apart.

Wl ff went over to where Theotormon crouched in a corner. His brother |ooked up at himw th hate
and m sery. He turned his head away when Wl ff spoke to him After a while, as WIff squatted
quietly by him Theotornon began to fidget. He finally | ooked at Wl ff and said, "Father told ne
that there are four planets that revolve in orbit about a central fifth. This is Appirmatzum the
pl anet on which is his stronghold. Each planet is about the size of this one, and all are
separated from Appirmatzuin by only twenty thousand miles. This universe is not a recent one. It
was created as one of a series by our father at |east fifteen thousand years ago. They were kept
hi dden, their gates only being activated when Father wi shed to enter or | eave one. Thus, the
scanners failed to detect them"

"Then that is why |1've seen only three of the planets,” WIff said. "The outer ones are at the
corners of an equilateral quadrangle. The planet opposite is always hidden by Appirnmatzum"”

He did not wonder at the forces which enabled such | arge bodies to be so relatively close and yet
stay in undevi ating paths. The sci-ence of the Lords was beyond his conprehension-as a matter of
fact, it was beyond the understanding of any of the Lords. They had inherited and used a power the
principles of which they no | onger understood. They did not care to understand. It was enough that
they could use the powers.

This very lack of know edge of principles nade the Lords so vul -nerable at tines. Each only had so
many weapons and machines. If any were destroyed, lost, or stolen, a Lord could only replace them
by stealing themfromother Lords-if there were any still in exist-ence. And the defenses they set
up agai nst other Lords always had holes in them no nmatter how inpregnabl e the defenses seened.
The vital thing was to live Iong enough while attacking to find these holes. So, no matter how
power | ess the group seenmed at the nmoment, Wl ff had hopes that he coul d w n.

Wiile waiting for the mercury shower to cease, he had tinme to think. From sone corner of his mnd
cane an irrelevancy that had been bothering himfor a long long time. It had nothing to do with
the present situation. It might have been sent by the unconscious to keep himfromworrying about
Chryseis, for whom he could do noth-ing at all at this nonent.

The nanes of his father, brothers, sisters, and cousins had nade hi m wonder ever since he had
regai ned his nenmory of his life as Jadawin, Lord of the Wirld of Tiers. Urizen, Vala, Luvah
Anana, Theotornon, Pal amabron, Enion, Ariston, Tharmas, Rintrah, these were the nanes of the vast
and dark cosnogens found in WIlliam Bl ake's Didactic and Synbolical Wrks. It was no coinci dence
that they were the sane. OF that Wl ff was convinced. But how had the nystical English poet cone
across then? Had he known a di spos-sessed Lord, wandering on Earth, who had told himof the Lords
for sone reason? It was possible. And Bl ake rmust have used sone of the Lord's story as a basis for
hi s apocal yptic poetry. But the story had been very much distorted by Bl ake.

Sone day, if WIff got out of this trap, he woul d do sonme research on Earth and al so anong those
Lords who would let himget close enough to themto talk.

The poundi ng of the quicksilver stopped. After waiting for half an hour to make sure that the
stormwas all over, the islanders went back upon the mai ndeck. The floor was broken up, pitted,
and scorched. The walls had been pierced so nmany tines that the roots and | eaves were rags of
veget ati on. The gondol a had been hit by an especially heavy concentration and was a weck. Tiny
gl obul es of mercury lay all over the deck

Theot ormon said, "The mercury shower can't be conpared to a neteor shower. The drops are only
traveling about a hundred niles an hour when they hit the atnosphere, and they are consi derably
sl owed up and broken up before they reach the surface. Yet ..."
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He waved a flipper to indicate the danmage.

Wl ff | ooked out over the sea. The surviving nests were drifting slowmy away. The w nged nen had
enough problenms of their own wi thout resum ng the attack. One nest was so overburdened wth
ref-ugees fromothers that it was |osing altitude.

Dugarnn was sad. He had |l ost so many people that it would be very difficult to maneuver the island
and inmpossible to defend it agai nst another attack. Now they would drift hel pl essly around and
around the world. Not until the children had grown up woul d they beconme powerful again. It was
unlikely that the island would be |left alone |ong enough for the children to becone adults.

"My people are dooned," he said.

"Not as long as you keep fighting," WIff said. "After all, you can avoid battle with other abutal
i slands and with the surface islands. You told me that the only reason two abuta get together for
a conflict is that both maneuver to approach each other. You can quit doing that. And the

Ni chiddor are rare. This is the first tune in fifteen years that you have net a cluster of nests.”

"What! Run away froma fight!" Dugarnn said. His nouth hung open. "That . . . that's unthinkable
We woul d be cowards. Qur names would be a scornword in the nobuths of our enem es."”

"That's a |l ot of nonsense," WIff said. "The other abutal can't even get close enough to identify
you unless you let them But that's up to you. Di e because you can't change your ways, if that's
what you want."

Wl ff was busy helping to clean up the island. The dead and wounded N chi ddor were dunped
overboard. The dead abutal were given a long burial cerenony, officiated over by Dugarnn, since
the wi zard had had his head twi sted off during the battle. Then the bod-ies were slipped over the
side and received by the sea.

Days and nights drifted by as slowy as the wi nd-driven island. Wl ff spent nmuch tine observing
the great brown spheres of the other planets. Appirmatzumwas only twenty thousand niles away. So
near and yet so far. It might as well be a mllion mles. O was it truly so inpossible to get
there? A plan began to form a plan so fan-tastic that he al nost abandoned it. But, if he could
get the materials, he mght, just mght, carry it out.

The abuta passed over the polar area, the surface of which | ooked just like the others. Twi ce,
they saw eneny islands at a di stance. Wen these began to work their way towards Dugarnn's island,
Du-garnn sadly ordered his island to flee. The banks of gas-bladders on one side were operated to
give the island a slow |ateral thrust, and the distance between the two was kept equal. After a
whi l e, the eneny gave up, having used up as nuch gas in his bladders as he dared.

Dugar nn expl ai ned that the maneuvers which brought two abuta into battle-conflict sonetines took
as much as five days.

"I'"ve never seen people so anxious to die," was WIff's only com nent.

One day, when it seened to all the Lords that they would drift above the featurel ess waters
forever, a | ookout gave a cry that brought them running.

"The Mother of Al Islands!" he shouted. "Dead ahead! The Mdther of |slands!"”

If this was the nother of islands, then her babies nust be small in-deed. Fromthree thousand
feet, WIff could span the floating mass fromshore to shore with one sweep of the eye. It was not
nmore than thirty mles wide at the broadest and twelve mles long. But nbst things are relative,
and on this world it was a continent.

There were bays and inlets and even broken spaces that forned | akes of sea-water. At various
tinmes, sone force, perhaps collision with other islands, had crunpled up parts of the island.
These formed hills. And it was on top of one of the hills that WIff saw the gates.

There were two, hexagons of sone self-illum nated netal, each huge as the open end of a zeppelin
hangar .
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Wl ff hurried to notify Dugarnn. The conmander was aware of the gates and was barki ng out orders.
A long time ago, he had promised Wl ff that when the gates were found, he would term nate the
agreenent. Wl ff and the beanmer and the Lords could | eave the abuta.

There was not near enough tine to valve off gas to lower the is-land. Before the desired altitude
could be reached, the abuta would have drifted far past the Mtza, the mother. So the Lords
hastened to the | owest deck, where junp-bl adder harnesses were ready for them They strapped the
belts around their shoul ders, chests, and |l egs and then were towed to the hatch. Dugarnn and the
abutal crowded around themto say farewell. They said no words of good-bye to any of the Lords but
Wl ff and Luvah. These two they kissed, and they pressed the flower of the young gas-plant in
their hands. Wl ff said farewell and stepped through the hatch. He fell as swiftly as a man bel ow
an open parachute. The other Lords foll owed him There was an open space anmpong the fronds in which
he tried to land, but he m scal culated the wind. He crashed into the top of a frond, which bent
beneat h himand so broke his fall. The others al so nade good | andi ngs, though sonme were bruised.
Theot ormon had an extra | arge junp-harness because of his four hundred and fifty pounds, but he
came down faster than the others anyway. Hi s rubbery | egs bent under him he rolled; and he was up
on his feet, squawki ng because he had banged his head.

Wl ff waited until they were recovered. He waved at the Il mawir, who were peering down at himfrom
the hatches. Then the island passed on and presently was out of their sight. The Lords nmade their
way through the jungle towards the hill. They were alert, since they had seen many native vill ages
fromthe abuta. But they canme to the hill-gates w thout seeing the aborigines and presently were
standi ng before the towering hexagons.

"Why two?" Pal anabron sai d.

Val a said, "That is another of our father's riddles, I"'msure. One gate nust |lead to his palace on
Appi rmat zum The ot her, who knows where?"

"But how wi Il we know?" Pal amabron sai d.
"Stupid!'" Vala said. "W won't know until we go through one or the other."

Wl ff smled slightly. Ever since she had gone off with Pal ama-bron, she had treated himw th even
nore contenpt and scorn than the others. Pal amabron was bew | dered by this. Evidently, he had been
expecting sonme sort of gratitude.

Wl ff said, "W should all go through the sane one. It won't be wise to split up our forces. Wong
one or right one, we nust be united."

Pal anabron said, "You are right, brother. Besides, if we split, and one group were to get into
Urizen's stronghold and kill him then that group would have control. And they would betray the
second group."

"That is not why | think we should stay together,"” WIff said. "But you have a good point."
"On top of his head," Vala said. "Palamabron is no nore of a thinker than he is a lover."

Pal anmabr on reddened, and he put his hand upon the hilt of his sword. "I amthrough swall ow ng your
insults, you vixen in heat," he said. "One nore, and your head will roll off your shoul ders."

"We have enough fighting ahead of us," WIff said. "Save your fury for that which lies on the
other side of one of those gates."

He saw a movenent in the bushes a hundred yards away. Pres-ently, a face showed. A native was
wat chi ng them Wl ff wondered if any of the natives had tried to go through the gates. If one had,
hi s di sappearance would have terrified the others. Possibly, this area was tabu

He was interested in the natives' reactions, because he considered that they m ght be of sone
hel p, someday. Just now, he did not have tine or did not wish to take time. Chryseis was in
Urizen's strong-hold, and every mnute there nmust be agony. It might not be agony only of spirit;
she coul d be tornmented physically by his father.
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He shuddered and tried to put out of his mnd the pictures that this thought painted. One thing at
a time.

He | ooked at the others. They were watching himintently. Al -though they woul d have strongly
denied it, they regarded himas a | eader. He was not the ol dest brother and one of his cousins was
ol der. But he had taken i medi ate and forceful neasures whenever any crisis had come up on this
worl d. And he had the beaner. Mre-over, they seened to detect sonmething different in him a

di nensi on that they | acked-although they would have denied this, too. H's ex-perience as Robert

Wl ff, the Earthman, had given hima grip upon matters that they had al ways consi dered too nundane
to bother with. Insulated fromhard | abor, fromhaving to deal with things at a primtive |evel,
they felt lost. Once they had been makers and sem -divine rulers of their own private universes.
Now t hey were no bet-ter-perhaps not as good-as the savages they so despised. Jadawi n- or Wl ff,
as they were beginning to call himwas a man who knew his way around in a world of savages.

Wl ff said, "It's one fate or the the other. A case of eenie neenie mnie noe."

"And what barbaric | anguage is that?" Vala said.

"Earth type. I'll tell you what. Vala is the only woman here

"But nore of a man than nost of you," Vala said.

so why don't we let her pick out which one we enter? It's as good a nethod as any for
choosi ng. "

"That bitch never did anything right in her life," Palamabron said. "But | say, |let her designate
the gate. Then we won't go wong if we enter the one she doesn't choose."

"Do what you like," Vala said. "But | say--that one."
She pointed at the right-hand hexagon.

"Very well," WIff said. "Since | have the beaner, 1'lIl go first. | don't know what's on the other
side. Rather, | know what is there--death-but | don't know what formit'll take. Before | go, 1'd
like to say this. There was a tine, brothers, cousins, sister, when we |oved each other. Qur

nmot her lived then, and we were happy with her. W were in awe of our father, the gloony, renpote,
forbidding Urizen. But we did not hate him Then our nother died. How she died, we still don't
know. | think, as sone of you do, that Urizen killed our nother. It was only three days after she
died that he took to wife Araga, the Lord of her own world, and so united his domain with hers.

"Whoever nurdered our nother, we know what happened after that. W found out that Urizen was

begi nning to be sorry that he had children. He was one of the very few Lords to have children
being raised as Lords. The Lords are dying out; they are paying for their imortality, so-called,
and for their power, with gradual extinction. They have also paid with the loss of that one thing
that makes life worthwhile: |ove."

"Love!" said Vala. She | aughed, and the others joined her. Luvah hal f-smled, but he did not
| augh.

"You sound |ike a pack of hyenas,"” WIff said. "Hyenas are car-rion-eaters, powerful, nasty,
vi ci ous brutes, whose stench and habits nmake t hem despi sed and hated everywhere. However, they do
serve a useful function, which is nmore than | can say for you

"Love," | said. And | repeat it again. The word nmeans nothing to you; it has been too many
t housands of years since you felt it. And | doubt that any of you felt it very strongly then
Anyway, as | was saying, we found out that Urizen was considering doing away with us. O at | east
di sowni ng us and driving us out to live with the abo-rigines on a planet in one of his universes,
a world which he intended to nake gatel ess so we could never strike back at him W fled. He came
after us and tried to kill us. W got away, and we killed other Lords and took over their worlds.

"Then we forgot we were brothers and sisters and cousins and be-came true Lords. Hateful
schem ng, jeal ous, possessive. Mirderers, cruel alike to each other and to the niserabl e beings
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who popul ated our worlds."
"Enough of this, brother," Vala said. "What are you getting at?"
Wl ff sighed. He was wasting his breath.

"I was going to say that perhaps Urizen has done us a favor w th-out nmeaning to. Perhaps we could
sonmehow find it in ourselves to resurrect the childhood |ove, to act as brothers should. We. . ."

He stopped. Their faces were like those of stone idols. Tine could break them but |ove would
never soften them

He turned and stepped through the right-hand gate.

VI

H S FEET SLID OQUT FROM UNDER HM AND HE FELL ON HI S SIDE. HE caught a glinpse of snpoth glassy
surfaces as he slid dowmn the hill on top of which the gate was set. The stuff on which he raced
downhi |l was dry and slippery, although it gave an inpression of oiliness. No matter how he tried

to dig his heels in, how strongly he placed the flats of his hands against the stuff to brake
hi msel f, he sped on down. It was |ike being on ice.

He shot on, gaining speed. Throwi ng hinmself over with a convul -sive tw st, he nanaged to face the
direction in which, willynilly, he was going. Ahead was a gentling of the slope, and when he
reached it his velocity slowed sonewhat. Still, he was going at |least sixty mles an hour with no
way of stopping hinself. H s head was raised to keep his face from being burned and his hands were
uphel d. By then his clothes should have been burned off him and his flesh should have been
crisped and unraveling fromthe friction, but he sped on with only a slight feeling of warnth.

The skies were purple, and just above the edge of the horizon, the arc of a nobon-he thought it was
a noon-was showi ng. The arc was a deeper purple than the skies. He was not inside any Lord's

pal ace; he was on another planet. Judging fromthe distance of the horizon, this planet was about
the size of the one he had just left. In fact, he was sure that it was one of the bodies that he
had seen in the skies fromthe surface of the waterworld.

Urizen had tricked them He had set up the gate through which they had gone to junp themto one of
the bodies circling about Appirnmatzum The other gate back on the waterworld m ght have led to
Uizen's world. O, it might have led to here also. There was no way of know ng now.

Whi chever way the other entrance presented, it was too late to do anything about it. He was caught
hel pl essly in one of his father's jokes. A practical joke, if you could consider death as
practi cal .

He had travel ed perhaps two niles when the incline began to turn upwards. Wthin a half-mle, he
was sl owed down to what seenmed a thirty nmile an hour velocity, although it was difficult to tel
with the few references he had. Of to his right, at a long distance, were a nunber of peculiar-
| ooking trees. Not knowing how tall they were or how far away, he could not determ ne just how
fast he was traveling.

And then, just as he slowed down to about ten miles an hour, and the incline sloped sharply
upwards, he rose over its edge. He was in the air, out over the lip of the rise, beyond the edge
of a precipice. He fell, unable to hold back a scream Below him forty or fifty feet, was a one
hundred foot wi de streamof water. The other side was bl ocked off by a wall of the sane vitreous
subst ance on which he had slid.

He dropped into the canyon, kicking to maintain an upright posi-tion so he could hit the water
feet-first. The water was not as far away as he had thought, however, being only thirty-five feet
down. He struck with his feet and plunged into tepid waters. He went on down, down, then began to
swi mupwards. The current carried himon swiftly between the canyon walls and took him around a
bend. Just before he was carried around it, he saw a Lord hit the surface and another hal fway down
the wall.

Then the canyon opened out, and the river broadened. He was sliding and bunpi ng over rapids.

file:/lIF|/rah/Philip%20Jose%20Farmer/Philip%20...iers%2002%20-%20The%20Gates%200f%20Creation.txt (32 of 82) [8/27/03 9:23:40 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Phili p%20Jose%20Farmer/Phili p%20Jose%620-%20W orl d%200f %20Ti ers%62002%20-%20The%20Gates¥%200f %20Cresti on.txt

Fortunately, the rocks were snooth and slick, vitreous also. He escaped cuts but did suffer sone

brui ses. Once past the rapids, he found that the current had slowed. He swamto the shore, which

led up gently fromthe water. But he could not keep a handhold on the land and slid back into the
river.

There was nothing to do but swimalong the shoreline and hope that eventually he would find a

pl ace whi ch woul d enable himto scranble onto the land. Hi s clothes and the bow and arrows and

kni fe and beaner wei ghed himdown. As long as he could, he resisted the need to abandon them When
he began to tire, he slipped off the bow and quiver. Later, he unstrapped his belt and hol ster and
scabbard. These he dropped into the water, but slipped the beaner and his knife inside his pants.
After a while, he rid hinself of the knife.

Now and then, he | ooked back. Ei ght heads were bobbing up and down. Al had survived so far, but
i f the banks continued to resist grasping, they would all soon be drowned. Al except Theot ornon.
He coul d outswi mand outfloat themall, even with one flipper only half-grown out.

It was then that Wl ff got an idea. He swam agai nst the current, al-though the effort took nore
strength than he could afford. He swamuntil Luvah and Vala and Tharnmas were close to him Then he
yelled at themto al so swimagainst the current, if they wished to be saved.

Presently Theotornon's huge, oily, blue-black bul k was beside him Behind himcane Ariston, Enion
and Rintrah. Last of all, the npost boastful but the nost fearful to enter the gate, was
Pal amabron. H's face was white, and he was breathing even nore heavily than the rest.

"Save me, brother!" he cried. "I can't go on nmuch longer. | will die."

"Save your breath," WIlff said. To Theotornmon, he said, "W have need of you, brother. Now you,
t he once-despi sed, can help us. Wthout you, we shall all drown."

Theot or mon, swi nmming easily against the current, chuckled. He said, "Wy should I? You all spit on
me; you say | make you sick."

"l have never spit upon you," Wbl ff said. "Nor have | said you sicken me. And it was | who
insisted that you conme with us. | did so because | knew that we woul d need you. There are things
you can do with that body that we cannot. It is ironic that Urizen, who set this trap, and who
al so transfornmed you into a sea-thing, prepared you to survive in his trap. He unwittingly gave
you the neans to escape and so to hel p us escape.”

It was a | ong speech under the circunstances and | eft himw nded. Nevertheless, he had to praise
Theot or mon; ot herwi se, he would | eave themto die and | augh while doing so.

Theotornmon said, "You nean Urizen outwitted hinsel f?"
Wl ff nodded.
"And how can | escape fromthis?" Theotornon said.

"You are swift and strong as a seal in the water. You can propel yourself so swiftly that you can
shoot through the water and on up onto the bank. You can al so shove us, one by one, onto the bank
I know that you can do this."

Theotornmon grinned slyly. "And why should | push you to safety?"

"If you don't, you'll be left alone on this strange world," Wl ff said. "You can live for a while.
But you'll be lonely. | doubt that there's anyone here you can talk to. Mrreover, if we're to get
off this world, we have to find the gates which will lead us off. Can you do this al one? Once on

| and, you'll need us."

"To hell with you!" Theotornon screaned. He upended and di s-appeared beneath the surface.
"Theotormon!" Wl ff call ed.
The others echoed his call. They treaded water and | ooked de-spairingly at each other. There was

not hi ng of the haughty Lord in their faces now.
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Suddenly, Vala screaned. She threw her hands up into the air and went under. So swiftly she went,
she nust have been pul |l ed under

A few seconds passed. Then Theotornon's oily bl ue-black head appeared and a nonent |ater Vala's
red hair. Her brother's long toes were entangled in her hair, her head held by the foot.

"Say you're sorry!" Theotornmon shouted. "Apol ogize! Tell nme I'mnot a | oathsome mass of bl ubber
Tell me |'m beautiful! Pronmise to | ove ne as you did Pal amabron on the island!"

She tore her hair |oose, |eaving sone dark red strands between his toes. She screaned, "I'IIl Kkill
you, you blotch! I'"'ma long way fromdying yet! And if | were, 1'd go gladly to ny death rather
than make up to you!"

H s eyes wi de, Theotornon paddl ed away fromher with his feet. He turned to Wl ff and said, "See

Why should | save her or any of you? You would still hate ne, just as | would hate you."
Pal amabron began to yell and to splash violently. "Save me, Theotornmon! | can't stay up any
longer! I"'mtoo tired! "Il die!"

"Renenber what | said about your being alone,” WIff gasped.

Theot ormon grinned and dived, and presently he was pushing Pa-I|amabron ahead of him Wth his head
on his brother's buttocks, he pushed, driving with his flippers and his great webbed feet.

Pal ana-bron slid fromthe water and two body | engths onto the gl assy shore. There he | ay,
breathing like a sick horse, the water running fromhis nose and saliva fromhis nouth.

One by one, Theotornmon propelled the others onto the bank, where they lay |ike dead nen. Only Val a
refused his offer. She swam as hard as she coul d, summoning strength that Wl ff would not have
bel i eved possible she had |l eft. She skidded up a body's |length and soon was nudgi ng hersel f, very
slowy, on up the gentle slope. Wen she had reached a | evel spot, she carefully got to a sitting
posi tion.

She | ooked down at the others and said with scorn, "So these are ny brothers? The all-m ghty Lords
of the universes! A pack of half-drowned rats. Sycophants of a sea-slug, begging for their lives."

Theot ormon slid upon the bank and past the men. He wal ked on his bent |egs past Vala and did not

| ook at her. And when the others had regai ned sonme of their strength and breath, they too craw ed
to the level land. They were sorry | ooking, since nost of themhad slipped off their clothes and
their swords in the water. Only Wl ff and Vala had retained their clothes. He had I ost all his
weapons but his beamer. She still had her sword. Except for her hair, she |ooked as if she had
never been in the water. Her garnents had the property of repelling |iquids.

Luvah had scooted over to WIff after trying twice to walk to himand ending on his buttocks both
times. His color had cone back to his face, so that the freckles across his cheeks and nose did
not stand out so sharply. He said, "W were caught by our father as easily as children playing

hi de- and- seek are caught. Now, from children we have becone infants. W cannot even wal k, but nust
crawl like ba-bies. Do you suppose that our father is trying to tell us sonething?”

"I do not know about that," WIff said. "But this | do know. Urizen has been planning this for a
long long tinme. | am beginning to believe that he made the planets that revol ve around Appirmatzum
for one reason only. This world and the others are designed to tor-nment and to test us."

Luvah | aughed wi thout nuch nerriment. "And if we survive the torment and pass the tests, what is
our reward?"

"W get a chance to be killed by our father or to kill him"

"Do you really believe he will play fair? Wn't he nake the stronghold absolutely inpregnabl e?
cannot believe that our father will be fair."

"Fair? What is fair? There is supposed to be an unspoken agree-ment that every Lord will |eave
some slight |oophole in his defense. Sone defect whereby an extrenely skillful and clever attacker
can get through. Whether this is true in all cases, | do not know But Lords have been killed or
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di spossessed, and these Lords thought they were safe fromthe nost powerful and clever. | do not
think that the successful ones were successful because of built-in weaknesses by the defender. The
chinks in the armor were there for another reason

"That reason is that the Lords have inherited their weapons. \Wat they haven't inherited or taken
fromothers, they cannot get. The race has lost its ancient wisdomand skill; it has becone users,
consumers, not creators. So, a Lord nust use what he has. And if these weapons do not cover every
contingency, if they leave holes in the armor, then they can be penetrated.

"There is another aspect to this. The Lords fight for their lives and fight to kill each other
But nost have lived too |long. They weary of everything. They want to die. Deep in the abyss of
their mnds, below the thousands of strata of the years of too rmuch power and too little | ove,
they want to die. And so, there are cracks in the walls."

Luvah was astoni shed. "You do not really believe this wild theory, brother? | know | amnot tired
of living. | love Iife now as much as when | was a hundred. And the others, they fight to Iive as
much as they ever did."

Wl ff shrugged and said, "It's only a theory of mine. | have evolved it since | becane Robert
WIlff. | can see things that | could not see before and that none of you can see."
He crawmed to Vala and said, "Lend nme your sword for a nonment. | want to try an experinent."

"Li ke cutting ny head of f?" she said.

"I'f I wanted to kill you, | have the beaner," he replied. She took the short blade fromits
scabbard and handed it to him He tapped the sharp edge gently on the gl assy surface. Wen the
first blowleft the stuff unmarked, he struck harder.

Val a said, "Wat are you doing? You'll ruin the edge."

He pointed at the scratch left by the second blow. "Looks |like a scratch nmade in ice. This stuff
is far slipperier, nore frictionless than ice, but in other respects it seens to resenble frozen
wat er . "

He handed t he weapon to her and drew his beaner. After putting it on half-power, he ained it at a
spot on the surface. The stuff grew red, then bubbled. Liquid flowed fromit. He turned the beaner
off and blew the liquid fromthe hole. The others craw ed over to watch him

"You're a strange man," Val a said. "Woever woul d have thought of doing this?"

"Way is he doing it?" Pal anabron said. "Is he crazy, cutting holes in the ground?”
Pal amabron had recovered his haughtiness and his neasured way of speaking.

Val a said, "No, he's not crazy. He's curious, that's all. Have you forgotten what it is to be
curious, Pal amabron? Are you as dead as you look . . . and act? You were certainly lively enough a
little while ago."

Pal amabron flushed, but he said nothing. He was watching the growth of tiny crystals on the walls
of the hole and al ong the edges of the scratch

"Sel f-regeneration," WIff said. "Now, | have read as nuch as possible on the old science of our
ancestors, but | have never read or heard of anything like this. Urizen nmust have know edge | ost
to others.™

"Perhaps," Vala said, "he has gotten it fromRed Oc. It is said that O c knows nore than all of
the other Lords put together. He is the last of the old ones; it is said that he was born over a
half a ml-lion years ago."

"It is said. It is said," WIff nmimcked. "The truth is that nobody has seen Red Ore for a hundred
mllennia. | think he is a dead man but his legend lives on. Enough of this. W have to find the
next set of gates, though where those will lead us, | don't know"
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He rose carefully and shuffled slowy a few steps forward. The sur-face of this world was not
entirely barren vitreosity. There were widely spaced trees several hundred yards away and between
t hem mushr oom shaped bushes. The trees had thin spiraling trunks that were striped with red and
white, |ike barber poles. The trunks rose straight for twenty feet, then curved to left or right.
Where the curve began, branches grew. These were shaped |ike horizontal 9's and covered with a
thin gray fuzz, the strands of which were about two feet |ong.

Ri ntrah, naked, shivered and said, "It is not cold, but sonething nakes ne uneasy and quivers
through me. Perhaps it is the silence. Listen, and you hear nothing."

They fell silent. There was only a distant soughing, the wind rip-pling through the bushes and the
stiff projections on the end-curled branches, and the slursh-slursh of the river. Aside fromthat,
nothing. No bird calls. No aninmal cries. No human voices. Only the sound of wind and river and
even that hushed as if pressed down by the purple of the skies.

Around themthe pale white land rolled away to the four horizons. There were sonme hi gh rounded
hills, the tallest of which was that which had sent them speeding down the hill. From where they
stood, they could see its nound and the gate, a tiny dark object, on its top. The rest was | ow
hills and | evel spaces.

Where do we go from here? Wl ff thought. Wthout sonme clue, we could wander forever. W could
wander to the end of our lives, pro-vided we find sonething to eat on the way.

He spoke aloud. "I believe we should follow along the river. It |eads downward, perhaps to somne
| arge body of water. Urizen cast us into the river; this may nean that the river is to be our
guide to the next gate... or gates."

"That may be true," Enion said. "But your father and ny uncle has a crooked brain. In his perverse
way, he may be using the river as an indication that we should go up it, not down it."

"You may be right, cousin," WIff replied. "However there is only one way to find out. | suggest
we go downriver, if only because it will be easier traveling." He said to Vala, "Wat do you

t hi nk?"

She shrugged and said, "I don't know. | picked the wong gate the last tine. Wy ask nme?"

"Because you were always the closest to father. You know better than the rest of us how he
t hi nks. "

She smled slightly. "I do not think you nean to conplinent me by that. But | will take it as
such. Much as | hate Urizen, | also ad-mire and respect his abilities. He has survived where nobst
of his con-tenporaries have not. Since you ask, | say we go downriver."

"How about the rest of you?" WlIff said. He had already made up his mnd which direction he was
goi ng, but he did not want the others conplaining if they went the wong way. Let them share the
responsibility.

Pal anabron started to speak. "l say, no, | insist, that.
I X

A VWAl L CAVE DOMN AGAI NST THE W ND, AND THEY TURNED TO STARE upriver. Several hundred yards away,
an animal tall as an el ephant had appeared fromaround a hill. Now it stood between two |arge

boul ders, the head on the end of its long neck much Iike that of a canel's with antlers. Its eyes
were enornous and its teeth long and sharp, a carnivore's. Its body was red-brown and furry and

sl oped sharply back fromthe shoulders. The legs were thin as a giraffe's, de-spite the heavy
body. They ended in great spreadi ng dark-blue cups. On seeing the cup-feet, WIff guessed their
function. They | ooked too nmuch |ike suckers or vacuum pads, which would be one of the few neans to
enabl e an animal to wal k across this smooth surface. "Stand still," he said to the others. "W
can't run; if we could, there'd be no place to go."

The beast snorted and slowly advanced towards them It swiveled its neck back and forth, turning
its head now and then to | ook behind it. The right front foot and left rear foot raised in unison
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the cups giving a plopping noise. These cane down to give it a hold in its for-ward progress. Then
the left front foot and the right rear one raised, and so it came towards them Wen it was fifty
yards fromthem it stopped and raised its head. It gave a cry that was hal f-bray and hal f - banshee
wail. It lowered its neck until the jaw was on the ground and then scraped the jaw against the
ground. The head slid back and forth on the pal e surface.

Wl ff thought that this notion could be the equivalent of the pawing of dirt of a Terrestrial
bull before it charged. He put his beaner on hal f-power and waited. Suddenly, the creature raised
its head as high as it would go, screaned-nuch |ike a wounded rabbit-and galloped at them It was
necessarily a slow gallop, since the suction cups did not cone off easily. To the humans, it
seened too swift.

Wl ff could afford to wait to deternmine if the beast were bluffing. At twenty yards, he placed the
end of the beamat the juncture of neck and chest. Snoke curled up fromthe red-brown fur, which

bl ackened. The ani mal screaned again but did not stop its charge. Wl ff continued to hold the beam
as steadily as he could. Then, see-ing that its inpetus mght carry it to the point where its
fanged head coul d seize them he switched to full-power.

The beast gave a last scream its long thin legs crunpled; its body came down on them The cups
stuck to the ground, the I egs cracking beneath the weight, the body settling slowy. The neck went
linp and the head lolled, the red-purple tongue sticking out, the hazel eyes gl assy.

There was silence, broken by Vala's |augh. "There's our dinner and breakfast and di nner again,
al ready cooked for us."

"If it's edible," WIff said. He watched while Vala and Theot ornon, knife handl ed by one foot,
stripped off the hide and cut out half-burnt steaks. Theotornon refused to test the neat. Wl ff
shuffled forward very carefully, but even so his feet went out fromunder him Vala and
Theot or mon, who had gotten to the beast wth-out slipping, |aughed. WIff arose and continued his
journey. He said, "If no one else dares, I'll try the neat. W& can't stand around debati ng whet her
it's safe or not."

Vala said, "I'mnot afraid of it, just disgusted. It has such a rank odor." She bit into it,
chewed with distaste, and swall owed. Wl ff de-cided that there was no use his testing it now. Wth
the others, he waited. Wien a hal f-hour passed, and Vala showed no ill effects, he started to eat

it. The others shuffled or crawled to the carcass and also ate. There was not too nuch they could
stomach, since nost of the neat was charred, |eaving only a narrow area where the heat had cooked
or hal f-cooked the flesh

Wl ff borrowed Theotornon's knife and cut out other steaks. Re-luctantly, because he w shed to
conserve the power of the beaner, he cooked the steaks. Then they each took an arnful and began to
march down the river. WIff lingered for a while, considering the possibility of severing the
sucti on-pads and using themfor his |oco-notion. He gave up the idea after feeling the thickness
of the bones of the | egs and the toughness of bone and cartilage at juncture of pad and |eg.
Vala's sword might do the job, but its edge would be too blunted for use afterward.

At the end of a two-nile crawl, they cane to a group of bushes near the riverbank. These were
three feet high and nushroomin shape, the upper part spreading out far fromthe slender base. The
branches were thick and corkscrew and, |like the trees, grew fuzz. At close range, the fuzz | ooked
nmore |i ke slender needles. There were also |arge dark-red berries in clusters at the ends of the
branches.

Wl ff picked one and snelled it. The odor rem nded himof pecan nuts. The skin was snooth and
slightly noist.

He hesitated about biting into the berry. Again, it was Vala who dared the strange food. She ate
one, exclainmng all the while over its deliciousness. A half-hour went by, during which she ate
six more. WIff then ate several. The others picked them off. Palamabron, the last to try them
conpl ai ned that there were not nmany left for him

Vala said, "It is not our fault that you are such a coward."

Pal amabron gl ared at her but did not answer. Theotornon, think-ing that here he had found soneone
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who woul d not dare to answer him back, took up the insults where Vala left off. Palamabron sl apped
Theotormon in the face. Theotornon bellowed with rage and | eaped at Pal amabron. His feet slipped
out and he skidded on his face into Palamabron's | egs. Pal anabron went down like a bowing pin. He
slid sidew se, out of reach of Theotornon's flailing flipper. Both nmade a frenzied but vain effort
to get at each other's throat.

Finally, Wl ff, who had not shared the scornful |aughter of the others, called a halt. He said,
"If these tinme-wasting displays of childishness continue, I'Il put a stop to them Not with the
beaner, since | don't care to use up power on the likes of you. W'll just go on w thout you or
send you away. W have to have unity and a mini mrum of discord. herwise, Uizen will have the
pl easure of seeing us destroy ourselves."

Theot orron and Pal amabron spat at each other but quit their struggles. Silently, in the pale
purpl e shade of the noon overhead, they continued to slide their feet forward. The ni ght had
brought an end to the silence. They heard bl eati ngs as of sheep and bell owi ngs as of cattle froma
di stance. Sonething roared like a lion. They passed another clunp of bushes and saw small bi pedal

animal s feeding off the berries. These were about two and a half feet tall, brown-furred, and
| emur-faced. They had big rabbit ears and slit eyes. Their upper |egs ended in paws; their | ower,
in suction discs. They had short scarlet tails, like a rabbit's. On seeing the human bei ngs, they

stopped eating and faced them their noses w ggling. After being convinced that the newconers were
no danger, they resunmed eating. But one fellow kept his eyes on them and barked |i ke a dog at
t hem

Presently, a four-legged animal the size of a Norwegian el khound came around a low hill. It was
shaggy as a sheep-dog, yellow sh, and built like a fox. At the ends of its feet were thin skates
of bone on which it raced towards the bipeds. These barked in alarmand all took off in a body.
They made swift progress, despite the pads, but the skate-wolf was far faster. The | eader of the
bi peds, seeing that they had no chance, dropped behind until he was even with the slowest of his
charges. He shoved agai nst the | aggard, knocking himover, then he ran on. The sacrifice screaned
and tried to get back up on its suckers, only to be knocked down again by the snarling skate-wolf.
There was a brief struggle, ending when the wolf’'s jaws closed on the biped' s throat.

Wl ff said, "There's your explanation for the scratches we've seen now and then on the surface.
Some of these creatures are skaters."

He was silent for a while, thinking that skates would enable themto nake nuch better progress.
The problem was getting them down.

They passed anot her | ong-necked, hyena-bodi ed, deer-antlered beast. This one did not offer to
bother them It bit into a rock of the vitreous substance, ripped out a chunk, and chewed upon it.
It kept its eye upon them groaning with delight at the taste of the rock, its stonmach runbling

i ke defective plumbing in an ol d house.

They went on and soon cane within three hundred yards of a herd of the creatures, all grazing upon
the rocks. There were young anong them awkwardly chasing each other in play or nursing fromthe
not hers. Some of the bulls bray-wailed at the intruders, and one kept pace with themfor a while.
They passed antel ope-like animals, nmarked with red di anond-shapes on white and with two horns that
intertwi ned. Bone skates grew at the end of their |egs.

Wl ff began to I ook for a place to sleep. He led theminto a sem -anphitheater, a | evel between
four hills. "I'Il stand first watch," he said. He designated Enion as next and Luvah after him
Eni on protested, asking by what authority Wl ff could pick him

"You can refuse to take your share of responsibility, if you wish," WIff said. "But if you sleep
when your turn cones, you nmay wake up in the jaws of that."

He poi nted past Enion's shoulder, and Enion whirled so swiftly he lost his footing. The others

| ooked in the direction in which Wlff's finger was pointing. On top of one of the hills, a huge
maned ani mal was glaring down at them Its head was that of a short-snouted croc-odile and its
body was catshaped, the feet ending in broad cups.

Wl ff put the the beamer on hal f-power and shot. He flicked the actuation plate briefly and ai ned
towards the hairs of the mane. The hairs crisped and snoked, and the beast roared, turned, and
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di sap- peared beyond the hill.

Wl ff said, "Now, sonebody has to be officially given authority. So far, we've avoided, that is,
you' ve avoi ded, a decision. You've nore or less let me run things. Mstly because you're too |azy
or too occupied with your own petty problens to face this issue. Al right, nows the tine to
settle this. Wthout a | eader whose orders will be inmmedi ately obeyed in enmergencies, we're al

| ost. So what do you say?"

"Bel oved brother," Vala said, "I think that you have shown that you're the man to follow. | vote
for you. Besides, you have the beaner, and that nakes you the nobst powerful of all. Unless, of
course, sonme of us have hidden weapons we've not displayed as yet."

"You're the only one who has enough clothes to conceal weap-ons," he said. "As for the beaner,

whoever is on guard will have it."

They all raised their eyebrows at this. He said, "It's not because | trust your loyalty. It's just
that | don't think any of you would be quite stupid enough to try to keep it for yourself or try
to take off on your own. When we resune the march, | expect to get the beaner back."

Al'l then voted, except for Pal anabron. He said that he did not have to vote, since it was obvious
that he woul d be overruled by the majority, anyway.

"Surely brother, you were not going to nomi nate yourself,"'
hi deous egotism could not think of that."

Val a said. "Even you, with all your

Pal amabron ignored her. To WIff he said, "Wy am| not one of the sentinels? Don't you trust ne?"
"You can stand first watch tonorrow night,” Wl ff replied. "Now, let's all get sone sleep.”

Wl ff sat guard while the others slept on their hard beds of white rock. He listened to the
distant aninmal cries: the bray-wails, roars, and sone new sounds, a shrill fluting, a plaintive
sobbing, a whis-tling. Once, sonething beat out a gonging, and there was the flutter of w ngs
overhead. He rose to his feet now and then and slowy pivoted around to cover all points of the
conpass. At the end of a hal f-hour, he woke up Enion and gave himthe beaner. He had no watch to
determ ne the tune, any nore than the others did, but, |like them he knew the neasured passage of
tune. As a child, he had gone through a species of hypnosis which enabled himto clock the
sec-onds as accurately as the nost precise of chrononeters.

For a while, he did not sleep. He was worried about the first watch of the next night, when
Pal amabron woul d be entrusted with the beaner. O all the Lords, he was the nbst unstable. He

hated Val a even nore than the others. Could he withstand the tenptation to kill her while she
slept? WIff decided he would have a talk with Pala-mabron in the nmorning. H s cousin nust
understand that if he killed her, he would have to kill themall. This he could do with the

beaner, but he woul d be alone fromthen on. This was a curious thing. Though the Lords coul d not
stand to be with each other, they could stand the idea of being alone even |less. In other

ci rcunst ances, they would want no one but thenselves, of course. In these, they shared a dread of
their father and some confort in having conpan-ions in msery and peril

Just before he went to sleep, he had an idea. He swore. Wiy had he not thought of it? Wy had not
the others? It was so obvious. There was no need to creep and slip along on the ground. Wth
boats, they could travel swiftly and much nore surely. They would be safe fromthe predators. He
woul d see what they could do about this in the norning.

He was propelled fromsleep at dawn by shouting. He sat up to see Tharmas shooting at a naned
beast, one just like the liongator he had scared off by singeing its hair. The beast cane down the
hill swiftly, plop-plopping as its suction pads pulled free. Behind it lay three dead mates. The
survivor cane within ten feet and then dropped, its snout cut half off.

Tharmas hel d the beaner while he stared at the carcass. Wl ff shouted at himto turn the power
off. The ray was drilling into the side of the hill. Tharmas suddenly realized what he was doi ng
and deactivated the weapon. By then, nost of the charge was gone. G oaning, WIff took the beaner
back. Now he was down to his final power pack
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The others went to work swiftly. They took turns with the knives of Theotornon and Vala and
stripped the tough hides off the dead beasts. This was slow work, both because of their ineptness
and be-cause they kept sliding on the glassy surface. And they could not re-frain from arguing
with him saying that all the hard work was for nothing. Wiere would he get the framework for the
boats he planned? Even if he could use these hides as coverings for the boats, there were not
enough to go around.

He told themto shut up and keep on working. He knew what he was doing. Wth Luvah, Vala, and
Theot ornmon, he shuffled off to the nearest bushes. Here it was necessary to use nore power to Kil
an animal that was eating the berries and refused to give up its claim It was |ike a Chinese
dragon. It hissed and struck threateningly at thembefore they got within its range. Its skin was
as thick and ridged as arnor plate and could be penetrated only by a beamat full-power. Even its
eyes were protected. When Wl ff shot at these, the ray struck transparent coverings. The creature
began waving its head wildly so that Wl ff could not keep the beam on one spot. Eventu-ally, he
cut through the arnor back of the head, and it turned over and di ed, exposing the serrated plates
and tiny suction discs on which it nmade progress.

"If this keeps up, we'll be out of power,"’
cone. "

he said to the others. "Pray that that tinme does not

Wl ff tested the toughness of the bark of the bushes and found it to be strong indeed. Chopping
down t he bushes and slicing off lengths to nake a franework for the rough coracles he had in mnd
woul d be long hard work and ruin the sword. It was then, glancing at the caterdragon-as he called
it-that he saw a ready-nmade vessel. Well, not quite finished, but it should need | ess work to
conpl ete than the original boat he had in mnd

The sword, driven by his powerful arm was equal to the task of separating the caterdragon's

| ocomotion plates fromthe body arnmor. Thereafter, the sword and the knife cut up the interna
organs. By then the other Lords were with them and they took turns at the work. Al were soon
covered with blood, which also ran over the area and made the surface even nore frictionless.
Several of the lion-gators, attracted by the odor of blood, and then driven frantic by it,
attacked. WIff had to expend nore power in killing them

The only possible sources for paddl es were the 9-shaped branches on the trees. The bark of these
resi sted the edge of the sword. Again, WIff had to use his beaner. He cut enough branches to make
ten paddl es, three extra, since Theotornon could not handl e one with his flippers. The needl es
came off easily when cut with a knife.

They had a rather flexible canoe, sixty feet long. The only open-ings to worry about were the
mout h and nostrils. These were di s-posed of by bending the hollow front part back and up and tying
a snmall boulder to it with Vala's cloak. The wei ght of the boul der stopped the forward part from
strai ghtening out and thus kept it above the water |evel-they hoped. Again, Wl ff had to use sone
nmore power to burn off the pieces of gristle and the blood that ad-hered to the inside walls of
the arnor-plate. Then, walking on their knees, the Lords shoved their makeshift boat towards the
river.

Near the edge of the river, they rose to their feet and got into the dragonboat by falling over
the sides and into the bottom They did so by teans of twos, one on each side, to keep the craft
fromfalling to one side. Wen all but WIff and Vala had gotten in, the two urged the boat down.
Fortunately, there was a very gentle incline. As the craft picked up a little speed, WIff and
Vala clung to the sides and the others pulled them aboard.

The night-bringi ng noon crossed the horizon, and the dragoncraft floated with the current. Two
Lords stayed on paddl e-duty to keep the boat straight while the others tried to sl eep. The nobon
passed, and after it came the bright purple of the naked skies. The river was snooth, disturbed
only by tiny waves and ripples. They passed through canyons and cane out again between rolling
ground. The day passed wi thout incident. They conpl ai ned about the stench fromthe nmeat and bl ood
they had not been able to clear away. They nmde jokes as each had to rid hinself of food and
drink. They spoke grouchily of their lack of sleep the previous night. They tal ked about what

m ght face them when-or if-they ever found the gate that would Iead theminto the palace of their
f at her.
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A day and a night floated by. Several hours after the second dawn, they came around a w de bend of
the river. Ahead was a rock that split the river, a dome of white about thirty feet high. On top
of it, side by side, was a pair of towering and gol den hexagonal framnes.

X

FROM THE EDGE O THE RIVER VWHERE THE DRAGONBOAT  WAS beached, Wl ff studied the
problem It was useless to try to clinb the near-perpendi cul ar and near-frictionless rock without
sonme aids. Arope had to be thrown up to catch on sonething. The hexagons were too wide to try to
settle a noose around them

A grappling hook might do the job. It could be presumed that the other side of the gate-that which
opened onto anot her planet, he hoped-would hold a grapple.

The hides of animals could be cut and tied or sewn together to make a rope, although the strips
woul d have to be tanned to give themflexibility. The nmetal for the hooks was a big problem

There m ght be nmetal sonewhere in this world, perhaps not too far away. But getting to it across
the Iand woul d be a sl ow process. So, there was only one thing to do, and he did not expect that
the two nost vital in this particular project would be cooperative.

Nor were they. Vala did not want to give up her sword and Theo tornon refused to part with his
kni f e.

Wl ff argued with them for several hours, pointing out that if they did not give up their weapons,
they woul d be dead in time anyway.

Wl ff said, after Theotornon's violent refusal, "Very well. Be pig-headed. But if the rest of us

find a way to get through the gate, we will not take you with us. | swear it! You will be pushed

back into this pale world of icestone, and you will stay here until an ani nal de-vours you or you
die of old age."

Val a | ooked around at the Lords who sat in a circle about her. She smled and said, "Very well.
You nay have ny sword."

"You won't get ny knife, | prom se you that," Theotornon said.

The others began to scoot on their buttocks towards him He stood up and tried to run past them
Hi s huge feet gave hima better grip on the white stuff than the others could manage, but Wl ff
reached out and clutched his ankle, and he went down. He fought as best he could, subnerged under
the pile of bodies. Eventually, weeping, he gave up. Then, muttering, scowing, he went off to sit
down on the river's edge by hinself.

Wth some chal ky stone he found, WIff traced lines on Vala's sword. He set the beaner at ful
power and quickly cut out trian-gles. He then arranged the three pieces and set several round
pi eces of the sword on top of them Wth the beaner at hal f-power he fused the three prongs and
round pieces into a single unit. After plunging these into cold water, he heated the prongs in
their mddles and hamnered theminto slightly hooked shapes. He curved another strip of sword
with heat and hammered and fused this onto the top of the prong so that a rope could be tied
around it.

Since he did not have to use Theotornon's knife, he gave it back to him He cut the end of Vala's
sword into a point and thus pro-vided her with a somewhat short sword. As he pointed out, it was
better than not hing.

Maki ng the rope took several days. It was not difficult to kill and flay the animals and then cut
out strips for rope lengths. Tanning presented difficulties. He searched for materials but could

find noth-ing. Finally, he decided to grease the plaited rawhide with aninmal fat and hope for the
best .

One dawn, as the enpurpling shadow of the nmoon w thdrew, the dragonboat was | aunched well above
the gaterock. Wth the Lords behind hi mpaddling backwards, WIlff stood up in the prow, and he
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cast the grapple upwards in an arc and rel eased the rope after it.

The three-pronged devi ce went through the gate and di sappeared. He pulled in on it as the boat

ranmed into the base of the rock. For a second, he thought he had a hold. Then the grapple cane
flying out of the gate, and he fell back. He caught hinself, but the uneasy equilibriumof the

boat was upset. It turned over, and all went into the water. They clung to the upturned bottom
and Wl ff managed to keep hold of the rope and grapple.

A hal f-hour later, they tried again.
"Try and try again," WIff told them "That's an old Earth saying."

"Spare ne your proverbs,” Rintrah said. "lI'm soaked as a drown-ing rat and as m serable. Do you
think there's any use trying again?"

"What else is there to do? Let's get at it. Gve it the old college try."

They | ooked at hi m unconprehendingly and then reluctantly |aunched the boat again. Now Wl ff nade
a nore difficult cast. He threw for the very top of the hexagon. It was at |east twelve feet high
whi ch nade the top of the frame forty-two feet above water. Neverthel ess, he threw well, the
prongs gripping the other side of the frane.

"I got it!" he said grinning. He pulled in on the rope to take up the slack. The boat slid on by
the right side of the rock, rubbing against it. He ordered the men to continue backwatering, which
they tried without success. The boat began to bend as the current wapped it around the rock

Wl ff, in the bow, knew that if he continued to be carried with the boat, he would slide the
prongs sidewi se off the top of the frane.

He clung to the rawhi de rope and allowed the boat to be taken off fromunder him Then WIff was
hangi ng onto the rope, his feet in the water. He lifted his feet to brace hinsel f against the
rock, only to have themslide away. He quit this nethod of clinbing and haul ed hi nsel f up, hand-
over-hand, on the greasy rope. This was not easy to do, since the rock curved just gently enough
to nake the rope follow it closely, the tension being greatest just above his handhold. Wthout
sl ack, he had to force his hands to slide between rope and rock

He rose slowy. Halfway up, he felt the tension go. There was a crack, barely audi bl e above the
swirl of water at the rock-base. Yell-ing with disappointnent, he fell back into the river

When he was haul ed out by Val a and Eni on, he discovered that two of the prongs had broken across
where they joined the top part. The pieces were now sonewhere at the bottom of the river.

"What do we do now?" Pal amabron snarled at him "You have used up all our weapons and drai ned your
beamer of nuch of its power. And we are no closer to getting through the gate than before. Less,
say. Look at us. Look at ne. Spouting water like an old fish brought up fromthe abyss and weary,
oh, Los, how weary!"

"Go fly a kite," WIff said. "Another old Earth saying."

He stopped, eyes wi dening, and said, "I wonder.

Pal anabron threw his hands up into the air and said, "OCh, no, not another of your wonderful
i deas!"

"Wonderful or not, they're ideas,” WIff said. "So far, I"'mthe only one who's had anything to
offer . . . besides whinings, complaints, and backbitings."

He lay on his back for a while, staring up at the purple skies and chewi ng on a pi ece of neat
Luvah had handed him Was a kite a fan-tastic thought? Even if it could be built, would it work?

He discarded the kite. If one were nade big enough to carry a heavy prong, it would not go through
the hexagon. Wait a minute. What if the kite, dangling a hook on the end of a rope, were flown
above the hexagon? He groaned and gave up the kite again. It just would not work.

Suddenly, he sat up and shouted. "It might do it! Two!"
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"Two what ?" Luvah said, startled out of his drowse.
"Not kites!"

"Who sai d anything about kites?" Luvah replied.

"Two boats and two good nmen to throw," WIff cried. "It mght work. It better. |'ve about
exhausted ny ideas, and it's evident I'mnot going to get any fromthe rest of you. You' ve used
your brains these many thousands of years for only one purpose: to kill each other. You're good
for nothing else. But, by Los, |I'mgoing to make you good for sonething else!"

"You're tired," Vala said. "Lie down and rest." She was grinning at him That surprised him Now,
what woul d she be amused about? She was wet and nuscl e-aching and as frustrated as the others.

Could it be that she still had sone | ove for himbeneath that hate? Perhaps she was proud of him
that he continued to inprovise and to fight while the others only nursed their resentnents.

O was she trying to make himthink that she still |oved himand was proud of hinf Did she have a
secret reason for this display of amability?

He did not know. To be a Lord was to mistrust every notive of another Lord, and with good reason

By the time the first two coracles were hal f-nmade, Wl ff changed his plan. Oiginally, he had
wanted to have two of the little round boats approach the gaterock on each side. But then he
deci ded that three would be better

Usi ng wood of the bushes and tree branches and strips of hide for ties, he nade a high

scaffol ding. Each of its four |egs was placed on a boat, one on the dragoncraft and each one of
the other three on a coracle. Then, after rehearsing the Lords many tines in what they nust do,
Wl ff began the operation. Slowy, the boats at the base of the rectangul ar scaffol ding were
pushed into the water. The current near the shore was not as swift as out in the river's center

so the Lords could keep it frombeing carried off at once. Wile they swam and shoved agai nst the
boats, Wl ff clinbed up the narrow | adder built on one | eg of the scaffolding. This was supported
by the | arger dragon boat, and thus the leg with Wil ff on it did not tip over too far. Even so,
for a noment, he feared a turnover. Then, as he hitched hinself on his belly along the planking of
the scaffol ding, the struc-ture righted.

The other Lords, working in teans, clinbed into the big boat and the three snall ones. They went
in sinultaneously, to distribute the weight equally. Vala, Theotornon, and Luvah were each already
in a coracle, and they hel ped Pal amabron, Enion, and Ariston. Tharnmas was very agile; he got into
t he dragonboat with a quick heave and tw st of his body.

The Lords began paddling to direct the scaffolding. They had sonme trouble at first, since the
coracles, built nore like tubs than boats, were difficult to navigate. But they had | aunched the
structure well above their goal so that they could get the feel of their awkward craft before they
reached the rock. WIff clung to the forward part of the structure, the bridge, which projected
out above the water. The bridge pitched and rolled, and twi ce he thought sure that it would go
over with him Then the white done of the rock with the twin gol den hexagons was dead ahead. He
shouted down to the Lords, and they began backpaddling. It was vital that the scaffol ding not
crash into the rock with nmuch speed. Fragile, it could not resist a strong i mpact.

Wl ff had decided that he would enter the left gate, since the last time they had taken the right.
But as the end of the bridge neared, the scaffolding veered. The bridge drove in at a slant
towards the right hexagon. Wl ff rose to a crouch, and, as the structure ramed with a | oud noi se
into the rock, he | eaped forward. He shot through the hexagon with his beaner in his belt and a
rope coiled around his shoul ders.

Xl

HE DI D NOT HAVE THE SLI GHTEST | DEA OF WHAT HE WOULD FIND ON the ot her side. He expected either
anot her planet or Urizen's strong-hold. He suspected that Urizen was not through playing with
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them and that he would find hinself on the third of the planets that re-volved around
Appi rmat zum He might have a confortable | anding or be dropping into a pit of wild beasts or down
a precipice.

As he landed, he realized that he had cone in against an incline. He bent his knees and put out
hi s hands and so stopped hinself frombanging into the stone. It was snmooth but not frictionless,
and it | eaned away fromhimat a forty-five degree angle. Turning, he saw why the grappl es had
slid back out of the gate at his first experi-ment. The base of the hexagon on this side was set
flush with the stone. There was no purchase for any hold.

He smiled, knowing that his father had foreseen hooks and had set up the trap agai nst them But
his son had gotten through

Wl ff pushed agai nst the seenmingly enpty area within the hex-agon. Unlike the gate through which
they had entered the water-world, this was not one-way. Urizen did not care, for sone reason or
anot her, whether they went back into the planet of purple skies. O he knew that they woul d never
want to return to it.

Wl ff clinbed up the stone incline, which was set on the side of a hill. He tied one end of his
rope around a snall tree and then went back to the gate. He flipped the free end of the rope
through the gate. It jerked, and presently Vala's face appeared. He hel ped her through, and the
two of them grabbed hold of the other Lords as they clinmbed through

Wien Rintrah, the last, was safe, WIff stuck his head through the gate for a final |ook. He made
it quick, because it gave hima fright-ening feeling to know that his body was on a planet twenty
thousand niles distant fromhis head. And it would be a grimjoke, exactly to his father's tastes,
if Uizen should deactivate the gate at that no-nent.

The end of the bridge was only three feet fromthe hexagon. The scaffol ding was still hol ding
straight, although in time the currents would swing one of the boats supporting a leg and carry
of f the whole structure.

He withdrew his head, his neck feeling as if it had just escaped a guillotine.

The Lords shoul d have been exultant, but they were too tired fromtheir |abors, and they were
burdened with the future. By now, they knew that they were on another of the satellites of

Appi rmat zum The sky was a deep yellow. The |and around them was, apart fromthis hill, flat. The
ground was covered with a six-inch high grass, and there were nmany bushes. These were nuch |ike
the Terrestrial plants Wl ff knew. There were at |east a dozen species which bore berries of
different sizes, colors, and shapes.

The berries had one thing in common, however. They all had a very di sagreeabl e odor

Near the hill of the gate was the shore of a sea. Along the sea ran a broad yell ow sandbeach t hat
extended as far as they could see. Wl ff |ooked inland and saw nountai ns. The side of one had some
curious formations that resenbled a face. The |l onger he |looked at it, the nore sure he was that it
was a face

He said to the other Lords, "Qur father has given us a sign, | think. A marker on the road to the
next gate. | also think that he is not directing us just for our benefit."

They started across the plain towards the di stant ranges. Presently, they came to a broad river
and followed its course. They found its water to be pure and sweet, and they ate the neat and
berries they had brought with themfromthe white-and-purple world. Then the night-bringing noon
swung around the horizon. This was nmauve and, |ike the other satellites, swept the surface of the
primary with a pal e dusk.

They slept and marched all the next day. They were a silent troop now, tired and footsore and
nervous because of their |ack of weap-ons. Their silence was also a reflection of the hush of this
worl d. Not an aninal or bird cried, nor did they see any life besides thensel ves and the
vegetati on. Several tinmes they thought they saw a snmall creature in the distance, but when they
neared the place, they could find nothing.
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The mountai ns were three days away. As they got closer, the fea-tures becane nore distinct. The
eveni ng of the second day, the face becane that of Uizen. It was smling at them the eyes

| ooki ng down. Then the Lords becane even nore silent and startful, since they could not escape the
gigantic stone face of their father. Al ways, he seened to be nocking them

Hal fway through the fourth day, they stood at the foot of the nountain and bel ow t he

br obdi ngnagi an chin of Urizen. The noun-tain was of solid stone, flesh-pink and very hard. Near
where they stood was an opening, a narrow canyon that rose to the top of the nountain, at |east
ten thousand feet above.

Wl ff said, "There doesn't seemany other way to go than through there. Unless we go around the
mountains. And | think we'd be wast-ing our time if we did that."

Pal amabron said, "Wy should we do what our father wants?"

"W have no choice," WIlff said.

"Yes, we'll dance to his tune, and then he'll catch us and spit us on a roast, like fow,k"
Pal amabron said. "I have a notion to quit this trudging, this weary weary road."
"And where will you settle down?" Vala said. "Here? In this para-dise? You may be too stupid to

have noticed it, brother, but we are al nost out of food. The nmeat is al nbst gone, and we ate the
|l ast of the berries this norning. W have seen nothing on this world that seens edible. You may
try the berries, if you wish. But | think they're poisonous."

"Ch, Los! Do you think Urizen means to starve us to death?" Pal amabron sai d.
Wl ff said, "I think we'll starve unless we find sonme food. And we won't find any standing here."

He led the way into the canyon. Their path took them on snmooth bare rock that had once been the
bed of the stream The river had shifted to the other side of the canyon and was now several feet
bel ow t he stone banks. Bushes grew sparsely on the lip of the stone.

The Lords followed a neandering course all day. That night, they ate the | ast of their food. Wen
dawn cane, they rose with enpty bellies and a feeling that this tinme their fortune had deserted
them WIff led themas swiftly as he dared, thinking that the sooner they got out of the gl oony
canyon, the better. Mreover, this place offered no food. There were no fish in the river; there
were not even insects.

The second day of their starvation, they saw their first living crea-ture. They canme around a
bend, all silent and wal king slowy. Their noisel essness, plus their approach from downw nd,
enabled themto be close to the animal before it detected them Two feet high, it was standing on
its kangaroo-like hind |l egs and holding a branch with two lenur-like front paws. On seeing them
it quit eating the berries, glanced wildly around, and then launched itself away with great |eaps.
Its long thin tail projected stiffly behind it.

Wl ff started to run after it, but quit as soon as he realized its speed. The ani mal stopped when
it was a hundred yards away and turned to face them Its head was rmuch |i ke a purebred Persian
cat's except that the ears were a jackrabbit's. The body was khaki; the head, chocol ate; the ears,
magent a.

Wl ff advanced steadily towards it, and it fled until it was out of sight. He decided that it
woul d be a good thing if the Lords had clubs in case they cane within close range of the hopper
again. He cut the bushes to make sticks that would be heavy enough to do the job.

Pal amabr on asked hi mwhy he did not kill the beast with his beaner. WIff answered that he was
trying to waste as little power as possible. The thing took off so swiftly that he was not sure he
could hit it. The next tinme, power conservation or not, he would shoot. They had to have sonethi ng
to eat. They continued on their way and began seeing nore of the hoppers. These nmust have been
warned by the first, since they all kept well out of range.

Two hours later, they cane to a wide fissure in the canyon walls. Wl ff went down it and found
that it led to a box canyon. This was about thirty feet |lower than the main one, about three
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hundred yards w de and four hundred deep. The fl oor was thick with bushes, anong whi ch he saw one
hopper .

He went back to the others and told them what they were to do. Luvah and Theotornon stayed within
the narrow passage while the rest wal ked out into the canyon. They spread out in a wide circle to
close in on the | one ani nal

The hopper stood in a large clearing, its nose twitching, its head turning quickly fromside to
side. WIff told the others to stop, and he wal ked slowy towards it, the club held behind his
back. The ani-mal waited until WIff was within ten feet of it. Then it di sappeared. Wl ff whirled
around, thinking that it had junped with such sw ft-ness that he had not been able to see it.
There was no ani mal behind him There were only the Lords, gaping and aski ng what had hap- pened.

Approxi mately three seconds | ater, the beast reappeared. It was now thirty feet fromhim WIff
took a step towards it, and it was gone again.

Three seconds later, there were two aninals in the clearing. One was ten feet away from Vala. The
other was to Wi ff's left and fifteen feet away.

"What the hell ?" WIff said. It took nmuch to startle him Now he was far nore than startled. He
was bew | der ed.

The ani mal near Val a di sappeared. Now there was one left. WIff ran towards it, his club raised
and shouting, hoping to freeze the ani-nmal |ong enough to get a chance to strike it.

It vanished. Alittle later, it reappeared to his right. A second hopper was with it.
The Lords closed in on them The two beasts suddenly becane five.

After that, there was nuch yelling, scream ng, and confusion. Sone of the animals had popped up
behi nd the Lords, and several Lords turned to give chase.

Then there were two of the creatures that Wl ff was to call tenpusfudgers.
These two becane three as the wild chase continued for another three seconds.
Then there was one.

The Lords pursued that one and suddenly had two before them

Three aninal s were bei ng chased three seconds | ater.

Then there was one.

The Lords cane in on it fromall directions at full speed. Two ani-nals reappeared, one directly
in front of Palamabron. He was so startled, he tried to stop, stunbled, and fell on his face. The
creature hopped over himand then vanished as Rintrah swng at it with his stick

There were two now.
Thr ee.
All of a sudden, none.

The Lords stopped running and stared at each other. Only the wind and their heavy breathing
sounded in the box canyon.

Abruptly three of the beasts were in their mdst.
The chase started again.
There was one.

Fi ve.

file:/l/F|/rah/Philip%20Jose%20Farmer/Philip%20...iers%2002%20-%20The%20Gates%200f%20Creation.txt (46 of 82) [8/27/03 9:23:40 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Philip%20Jose%020Farmer/Phili p%20Jose%620-%20Worl d%200f%20Ti ers%2002%20-%20T he%20Gates¥6200f %20Creati on.txt
Thr ee.
Si Xx.
For six seconds, three.
Si x agai n.

Wl ff called a halt to the nmlling chase. He |l ed the Lords back to the entrance, where they sat
down to recover their breath. Having done that, they began chattering away to each other, al
asking the same questions and no one with an answer.

Wl ff studied the six animals a hundred yards away. They had for-gotten their panic, though not
the cause of it, and were nibbling away at the berries.

A silence fell upon the Lords again. They | ooked at their pensive brother, and Vala said, "Wat do
you make of it, Jadaw n?"

"I've been thinking back to the tine that the first animal we saw vani shed,"” he said. "l've been
trying to calculate the lengths of their disappearances and the correl ati on between the nunber at
one time and at succeeding tines."

He shook his head. "I don't know. Maybe. It doesn't seem possi-ble. But how else explainit. O,
i f not explain, describe, anyway.

"Tell me, have any of you ever heard of a Lord having success with tinme-travel experinents?"
Pal amabr on | aughed.

Val a said, "Jackass!" She spoke to Wl fL "I have heard that Blind Orc tried for many years to
di scover the principles of tine. But it is said that he gave up. He clainmed that trying to dissect
time was a problem as insolvable as explaining the origin of the universe.”

"Why do you ask?" Ariston said.

"There is a tiny subatom c particle which Earth scientists call the neutrino," Wl ff answered.
"I't's an uncharged particle with zero rest nass. Do you know what |'mtalking about ?"

Al'l shook their heads. Luvah said, "You know we were all ex-ceedingly well educated at one tine,
Jadawi n. But it has been thou-sands of years since we took any interest in science except to use
the devices we had at hand for our purposes.”

"You are indeed a bunch of ignorant gods,"” WIff said. "The nost powerful beings of the cosnps,
yet barbaric, illiterate divini-ties."

"What has that got to do with our present situation?" Enion said. "And why do you insult us? You
yoursel f said we nmust quit these in-sults if we are to survive."

"Forgive nme," WIff said. "lIt's just that | am sonetinmes overwhel med at the discrepancy .
never mnd. Anyway, the neutrino behaves rather peculiarly. In such a manner, in fact, that it
m ght be said to go backward in tine."

"It really does?" Pal amabron said.

"I doubt it. But its behavior can be described in tinme-travel terns, whether the neutrino actually
does go into reverse chronol ogi cal gear or not.

"l believe the sane applies to those beasts out there. Maybe they can go forward or backwards in
tinme. Perhaps Urizen had the power to create such animals. | doubt it. He nmay have found themin
sone universe we don't know about and inported them

"What ever their origin, they do have an ability which makes them seemto hop around in tine.
Wthin a three-second linmt, 1'd say."
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He drew a circle in the dirt with the end of his stick. "This repre-sents the single animal we
first saw'

He drew a line fromit and described another circle at its end. "This represents the di sappearance
of it, its nonexistence in our tine. It was going forward in tine, or seemed to."

"Il swear it was not gone for three seconds when it first disap-peared," Vala said.

Wl ff extended a line fromthe second circle and nmade a third cir-cle at its end. Then he
scratched a line at right angles to it, and bent it back to a position opposite the second circle.

"It leaped forward into tinme, or can be described as doing so. Then it went back to the time-slot
it did not occupy when it made the first junp. Thus, we saw a beast for six seconds but did not
know that it had gone forward and backward.

"Then the animal-let's call it a tenpusfudger-junped forward again to the tine at which its first-
avat ar-had come out of the first junp.

"Now we have two. The sane animal, fissioned by tine-travel.

"One junped the three seconds forward again, and we did not see it during that tune. The other did
not junp but ran about. It junped when tenpusfudger No. 2 reappeared.

"Only No. 1 also junped back just as No. 2 cane out of the time-hop. So we have two again."

"But all of a sudden there were five?" Rintrah said. "Let's see. W had two. Now No. 1 had nmde a
junp, and he was one of the five. He junped back to be one of the previous twd. Then he junped
forward again to become No. 3 of the five.

"No. 2 had junped, when there was only one tenpusfudger, to becone No. 2 of the five. No. 1 and
No. 2 junped forward and then back to also becone No. 4 and 5 of the five.

"No. 4 and 5 then junped ahead to the period when there were only two. Meanwhile, No. 1 had | eaped
over three seconds, No. 4 didn't leap, and No. 5 did. So there were only two at that instant."

He grinned at their lax faces. "Now do you understand?"

"That's inpossible,” Tharmas said. "Tine-travel! You know it's inpossible!”

"Sure, | know. But if these animals aren't tine-traveling, what are they doing? You don't know any
more than | do. So, if | can de-scribe their behavior as chronosaltation, and the description
hel ps us catch them why object?"

"Way don't you use your beamer?" Rintrah said. "W're all very hungry. |I'mweak after chasing
those flickering on-again-off-again things."

Wl ff shrugged and arose and wal ked towards the fudgers. They continued eating but kept watching
him When he was within thirty yards, they hopped away. He followed themuntil they were getting
close to the blind wall of the canyon. They scattered. He put the beanmer on hal f-power and ai ned
at one.

Per haps the tenpusfudger was startled by the raising of the weapon. It disappeared just as he
fired, and the beam s energy was absorbed by a boul der beyond it.

He cursed, flicked off the power, and ained at another. This |eaped to one side and avoi ded the
first shot. He kept the power on and swung the beamto catch it. The aninmal junped again, narrowy
escaping the ray. WIff twisted his wist to bring the fudger within touch of the beam The ani nal
di sappear ed.

Qui ckly, he swung the weapon back towards the others. A fudger sprang across his field of vision,
and he brought the white ray upon it.

It disappeared at the same tinme. There was a shout behind him He turned to see the Lords pointing
at a dead aninmal a few yards to his left. It lay in a heap, its fur scorched.
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He blinked. Vala cane running and said, "It dropped out of the air; it was dead and cooked when it
hit the ground."

"But | didn't hit anything except just now," he said. "And the ani-mal | hit hasn't reappeared
yet."

"That fudger was dead on arrival three seconds ago, maybe a little nore," she said. "Three seconds
before you hit the other."

She stopped, grinned, and said, "What do | nean . . . other? It's the sanme one you hit. Killed
before you hit it. O just as you hit it. Only it junped back."

Wl ff said, slowy, "You're telling ne | killed it first, then shot it."
"No, not really. But it |ooked that way. Onh, | don't know. |I'm confused."

"Anyway, we have something to eat,'
satisfy us."

he said. "But not nuch. There's not enough neat there to

He whirled and brought the beam around to describe a horizontal arc. It struck some rocks, then
came to a fudger. And the beam went out.

He continued to aimthe beaner steadily at the fudger, which stood poised upon its hind legs, its
bi g eyes blinking.

"The power's gone," he said. He ejected the power pack and stuck the bearmer into his belt. It was
usel ess now, but he had no intention of throwing it away. The tine m ght cone when he woul d get
hi s hands on sone fresh packs.

He wanted to continue the hunt with sticks. The others vetoed him Wak and hungry, they needed
food at once. Although the nmeat was hal f-charred, they devoured it greedily. Their bellies quit
rumbling a little. They rested a nonment, then got to their feet and went after the tenpusfudgers
agai n.

Their plan was to spread out in a wide circle which would contract to bring all the animals within
reach of the clubs. The fudgers began hopping wildly and flickering in and out of existence ... or
time. At one nonent, there were none, when all nust have sinultaneously decided to junp forward or
to junp backward. It was difficult to tell what was going on during the hunt.

Wl ff nade no effort at the beginning to keep count. There were six, then zero, and then six, then
three, then six, then one, then seven

Back and forth, in and out, while the Lords ran around and how ed |i ke wolves and swung their
sticks, hoping to connect with a fudger just as it came out of the chronol eap. Suddenly, Tharnas'
club thudded agai nst the side of the head of one of the aninals as it nmaterialized. It coll apsed,
jerked several tinmes, and died.

Ei ght had dropped out of the air. One had stayed behind as a car-cass while the others becane
i nvisible. There should have been seven the next tinme, but there were eight again. Three seconds
|ater, there were three. Another three seconds, nine. Zero. Nine. Two. Eleven. Seven. Two.

El even, and Wl ff threw his stick and caught one in the back. It pitched forward on its face. Val a
was on it with her stick and beat it to death before it could recover fromits stunned condition.

There were fifteen, quickly cut to thirteen when Rintrah and Theot ormon each killed one. Then
zero.

Wthin a minute, the tenpusfudgers seenmed to go riot. Terrified, they hurled thensel ves back and
forth and becane twenty-eight, zero, twenty-eight, zero, and fifty-six, or so Wil ff roughly
estimated it. It was, of course, inpossible to nake an accurate count. Alittle later, he was
sure, only because his arithnmetic assured himit should be so, that the doubling had resulted in
one thousand seven hundred and ni nety-two.
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There had been no nore casualties anong the fudgers to reduce the nunber. The Lords had been
unable to kill any. They were being buffeted by the ever-increasi ng horde, knocked down by hoppers
ap-pearing in front of them behind them and beside them stepped upon, scratched, kicked, and
hamer ed

Suddenly, the little aninmals stanpeded towards the exit of the can-yon. They hurtled over the
fl oor and should have jamred into the narrow pass, but somehow forned an orderly arrangenent and
wer e gone.

Slow y, sore and shaken, the Lords arose. They | ooked at the four dead aninals and shook their
heads. Qut of al nbst eighteen hundred that had been at hand, easy prey-in theory-these pitifu
four were left.

"Hal f a fudger will nake one good meal for each of us," Vala said. "That's better than none. But

what will we do tonorrow?"

The others did not answer. They began collecting wood for the cooking fires. Wl ff borrowed
Theotornmon' s knife and started the skinning.

In the norning, they ate the scraps left over fromthe evening's feast. WIff | ed themon up. The
canyon renained as silent as before, except for the river's nmurnuring. The walls kept on pressing
in. The sky burned yell ow far above. Fudgers appeared at a distance. WIff tried throwi ng rocks at
them He al nost struck one, only to see it disappear as if it had slipped around a corner of air.

It came into sight again, three seconds later, twenty feet away and hopping as if it had an

i mportant engagenent it had suddenly recall ed.

Two days after they had | ast eaten, the Lords were alnpst ready to try the berries. Pal amabron
argued that the repul sive odor of the ber-ries did not necessarily mean that they had a

di sagreeabl e taste. Even if they did, they were not necessarily poi sonous. They were going to die,
anyway, so why not test the berries?

"Go ahead," Vala said. "It's your theory and your desire. Eat sone!"

She was smiling peculiarly at him as if she were enjoying the conflict between his hunger and
fear.

"No," Palamabron said. "I will not be your guinea pig. Wiy should | sacrifice nyself for all of
you? | will eat the berries only if all eat at the sane tine."

"So you can die in good conpany,” Wl ff said. "Conme on, Pala-nmabron. Put up or shut up-old Earth
proverb. You're wasting our time arguing. Either do it yourself or forget about it."

Pal amabron sniffed at the berry he was hol ding, made a face, and let the berry fall on the rocky
floor. WIff started to wal k away, and the Lords followed. About an hour later, he saw anot her
side-canyon. On the way into it, he picked up a round stone which was just the right size and
wei ght for throwing. If only he could sneak up close enough to a fudger and throw the rock while
it was | ooking the other way.

The canyon was a little smaller than that in which the Lords had nmade their first hunt. At its far
end was a single tenpusfudger, eating the berries. WIff got down on his hands and knees and began
the slow crawl towards it. He took advantage of every rock for covering and nmanaged to get hal fway
across the canyon before the aninmal no-ticed anything. It suddenly quit noving its jaws, sat up
and | ooked around, its nose wiggling, its ears vibrating like a TV antenna in a strong w nd.

Wl ff hugged the ground and did not nove at all. He was sweating with the effort and tension
since the starvation diet had weakened hi m considerably. He wanted to junp up and run at the
fudger and hurl hinmself upon it, tear it apart, eat it raw. He could have devoured the entire
animal fromthe tips of its ears down to the tip of its tail and then broken the bones open to
suck out the marrow.

He forced himself to stay notionless. The animal must get over its suspiciousness soon, after
which Wbl ff could resune his turtle-like approach
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Then, from behind a rock near the fudger, another beast appeared. It was gray except for red

wol fli ke ears, had a |l ong pointed face, a bushy tail, and was about midway in size between a fox
and a coyote. It sprang at the tenpusfudger, conming up frombehind it just as it was | ooking the
ot her way.

Its teeth closed on air. The fudger had di sappeared, escaping the jaws by a fraction of an inch
The predator al so di sappeared, vanishing before it struck the ground.

Three ani mal s appeared, two fudgers and one predator. WIff, who liked to tag unknown things, at
once called it a chronowl f. For the first tine, he was seeing the creature that nature-or Ui zen-
had pl aced here to keep the fudger from overpopul ating this world.

Wl ff now had tine to figure out what was happening with the | eapers. There had been two. Then
there were none. Then, three. So the original fudger and the chronowol f had junped ahead. But the
fudger had stayed only a microsecond, and | eaped back al so. So that he had reproduced hinself and
now there were two for the wol f to chase.

Agai n, the animals vani shed. They reappeared, four in nunber. Two fudgers, two chronowol ves. The
chase was on, not only in space but in the strange gray corridors of backwards-forwards tine.

Anot her simultaneous junp into the tenpolinbo. WIff ran to-wards a boul der around which grew a
nunber of bushes. He hurled hinself down and then peered between the bushes.

Seven again. This time a wolf had come out of wherever he had been just behind his quarry. He
hurled hinmself forward, and his jaws closed around the neck of the fudger. There was a | oud crack
the fudger dropped dead.

Seven living, and one dead. A fudger had gone back and then for-ward again.
The living vani shed. Evidently the wolf did not intend to stay behind and eat his kill

Then six were junping around the plain. Savagely, a wolf bit an-other wolf on the neck, and the
attacked crunpled in death.

Not hi ng for three seconds. WIff ran out and threw hinself down on the ground. Although not hidden
behi nd anything this time, he hoped that his notionl essness, conbined with the terror of the
fudgers and the bl oodl ust of the wolves, would rmake them not notice him

Anot her wol f had been born out of tine's wonb. Parthenogenesis of chronoviators.

Two wol ves | aunched t hensel ves at each other, while the third watched them and the fudgers hopped
around in apparent confusion.

The observer predator becane participant, not in the struggle be-tween his fellows, but in the
hunt. He caught a fudger by the throat as it hurtled by himin its blind panic.

A fudger and a wolf died.

The living flickered out again. Wen they canme back into his sight, a wolf gripped a fudger's neck
and cracked it.

WIff slowy rose to his feet. At the exact nonment that one of the wolves died, he hurled his
stone at the winner. It nust have caught the notion out of the corner of its eyes, since it
vani shed just before the stone would have struck. And when it shot out of the chute of tine, it
was going as swiftly as its four legs would take it towards the exit.

"I'"'msorry to deprive you of the spoils of victory," WIff called out after it. "But you can
resune the hunt el sewhere.”

He went to call the other Lords and to tell themthat their |luck had changed. Six aninmals woul d
fill their bellies and furnish a little over for the next day.

There cane the tune again when the Lords had been without food for three days. They were gaunt,
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their cheeks hollow, their eyes couched within dark and deep caves, their bellies advancing
towards their spines. That day Wl ff sent themout in pairs to hunt. He had intended to go al one
but Vala insisted that he take Luvah with him She would hunt by herself. Wl ff asked her why she
wanted it that way, and she replied that she did not care to be acconpani ed by only one nan

"You think you mi ght become the victimof a cannibal ?" WIff said.

"Exactly," she said. "You know that if we continue to go hungry, it's inevitable that we'll start
eating one another. It nmay even have been planned by Urizen. He would very nuch enjoy seeing us
kill one another and stuff our bellies with our own flesh and bl ood."

"Have it your own way," WIff said. He left with Luvah to ex-plore a series of side-canyons. The
two sighted a nunmber of fudgers eating frombushes and began the patient, hours-long creeping upon
them They came within an inch of success. The stone, thrown by WIff, went past the head of his
intended victim After that, all was lost. The fudgers did not even bother to take refuge in tune
but | eaped away and were | ost in another canyon

Wol ff and Luvah continued to | ook until near the time for the noon to bring another night of
hunger-torn sl eepl essness. Wen they got back to the neeting-place, they found the others, |ooking
very perturbed. Pal amabron and hi s hunti ng-comnpani on, Enion, were m ssing.

"I don't know about the rest of you," Tharmas said, "but |I'mtoo exhausted to go |ooking for the
dam fools."

"Maybe we should," Vala said. "They m ght have had sone |uck and even now be stuffing thensel ves
with good neat, instead of shar-ing it with us."

Tharmas cursed. However, he refused to search for them If they had had |uck, he said, he would
know it when he next saw their faces. They would not be able to hide their satisfaction fromhim
And he would kill themfor their selfishness and greed.

"They woul dn't be doing anything you wouldn't if you had their chance," WIff said. "Wat's al
the uproar about? We don't know that they've caught anything. After all, it was only a suggestion
by Vala. There's no proof, not the slightest."

They grunbl ed and cursed but soon were asleep with utter weari-ness.

Wl ff slept, too, but awoke in the middle of the night. He thought he had heard a cry in the
di stance. He sat up and | ooked at the others. They were all there, except for Palamabron and
Eni on.

Val a sat up also. She said, "Did you hear something, brother? O was it the wailing of our
bel I'i es?"

"I't came fromupriver," he said. He rose to his feet. "I think | shall go |ook."

She said, "I'll go with you. |I cannot sleep any |longer. The thought that they m ght be feasting
keeps ne angry and awake."

"I do not think the feasting will be on the little hoppers,"” he said.

She said, "You think. . ."

"I do not know. You spoke of the possibility. It beconmes stronger every day, as we becone weaker
and hungrier."”

He picked up his stick, and they wal ked along the edge of the river. They had little difficulty
seei ng where they were going. The noon brought only a hal f-darkness. Even though the walls of the
canyon deepened the twilight, there was still enough light for themto proceed w th confidence.

So it was that they saw Pal amabron before he saw them H s head appeared for a nonent above a

boul der near the wall of the canyon. His profile was presented to them then he di sappeared. On
bare feet, they crept towards him The wind carried to themthe noise he was naking. It sounded as
if he were striking one stone agai nst anot her
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"I's he trying to make a fire?" Val a whi spered.

Wl ff did not answer. He was sick, since he could think of only one reason why Pal amabron woul d
want to build a fire. When he cane to the huge rock behi nd whi ch Pal amabron was, he hesitated. He
did not want to see what he thought he nmust when he canme around the boul der

Pal amabron had his back to them He was on his knees before a pile of branches and | eaves and was
knocking a piece of flint against a rock that was heavy in iron

Wl ff breathed a sigh of relief. The body beside Pal anabron was that of a fudger. Were was Enion?

Wl ff came up silently behind Pal anabron, his stick raised high. He spoke loudly. "Well,
Pal amabr on?"

The Lord gave a short scream and dived forward over the firepile. He rolled and cane up on his
feet, facing them He held a very crude flint knife.

"It's mine," he snarled. "I killed it, and I want it. | have to have it. I'll die if | don't get
to eat!”
"So will we all,"” WIff said. "Were is your cousin?"

Pal amabron spat and said, "The beast! He's no cousin of mne. How should | know where he is? Wy
should | care?"

"You went out with him" WlIff said.
"I don't know where he is. W got separated while we were hunting."

"W thought we heard a cry," Vala said.

"It was a fudger, | think," Palamabrcn said. "Yes, it was. The one | killed a little while ago. |
found it sleeping and killed it and it cried out as it died.”

"Maybe, " Wl ff said. He backed away from Pal amabron until he was at a safe distance. He continued
on up the rivershore. Before he had gone a hundred yards, he saw the hand |ying beside a boul der.
He went around it and found Enion. The back of his head was crushed in; beside himlay the bl oody
rock that had killed him

He returned to Pal amabron and Vala. She was still there; the Lord and the fudger were gone.

"Way didn't you stop hinP" WIff said.

She shrugged and smiled. "I'"monly a wonan. How could | stop hin®"

"You coul d have," he replied. "I think you wanted to enjoy the chase after him Wll, let ne tel
you, there won't be any. None of us have the strength to waste it clinmbing around here. And when
he eats, he'll have enough strength to outclinb or outrun us."

"Very well," she said. "So what do we do now?"

"Keep on going and hope for the best."

"And starve!" she said. She pointed at the boul der which hid Enion's body. "There's enough food
for all of us."

Wl ff did not reply for a nonent. He had not wanted to think about this, but, since he was faced
with it, he would do what had to be done. Vala was right. Wthout this food, however horrible it
was to think about it, they mght well die. In a way, Pal amabron had done thema favor. He had
taken the guilt upon hinself of killing for them They could eat w thout considering thenselves
murderers. Not that killing would bother the rest of them He, however, would have suffered
agonies if he had been forced into a position where he had to slay a human being to survive.

As for the actual eating, he was now feeling only a slight repul-sion. Hunger had deadened his
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normal horror agai nst canni bal i sm

He returned to wake the others while Vala picked up the rocks dropped by Pal amabron. By the tine
they returned, she had not only started a fire but was intent on the butchering. Wl ff held back
for a noment. Then, thinking that if he was to share in the food, he should al so share in the
wor k, he took Theotornon's knife. The others offered a hand, but he turned themdown. It was as if
he wanted to punish hinself by making hinmself do npbst of the grisly work.

Wien the nmeal was cooked, hal f-cooked, rather, he took his share and went around the boul der to
eat. He was not sure that he could keep the neat down, and he was sure that if he watched the
others eat, he would not be able to keep fromvonmiting. Sonehow, it did not seemso bad if he were
al one.

Dawn had found themstill cooking. Not until the nmiddle of the nmorning did they start traveling
agai n. The neat that had not been eaten was wapped in | eaves.

"I'f Uizen was watching us," WIff said, "he nust really be | aughing."
"Let himlaugh," Vala said. "My turn will come."

"Your turn? You mean, our turn."

"You may do what you like. All I"'minterested inis what | do."

"Typi cal of the Lords," said WIff w thout elaborating. He watched her for a while after that. She
had amazing vitality. Perhaps it was the food that had given her such a swift walk and had filled
out her cheeks and arns. He did not think so. Even during the star-vation, she had not seened to
suffer as nmuch as the rest or to waste away as swiftly.

I f anybody could survive to get at her father's throat, it would be Vala, he thought.

May | not be far behind her, he prayed. Not so nuch for venge-ance on Urizen, though | want that,
as to rescue Chryseis.

Xl |

They had been without food for a day when they enmerged fromthe canyon. Before them at the foot
of along gentle hill, was a plain that stretched to the horizon. A quarter of a nile anway was a
small hill, and on this were two gi ant hexagons.

They stopped to look dully at their goal. WIff said, "I suggest we take one or the other gate
i medi ately. Perhaps there nay be food on the other side."

"If not?" Tharnms said.

"I'd rather die quickly trying to get through Urizen's defenses than starve slowy. Wich, at the
monent, |ooks as if it mght. "

He let his voice trail off, thinking that the Lords felt | ow enough

They followed himsluggishly up to the foot of the golden, gemstudded franes. He said to Vala,
"Sister, you have the honor of choosing the right or the Ieft entrance for us. Continue. Only be
qui ck about it. | can hear ny strength ebbing away."

She picked up a stone, turned her back to the gates, and cast the stone over her head. It sailed
through the right gate, alnobst striking the frane.

"So be it," WIff said. He | ooked at them and | aughed. "What a crew! Brave Lords! Tranps rather
Sticks, a broken sword, a knife, and nuscl es shaking wi th weakness and bellies groaning for neat.
Was ever a Lord attacked in his own stronghold by such a con-tenptible bunch?"

Val a | aughed and said, "At |least you have sone spirit left, Jadawin. That may nean sonething."
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"I hope so," he said, and he ran forward and junped through the right gate. He cane out under a
deep- bl ue sky and onto ground that gave under his feet a little. The topography was flat except
for a few steep hills, so rough and dark that they | ooked nore |ike excres-cences than nounds of
dirt. He doubted they were dirt, since the sur-face on which he stood was not earth. It was
browni sh but snmooth and with snall holes in it. A foot-high stalk, thin as a pi pestem cl eaner
grew out of each hole.

Al nost |ike the skin of a giant, he thought.

The only vegetation, if it could be called that, was a nunmber of w dely separated trees. These
were about forty feet high, were thinly trunked, and had smooth, sharply pointed branches that
projected at a forty-five degree angle upwards fromthe trunk. The branches were darker than the
saffron of the nain shaft and sparsely covered with bl ade-1ike | eaves about two feet |ong.

The ot her Lords came through the gate a minute later. He turned and said, "I'mglad | didn't find
anything | couldn't have handl ed w thout your help."

Vala said, "They all were sure that this time the gate would lead into Uizen's stronghold."

"And perhaps I'd trip a few traps before | went down," he said. "And so give the rest of you a
chance to live a few mnutes |onger."

They did not reply. Wl ff gazed reproachfully at Luvah, whose cheeks reddened.

Wl ff tested the gate. It had either been deactivated or el se was unipolar. He saw a | ong bl ack
line that could be the shore of a |lake or sea. This world, unlike the one they had just left, gave
no indica-tions of the direction they nmust take. On the side, where he had first stepped, however,
he had seen two rough dark hills very close to-gether. These night or not be sone sort of sign
fromUrizen. There was only one way to find out, which Wl ff took wi thout hesitation

He set out on the slightly springy ground, the others trailing. The shadow of a bird passed before
them and they | ooked up. It was white with red | egs, about the size of a bald eagle, and had a
nmonkey face with a curving bird' s beak instead of a nose. It swooped so | ow that Luvah threw his
stick at it. The stick passed behind its flaring tail. It squawked indignantly and clinbed away
swiftly.

Wl ff said, "That | ooks like a nest on that tree. Let's see if it could have eggs."
Luvah ran forward to recover his stick, then stopped. WIff stared where Luvah was pointing.

The earth was rippling. It rose in inch-high waves and advanced towards the stick. Luvah turned to
run, thought better of it, turned again, and ran to pick up the stick. Behind him the earth
swel l ed, rose up and up, and raced forward, like a surfer's wave.

Wl ff yelled. Luvah whirled, saw the danger, and ran away fromit. He ran at an angle, towards the
end of the wave. Wl ff came along behind it, not knowi ng what he could do to hel p Luvah but hopi ng
to do sormet hi ng.

Then the wave coll apsed. Wl ff and Luvah stopped. Abruptly, Wl ff felt the earth rising below his
feet and saw that another swell-ing had started some ten feet from Luvah. Both turned and raced
away, the earth-or whatever it was-chasing after them

They nmade it back to the area around the gate, which had been stable and would continue to be so-
t hey hoped.

They got to the safety zone just in tine to escape the sudden sink-ing of the [and behind them A
hol e, broad and shallow at first, ap-peared. Then it narrowed and deepened. The sides closed in on
t hensel ves, there was a snmacki ng sound, and the hole reversed its original process. It w dened out
until all was snmooth as before, ex-cept that the foot-high, thin growths sprouting from each
depression kept on vibrating.

"What in Los' nanme!" Luvah said over and over. He was pale, and the freckles stood out like a
gal axy of fear.
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WIff was a little sick hinself. Feeling the earth trenble under himhad been |ike being caught in
an earthquake. In fact, that was what he had thought when it first happened.

Sonebody yell ed behind him He spun to see Pal amabron trying to get back through the gate through
whi ch he had just stepped only to go flying vainly through the frane. He nust have been foll ow ng
them and waited until he thought they had gone sone distance fromthe gate. Now, he was trapped as
nmuch as they.

More so, since WIff had use for him WlIff shoved the others away from Pal anabron's throat and
shouted at themto | eave him al one. They drew back while Pal amabron shook and his teeth
chat-tered

"Pal amabron,” Wl ff said, "you have been sentenced to death be-cause you broke truce with us and
nmur der ed your cousin."

Pal amabron, seeing that he was not to be killed out of hand, took courage. Perhaps he thought he
had a chance. He cried, "At least | did not eat my own brother! And | had to kill him He attacked
me first!"

"Eni on was struck in the back of the head," WIff said.

"1 knocked hi mdown!" Pal amabron shouted. "He started to rise when | seized a rock and hit him
with it. It was not nmy fault he had his back turned. Wuld you ask ne to wait until he had turned
around?"

"There's no use tal king about this,"” WIff said. "But you can go free. Your blood will not be on
our hands. Only, you can't stay with us. None of us would feel safe to sleep at night or turn our
backs on you."

"You are letting me go?" Pal anabron said. "Wy?"

"Don't waste tine talking," WIff said. "If you don't get out of our sight within ten m nutes,
I"I'l let the others at you. You'd better |eave. Now"

"WAit a minute," Palamabron said. "There's sonething very sus-picious about this. No, | won't go.'
Wl ff gestured at the others. "Go ahead. Kill him"

Pal anabron screaned, turned, and ran away as swiftly as he could. He seened weak, and his |egs
began to nove slowy after the first thirty yards. He | ooked back several tinmes, then, seeing that
they were not conming after him he quit running.

The earth swelled behind himand built up until it was twice as high as his head. At the nmonent it
gai ned its peak, Pal amabron | ooked over his shoul der again. He saw the giant wave racing to-wards
him and he screaned and began to run again. The wave col | apsed, the trenors follow ng the
col I apse upsetting Pal amabron and knocking himoff his feet. He scranbled up and continued to go
on, although he was staggering by now.

A hol e opened up ahead of him He screaned and darted off at right angles to it, seenming to gain
new strength fromterror. The hol e di sappeared, but a second gaped ahead of him Again, he raced
away, this time diagonally to the hole.

Anot her wave began to build up before him He whirled, slipped, fell hard, rolled over, and
stunbl ed away. Presently, the swelling, which had risen directly between Pal amabron and the Lords,
grew so high that it walled himoff fromtheir sight. After that, the wave froze for a nonent,
rigid except for a slight trenbling. Gradually, it sub-sided, and the plain was flat again, with
the exception of a six-foot |ong nound.

"Swal | owed up," Vala said. She seened thrilled. Her eyes were wi de open, her nouth parted, the
lower lip wet. Her tongue flicked out to trace with its tip the oval of both Iips.

Wl ff said, "Qur father has indeed created a nonster for us. Perhaps, this entire planet is
covered with the skin of ... of this Wltthier."
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"What ?" said Theotornon. His eyes were still glazed with terror. And though he had been shrinking
during the starvation on the last world, he now seened to have dwi ndled off fifty pounds in the
past two minutes. His skin hung in | oops.

"Weltthier. World-animal. From Gerrman, a Terrestrial |anguage.”

A planet covered with skin, he thought. O maybe it was not so rmuch a skin as a continent-sized
anoeba spread out over the globe. The idea nade hi m boggl e.

The skin existed; there was no denying that. But how did it keep fromstarving to death? The
mllions and nmillions of tons of proto-plasmhad to be fed. Certainly, although it ate animals, it
could not get nearly enough of these to maintain itself.

Wl ff decided to investigate the subject, if he ever got the chance. He was as curious as a nonkey
or a Siamese cat, always probing, pondering, speculating, and analyzing. He could not rest unti
he knew t he why and how.

He sat down to rest while he considered what to do. The others, Vala excepted, also sat or |ay
down. She wal ked fromthe "safety zone," placing her feet carefully with each step. Watchi ng her
he un-derstood what she was doi ng. Wiy had he not thought of that? She was avoiding contact with
the plants (hairs?) that grew fromthe holes (pores?). After traveling on a circle with a radius
of about twenty-five yards, she returned to the gate area. Not once had the skin trenbled or begun
to formthreateni ng shapes.

Wl ff stood up and said, "Very good, Vala. You beat me to it. The beast, or whatever it is,
detects life by touch through the feelers or hairs. |If we navigate as cautiously as ships going
t hrough openings in reefs, we can cross over this thing. Only trouble is, how do we get past

t hose?"

He pointed outwards to the horny buttes, the excrescentoid hills. The hairs began to crowd
together at their bases, and beyond the buttes they carpeted the ground.

She shrugged and said, "I don't know. "

"We' |l worry about it when we get to it," he said. He began wal k-ing, |ooking downwards to guide
hi msel f among the feelers. The Lords followed himin Indian file, with Vala again being the only
ex-ception. She paralleled his course at a distance of five or six yards to his right.

"I't's going to be very difficult to hunt aninmals for food under these conditions," he said. "W']I
have to keep one eye on the hairs and one on the aninmal. A terrible handicap."

"I wouldn't worry," she said. "There nay be no aninmals."

"There is one |'msure exists," WIff said. He did not say anything nore on the subject although
it was evident that Vala was wondering what he neant. He headed towards the "tree" in a branch of
whi ch he saw the nest. A circular pile of sticks and | eaves, it was | odged at the junction of the
trunk and a branch and was about three feet across. The sticks and | eaves seemed to be held
together with a gluey substance.

He stepped between two feelers, propped his club against the tree, and shinnied up the trunk

Hal fway up, he saw the tops of two hex-agons on one of the buttes. Wen he got to the nest, he
clung to the trunk with his legs, one armaround the trunk, while with the other hand he poked
through | eaves on top of the nest. He uncovered two eggs, speckled green and bl ack and about twi ce
the size of turkey eggs. Renoving them one by one, he dropped themto Val a.

I mmedi ately thereafter, the nother returned. Larger than a bald eagle, she was white with bl uish
chevrons, furry, nonkey-faced, fal-con-beaked, saber-toothed, wolf-eared, bat-w nged, archeopteryx-
tailed, and vul ture-footed.

She shot down on himwi th wings folded until just before she struck. The wi ngs opened with a
whoosh of air, and she screaned like iron being ripped apart. Perhaps the screamwas intended to
freeze the prey. If so, it failed. WIff just let |oose of the trunk and dropped. Above himcame a
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crash and another scream this tine of frustration and panic, as the beast ranmed partly into the
nest and partly into the trunk. Evidently, it had expected to have its nomen-tum absorbed by
Wl ff's body. And it may have underestimated its speed in its fury.

Wl ff hit the ground and rolled, knowi ng that he was disturbing the feelers but unable to prevent
it. He came up on his feet, clunps of glued-together sticks and |eaves raining around himfromthe
shat-tered nest. He got to one side just in time to escape being hit by the body of the half-
stunned flier. However, the blow would not have been a full one, since the creature had slowed its
fall with an instinc-tive outspreadi ng of wi ngs.

By then, the earth-skin was reacting to the nessages transnmitted by the feelers. Not only WlIff
had contacted them The other Lords had scattered when Wl ff fell, and they had brushed agai nst
hairs all around the tree.

"Back to the tree,” WIff yelled at them Vala had anticipated his advice; she was al ready hal fway
up the trunk. He began shinnying after Vala, only to feel talons sharp and hot as gl owi ng-white
hooks fasten into his back. The flying beast had recovered and was at himagain. Once nore, he let
| oose and fell backward. He kicked his feet against the trunk and shoved out to throw hinself into
a horizontal attitude. And so he canme down hard but with the beast bel ow him

Two breaths whooshed out, his and that of the beast crushed be-neath him Less hurt, WIff rolled
of f, stood up, and kicked the thing in the ribs. Its nouth gaped beneath the browni sh beak, its
two saber teeth covered with saliva and bl ood. WIff kicked again and turned back to the tree. He
was bowl ed over by two Lords frantic to get to the safety of the tree. Tharnas stepped on his head
and used it as a springboard to leap for the trunk. Rintrah pulled himdown, shoved hi maway, and
started to clinb. Staggering back fromthe push, Tharnas fell over WIff, who was just getting to
hi s hands and knees.

From her perch near the top of the tree, Vala was |aughing hyster-ically. She | aughed and pounded
her thigh and then, suddenly, shrieked. Her hold |ost, she fell hard, broke off a branch, turned
over, and canme down on her shoul der. She lay stunned at the base of the tree.

Theot or mon was perhaps the nost terrified. Still huge despite the many pounds of fat that had
thawed of f him and handi capped by having flippers, he had a hard tinme scaling the tree. He kept
slipping back down, the while he could not refrain fromlooking over his shoul der and gi bberi ng.

Wl ff nmanaged to get to his feet. Around him around the tree, rather, the skin was going mad. It
rose in great waves that chased after Luvah and Ariston. These two were going around in circles
with great speed, their fright giving their weary and hungry bodies fresh strength. Behind them
the earth-flesh rose up, noved swiftly after them then began to curl over. O her waves appeared
ahead of them and pits yawned beneath their feet.

Suddenly, Luvah and Ariston passed each other, and the various noving tunors and depressions hot
on their heels collided. Wlff was confused by the chaos of tossing, bunping, smacking, gul ping
shapes of protoplasm More than anything, the scene resenbled a collection of mael strons.

Before the skin could get its signals straight and reorganize, it had | ost Ariston and Luvah. They
gained the trunk of the tree, but they inpeded each other's ascent. While they were claw ng at
each other, Wl ff picked up the body of the flier and hurled it fromhimas far as he could. It

| anded on an advanci ng swell, which stopped the no-nment it detected the carcass. A depression
appeared around and be-neath the body. Slowy, it sank until it was bel ow the surface. Then the
lips of the hole closed over it, and there was only a nound and a seamto show what was beneat h.

The flier had been a sacrifice, since WIff had wanted to keep the body for food. The area around
the tree snoothed out, nade a few ripples, and became as inert as if it were truly nade of earth.
Wl ff went around the tree to examne Vala. She was sitting up, breathing hard, her face tw sted
with pain. Since the skin was springy, the i mpact had not been as hard as if it had occurred on
hard dirt. She was bruised on her shoul der and the side of her face, and for a while she could not
nove her arm

Her worst injury seemed to be to her dignity. She cursed themfor a pack of cowardly fools and
males fit only to be slaves-if that. The Lords were abashed by her insults or sullen. They felt
that she was right; they were ashaned. But they were certainly not going to adnit the truth.
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Wl ff began to think the whole affair had been funny. He started |aughing, then straightened up
with a groan. He had forgotten the gashes inflicted by the flier's talons. Luvah | ooked at his
back and clucked. The blood was still oozing out, although he expected that it would soon stop
flowing. He certainly hoped that Wl ff would not be-conme infected, since there was no nedicine to
be had.

"You're very cheerful,” WIff growl ed. He | ooked around for the eggs. One was smashed and spread
over the base of the tree. The other was nowhere in sight and presunmably had been swal |l owed by the
ski n.

"Ch, Los!" npaned Ariston. "Wat do we do now? We're about to die of hunger; we're lost; we can't
| eave this tree wi thout being swallowed alive by that nonster. Qur father has killed us, and we
have not even gotten close to his stronghold."

"You Lords and Makers of Universes are pitiful creatures indeed when stripped of your fortress
wal | s and your weapons," WIff said. "I'Il tell you another old Earth proverb. There's nore than
one way to skin a cat."

"What cat? Where?" Theotornon said. "I could eat a dozen cats right now "

WIff rolled his eyes upwards but did not answer. He told the others either to get on the other
side of the tree or go up it. Then he took Theotornon's knife and went out a few feet fromthe
tree. Squatting, he jamed the knife with all his strength into the skin. If it was flexible
enough to shape itself into rough pseudopods or holes, it had to be vul nerable.

He snatched the knife out of the wound and rose and retreated a few steps. The skin shrank away,
became a hole, then a cone forned around the wound, and the cone thrust up, like a crater slowy
build-ing itself. WIff stood patiently. Soon the crater flattened out, and the wound was
reveal ed. Instead of the blood he had been hal f-expect-ing, a thin pale |liquid oozed out.

He approached the wound, taking care to avoid the hairs near it. Quickly he slashed at the skin
agai n, dug out a quivering nmass of flesh, and ran back to the tree. There was a storm of
prot opl asm ¢ shapes once nore: waves, craters, ridges, and brief swirlings in which the flesh
fornmed corkscrew pillars. Then it subsided.

Wl ff said, "The skin imediately around the tree seens to be tougher and | ess flexible than that
further away. | think we're safe as long as we stand on it, although the skin nmight be capabl e of
a. . .atidal wave that could sweep us off. Anyway, we can eat."

The other Lords took turns cutting out chunks. The raw flesh was tough, sliny with ichor, and ill-
snelling, but it could be chewed and swall owed. Wth sonething in their bellies, they felt
stronger and nore optimstic. Sone |lay down to sleep; WIff walked to the shore. Vala and

Theot ornmon followed him and Luvah, seeing them de-cided to go along. The |and area ended
abruptly with no beach for transition. Along the edge there were so few feelers they could relax a
little. WIff stood on the very edge and | ooked into the water. De-spite the fact that there was
no sun to cast its beanms, the clear water allowed himto see quite deep into it

There were many fish of various sizes, shapes, and colors swimming close to shore. Even as he

wat ched, he saw a | ong sl ender pale tentacle shoot out fromunder the edge and seize a large fish

The fish struggled but was drawn qui ckly back under the edge. Wl ff got down on all fours and

| eaned out over the edge to see what kind of creature it was that had caught the prey. The rimon

whi ch he stood extended out quite far. In fact, he could not see the base of the | and. |Instead, he
saw a mass of withing tentacles, many of which gripped fish. And farther back were tentacles that
hung deep into the abyss. Presently, one coiled upon itself and brought up a gigantic fish from

t he deeps.

He wi thdrew his head hastily, since one of the nearby tentacles was snaking out and up in his
general direction. He said, "I won-dered how such a nonster could get enough to eat. It nust feed
mainly on the sea life. And I'Il bet that this aninmal on which we stand is a vast floater. Like
the islands of the waterworld, this thing is free, unattached to any base."

"That's nice to know," Luvah said. "But how does that help us?"
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"W need nore to eat," WIff replied. "Theotornon, you're the swi nmer anong us. Would you junp in
and swmaround a bit? Stay close to shore and be ready to shoot back in. Cone out fast, like a
seal . "

Theot ormon sai d, "Wy should I? You saw how t hose tentacl es grabbed those fish."

"I think they're grabbing blindly. Maybe they can detect vibrations in the water, | don't know.
But you're fast enough to evade them And the tentacles i mediately under this edge are small."

Theot or mon shook his head. "No, | won't risk ny life for you."

"You'll starve if you don't," WIff said. "W can't keep on cutting out chunks of skin. It gets
too violent."

He pointed at a fish that was just skinmng by below the surface. It was fat and sluggish with a
head shaped like a sphinx. "Wuldn't you like to sink your teeth in that?"

Theot ormon drool ed, and his belly thundered, but he would not go after it.

"Gve nme your knife, then," WIff said. He renoved the weapon fromits scabbard before Theot ornon

standing on one leg, could lift the other to clutch the hilt with his toes. He turned and ran and

di ved out as far as he could. The fish wheel ed away from himand scooted away. It was sl ow but not
so slow that he could catch it. Nor had he thought he could. He was interested in finding out if a
tentacle, feel-ing the vibrations of the splash and his strokes, would come probing for him

One did. It undul ated down fromthe fleshy base to which it was attached and then out towards him
He swam back towards the shore, dipping his head below the water to watch it. Wen he saw it
suddenly gain speed as it neared him he reached out one hand and grabbed its tip. Until then, he
had not been certain that the tentacle was not poisonous, like a jellyfish's. However, the fish
that had been seized had fought vigorously with no indication of being envenoned.

The tentacle doubled up on itself, |ooped, and went around him He released the tip, turned, and
grabbed the tentacle about twelve inches back fromits tip. He began to saw at the skin with the
kni fe, which went through fairly easy. The tentacle abandoned its efforts to wap itself around
hi m and began to pull back. He kept hold with one hand and continued to cut. The water becane
darker as he was carried back under the edge. Then, the knife was through, and he was sw nmi ng
back up with the severed part in his teeth.

He heaved the tentacle up on shore and was beginning to pull himself out when he felt sonething
enfold his right foot. He | ooked down at a mouth on the end of another tentacle. The nouth was
toot hl ess but strong enough to keep its grip on his foot. He clung with his arns on the edge and
gasped, "Help ne!"

Theot ornmon took a few steps towards himon his rubbery | egs and then halted. Vala | ooked down at
the thing and sniled. Luvah snatched the broken sword from her scabbard and went into the water.
At that, Vala |aughed, and she followed Luvah in. She cane back up, took Wl ff's dagger, and dived
back down. She and Luvah went to work on the tentacle a few feet fromthe nouth. The shaft parted;
Wl ff pulled hinself on out with the anputated nouth-part still ensocked on his foot.

The two pieces of flesh could be eaten only after bei ng pounded agai nst the treetrunk to tenderize
them Even then, eating themwas al nost |ike chewing on rubber. But it was nore food in the
st omach.

Afterwards, they advanced gingerly over the plain. At the point by the first butte where the hairs
began to cluster thickly, they halted. Now they could see their goal. A half-nile away, on top of
a tall butte, was the pair of golden hexagons.

Wl ff had picked up the branch that Vala's fall had broken off. He threw this hard as he could and
wat ched it conme down in the hairs. The whole area reacted at once and far nore violently than the
| ess haired area. The skin storned.

"Ch, Los!" Ariston said. "We're done for! W could never get across that." He shook his fist at
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the sky and shouted, "You, our fa-ther! | hate you! | |oathe you, and aboninate the day that you
jetted nme fromyour foul |oins! You may think you have us where you want us! But, by Los and
crooked Enitharnon, | swear that we'll get to you yet!"

"That's the spirit," Wl ff said. "For a noment, | thought you were going to whine Iike a sick dog.

Tell the old bastard off! He can probably hear you."

Ariston, breathing hard, fists still clenched, said, "Brave enough talk. But | still would like to
know what to do."

Wl ff said to the others, "Any ideas?"

They shook their heads. He said, "Were is all the diabolical cleverness and weasel agility of
mnd that the children of Uizen are supposed to have? |I've heard tal es of each one of you, of how
you have assail ed the stronghold of many a Lord and by your wits and powers have taken his
universe fromhim Wat is the matter now?"

Val a said, "They were brave enough and cl ever enough when they had their weapons. But | think
they're still recovering fromthe shock of being taken so easily by our father. And of being
deprived of their devices. Wthout those, they |ose that which nade them Lords. Now, they're only
men, and pretty sorry nen at that."

"We're so tired,” Rintrah said. "My nuscles ache and burn. They sag as if | were on a heavy
pl anet."

"Muscles!" Wl ff said. "Miscles!”

He Il ed them back to the tree. Despite the flame in his back every time he pulled on a branch-agony
fromthe tal on-wounds-he worked with a will. The other Lords hel ped him and each soon had a
bundl e of branches in his arnms. They returned to the rimof the overgrown area and here began to
cast the sticks as far out into the feelers as they could. They did not do it all at once but
spaced their throws. The skin reared up like a sea in a hurricane. Waves, craters, wavelets
coursed back and forth.

But as the skin continued to be activated, its ragi ngs becane | ess. Near the end of the supply of
branches, it began to react feebly. The last stick got no nore than a shallow hole and a weak and
qui ckly subsi di ng wave.

Wl ff said, "lIt's tired now Its rate of recovery may be very swift, however. So | suggest we get
goi ng now. "

He I ed the way, wal king swiftly. The skin quivered and hunmped up in response to the warnings from
the feelers and broad three-or-four-inch deep holes appeared. Wl ff skirted them then decided he
should trot. He did not stop until he had reached the foot of the butte. This, like the first they
had passed, seened to be an excres-cence, a huge wart on the skin. Though its sides rose
perpendicularly, it was winkled enough to give hand and foothol ds. The ascent was not easy but
was not inpossible. They all got to the top without m shap

Wl ff said, "Yours is the honor again, Vala. Wich gate?"
Ariston said, "She hasn't done very well so far. Wiy let her pick it?"

Vala turned on himlike a tigress. "Brother, if you think you can do any better, you choose! But
you shoul d show your confidence in yourself by being the first to go through the gate!"

Ariston stepped back and said, "Very well. No use breaking with the custom"
Vala said, "So it's a customnow Well, | choose the |left one.”

Wl ff did not hesitate. Although he felt that this tine he nmight find hinself, weak and
weaponless, in Uizen's fortress, he stepped through

For a nonent, he could not understand where he was or what was happening, he was so dizzy and the
objects that hurtled above himwere so strange.
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X1

HE WAS ON A HUGE GRAY METALLI C CYLI NDER THAT WAS ROTATI NG swi ftly. Above him on both sides, and
al so comng into view as the cylinder whirled, were other gray cylinders. The sky behind t hem was
a pal e pink.

Bet ween each pair of cylinders were three glow ng beans of nmauve |ight. These began about ten feet
fromthe ends of the cylin-ders and fromthe nmiddle. Every now and then, colored |ights burst

al ong the I engths of the beams and ran up and down them Red, or-ange, black, white, purple, they
burst like Very lights and then bobbed al ong the beans as if jerked along by an invisible cord.
When they cane to a point about twelve feet fromthe cylinders, they flared brightly and quickly
di ed out.

Wl ff closed his eyes to fight off the dizziness and the sickness. Wen he opened them again, he
saw that the others had cone through the gates. Ariston and Tharmas fell to the surface and cl ung
as tightly as they could. Theotornon sat down as if he feared the spinning would send hi mscooting
across the netal or perhaps mght hurl himout into the space between the cylinders. Only Val a
seenmed not to be affected. She was smiling, although it could have been a nere show of courage.

If so, she was to be admired for achieving even this.

Wl ff studied the environnent as best he could. The cylinders were all about the size of
skyscr apers.

Wl ff did not understand why they were not all spun off imedi-ately by centrifugal force. Surely,
t hese bodi es coul d not have nuch gravity.

Yet, they did.

Per haps- no perhaps-Urizen had set up a bal ance of forces which enabl ed objects with such strong
gravities to keep fromfalling on each other. Perhaps the colored lights that ran al ong the beans
were mani festations of the continual rebal anci ng of whatever statics and dynam cs were bei ng used
to maintain the snall but Earth-heavy bodies.

Wl ff did not know anything except that the science that the Lords had inherited was far beyond
that which Terrestrials knew

There nust be thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, of these cylinders. They were about a nile
apart fromeach other, spinning on their own axes and also shifting slowy about each other in an
intri-cate dance

From a di stance, Wl ff thought, the separate bodies would | ook like one solid bulk. This must be
one of the planets he had observed fromthe waterworld.

There was one advantage to their predicanment. On a world as tiny as this one, they would not have
to go far to find the next set of gates. But it did not seemlikely that Uizen would make things
so easy for them

Wl ff stepped back to the gate and tried to reenter it. As he had expected, it only pernitted him
to step through the franme and back onto the cylinder. He turned and tested its other side, only to
find that equally unfruitful. Then he set out to |look for the gates by wal k-ing around the
circunference. And when he had gotten | ess than hal fway around, he saw the two hexagons.

These were at one end and hung a few i nches above the surface, the pale sky gl eam ng pinkly
between the |ower frane and the cylin-der surface. Wth the others, he began to talk towards it.
He kept his eyes on the gates and tried not to see the whirling shifting objects around him

WIff was in the lead and so was the first to notice the unexpected behavior of the twi n hexagons.
As he canme within fifty feet of them they began to nove away. He increased his pace; the gates
did not maintain quite the sane di stance. Wen he broke into a run, they went nore swiftly but
still he gained a little. He stopped; the gates stopped. He made a dash at them only to see them
start off just as quickly. As he stepped up his speed, he gained on them
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The other Lords were behind him Their feet slapped on the nme-tallic surface, and their gaspings
whi stled through the atnosphere. Wl ff stopped again. The gates halted. The other Lords, except
Val a, gathered around hi m and babbl ed.

"Los! First he starves us to death. . . then runs us to death."

Wl ff waited until he had recovered his breath, then said, "I think they can be caught. They began
to slow down in their speed as | went faster. It's a proportional decrease. But | don't think I
can go qui ckly enough and | ong enough to catch them Who's the fastest here?"

Luvah said, "I could always beat the rest of you in a foot race. But now |l amso tired and weak.

"Try," Wl ff said.

Luvah grinned uncertainly at himand i nched towards the gates. Hovering, they noved away. He broke
into a dash and presently was gone around the curve of the cylinder out of their sight. Wl ff
turned and ran in the opposite direction. After himcane Vala. The dizzyingly close horizon junped
at him he sped on and then he saw Luvah and the gates. Luvah was now within ten feet of them but
he was slowi ng down. And as his legs refused to nmove as he wished and his breath burned out of his
I ungs, the gates drew away.

Wl ff came up behind the gates. Wien he was as close to themas Luvah, the gates slipped sideways,
i ke wet soap between two hands. Vala cane in at an angle towards them but they veered off. The
panting Lords stopped, formng three corners of a square with the gates at the remaining comer,

"Where are the others?" WIff said.

Luvah jerked a thunmb. Wl ff | ooked around to see them straggling around the curve of this mnute
world. He called to them his voice sounding eerie in the strangely propertied atnosphere. Luvah
started to go forward but stopped at Wl ff's order

Ariston, Tharmas, Rintrah, and Theotornon spread out. Under Wl ff’'s directions, they fornmed a
pentagon with the gates at the ends of two |legs of the figure. Then all began to close in on their
quarry. They kept the sane di stance between them and advanced at the same pace. The gates

oscill ated back and forth but made no break

Wth two minutes of slow and patient closing in, the Lords were able to seize half of the franes.
This time, WIff did not bother to ask Vala which exit they should take. He went through the |eft.

The others came through on his heels and their | ook of dismay reflected his. They were on anot her
cylinder, and down at the end was another pair of hexagons.

Again, they went through the tiring chase and the boxing in. Again, they stepped through a franeg,
the one to the right this time. Again, they were on another cylinder

This occurred five tunes. The Lords | ooked at each other with fa-tigue-reddened and exhaustion-
circled eyes. Their legs trenbled, and their chests ached. They were covered with sweat and were
as dry within as a Saharan wind. They could hardly keep their grips on the hexagons.

"W can't go on nuch longer," R ntrah said.

"Don't be so obvious," Vala said. "Try to say sonething original once in a while."

"Very well. I'mthirsty enough to drink your blood. And | may if | don't get a drink of water
soon. "

Val a | aughed. "If you cone close enough, |'Il broach you with this sword. Your blood nmay be thin
and ill-snmelling, but at least it should be wet enough."

Wl ff said, "Sonmehow, we always seemto take the gate that |eads us everywhere but to Urizen
Per haps we should split up this tinme. At |east sone mght get to our father."

file:/lIF|/rah/Philip%20Jose%20Farmer/Philip%20...iers%2002%20-%20The%20Gates%200f%20Creation.txt (63 of 82) [8/27/03 9:23:40 PM]



filex///F|/rah/Phili p%20Jose%20Farmer/Phili p%20Jose%620-%20W orl d%200f %20Ti ers%62002%20-%20The%20Gates¥%200f %20Cresti on.txt

The others argued about this, Vala and Luvah only abstaining. Fi-nally, WIff said, "I'mgoing
through one gate with Vala and Luvah. The rest of you will go through the other. That's that."

"Why Val a and Luvah?" Theotornon said. He was squinting sus-piciously, and his voice had a faint
whi ne. "Wy then? Do you three know sonething we don't? Are you planning on deserting us?"

"I"mtaki ng Luvah because he's the only one | can trust-I think," WIff said. "And Vala is, as
she's pointed out nore than enough tines, the best nan anong you."

He left them squabbling and, with his sister and Luvah, went through the left gate. A few mnutes
| ater, the others canme through. They | ooked bewi | dered on seeing Wl ff, Luvah, and Val a.

"But we went through the right-hand gate,"” Rintrah said.

Val a | aughed and said, "Qur father has played us another grimjest. Both gates of a pair lead to
the sane cylinder. | suspect that they all will."

"He's not playing fair!" Ariston said. At this, WIff and Luvah | aughed, and presently the others,
Ariston excepted, had joined himin his mrth.

When the how i ng-whi ch had a note of despair in it-had died, WIlff said, "I my be wong. But I
think that every one of these thousands of cylinders in this-this birling world-has a set of
gates. And if we continue the sane behavior, we'll go through every one of them Only we'll die

before we get a fraction of the way. W nust think of sonething new "

There was a silence. They sat or lay on the hard gray shiny netal while they whirled around, the
cylinders above themrotated about each other in a soundless and intricate saraband, and the twn
hex-agons at the end hovered and seened to nock

Finally, Vala said, "I do not think that we have been left without a way out. It would not be |ike
our father to stop the gane while we still have an atom of breath and of fight in us. He would
want to drag out the agony until we broke. And |'m sure that he plans on allow ng us eventually to
find the gate that will conduct us into his stronghold. He nust be planning sone choice receptions
for us, and he woul d be disappointed if he could not use them

"So, | think that we have not been using our wits. Cbviously, these gates |lead only to other sets
on other cylinders. That is, they do if we go through the regular way, through the side which is
set with jewels. But what if the gates are bipolar? Wiat if the other side would take us where we
want to go?"

Wl ff said, "I tested the other side when we first cane through." "Yes, you tested the initial
gate. But have you tested any of the doubl e gates?"

Wl ff shook his head and said, "Exhaustion and thirst are robbing me of ny wits. | should have
t hought of that. After all, it's the only thing left to try."

"Then, let's up and at them" Vala said. "Summon your strength; this may be our exit fromthis
cursed birling world."

Once nore, they corraled the twin hexagons and seized them Vala was the first to go through the
side opposite the gemset side. She disappeared, and Wl ff followed her. On com ng through and
seei ng another cylinder, he felt his spirits dissipate like wine in a vacuum Then he saw the gate
at the end and knew that they had taken the correct route.

There was only one gol den hexagon. It, too, hovered a few inches above the surface. But it spun on
its axis, around and around, completing a cycle every second and a hal f.

The ot hers cane through and cursed when they realized that they were still on a birling. But when
they saw the single rotating gate, some brightened up; others sagged at the thought of facing a
new peril.

"Way does it whirl?" Ariston said weakly.

"I really can't say, brother," Vala said. "But, knowi ng Father, | would suspect that the gate has
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only one safe side. That is, if we choose the right side, we'll go through unharned. But if we
take the wong side . . . You'll observe that neither side has jewels; both are bare. So there's
no way of distinguishing one side from another."”

"I amso weary | do not care," Ariston said. "I would wel cone death. To sleep forever, free of
this agony of body and nmind, that is all | desire."

"If you really feel that way," Vala said, "then you should be the first to test the gate."

Wl ff said nothing, but the others added their voices to Vala's urgings. Ariston did not seem so
eager to die now, he objected, saying that he was not fool enough to sacrifice hinself for them

"You are not only a weakling but a coward, brother," Vala said. "Very well, | will be the first."

Stung, Ariston started towards the spinning hexagon but stopped when a few feet fromit. He stared
at it and continued to stand no-tionless while Vala jeered him She shoved himto one side so hard
he staggered and fell on the gray surface. Then she crouched before the golden cycler and studied
it intently for several minutes. Sud-denly, she |l aunched herself forward and went through the
openi ng headfirst. The gate whirled on around.

Ariston arose wi thout |ooking at the others or replying to their taunts. He wal ked up to the gate,
bent his knees, and dived through. And he came out on the other side and fell on the gray surface.
Wl ff, the first to him turned himover

Ariston's mouth hung open; his eyes were glazing; his skin was turning gray.
Wl ff stood up and said, "He went through the wong side. Now we know what kind of gate this is."
"That bitch Vala has all the luck!" Tharmas said. "Did you notice which side she went through?”

Wl ff shook his head. He studied the frane in the pink dusk. There were no narkings of any kind on
either side to distinguish one fromthe other. He spoke to Luvah, and they picked up Ariston's
body by the feet and shoul ders. They swung it back and forth until, at WIff's shout, they

rel eased the corpse at the height of its forward swing. It shot through the franme and cane out on
the other side and fell on the surface.

Wl ff and Luvah went to the other side and once nore swung his body and then cast it through the
frame. This tine it did not reap-pear. WIff said to Rintrah, "Are you counting?”

Ri ntrah nodded his head. Wl ff said, "Lift your finger, and when the right side cones around,
point it. Do it swiftly!"

Rintrah waited until two nore turns had been made, then stabbed his finger. WIff hurled hinself
through the frame, hoping that Rin-trah had not nade a mistake. He | anded on Ariston's body. There
was the sound of sea and a red sky above. Val a was standi ng nearby and | aughing softly as if she
were actually enjoying their father's joke.

They were back on an island of the waterworld.

XV

The other |ords came through the gate one by one, rintrah last. They did not | ook as downcast as
m ght have been expected. At least, they were on famliar grounds, alnobst honme, one might say.
And, as Theotornon did say, they could eat all they wanted.

The gate through which they had entered was the right one of an enornous pair. Both stood on a | ow
hill. The imrediate terrain |ooked familiar. After the Lords had gone to the shore to quench their
thirst, they cooked and ate the fish that Theotornon caught. They set up a guard-rotation system
and sl ept. The next day, they ex-plored.

There was no doubt that they were back on the great island the natives called the "Mther of
I sl ands. "
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"Those gates are the sanme ones that started us off on the not-so-merry-go-round,” Wl ff said. "W
went through the right-hand one. So, the left one may lead to Uizen's world."

Tharmas said, "Perhaps . . . well, this is not the nost desirable of worlds. But it is better to
enjoy life here than to die or live in pain in one of Uizen's cells. Wy not forget that gate?

There is food and water here and native wonen. Let Urizen sit in his seat of power for-ever and

rot waiting for us to come to him?"

"You forget that, w thout your drugs, you will get old and will die," WIff said. "Do you want
that? Moreover, there is no guarantee that Uizen will not cone to us if we don't go to him No,
you may sit here in a lotus-eater's dreamif you want, but | intend to keep fighting."

"You see, Tharmas," Vala said, sniling crookedly. "Jadawi n has stronger reasons than we do. Hs
worman-who is not a Lord, by the way, but an inferior breed fromEarth-is a prisoner of Urizen's.
He cannot rest while he knows she is in our father's hands."

"I't's up to you to do what you want," Wbl ff said. "But | ammy own nmaster."

He studied the red heavens, the two huge-seem ng planets that were in sight at this tune, and a
tiny streak that could have been a black conet. He said, "Wiy go through the front door, where
Urizen expects us? Wiy not sneak through the back door? O, a better net-aphor, through a w ndow?"

In answer to their questions, he explained the idea that had cone to himwhen he | ooked at the
other planets and the conmet. They replied that he was crazy. Hi s concepts were too fantastic.

"Way not?" he said. "As |'ve said, everything we need can be got-ten, even if we have to go
through the gates again. And Appirmatzumis only twenty thousand mles away. Wiy can't we get
there with the ship | proposed?”

"A bal l oon spacecraft?" Rintrah said. "Jadawin, your life on Earth has addl ed your wits!"

"I need the help of every one of you," WIfi said. "lIt's an under-taking of |arge magnitude and
complexity. It'll take trenendous |a-bors and a long tinme. But it can be done."

Vala said, "Even if it can be acconplished, what's to prevent our father from detecting our craft
as it conmes through the space between this world and his?"

"We'll have to take the chance that he's not set up detectors for spacecraft. Wiy shoul d he? The
only entrance to this universe is through the gate that he nade hinsel f."

"But what if one of us is a traitor?" she said. "Have you thought that one of us may be in
Urizen's service and so spying for hinP"

"Of course |'ve considered that. So has every one else. However, | can't see a traitor putting
hi nsel f through the extreme dangers that we just went through.”

"And how do we know that Urizen is not seeing and hearing ev-erything right now?" Theotornon said.

"W don't. That's another chance well have to take."

"I't's better than doing nothing," Vala said.

There was nuch argunent after that with all the Lords finally agreeing to help himin his plan
Even the objectors knew that if Wl ff succeeded, those who refused to aid himwuld be narooned on
this island. The thought that their brothers m ght be true Lords again while the objectors would
be no better than the natives was too nuch for them

The first thing Wlff did was to find out the tenper of the neigh-boring natives. To his surprise,
he found that they were not hostile. They had seen the Lords di sappear into the gate and then cone
out again. Only the gods or demi gods could do this; therefore, the Lords nust be special -and
dangerous-creatures. The natives were nore than happy to cooperate with Wl ff. Their religion, a
debased formof the Lords' original religion, deternined this decision. They believed in Los as
the good God and in Urizen as the evil one, their version of Satan. Their prophets and nedi ci ne
men mai ntained that some day the evil one, Urizen, would be overthrown. Wen that hap-pened, they
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would all go to Alulos, their heaven

Wl ff did not try to set themstraight on the facts. Let them believe what they wi shed as |ong as
they hel ped him He set everybody to work on the things that could be done imediately and with
mate-rials available on this world. Then, he went through the gate that led to the other planets.
Luvah went with him Both were buoyed up by gas-bl adders strapped to their backs and armed with
short spears and bows and arrows. Through gate after gate they travel ed, searching for the things
that Wl ff needed. They knew what to expect and what dangers to avoid. Even so, the adventures
they met on this trip and the many trips thereafter were enough to have filled several books. But
there were no nore casualties.

Later, Vala and Rintrah acconpani ed Wl ff and Luvah. They brought back chunks of the vitreous
stuff fromthe world of the skat-ing and suction-pad aninmals. Fromthe Weltthier, they brought
back piles of bird-droppings. These, added to the store of their own and the natives' excrenent,
were to provide the sodiumnitrate crystals in WIff's plan

The mercury was gotten fromthe natives, who had | arge supplies picked up fromthe island after
the showers that came with the black conets. The nercury droplets were religious objects and were
given to WIff only after he argued that they were to be used against Urizen. He di scovered that
one of the plants on the island was a source of wood al cohol. Qther plants could be burned to give
the charcoal he needed. And the planet of the tenpusfudgers furnished sul phur.

Wl ff had to have a platinumcatalyst in the naking of nitric acid. Wiile on the cylinders of the
birling world, he had thought that the cylinders night be conposed of platinumor of a platinum
alloy. This netal had a nelting point of 1773.5 Centigrade and was resistant to cutting. Wl ff had
no neans to nelt it in the birling world or any tools sharp enough to cut out chunks froma
cylinder. Luvah pointed this out, to which WIff replied that they would use Ui zen's own de-vices
for the job.

He took all the Lords with him even though Theotornon and Tharmas strongly objected. They
cornered the nobile twin gates and then pulled themto the edge of the cylinder. Here Theot ornon
found out why it was necessary for himto nake the trip. H s weight was needed to force the gates
hal fway down over the arc of the edge of the cylinder. The forces that kept the gates upright were
strong but could not resist the conbined weight and nuscl es of the Lords.

A portion of the arc went through one of the gates. Had the gate been held notionless, the piece
of the cylinder would nerely have projected through its nmatching gate on another cylinder. But
when the gate was pulled sidew se al ong the edge, sonething had to give. The gate acted like a
shears and cut off the part which went through the frane.

After setting the gate upright, the Lords went through it to the next cylinder, where they found a
chunk of the platinum And they used the next gate to cut the chunk into smaller pieces.

On the cylinder of the whirling death-gate, WIff tested it with sev-eral stones. As soon as a
stone di sappeared, he nmarked the safe side with a dab of yell ow paint brought fromthe waterworld.
Thereafter, they had no troubl e distinguishing the death-side fromthe safe side.

Wl ff had the gates that could be noved in the various worlds transported to a nore advant ageous
| ocati on.

The island on the waterworld becane one vast forge of snoke and stink. The Lords and the natives
conplained mghtily. WIlff |istened, scoffed, |aughed, or threatened, as the occasion demanded. He
drove them on. Three hundred and sixty dark noons passed. The work was sl ow, disappointing many
times, and often dangerous. Wl ff and Luvah kept on meking trips through the gates, bringing back
fromthe still perilous circuit the materials they needed.

By this tinme the ball oon spacecraft was half-built. Wen finished, it would ascend with the Lords
until it rose above the atnosphere. Here the pseudogravity field weakened rapidly---if Theot ornon
was to be believed-and the craft would use the drag of the dark nmoon to pick up nore speed. Then
bl ackpowder rockets would give it nore velocity. And steering would be done through snall
expl osi ons of power or through rel ease of gas-jets from bl adders.

The gondola would be airtight. Wl ff had not yet worked out the problem of air-renewal and
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circulation or the other problens brought on by nongravity. Actually, they should have a certain
anount of gravity. They would not be getting into space as a rocket does, which attains escape
velocity. Levitated by the expanding gas in the lift-bladders, they would rise until the

at nosphere gave out. Once past the atnosphere, the craft would | ose its buoyancy, and woul d have
to depend upon the pull of the npbon and the weak reacti on of wooden-cased rockets to give them
thrust enough to escape the waterworld' s grip

Moreover, if they did pull |oose fromthe waterworld, they would be in danger of being seized by
the field of the noon.

"There's no way of determ ning the proper escape path and neces-sary vectors by mathematics,"”
Wl ff said to Luvah. "W'I| just have to play it by ear.”

"Let's hope we're not tone-deaf," Luvah said. "Do you think we really have a chance?"

"Wth what | have in mind, | think there is," WIff replied. "Just now, today, | want to think of
other things. There are the spacesuits to work on for instance. W'll have to wear themwhile in
the gon-dola, since we can't rely on the gondola being too airtight."

The fulm nate of nercury for the expl osive caps was nade. This was a dark-brown powder fornmed by
reaction of mercury, alcohol, and concentrated nitric acid.

The nitric acid, which oxidized sulfur to sulfuric acid, was ob-tained through a series of steps.
The sodiumnitrate, gotten by crys-tallization fromthe bird droppi ngs and human excrenent, was
heated with sulfuric acid. (The sulfuric acid was derived by burning sulfur with saltpeter, that
is, potassiumor sodiumnitrate.)

Free nitrogen of the air was "fixed" by conbining it with hydrogen (fromthe gas bl adders) to form
ammoni a. The ammoni a was mi xed with oxygen (from an oxygen-produci ng bl adder) at the correct

tem perature. The mi xture was passed over a fine wire gauge nade from snooth conpact platinumto
catal yze for catalysis.

The resulting nitrogen oxi des were absorbed in water; the dilute acid was gotten by concentration
through distillation.

The materials for the furnaces and contai ners and pi pes were furni shed by the vitreous stuff from
the pl anet of skaters.

Bl ack gunpowder was made from charcoal, sulfur, and the salt-peter
Wl ff al so succeeded in making anmoniumnitrate, a blasting powder of considerable power

One day Vala said, "Don't you think that you're naking far too nmany expl osives? W can't take nore
than a fraction on the ship. Oherw se, the ship'|l never get off the ground."

"That's true," he replied. "Maybe you were al so wondering why |'ve stocked the expl osives at
wi dely separated | ocations. That's be-cause gunpowder is unstable. If one pile goes up, the others
won't be affected.”

Sone of the Lords paled. Rintrah said, "You nean the explosives we'll be taking on the ship could
go of f at any tinme?"

"Yes. That's one nmore chance we'll be taking. None of this is easy or safe, you know. But 1'd like
to add a possibly cheering note. It is ironic and | aughable, if we succeed, that Urizen hinself
has supplied the materials for his own undoing. He has furnished us with the basi c weapons which
m ght overthrow his supertechnol ogy."

"I'f we live, we'll laugh,” Rintrah said. "I think, however, that Urizen will be the | augher."

"ad Earth proverb: W'll at least give hima run for his noney. Another proverb: He who | aughs
| ast | aughs best."

That night WIff went to Luvah's hut. Luvah woke up swiftly on feeling Wl ffs hand on his
shoul der. He started to draw the knife made of flint fromthe tenmpusfudger planet. WIff said,
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"I"'mhere to talk, not kill. Luvah, you are the only one | can trust to help me. And | need help."

"I am honored, brother. You are by far the best nman anong us. And | know that you are not about to
propose treachery."

"Part of what | plan nay seemat first to be treachery. But it is necessary. Listen carefully,
young brother."

Wthin the hour, they left the hut. Carrying digging and hacking tools, they went to the hill on
whi ch stood the twin gates. Here they were nmet by twenty natives, all of whom Wl ff was sure he
could trust. They began cutting and digging through the tangle of decayed vegetati on and bl adder
roots that fornmed the island. All worked swiftly and hard, so that by the tinme the nmoon had passed
and taken night with it, they had conpleted a trench around the hill. They kept on working unti
there was only a few inches of roots to go before conming to the water |evel. Then the natives

pl aced ammonium nitrate and ful minate caps in the trench. Wen this was done, they threw in the
chopped up roots and dirt and made an attenpt to cover the signs of excavation

"Anybody can see at a glance that digging has been done here," WIff said. "I'm banking on nobody
com ng here, however. | told all of you that today would be a rest day so that you wouldn't rise
until late.”

He | ooked at the gates. "Now you and | nust travel the circuit again. And we nust do it swiftly."

When they cane to the planet of the tenpusfudgers, Wl ff gave Luvah one of his blowguns. This was
made of the holl ow banboo-1ike plants that grew on the nother-island. The natives used themto
shoot darts tipped with a stupefacient made froma certain species of fish. They hunted the birds
and the rats on the island with these.

Wl ff and Luvah went into a canyon and there knocked out five of the fudgers. Wl ff searched unti
he found the entrance to a burrow in which chronowl ves lived. He placed the end of the bl owgun
in-side the burrow and expelled the dart. After waiting a nminute, he reached in and dragged out a
sl eepi ng wol f.

The animals, still unconscious, were cast into the gate that would open into Urizen's world. O it
shoul d lead there. It was possible that both gates nerely led to the next secondary planet, as the
gates on the birling world had.

"I hope the little animals will trigger off Wizen's alarnms," WIff said. "The alarnms will keep
him busy for a while. There's also the possibility that the fudgers' and wolf's tine-Ieaping and

duplicating abilities will enable themto survive for a while. They may even mul-tiply and spread
through the pal ace and set off any nunmber of traps and alarnms. Urizen won't know what the hell's
going on. And he' Il be diverted fromthe gate through which he expected us to cone."

"You don't know that," Luvah said. "Both these gates here, and both those on the waterworld, may
just lead to another secondary."

"Nothing's certain in any of the multitudi nous universes," WIff said. "And even for the inmorta
Lords, Death waits around every corner. So let's go around the corner."

They passed through the gate into the Wltthier. There was no sign of the chronobeasts. Wl ff took
heart at this, thinking that the chances were very good that the aninals had gone into Urizen's
stronghol d.

Back upon the waterworld, Luvah went off to acconplish his nmis-sion. WIff watched hi mgo. Perhaps
he had been wong in suspect-ing Vala of alliance with her father. But she had been too lucky in
getting to a safe place whenever danger threatened. She had acted too quickly. Mreover, when they
were in the river of the icerock planet, she had been too buoyant and just a little too assured.
He suspected that the girdle around her wai st contained devices to ena-ble her to float. And there
was the choosing of the gates by her. Every tune, these had led to a secondary. They shoul d have
gone through one of Urizen's gates at | east once. She had been too self-as-sured, even for her. It
was as if she were playing a gane.

Al t hough she hated her father, she could have joined himto bring her brothers and cousins to
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deat h. She hated them as nmuch as she hated her father. She could have transceivers inplanted in
her body. Thus, Urizen would be able to hear, and probably to see, all that she did. She would
enjoy the ganme as a participant, perversely enjoy it even nore if she were in sone danger herself.

Urizen could take pleasure in the deadly games as if he were watching a TV set. It would be a
genui ne spectator sport for him

Wl ff returned to the hill to start the next-to-last phase. The na-tives were just about finished
| oadi ng the ship with black powder, amoniumnitrate, and mercury fulm nate. The half-built craft
con-sisted of two skel etons of holl ow banboo in which the gas cells had been installed. One was
the | ower decks of the planned ship; the upper part was supposed to be attached at a |later date.

From t he begi nning, he had known that using the ship as a space traveler was inpossible. He
doubted very nmuch that it would work, or, if it would, that the voyage between this world and
Appi rmat zum coul d be made. The odds were far too high agai nst success.

But he had pretended confidence in it, and so the work had gone on. Moreover, any spy anong the
Lords, or any other monitor for Urizen, would have been fool ed.

Per haps Urizen was watchi ng hi m now and wonderi ng what he neant to do. If so, by the tine he found
out, it would be too |ate.

The natives rel eased the two halves of the ship fromits moorings. They rose several feet and then
st opped, wei ghed down by the sev-eral tons of explosives. This altitude was all that Wl ff

desired. He gave the signal and the natives pushed the crafts up the hill until their prows were
al nost inside the frame. There was just enough roomfor the ship to slide through the franes.

Wl ff had ordered it built in two sections because the fully built ship could not have nego-tiated
the space. Even the partial franes had only an inch on either side on top and bottomto spare.

WIff [it the fuses on each side of the two floating frameworks and signal ed his nmen. Chanti ng,
they pushed the crafts on in. WIff, standing to one side, could see the |andscape of the island
on the other side of the gate. The first ship seemed to be chewed up, or |opped off, as it floated
through the gate-frane. Presently, all but the aft of the second was gone, and then that, too, had
di sappear ed.

Luvah appeared fromthe jungle with Vala's unconscious body over his shoul der. Behind himwere the
ot her Lords, alarned, puz-zled, and angry or frightened. WIff explained to them what he neant to

do. He said, "I could tell no one except Luvah because | could trust no one else. | suspect Vala
of spying for our father, but she may be innocent. However, | could not take a chance on her. So
had Luvah knock her out while she slept. We'll take her along in case she is not guilty. By the
time she wakes up, she'll be in the mdst of it. Too late for her to do anything then

"Now, get into the suits. As |'ve explained, they'l|l operate under water as well as in space.

Better, since they were designed for diving."
Luvah | ooked at the gate. "Do you think the explosives went off?

Wl ff shrugged and said, "There's no way of telling. It's a one-way gate, of course, so there'l
be no indication fromthe other side. But | hope that by now Urizen's initial traps have been
destroyed. And | hope he's very upset, wondering what we've done."

Luvah put a suit on Vala and then donned one hinself. Wl ff su-pervised the touching off of the
fuses to the explosives planted at the bottomof the ditch around the hill. The fuses | ed through
hol | ow banboo pi pes to the gunpowder, anmoniumnitrate, and ful nmnate of nercury.

XV

There was a runble and a shaking of the earth. up rose the decayed vegetation and the roots in a
great cloud of black snoke. Wen the debris had settled and the snoke had bl own away, Wl ff |ed
the Lords towards the hill. It was sinking swiftly; its anchorage to the rest of the island
severed and the |l ower part ripped apart. Under the weight of the heavy gol den hexagons, it went
down.
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Wl ff threw several fuse-lit bonbs at the base of the gates to has-ten the descent to the sea. The
gates began to topple. WIff held his men steady until the upper part struck the sides of the pit
formed by the explosion. As the gates slid into the water bel ow, he gave the order to junp. H's
mask over his face, the air tanks turned on, a flint-tipped spear in one hand, and a flint knife
and flint axe in his belt, he | eaped into the water.

The top of the gates di sappeared just as he cane up to the surface for a better |ook. The water
was so foul with bits of roots and hunus that he could not see anything. He grabbed the top of the
frane and let its weight pull himdown. It was on its way to the bottom of the sea, but he could
goonly alittle way with it.

He felt Luvah, who was holding Vala in one arm grab his ankle with the other. Another Lord should
be getting hold of Luvah's ankle. Theotornon would be the only free swimrer until they got through
the gate.

Wl ff nmade sure, by feeling, that he was at the |left gate. Then he began sw nmi ng. He had no
trouble entering the gate. The inrush of sea-water carried himon in.

The current carried himdown a long hall. The walls were self-1uninous and radi ated enough |i ght
for himto make out details.

Sone of the wall-plates were partially ripped off or bent. Down at the end of the hall, two thick
white netal doors were tw sted gro-tesquely. The explosion had done its work well. It was

concei vabl e that the doors could have sealed off the rest of the palace fromthe flood of water
Eventual | y, the pressure of water fromthe sea bottom woul d have burst them open. By that tine,
the Lords would al so have been dead from pressure.

Wl ff went through the crunpled doors and on down another cor-ridor. Seeing it cone to an end, he
twi sted around until his feet were ahead of him The water boiled at its end, striking the wal
and then going off down a slightly sloping corridor. WIff took the inmpact with his feet, shoved,
and was off with the current down the hall. The |ight showed hima series of |long netal spikes
bel ow hi m Undoubtedly, they were prepared for the invading Lords, who were now passing above

t hem

The corridor suddenly dipped, and the water was racing down a fifty-degree angle. WIff barely had
time to see that it branched into two other corridors before he was carried hel pl essly out the
great wi ndow at the end.

He fell, whirling over and over, seeing the palace walls rush by and a garden bel ow. He was being
hurl ed down by a cascade fornmed by the sea spouting out the w ndow.

The crash into the pool at the bottomof the falls stunned him Half-conscious, he swam up and
away and was at the edge of the pool. Oiginally, the pool had been a sunken garden. Lucky for
him he thought, otherw se, he would have been smashed to death. He dragged hinmsel f up over the
lip of stone, still clutching his spear

The other Lords came bobbing up one by one. Theotornon was first. Luvah was next, with a

consci ous, and frightened, Vala behind bim R ntrah swamin a few seconds |later. Tharnmas fl oated
into the edge of the pool. He was face down, his arns outspread. Wl ff pulled himup and turned
hi m over. He nust have smashed into the side of the wi ndow before being carried out. His | eg was
snapped at the knee and the side of his face was crushed in

Vala storned at Wl ff. He told her to shut up; they did not have tine for talking. In a few words
he expl ai ned what he had done and why.

Val a recovered quickly. She smled, though still pale, and said, "You have done it again, Jadaw n!
Turned Urizen's own devices against him"

"l do not know if you are guilty of allying yourself with our father or not," WIff said. "Perhaps
I am overly suspicious, though it may be inpossible to be that when dealing with a Lord. If you
are inno-cent, | will apologize. If not, well, our father nmust by now be con-vinced that you have
betrayed himand are with us. So he will kill you before you can explain, unless you kill him
first. You have no choice."
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"Jadawi n, you were always a fox! So be it! I will kill our father the first chance | get! Wo
knows, | may have the chance! | would have sworn up to a few hours ago that we woul d be trapped as
soon as we entered his domain! But here we are, and he has a deadly problemon his hands!"

She pointed up at the great w ndow t hrough which the sea was cataracting. "Cbviously the gate is
on the highest |evel of the palace. And water flows downward. |If he doesn't do sonething soon, he
will be drowned like a rat caught in its own hole."

She turned to indicate the | and outside the palace. "As you can see, the palace is in a valley
surrounded entirely by high mountains. It will take sone tine, but the entire sea of the
waterworld will come through the gates, unless the matching gates on the waterworld settle on a
shal |l ow bottom This valley will be flooded, and then the water will spill over the nountains and
i nundate the rest of the planet."

Rintrah said, "Wy don't we just clinb the nountains and watch our father drown?"
Wl ff shook his head. "No, Chryseis is in there.”
Rintrah said, "Wiat is that to the rest of us?"

"Urizen will have flying craft,” WIff said. "If he escapes the pal-ace in one, he will pick us
off. Even if we should hide fromhim we would be doomed. He has nerely to | eave us here.
Eventually, this world will be flooded. W will be trapped, perhaps to starve again. No, if you
want to get away from here and back to your own uni-verse, you will have to help ne kill Urizen."

He said to Theotornon, "You were allowed a little freedomwhile you were his prisoner. If we could
find the area you know, we could better avoid traps."

"There is an entrance at the bottom of the sunken garden, which is now a pool," Theotornon said.
"That would be the best way to enter. We can swmup to the levels that are not yet flooded. If we
avoid contact with the floor and walls, we can prevent setting off the traps."”

They plunged into the water and, hugging the sides of the pool to avoid the inpact of the falling
wat ers, swam around behind the cataract. It was easy to |ocate the door, since a current was
roaring through it. They let it sweep themthrough until they cane to a stair-case. This was broad
and built of scul ptured red and bl ack stone. They swamup it and after many turnings, came to

anot her level. This, too, was flooded, so they continued their ascent. The next floor was inches
deep in water and filling swiftly. The Lords clinbed on up the stairs until they were on the
fourth story.

Urizen's palace was |ike every Lord's, magnificent in every respect. At another time, Wl ff night
have lingered to | ook at the paintings, drapes, scul ptures, and treasures, |oot of many worl ds.
Now he had but two thoughts. Kill Urizen and save his great-eyed wife, Chryseis.

Wl ff | ooked around before giving the word to advance. He said, "Wuere's Val a?"
"She was behind me a nonent ago," Rintrah said.

"Then she's in no trouble,” WIff replied. "But we may be. If she's sneaked off to join Urizen

"We'd better get to himbefore she does," Luvah said.

Wl ff led the way, expecting at every second a trap. There was, however, a chance that Urizen had
not set any here. Undoubtedly, there would be defenses at every entrance. But Ui zen nay have

t hought hinself safe here. Moreover, the water pouring through from above and bel ow ni ght have
deactivated the power supplies. \Wat-ever contingency Uizen had prepared hinself for, he had
never thought of another planet's seas enptying thenselves into his do-nain.

Theot ormon said, "The floor above is the one where | was kept prisoner. Urizen's private
apartments are also there."

Wl ff took the first staircase they canme to. He wal ked up slowy, looking intently for signs of
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traps. They cane without mishap to the next floor and then stood for a nonment. The cl oser they got
to Uizen, the nore nervous they becane. Their hate was begi nning to be tinged with sone of the
old awe they had felt for himwhen they were children

They were in a huge chanber, the walls of which were white mar-ble. There were nany bas-reliefs
carved on them scenes frommany planets. One showed Urizen seated on a throne. Below him a new
uni verse was form ng out of chaos. Another scene showed himstand-ing in a neadow with children at
pl ay around him Wl ff recognized hinself, his brothers, sisters, and cousins. Those had been
happy tinmes, even though there were shadows now and then to forecast the days of hate and anxiety.

Theot ormon said, "You can hear the runble of the water above. It won't be long until this floor
too, is flooded."

"Chryseis is probably held in the same area in which you were prisoner," WIff said. "You lead the
way there."

Theot ormon, his rubbery | egs acting as springs, went swiftly. He traced bis way w thout hesitation
through a series of roons and halls that woul d have been a bewi ldering labyrinth to a stranger

Theot ornon stopped before a tall oval entrance of scarlet stone with purplish nasses that forned
ragged sil houettes of wi nged crea-tures. Beyond was a great chanber that glowed a dull red.

"That is the roomin which | spent npbst of ny tune,
doorway. "

he said. "But | fear to go through the

Wl ff extended his spear through the archway. Theotornon said, "Wait a minute. It may have a
del ayed reaction to catch whoever goes in it."

Wl ff continued to hold the spear. He counted the seconds, es-timating how far within the chanber
he woul d have gone if he walked on in. There was a flare of light that blinded himand sent him
reel i ng back.

When he regained his sight, he saw that his spear was shorn off. Heat billowed out fromthe
expanding air in the chanber, and there was the odor of charred wood.

"Lucky for you that nost of the heat was |ocalized and went up-ward," Theotornon said.

The trap covered about twenty yards. Beyond that the room m ght be safe. But how to get past the
death that waited?

He stepped back sone paces, cast the butt of the spear through the archway, and turned his back
Again, light burst forth, driving the shadows of the Lords down al ong the corridor and then
sendi ng a wave of heat out after them WIff turned and threw an arrow into the room and gave the
archway his back again while he counted. Three seconds passed before the trap was sprung again.

He gave an order and they returned to the | evel staircase, which was half below the rising waters.
They put on their oxygen masks and di pped thenselves into the water. Then they ran down the hal

as swiftly as they could, hoping that the water would not dry off them At the archway, WoIff
tossed another arrow through. As soon as the light died, but before the heat had thoroughly

di ssi pated, he dashed into the chanber. Behind himcanme Theotornon and Luvah. They had three
seconds to cover twenty yards and a few feet. They nade it. Wth the heat drying off the film of
water on their suits and warm ng their backs. But they were through

Rintrah cast an arrow into the room and he and Tharnmas ran into the heat. Wl ff had turned around
to watch them as soon as the |ight disappeared. He cried out because Tharmas had hesit at ed.
Tharmas did not heed his warning to wait and try again, perhaps because he did not hear it. He was
raci ng desperately, his eyes w de behind the goggles. Wl ff shouted to the others to turn away as
Ri ntrah sped past him There was anot her nova of light, a scream and a thud. Heat bill owed over
the Lords; they snelled the charred fish skin of the suit and burned human fl esh.

Tharmas was a dark mass on the floor, his fingers and toes al nost burned off.

Wthout a word, the others turned away and went on through the room Near its other archway,
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Theotornmon | ed them through a very narrow doorway, although he did not do so until after it had
been tested. They canme into a hem spherical roomat |east one hundred yards across. Wthin the
roomwere many | arge cages, all enpty ex-cept for one.

Wl ff saw the occupant of the cage first
He cried out, "Uizen!"
XV

THE CAGE WAS TEN FEET BY TEN. | T WAS FURNI SHED ONLY W TH A thin bl anket on the floor, a pipe for
drinking water, a hole for excre-tion, and an automatic food dispenser. The nan within it was very
tall and very thin. He had the face of a bearded and starved falcon. His hair fell down his back
to his calves, and his beard hung bel ow his knees. The bl ack hairs were threaded with gray, by
which Wl ff knew that his father had been a long tinme in the cage. Even after the so-called
immortality drugs were cut off, their effect |asted for years.

Urizen advanced towards the bars but he was careful not to touch them WIff warned the others
back in a | ow voice. He wal ked up to the bars as if he neant to grip them Urizen watched himwi th
deep-sunken and feverish eyes but did not open his nouth. A few inches fromthe bars, WIff
stopped and said, "Do you still hate us so nuch, Father, that you would let us die?"

He raked the bars with the tip of an arrow, veins of light ran over the netal.

Uizen smled grinmy and spoke in a hollow, pain-shot voice, "Touching the bars is only painful
not fatal. Ah, Jadawin, you were always a fox! No one but you could have gotten this far. No one
but you and your sister, Vala, and perhaps Red Oc."

"So she did evade all your traps and snared the snarer," Wl ff said. "She is indeed a remarkable
worman, rmy sister.”

"Where is she?" Uizen asked. "Did she die this tinme? | know that she was with you because she
told me what she intended to do."

"She is in the palace and still to be reckoned with," WIff said. "All this time, she had us
convinced that you were in the Seat of Power. She was playing with us, sharing our dangers,
pretending to be our ally. | suspected her of working with you, but this ... | never dreaned of."
"I am dooned," Urizen said. "I cannot get out; you cannot open this cage to release ne. Even if

you wanted to, you could not. And | nust die soon unless | can get help. Vala has inplanted a
slowy act-ing and pai nful cancerous growh within nme. In fact, she has done this three tines,
only to renove it each tinme before | died and then nurse ne back to health.”

"I would be lying if |I said | was sorry, and you know it," WIff said. "You are getting what you
deserve."

"Moral lectures fromyou, Jadawin!" Urizen said. Hs eyes blazed with the old fire, and WIff felt
sonmething within himquail. The dread of his father had not died yet.

"l heard that you had changed rmuch since your life on Earth, but | could not believe it. Now
know it is true.”

"I did not come here to argue with you," WIff said. "There is lit-tle tine for talk left, anyway.
Tell me, Father, how we can get to the control roomsafely. If you want vengeance, you nust tel
us. Vala is | oose again and probably in the control roomright now"

Uizen said, "Wy should |I tell you anything? | amgoing to die, but I will at |east have the
pl easure of knowi ng that you, Rintrah, Luvah, and Theotornon will die with ne."

"Does it give you pleasure to know that Vala will triunph? That she will live on? That your body,
too, will be stuffed and nounted in the trophy hall?"

Uizen smled bitterly. "If | tell you what you want, then Vala night die, but you would live. It
is a loathsone choice to nake. Ei-ther way, | |ose."
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"You may hate us," WIff said, "but we have never done anything to you. Yet Val a.

Theot ormon said, "The seas will soon be flooding this level. Then we all die. And Vala, safe in
her control room wll laugh. And she will take whatever vengeance she has been pl anni ng agai nst
Chryseis.”

Wl ff felt helpless. He could not threaten Urizen to nake himtal k. What nmore could he do to him
t han had been done?

He said, "Let's go. We can't waste any nore tinme." To Ui zen, he said, "Good-bye forever, Father.
You nust die and soon. You hold revenge against Vala in your heart, and if you would unl ock your
lips, you would get it. But hatred blinds you and nmakes you rob yoursel f."

Uizen called after them "Wait!"

Eagerly, Wolff returned to the cage. Uizen licked his lips and said, "If | tell you, will you do
me one favor?"

"I can't free you, Father,"” WIff said. "You know we have no time to figure out howto do it.
Moreover, even if | could, | wouldn't. | would kill you before | would | oose you upon the world."

"The favor | trade is exactly that," Urizen said. "Death. | am suffering agonies, nmy son. My pride
forbade me to say so until now. But one nmore minute of this life seenms |like a thousand years to
me. If it were not for ny pride, I would have gone down on ny knees be-fore you | ong ago, would
have begged you to put nme out of my tor-ture. That | would never do. Urizen does not beg. But a
trade, that is another thing."

"l agree,"” WIff said. "An arrow between the bars will do it."

Urizen whispered and in a few words told them what they needed to know. He had just finished when
there was laughter at the far end of the room WIff whirled to see Vala wal king towards them He
fitted an arrow to a bowstring, knowing as he did so that Vala would not have shown herself

unl ess she felt sufficiently protected.

Then he saw t hrough Vala to the wall behind her and knew that it was a projection. He hoped that
she had not also overheard Urizen. If she had, she would be able to do what she wi shed with them

"I could not have done better if | had planned it this way," her inmage said. "It is fitting, and
nmy greatest desire, to have all of you die together. A happy family reunion! You may witness each
other's death struggl es. How nice!

"And | will be leaving this planet and this universe and may then trap the surviving brother, and
ny bel oved sister, Anana. Only | will rest for a while and anuse nyself with your Chryseis."

"You have failed so far, and you will continue to fail!" Wl ff shouted. "Even if you kill us, you
will not live long to enjoy your tri-unph! You know about the etsfagwo poi son of the natives of
the waterworld, don't you? How it can be served in food and | eaves no taste? How it goes through
the veins and stays there for a long tine with no ill effect? And then it suddenly reacts and
doubles the victimup in terrible pain that |lasts for hours? And how there is no antidote?

"Well, Vala, | suspected you of treachery. So | had the etsfagwo put in your supper |last night. It
will soon take hold of you, Vala, and then you will not be able to | augh about us."

Wl ff had not done this and until this noment had not even thought of doing so. But he was
determined that if he died, Vala would pay for it with sone hours of nmental angui sh.

The i mage screanmed with fury and desperation. It said, "You are |lying, Jadawi n! You would not do
this; you could not! You are just trying to scare ne!"

"You will know whether | tell the truth or not in a very short tine!" WIlff shouted. He turned to
shoot the arrow through the bars of the cage to fulfill his promse to Uizen. As he shifted, he
saw Val a's image flicker out of existence. Immediately thereafter, a green foam spurted out of

hi dden pipes in the ceiling. It shot down with great force, spread out, rose to the knees of the
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Lords, and set themto coughing with its acrid funes. WIff's eyes watered, and he bent over. He
| eaned down to pick up the bow and arrow which he had dropped. The fumes made hi m cough even nore
violently.

Suddenly, the foamwas to his neck. He struggled to get through it and to the door at the far end,
al t hough there m ght be another trap waiting there. The foamrose above his head. He held his
breath while he put his air-mask on. Then he lifted it a little fromhis face and bl ew out the
foamit had collected. He hoped the others had enough presence of mind to think of their nasks.

Wthin a few steps of the exit, he felt the foambegin to harden. He strove against it, pushing as
hard as he could. It continued to resist him to reduce his progress to a very sl ow notion.
Abruptly, the foam becane a jelly and the green opacity cleared away. He was caught like a fly in
amber .

Wl ff could not see the others, who were behind him He was fac-ing the archway towards which he
had struggled. He tried to nove his arns and | egs and found that he could nmeke a little progress.
Wth a vast effort, he could shove hinself forward | ess than an inch. Then the jelly, like a tide,
nmoved hi m back again and settled around him There was nothing he could do except wait for his air
supply to run out. The breathing systemwas a closed system one that reused air and did not

di ssipate the carbon dioxide. If it had been an open system he would have been dead al ready. The
jelly closed in around so tightly that there would have been no place for the breathed-out carbon
di oxi de to go.

He had perhaps a hal f-hour of life remaining. Vala would be | aughing now And Chryseis, great-eyed
beautiful Chryseis, what was she doi ng? Was she being forced to watch this scene? O was she
lis-tening to Vala's descriptions of what Vala intended for her?

Fifteen m nutes passed by with his every thought seeking a way out. There was none. This was the
end of over 25,000 years of life and the powers of a god. He had lived for nothing; he night as
wel | never have been born. He would die, and Chryseis would die, and both would be stuffed and
mount ed and pl aced on exhibit in the trophy hall

No, that was not true, at least. Vala would have to abandon this place. The waters roaring through
the permanent gate at the top level of the palace would ensure that. She would be denied this

pl eas-ure. His body, and Chryseis', would lie beneath a sea, in darkness and cold, until the flesh
rotted and the bones were tossed back and forth by the currents and strewn about.

The waters! He had forgotten that they were racing through the halls of the |Ievels above and down
the staircases. If only .

The first rush half-filled the corridor beyond the archway and ripped out a chunk of jelly. The
corridor was quickly filled, and the jelly began to dissolve. The process took tine, however. The
waters crept towards him eating their way and turning the jelly into a green foamthat was
absorbed by the liquid. More than half an hour had passed since he had estimated that he had about
thirty mnutes of air left. He felt that every breath woul d be his |ast.

The jelly becane green foam and obscured his vision. The thick stuff nelted away, and he was free.
But now he was in as nmuch dan-ger as before. Subnerged in water, he would drown as soon as the air
ran out.

He swam towards the others, whom he could see through a green veil. He yanked them | oose fromthe
jelly that still held them only to find that Rintrah was dead. He had gotten his mask on in tine
but sonet hing had gone wong. Wl ff gestured at Theotornon and Luvah and swam towards the ot her
exit. It opened to their only hope. To try to go through the door through which the seas were
pushi ng was inpossi bl e because of the current. They were carried, like it or not, towards the

ot her archway.

Wl ff dug at the jelly which clogged the doorway until it broke | oose, and he was carried headl ong
into the next room His brothers cane at his heels and slid on their faces across the room and
piled into himagainst the opposite wall. They rolled out of the streamand were on their feet.

Wl ff turned the air off and lifted his mask. He not only had to speak to them but there would be
a mnute or two before the roomfilled in which they could conserve what little supply remained in
t he tanks.
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"Uizen told me that there is a secret door to a duplicate control room He had it prepared in
case sonebody ever did get into the main control room It has controls which will deactivate those
of the main room But to get to it, we have to go through the doorway with the heat-ray trap. He
didn't have tine to tell nme howto turn off the heat-rays! W'Ill put our nasks back on when the
wat er gets too high and then go through. The water should knock the projectors out! | hope!"

They pl aced the nasks over their faces and crouched in a corner near the archway to gain
protection fromthe full force of the cur-rent. The sea struck the wall opposite the archway and
then raced off down the floor and through the door. Seeing that the water was not activating the
rays, Wl ff hurled his stone axe towards the door. Even through his closed lids, he saw the
dazzl e. Wien he opened his eyes, the water was boiling. The axe had been swept on through the

ar ch.

The waters rose swiftly, carrying the treading Lords up towards the ceiling. Wen there was only a
foot of air between the sea and the ceiling, they put on their masks. Wl ff dived as cl ose towards
the floor as he could get and began sw nmi ng. Suddenly, the air shut off. He held his breath and
continued swinmng. There was a glare of light that blinded him and the water seermed to burn his
exposed hands and back of neck. He bunped against the side of the arch and was borne out into the
next room Here he shoved his feet against the floor and propelled hinself upward. He held his
hands out to soften the inpact against the ceiling, which he could not yet see.

H s head bunpi ng agai nst stone, he renoved his nask and breathed in. Hs lungs filled with air,
then water slapped himin the mouth and he coughed. His vision returned; Theotornon and Luvah were
beside him WIff lifted his hand and poi nted downward. "Fol-Iow nme!"

He dived, his eyes open, his hands sliding along the wall. There was a green jade statue, a foot
hi gh, once an idol of sone people in sone universe, squatting in a niche. WIff rotated its head,
and a sec-tion of the wall opened i nwards. The three Lords were carried into the |arge room They
scranbled to their feet, and WIff ran to a con-sole and pulled on a red-handl ed | ever. The door
cl osed slowy against the pressure of the water, leaving a foot of water in the room I|dentifying
the console Urizen had told himabout (there were at least thirty), WIff pressed down a
rectangul ar plate on which was an i deogram of the ancient witing once used by the Lords. He
stepped back with the first snle he had had for a | ong tune.

"Vala not only won't be able to use her controls any nore," he said, "she's trapped in her contro
roomas well. And all gates of es-cape in the roomare deactivated. Only the permanent gates in
the palace, like the gate to the waterworld, are still on."

Wl ff reached towards the button that woul d activate the viewscreen in the other control room He
wi thdrew his hand and stood in thought for a nonent.

"The | ess our sister knows of the true situation, the better for us," he said. "Theotornon, cone

here and listen carefully.”

Wl ff and Luvah hid behind a consol e and peered through a nar-row openi ng between the consol e and
its screen. Theotornon pushed the button with the end of his flipper. Vala was staring at him her
long hair dark-red with danp and her face twisted with fury.

"You!" she said.

"Greetings, sister,"” Theotornmon answered. "Are you surprised to see nme still living? And how do
you feel knowing that | have seal ed off your escape and rendered you powerl ess?"

"Where are your brothers, your betters?" Vala said, trying to see past himinto the room

"They're dead. Their airtanks gave out and so did mine. But this body that our father gave ne
enabled me to hold ny breath until the water washed away your jelly."

"So Jadawin is finally dead? | don't believe it. You are trying to play a trick on nme, you stupid
slug!"

"You're in no position to call nanes.”
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"Let nme see his body," she said.

Theot or mon shrugged. "That's inmpossible. He's floating some-where in the palace. | barely nmade it
to this roomnyself. | can't go out to get himw thout flooding this room"

Val a | ooked at the water on the floor and then she smiled. "So you're trapped, too. You fish-
stinking idiot, you don't even have the brains of a fish! You just told nme what your situation
ist"

Theot or ron gaped. He said, "But. . . but. . ."

"You may think you have nme in your power," Vala said. "And so you do, in a manner of speaking. But
you are just as much in nmine. | know where the spacecraft is. It can get us off this planet and to
an-ot her, which has a gate through which we can | eave this universe. Now, what do you propose to
do about this inpasse?"”

Theot ornmon scratched the fur on his head with the tip of a flipper. "I don't know. "
"Ch, yes, you do! You're stupid, but not that stupid! You'll nmake a trade with ne. You let me out,
and 1'Il let you leave with me in the ship. There's no other way out for either of us."

Wl ff could not see Theotornon's expression, but he coul d deduce from his tone the cunni ngness and
suspi cion on his face.

"How do | know I can trust you?"

"You don't, any nore than | can trust you. We'll have to arrange this so neither of us can
possibly trip the other up. Do you agree?"

"Well, I don't know. . ."

"This control roomwon't be harmed if the seas get a mile high and sit forever on the pal ace. |
have food and water enough for a year. | can just sit here and let you die. And then I'IIl figure
some way to get out, believe ne. I'lIl discover a way."

"“I'n that case," Theotornon said, "why don't you do it?"

"Because | don't want to stay in this roomfor a year. | have too many things to do."

"Al'l right. But what about Chryseis?"

"She cones with me. | have plans for her," Vala said.

Her voi ce becane even nore suspicious. "Wy should you care about her?"

"I don't. | just wondered. Maybe . . . maybe you could give her to ne. From what Jadawi n said, she
must be very beautiful ."

Val a | aughed and said, "That woul d be one formof torture for her. But it isn't enough. No, you
can't have her."

"Then it's not a deal," Theotornon said. "You keep her. See how you |ike being cooped up with her
for a year. Besides, | don't really think you can swmto the spacecraft The water pressure wl|
be too nuch."

Val a said, "You stupid selfish slinegut! You'd die yourself rather than | et ne have anything! Very
wel |, take her then!"

Wl ff smled. He had told Theotornmon to bring up Chryseis and so take her mnd off him This
busi ness about Chryseis was just irrel-evant enough and so Theotornonically selfish that she m ght
be con-vinced that he was not hiding the truth.

Theot ornmon cl apped his flippers together with glee. WIff hoped that his joy was all act, since he
was not sure that Theotornon m ght not betray himat the |last nonent. Theotornon said, "All right.
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Now, how can we get to the spacecraft?”

"You'll have to release nme first. I'mnot going to tell you and then have you take off w thout
me. "

"But if | open the door to your room you'll be able to get out ahead of ne."

"Can't you set the controls so they'll open the doors by the tinme you get here?"

Theotornmon grunted as if the thought were a new one. "All right Only, you'll have to conme out of
the roomw th absolutely no clothes on. You nust both be nude and enptyhanded. |'Il cone out of ny
room weaponl ess. We'll both |leave at exactly the sane tinme and neet in the corridor that |inks the
two roons."

Val a gasped and said, "I thought . . . ! You nean you knew all the tune howto get here ... so

that's where the other controls are! And | thought the other end of the corridor was a wall."

"It won't do you any good to know," Theotornon said. "You can't get out until | let you. Ch, yes,
strip Chryseis, too. | don't want you to hide any weapons on her."

Val a said, "You're not taking any chances, are you? Perhaps you're nore intelligent than I
t hought . "

What was she planning? If she did neet himin the niddle of the corridor, she would be hel pl ess
agai nst Theotornon's far greater strength. He would attack her the nmoment she reveal ed the
| ocation of the spacecraft, and she nmust know that.

The truth was that Wl ff, Luvah, and Theotornon knew where the ship was. Theotornon had pretended
i gnorance only to seemto give her an advantage. She had to be lured out of the room otherw se
she woul d never cone out. Wl ff knew his sister. She would die and take Chryseis with her rather
than surrender. To her it was inconceivable that a Lord would keep a pronise not to harm her. She
had good reason. In fact, WIff hinself, though he never thought of hinself as a genuine Lord
anynore, was not sure he would have kept his word to her. Certainly, he did not intend that
Theot or mon adhere to his assurances.

Then what did she have in m nd?

Theot or mron went over the nmethod of conduct with Vala again, pretending that he was not quite sure.
Then he deactivated the screen and turned to Wl ff and Luvah. Wl ff opened the door into the
cor-ridor so that he and Luvah could go out ahead of tine. As Theotor-non had said, the corridor
linked the two control roonms. Both con-trol roons and the hall between were in an enclosed unit of
fourteen feet-thick netal alloy. The unit could hold any pressure of water and was resistant even
to a direct hit by a hydrogen bonb. The interior wall was coated with a substance which woul d
repel the neutrons of a neutron bonb. Urizen had placed the secret control roomin this unit, near
the main control roomfor just such situations as this. Anyone who nanaged to get into the main
room woul d not know that there was an exit to the corridor until part of the seemngly solid wall
of the nain control room opened.

The corridor itself, though an emergency conveni ence, had been furnished as if a reception for
Lords were to be held init. It con-tained paintings, sculptures, and furniture that a Terrestria
billion-aire could not have purchased with all his fortune. A chandelier made froma single carved
di amond, weighing half a ton, hung froma huge gold alloy chain. And this was not the nost

val uabl e object in the corridor

Wl ff hid behind a davenport covered with the silky chocol at e-and-azure hide of an ani mal. Luvah
conceal ed hinsel f behind the base of a statue. Theotornon nmade sure that they were ready and
re-turned to the control roomto informVala that they could now pro-ceed to neet each other as
pl anned. He then pressed the button that operated the door to Vala's room

The wall at the other end of the corridor slid upwards. Light poured out of the opening, and Val a
stuck her head cautiously around the frane. Theotornon did the sane fromhis door. He stepped out
qui ckly, ready to hurl hinmself back if she had a weapon. She gave a |ow | augh and canme out of the
doorway, her hands held out to show their enptiness. She was naked and nagnificent.
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Wl ff gave her a glance. He had eyes only for the woman who fol-lowed her. It was his Chryseis,
the beautiful huge-eyed nynph with tiger-striped hair. She, too, was uncl ot hed.

"The Horn of Shanmbarinen," Theotornon said. "I alnpbst forgot! Wiere is it?"
"It isin the control room" Vala replied. "I did not bring it be-cause you told ne to be
enpt yhanded. "

"Go get it, Chryseis," Theotornon said. "But when you return with it, hold it up above your head
at arms length and do not point it at nme. If you nake a sudden nmotion with it, I will kill you."

Val a's laughter filled the corridor. "Are you so suspicious that you suspect even her? She woul d
not hurt you! She is definitely not going to do anything for nme!"

Theotornon did not reply. Instructed by WIff, he was playing the role of the overly alert Lord to
keep Val a from suspecting any treachery. |If Theotornon had been too trusting, she would have
scented sonething foul at once.

Val a and Theot ornon t hen advanced towards each other, taking a step forward slowy and in unison
It was as if they were partners in a fornal dance, they noved so stately and in such matching
rhyt hm

Wl ff crouched and waited. He had taken his suit off so that it would not hinder his novenents.
The sweat of tension covered his body. Neither he nor Luvah were arnmed. They had lost all their
own weapons before they reached the secret room And the room to his dismay, had contained no
arns. Apparently, Urizen had not thought it necessary. O, nuch nore likely, there were weapons
hi dden be-hind the walls, accessible only to one who knew how to find them Uizen had not had
time to give that information-if he had ever in-tended to do so.

The plan was to wait until Vala had passed Luvah, hidden on the other side of the hall. \Wen he
rushed out behind her, Theotornon would junp her. Wl ff would hurl hinself from his hiding place
and hel p the other two.

Val a stopped several feet away fromthe di anond chandelier. Theotornon al so stopped. She said,
"Well, ny ugly brother, it seens that you have kept your side of the bargain."

He nodded and said, "So where is the spaceship?”

He went forward one step in the hope that she, too, would take one and so pl ace hersel f nearer
Val a stood still, however. Mock-ingly, she said, "The entrance to it is just on the other side of
that rose-shaped mirror. You could have gone to it and left ne to die-if you had known about it!
You witless filth!"

Theot ormon snarl ed and | eaped at her. Luvah came out from behind the statue but bunped into
Chryseis. WIff rose and sped strai ght at Val a.

She screamed and held up her right hand, the palmat right angles to her arm fingers stiffly
pointing toward the ceiling. Qut of the pal mshot an intensely white beam no thicker than a
needl e. She noved her hand to her left in a horizontal arc. The beam sl ashed across Theotornon's
neck, and his head fell off. For a nonent, the body stood upright, blood fountaining upward from
his neck. Then he fell forward.

Wl ff whirled like a broken-field runner. He threw hinself down on the floor behind Theotornon's
feet. Vala, hearing Luvah curse as he recovered fromhis bunmp into Chryseis, spun around.

Evi dently she thought that this was the nearest danger and that she had enough tinme to deal wth
Wl ff.

Chryseis had reacted quickly. On seeing the head of the seal-nan fall off and roll back behind
Theot ornon, she had dived for the pro-tection of a statue. Vala's ray took off a chunk of the base
of the statue but nissed Chryseis. Then Luvah was coning in, head down. Vala | eaped adroitly aside
and chopped down with the edge of the palmof her left hand. Luvah fell forward on his face,
unconsci ous.
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Why she had not killed himwith the tiny beanmer inplanted in the flesh of her palmwas a nystery.
Per haps she wanted soneone to save as a torture victim in keeping with the psychol ogy of the
Lords.

Wl ff was hel pl ess, or so Vala thought. She advanced towards him

"You | shall kill now, " she said. "You're too dangerous to |eave alive for a second | onger than
necessary."

"I'mnot dead yet," WIff said. His fingers closed on Theotor-nmon's head, and he hurled it at her
He was up on his feet at once and running towards her, knowi ng that he did not have a chance but
hopi ng that somet hi ng woul d happen to deflect her aimlong enough

She rai sed her hand to ward off the grisly projectile. The beamsplit the head in half, but one
section continued to fly towards her

The ray, directed towards the ceiling nomentarily, cut the gold alloy chain. And the half-ton
di anond chandel i er came down upon her

Wl ff was still charging while all this occurred. He dived onto the floor to be bel ow her |ine of
fire in case she was still living and could use the hand. She glared up at him the |ight not yet
gone from her eyes. Her arms and her body were pinned beneath the di anond, from beneath which

bl ood ran.

"You. . . didit, brother," she gasped.

Chryseis came out frombehind the statue to throw herself into his arns. She clung to him and
sobbed. He could not blanme her for this, but there were still things to do.

He kissed her a few tines, hugged her, and pushed her away from hi m

"W have to get out while we can,"” he said. "Push in on the third gargoyle to the left on the
upper decoration on that mrror."

She did so; the mirror swng hi. WIff put his unconscious brother on his shoul ders and started
towards the entrance. Chryseis said, "Robert! Wat about her?"

He stopped. "What about her?"

"Are you going to let her suffer like this? It may take a long tine before she dies."

"l don't think so," he said. "Besides, she has it com ng.'

"Robert!"

Wl ff sighed. For a nonent, he had been a conplete Lord again, had becone the ol d Jadawi n.

He put Luvah on the floor and wal ked over to Vala. She tw sted, and her hand cane | oose, a section
of the shorn dianond falling over onto the floor. WIff |eaped at her and caught her hand just as
the ray shot forth fromthe palm He tw sted her hand so violently that the bones cracked. She
cried out once with pain before she died.

Directed by Wl ff, the | aser beam had hal f-guillotined her

Wl ff, Chryseis, and Luvah entered the spaceship. It rose straight up the launching shaft to the
very top of the palace. WIff headed the ship for the exit-gate, hidden in the nmountains of the

t enpusfudger planet. Only then did he have tune to find out how Val a had man-aged to get Chryseis
fromher bed and out of their world.

"The hexacul um awoke ne," she said, "while you were still sleep-ing. It-Vala's voice-warned ne
that if I tried to wake you, you would be killed in a horrible way. Vala told ne that only by
following her instructions would | prevent your death."
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"You shoul d have known better," he said. "If she had been able to hurt me, she would have done it.
But then, | suppose that you were too concerned for ne. You did not dare to take the chance that
she m ght be bluffing.”

"Yes. | wanted to cry out, but | was afraid that she mght be able to carry out her threats. | was
so terrified for you that | was not thinking straight. So | went through the gate she designated,
one of those gates that take you to a lower level of our planet. | deactivated the alarns before

entering it, as she ordered. Vala was waiting in the cave where our gate took ne. She had al ready
set up a gate to take us to this universe. The rest you know. "

Wl ff turned the controls over to Luvah so that he coul d enbrace and kiss her. She began to weep,
and soon he was weeping, too. His tears were not only fromrelief for having gotten her back
unharned and relief fromthe unrelenting strain of the experiences in this world. He wept for his
dead brothers and sister. He did not nourn those who had just died, the adults. He nourned for his
brothers and sister as the children they had once been and for the |ove they had had for each
other as children. He grieved for the | oss of what they m ght have been
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