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Chapter I
 
              "I hear your tribe has got itself a Dancer," the county agent said. There was a faintly needling note in his voice.
 
              "Um," I replied.
 
              "You don't seem very enthusiastic, McGregor," he said. The needling note was more evident.
 
              "Why should I be?" I asked. "It means being ordered to dance for ten hours a day for months, and at the end of it being sent on a fool's errand down the coast."
 
              "Fool's errand? I suppose you mean the quest for"—he coughed rather slightingly—"the quest for the Grail Vision."
 
              "They're calling it the sunbasket vision now," I said.
 
              "Sorry. It's hard for me to keep up with the tribes' latest in the Indian lore line. But you've got to admit there's nothing like a Dancer to give a tribe that certain something—that je ne sais quoi—" His grin had become definitely nasty.
 
              "You mean a Dancer's an asset?" I said.
 
              "Well, there's quite a waiting list for them."
 
              "You can have them," I said. "They're nothing but flabby synthetic Rasputins. I can't think why the Mandarins have accepted them."
 
              
              "They are a bit of a nuisance," the agent said more soberly. "But if the tribes want them, I'm willing to look the other way when they cause trouble. There's nothing the California Republic wants more, right now, than to keep the tribes happy."
 
              "It's the old heads that want the Dancers," I answered. "Nobody under twenty can stand them. By now, we've all had a bellyful of spiritual insight. Jade Dawn—that's the woman who says she's my mother—had me-chanting 'Hare Krishna' and dropping acid by the time I was five. Yoga, Buddhahood, the Grail Vision—it's all one to me. Dancing to attain something leaves me cold."
 
              "That's an odd attitude for a medicine man to take," he said lightly. He leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk.
 
              "That's different," I replied.
 
              My tone must have been a little stiff, for he raised his eyebrows. "Is it? You know, McGregor, you're a bit difficult to understand. As far as the dancing goes, why don't you just refuse to do it? The Mandarins—you mean the older generation by that, don't you?—the Mandarins can't really make you. They're too stoned, usually, to make anybody do anything."
 
              "That's right, they can't. But the Dancer can. He's organized a private army, all the old activists. They call themselves the Avengers."
 
              "Avengers? Of what?"
 
              "Anything the Dancer doesn't approve of, I guess ... I have tried refusing to dance. Why else do you think they're making such a fuss about the grizzly bear suit? I've never worn it seriously."
 
              The agent lowered his feet to the floor and sat up in his chair. "Ah, yes, back to the grizzly bear suit," he said. He picked up his bow from the desk and twanged the string absently. "Did you kill the young man?"
 
              "No, I didn't," I answered. 
 
              "What killed him, then?"
 
              "I think he had a heart attack. He was always having fainting spells. I listened once to his heart through a paper tube. He had a murmur and a wheeze in his chest like a wave pulling out from around a rock."
 
              "What about the claw marks on his body?"
 
              "Probably a cougar. I didn't make the marks, anyhow."
 
              "But you do know how to use the suit?" The agent gave me a sidelong glance.
 
              "Pomo Joe told me the theory," I said. I shifted in my chair. Still, my conscience was perfectly clear. "I've never had it on but the one time. Nothing would ever have been said about young Billings' death, if I hadn't refused to join the Dancer's chorus lineup."
 
              "Um. Well, as I told you before, I can't assign a man to guard you at Noyo. If you want to come in to Ukiah, I can keep an eye on you. I might even be able to get you a temporary job."
 
              "No, thanks," I said. "I'd rather take my chances with assassination at Noyo than live in Ukiah in the summer."
 
              "You have a point there," he conceded. "If it gets too much for you, though, I'll be glad to take care of you here." He stood up. I rose too. He held out his hand to me. "Goodbye," he said. The interview was over.
 
              I went out into the August sun. Ukiah is hot this time of year. My motorbike was parked in front of the courthouse. I got on and rode down the street to a service station, where I had my tanks filled with wood alcohol. My bike—it's a steamer actually, with a wonderfully simple miniaturized steam engine—will burn just about anything, but it prefers alcohol. Now I was good for many, many miles.
 
              I was glad to get out of Ukiah. The place depresses me; historically, there has always been friction between the coast dwellers and the inland types who live in the county seat. But as I slid smoothly along the narrow paved road toward Orr's Springs, my spirits rose.
 
              For one thing, the county agent, though a bit needling, had been definitely friendly. It was decent of him to have offered me a job. For another, he'd made me feel that the Dancer could, after all, be stood up to. The trouble was that the people my own age, though they hated the whole mystic bit, confined their action against it to bitching. When the chips were down and the Dancer cracked that damned whip of his, they danced.
 
              The road climbed a good deal. I had plenty of power, and it didn't bother me. There wasn't much traffic—an occasional truck from one of the communes, loaded with produce. After I got to Comptche, the road improved quite a lot.
 
              I wondered what the Avengers would do if I kept on refusing to dance. An arrow through the heart seemed the most likely thing. On the other hand, the whole tribe knew I'd been studying with Pomo Joe. It might be impolitic to kill me just now.
 
              It was beginning to get dark. I switched on my headlight. The air cooled sharply as I went over the crest of the coastal ridge. I turned to the right, onto highway number one, the coast highway. I could hear the sound of the surf. I went through Mendocino town, where a few artists still held out. A little before I got to Noyo, the hallucinations began.
 
              They weren't especially disagreeable—a couple of amorphous birds, flying low, and a big coyote that was so realistic I almost unlimbered my bow to take a shot at it. Then I realized that, though there was a certain amount of moonlight, it wasn't casting any shadow. You always get things like that when there's a Dancer around.
 
              The coyote trotted off into the darkness. I suppose the initial reason for the Mandarins' enthusiastic reception of the Dancers had been the latters' ability to produce veridical hallucinations. (Or rather, the Dancers' inability to restrain the production of hallucinations—they didn't do it on purpose.)
 
              I've never been able to understand, though, why the Mandarins prize visual illusions so much. Perhaps our different attitudes are an example of what they would have called the generation gap. Poor old sods, it never seems to have occurred to them that they would ever be on the wrong side of the tap, with their juniors thinking them ineffective and wooden-headed. The Mandarins are the most self-righteous generation since Queen Nefertiti.
 
              I got home about nine. Several fires had been lit in the open, and a little cooking was going on. Actually, the tribe could have lived in houses; Noyo had been a considerable settlement, and the Noyo Inn, where Pomo Joe and I hung our hats, was still in good shape. But most of the Mandarins preferred the deliberate archaism of huts made of slabs of redwood bark. They were pleasant enough in the summer, but they tended to leak after the rains began.
 
              I went over to one of the fires where a girl who was pretty certainly my half-sister was sitting. (She may have been my full sister, too. I'm not certain.) She was plaiting a basket.
 
              "Hello, Joan," I said. "Anything you could spare a hungry man?"
 
              Her face lit up. "Sam! I thought you might be back tonight. Yes, there's some cockle chowder. I kept it on the fire for you. It's good."
 
              She ladled out the chowder for me with an abalone shell. I sat down beside her and began eating. 'It is good," I said. "What kind of cockles?"
 
              "There's only one kind of cockle here," she said, laughing. "—Sam, Julian's back."
 
              Julian was a year or so older than I. He'd left, rather unwillingly, on the Grail Quest about six weeks ago. He was the first from our tribe to make the trip—our first "graduate"—and we were all curious about what his experiences would be.
 
              "How is he?" I asked Joan.
 
              She shrugged. "Confused. Nobody expected him back so soon. When you finish eating, Sam, why don't you go talk to him? Maybe you could clear things up a bit."
 
              "I'll go now," I said, getting to my feet. "Where is he?"
 
              "I saw him over by the dance circle ... no, he's sitting on the ground by -Red Virtue's house." She pointed. "Don't forget to bring back my soup bowl. They're in short supply."
 
              "OK." I walked over to Julian. I couldn't see the dance circle from there, but I could hear the thud of the drum and feel the heavy stamping of the dancers' feet.
 
              Julian was leaning up against the side of the hut, as Joan had said. The light wasn't very good, but I could see that his head was drooping forward on his chest. I sat down beside him, the soup bowl still in my hands, and settled myself comfortably against the redwood bark. He didn't move. I ate a few mouthfuls of the soup. Finally I said, "Hello."
 
              He didn't raise his head. "Who is it?" he asked finally, in a flat voice.
 
              I felt a thrill of alarm. I was used to the Mandarins being stoned half out of their heads, but Julian had always been an alert type. He'd been the sort of chap who could wake out of sound sleep, grab his bow, and start shooting. I said, Tm Sam, Sam McGregor. Don't you know me?"
 
              "Oh," he said. He moved so that his head lolled back against the wood. I saw that his eyes were glazed.
 
              "I'm glad you're back, Jule," I said. I finished the soup. "Unh—did you see the Grail?"
 
              "What?"
 
              "I said, did you have the Grail Vision?"
 
              "I don't think so. I only got as far as Elk."
 
              I didn't know how to ask him whether he thought he'd get into trouble with the Dancer for only having gone that far. He had been supposed to get to Gualala before turning around and starting home. "Anyhow, you're back," I said at last. I couldn't think of anything better to say.
 
              For the first time he looked at me. "Am I?" he asked. "You said you were Sam somebody. Do you mind telling me my name?"
 
              I told him. "Julian?" he repeated. "And my mother called me Day Star?" He shook his head. "I know that's not right. My name's something different, different entirely." He sat for a moment with his head in his hands. Then he got to his feet. "Perhaps if I dance I'll be able to remember," he said. He moved off slowly, in the general direction of the dance circle.
 
              He'd hated dancing before he made the trip down the coast. It seemed fantastic that good old Jule would go to dance deliberately. I stared after him. I hadn't thought the trip would do him any good; he'd hated making it. But I hadn't anticipated this.
 
              I put the soup bowl down. The smell of woodsmoke was in the air. The campfires, fed largely with driftwood, burned with sea-green and purple flames. I was thinking about going off to bed when one of the Avengers, a bush-bearded type named Brotherly Love, came up. There was a six-foot-long bow in his hand. "It's time you did a little dancing, Bright Moon," he said to me.
 
              There was a slight pause. Then I said, "I'm not going to do any more dancing. I've had enough of it."
 
              B. Love made a beckoning motion with his free hand. Two more Avengers appeared. These were armed with three-foot-long clubs of mountain mahogany. One stood on either side of me. "You'd better come along and talk to the Dancer," Brotherly said.
 
              Was there any point in resisting? I sat still for a moment, counting up my chances. Everybody my age hated dancing, but there hadn't been any open resistance to it yet. Besides, there were a lot more of the Avengers than there were of us. Youth was in the minority in the tribe; the Mandarins, passionate ecologists all, had restricted the number of then offspring even after the plagues had helped reduce the pressure of population on environment. This was one point we juniors joined them on. But it meant that in case of a fracas with our elders we were outnumbered more than two to one.
 
              More Avengers were coming up momently, some with bows, some with clubs, some with both. Slowly, with what dignity I could muster, I got to my feet. "OK. Where is the Dancer?" I said.
 
              "He's watching the dancers, of course," Brotherly said. "Where else would a Dancer be?" (Perhaps I should explain here that, in this account, there is a great difference between Dancer and dancer. The former is an android, theoretically immortal, grown in vitro by the famous O'Hare. But a dancer is just human, a young, male human, who would rather not be dancing.)
 
              The dance circle was near the sweathouse, where the dancing took place in the winter. It was a large, flat, dusty space with a big spruce tree growing in the center. Tonight the space was illuminated by two flaring torches of pitch-pine, stuck in brackets on the side of the sweat-house.
 
              The Dancer was standing with his back to us. He was slightly below normal human height, of a uniform deep dusky red, the color of a bad sunburn. I mean, he was red all over—the backs of his heels, his hair, the irises of his eyes. Even the whites of his eyes were of a medium pink. Though the weather was cool—it doesn't warm up on this part of the California coast until September—the Dancer was naked except for a breechclout. I don't know whether or not he was a functional male. I always wanted to call him "it". There was a long, heavy whip, a bull-whip, in his hands. A low platform, an elevation made of redwood logs, put his head rather above those of the dancers. He was looking at them fixedly.
 
              The dancers were nearly all young men. Among them were only two women, the older women we called Mandarins. They were all stamping heavily around in the circle, raising their knees waist-high and then bringing their feet down with a heavy, jarring thud that shook the ends of the spine. A drummer, hitting on a slab of wood with a rawhide mallet, was keeping time. -
 
              Besides the usual tribal costume of moccasins and khaki pants, the dancers, even the women, were wearing "dance shirts", garments of coarse white cotton cloth, the sleeves crudely applied, painted in conventionalized eagle designs in thick red and blue paint. Some of them had feather fringes at the sleeves and neck. The feathers ought to have been eagle feathers but they were probably from seagulls. The faces of a few of the dancers were painted with yellow and green pigment. Sun and moon, with stripes on the cheeks, were the favorite designs.
 
              The Dancer let me stand waiting between my guards for three or four minutes while he contemplated the dancing. Then he turned to face us. "Who is this?" he said.
 
              "It's Bright Moon," Brotherly said officiously. "He refuses to dance."
 
              The Dancer (of course it had known perfectly well what I was doing there) transferred its attention to me.
 
              "Why don't you want to dance?" it asked.
 
              "... It's a waste of time. And it makes my head ache."
 
              "The dance is the road to spiritual enlightenment," it told me. It had a mushy voice, like an overripe apple. "It is a road that all young men should take."
 
              "I don't need it. I'm already studying with Pomo Joe."
 
              The Dancer didn't think this remark was worthy of an answer. It switched its whip back and forth absently for a minute or two. "The dance has great power," it said at last. 'It can heal the sick, raise the dead, make men invulnerable. It brings blessings on the individual and on his tribe. Why do you refuse these blessings?"
 
              I didn't think this remark needed an answer. There was a silence. One of the dancers slowed and stumbled, and the Dancer reached out its long whip and flicked him with it.
 
              "He doesn't seem to be getting much benefit from the dance," I said.
 
              "Never mind that." It was getting annoyed; its body-smell, a little like that of ripe watermelon, came to me. "... You're a bad influence, Bright Moon,"
 
              "Sorry."
 
              "I'll give you until tomorrow noon to change."
 
              "You mean, to start dancing?"
 
              "Either that, or to leave on the Grail Journey."
 
              "Grail Journey?" I said. I was surprised, "I thought I wasn't considered nearly ready for that. I haven't danced half long enough."
 
              "We'll make an exception in your case."
 
              "What happens if I refuse both the alternatives?" 
 
              "You will die."
 
              "The county agent might object to having a tribesman murdered," I said with more assurance than I felt.
 
              It showed its pink teeth in a laugh. "It will be suicide, not murder. The county agent will have nothing to say. I will make you kill yourself."
 
              Was it bragging of its hypnotic powers, or saying that it could rig my death to make it look like suicide? I stared at the thing. After a second it made a dismissing gesture with its hand, and the Avengers took me away. As we walked through the cluster of huts people looked at me curiously, but nobody spoke to me.
 
              My guards left me at the door of the Noyo Inn. "We'll be around at noon to get your answer," B.L. said.
 
              I went up to the room I was occupying. One of the windows was broken, and the bed sagged, but it was comfortable enough. I sat on the edge of the bed wishing Pomo Joe would come back. He was off visiting his relatives on the reservation—the real reservation, for genuine Indians, at Round Mountain—and I didn't know when to expect him. He was just about the only person older than myself that I had any confidence in.
 
              I didn't sleep much. About three o'clock, when the Pleiades were coming up in the east, one of my pals knocked at my door. He identified himself as Mao Briggs.
 
              "Hi, Sam," he said when I had let him in. "Want to go fishing with us? We'll be back by ten."
 
              "Nope."
 
              " 'He who does not work, neither shall he eat'," Mao quoted. "It's been quite a while since you've gone out fishing and helped with the nets."
 
              Fishing nets was one of three supports of the tribe's rudimentary economy. The other two were the women's basket-making and donations from the California Republic government.
 
              "I know," I told him. "Be patient for a while."
 
              "Unh ... I hear you and the Dancer had a dust-up about whether you should join in the dancing."
 
              "That's right."
 
              "What did you decide?"
 
              "I don't know yet. Listen, why don't you go catch yourself a tide or something? It's too early in the morning for me to answer a lot of questions."
 
              "OK," he said, still lingering. "Keep up the good work, Sam," he said at last. "We're glad somebody finally had guts enough to stand up to the Dancer." He went out.
 
              Yeah, I thought, they're glad, hut nobody's offered to hack me in a showdown. I went back to bed, and this time managed to get to sleep. I woke about eight with the sun in my eyes.
 
              I cadged a late breakfast of acorn mush from Joan. She didn't ask me anything about the Dancer, for which I was grateful. I was scraping the last of the mush out of the bowl when Jade Dawn, the woman who thought she was my mother, came up. (The reason for the confusion in both our minds on this topic was that the tribe had had a communal nursery in my young days and on more than one occasion had got the scions mixed up. I rather liked Jade Dawn, and would as soon be her son as that of any other woman her age in the tribe.)
 
              She was a plain, earnest middle-aged woman with her gray hair loose on her shoulders. She was wearing a fitted purple velveteen jacket, an ankle-length skirt of something that looked like a white lace curtain, and lots and lots of beads. Her earrings were rather pretty, though—beads of "Pomo gold", which is magnesite that has been ground down, perforated, heated, and polished. They were a handsome salmon-buff, with darker streaks.
 
              "I hear the Dancer has given you until noon to decide whether you want to go on the Grail Journey or join in the dancing," she began without preamble.
 
              "Yes."
 
              "Don't go on the journey," she said, looking at me and then looking away again. 
 
              "Why not?"
 
              "People who come back from it don't seem very ... well."
 
              "Like Julian?"
 
              "Yes ... I've seen others, from other tribes, and they're all the same. Nobody ever seems to have the Grail Vision—I mean the sunbasket vision—but they don't know who they are, or where they belong, for a long time. They act like they're stoned out of their heads and aren't enjoying it. Some of them never do get over it.
 
              "Join in the dancing, Bright Moon. Dancing's good for you. It's one of the roads to spiritual enlightenment."
 
              "Even if I elect to dance now, I'll have to make the Grail Journey eventually," I said.
 
              "Yes, but something might happen before then. Your Neptune's afflicted just now. Later on would be better for you to make the journey."
 
              "Would any of the Man—I mean, the older generation—help me if I simply told the Dancer I refused both the alternatives?"
 
              "No," Jade Dawn answered promptly, "they'd help the Dancer. We've been waiting to get a Dancer for years. It's only that you're my son—I mean, I think you are."
 
              She got up from where she had been sitting beside me. The thin fabric of her skirt caught on a piece of driftwood that was waiting to be put on the fire, and tore in a long slit-like rent. "Motherfucking wood!" she said irritably and then, smiling at me, "Love and peace, Bright Moon."
 
              "The same to you," I said.
 
              After she left I got up and wandered among the huts disconsolately. Maybe she was right. If I elected to dance now, I'd be buying time, time to organize an opposition to the Dancer—if I had any energy left for organization, after stamping about in the circle most of the day. I felt painfully at a loss. The Dancer might be merely trying to intimidate me, of course. But he had sounded awfully self-assured.
 
              Time wore on. I still hadn't made up my mind what to do. I noticed that one or two Avengers were always in my vicinity. About eleven I saw Pomo Joe walking toward me.
 
              "Joe! I was afraid you wouldn't be back for days. I've been wishing you'd come back."
 
              "Had a fight with Maria," he explained. He looked rather cross. "Why, what's with you, Sam? You're not usually so glad to see me."
 
              I told him. He listened, making small faces. When I was done, he said, "Make the Grail Journey."
 
              This wasn't what I had expected. "But Julian—the journey was pretty hard on him."
 
              "It may not be like that with you," Joe answered. "You've had special training. You're better able to cope with loss of identity, or confusion about it, than most people are."
 
              "I guess so," I answered. We were both talking in low voices. "But what's to be gained from making the Grail Journey? I'd still be submitting to the Dancer. And that's just what started the trouble in the first place."
 
              We had walked out through the huts and were now standing among the redwoods. "Make the journey anyway," Joe said. "Something may turn up. I have a hunch that it will. For one thing, you'll be meeting people from a lot of different tribes."
 
              "You think that'll help?"
 
              "Yes. You might find an ally."
 
              There was a little silence. "What can the Dancer do, after all, if I don't go?" I said at last. I was feeling resentful at being advised to set out on a fool's errand. I had thought Joe would be able to tell me how to deal with the Dancer immediately and effectively, and I was disappointed in him. "I don't believe all that guff about the Dancer's being immortal, I think he's bluffing. I don't believe he'd dare kill me or have me killed."
 
              I had raised my voice somewhat. Before Joe could answer me, an arrow came whizzing between us and landed with a solid thunk! in the bark of a redwood behind us, pinning a lock of Joe's long black hair against the wood.
 
              An instant later one of the Avengers came shambling up with his bow in hand. "Excuse me," he said, grinning. "I was shooting at a rabbit behind you, and I missed. A rabbit's a small target, compared to a man. Could I have my arrow, please?"
 
              With no particular expression on his face, Joe pulled the arrow from the wood and handed it to him. A few severed hairs fluttered to the ground.
 
              "Thank you so much," the Avenger said, turning away.
 
              "You see? They're serious," Joe said when he had gone.
 
              "I still don't see how they could make my death look like suicide. I've never used drugs, even pot, except under your supervision. And hypnotism can't be used to make somebody do something he has a real objection to doing."
 
              "Yes," Joe answered, "but illusion can. Suppose you thought the Noyo Inn was on fire. You'd jump out of the window."
 
              "My room's only on the second floor," I said. "I might break my leg jumping, but I wouldn't be killed."
 
              "You wouldn't be jumping from your room," Joe said with a touch of impatience. "The Dancer would make you have the illusion on the edge of a sea cliff.
 
              "That's only an example, of course," he went on. "But you'd better go. Don't forget your medicine bag."
 
              His dark eyes were steady and serious. I began to waver. "But how about you?" I said. "If there's any real trouble with the Dancer, I wouldn't be here to back you up."
 
              Joe smiled, a small, almost pitying smile. "I can take care of myself. Don't argue any more. The Dancer's over there." He pointed with his chin. "Go tell him what you've decided."
 
              "I ... all right."
 
              A few moments later I was standing in front of the Dancer. "I've decided to make the Grail Journey," I said. "Please get my passes ready." I thought its pink eyes seemed rather surprised.
 
-
 


Chapter II
 
              The Grail Journey has to be made on foot. I missed my bike badly; I felt like a fool, putting one moccasin in front of the other beside the pavement of Highway One. But the rule was strict; and the Avengers had impounded my motorbike.
 
              I was oddly tired. This may have been partly caused by resentment at my plodding pace; it certainly wasn't to be attributed to the weight of the load I was carrying. Bow and quiver, a bag of acorn meal and a slab of something like pemmican, water, medicine bag slung around my neck, passes, fire-making equipment—the whole thing wouldn't have come to more than a couple of pounds. I planned to sleep on the beach when I couldn't take shelter with one of the tribes.
 
              There was almost no traffic. This wasn't because the road was in bad shape; the Republic tries to keep One always passable, and there are no rockslides in summer anyhow. I suppose most motorists prefer straighter roads.
 
              When a car did finally pass me, it seemed to be going very fast indeed, and this increased my sensation of toiling through an unchanging landscape. I had been puzzled to understand how Julian could have taken six weeks for a foot trip to and from Elk. It's only about eighty miles round trip. Now I felt I'd be lucky to make two miles a day. I didn't wonder why this was, particularly. I merely accepted it.
 
              The morning mists had cleared away and the sun had come out. The sea beside the highway had changed from slate-gray to blue. The brightening in the water cheered me, despite my plodding pace, but a little while after the sun came out I began to have the sensation of being followed. Every few steps I felt impelled to turn and survey the road behind me. There was never anything there.
 
              Time passed. The feeling that something was following me abated. I was plodding along dully, listening to the slap of my moccasins against the pavement, when I heard a sliding roar just behind me. I looked around, startled. It was a rockfall, a sizable rockfall, with a lot of large rocks. I began to run. It was a good thing I did, for a really big rock came bounding down, gathering momentum, and crashed on the spot where I had been a moment before.
 
              Had it been an accident? I didn't think so. It was the wrong time of year for a rockfall, especially one of such size. I crossed over to the seaward side of the road and began to watch the skyline as I walked along. After a while I was rewarded by seeing Brotherly, on my motorbike, making a slow detour around the hole the rockfall had left in the height above me. I suppose the reason I hadn't seen him before was that I'd been too close to the cliff.
 
              I was convinced he'd tried to kill me. Hastily I pulled my bow off my shoulders, fitted an arrow to it, drew the string. "Come down!" I yelled. "Come down! Or I'll shoot." He was within easy range.
 
              BL knew that if he made a move toward his bow I'd skewer him. He directed the bike toward a relatively low place in the bluff and came slithering down the slope toward me, scattering rocks and shale as he came.
 
              I awaited him with fury, my arrow still at the ready. It wasn't only that he had tried to kill me, it was that he'd been riding my bike when he did it. His first remark, though, as he came up with me was a disinfuriating one: "Say, do you hear music, Bright Moon?"
 
              I considered. I hadn't been conscious of much except the roar of the surf, but now that my attention was directed to it it did seem that I heard a high ringing in the air, golden, musical, and remote. "I guess so. I mean, it could be music. Why?"
 
              "I've never been on One before when a Pilgrim was going down," he answered. "Maybe it's the usual thing, but it bothers me."
 
              I shook my head, annoyed at being distracted from my rage. "Never mind that. Why are you following me? Why did you try to kill me just now? I'm not doing anything."
 
              "The Dancer told me to follow you to be sure you really made the Grail Journey," he said after a very slight pause, a pause so small that I thought I had imagined it. "About the rockslide, it was an accident. I got too close to the edge. I wasn't trying to kill you. Why, I might have been hurt myself!"
 
              It sounded plausible, but I kept my arrow to the string. "What would I do if I didn't make the journey?" I demanded.
 
              "I dunow. Goof off somewhere, I guess. Everybody knows you're browned off at having to make the journey."
 
              "Are you going to follow me all the way to Gualala? On my motorbike?" I asked. 
 
              "... No."
 
              "Then turn around now. Go back to Noyo. Tell the Dancer I promise to make the journey. I'm even"—I managed a grin I tried to make sinister—"I'm even looking forward to it. It's going to be a real experience."
 
              "Yesh, but—" Brotherly looked distressed. "I wish I could go back. It's no pleasure to me to watch you clumping along like a duck with flat feet. But I'm supposed to stay with you until I'm positive."
 
              "What keeps you from being positive? I promised. It's against the rules for a Pilgrim to be disturbed. How am I ever to have the Grail Vision if you keep bothering me?"
 
              "Well—" He seemed perplexed, rubbing his bearded chin and looking at me doubtfully while the afternoon shore breeze blew around us and whipped our pants around our legs.
 
              "Go on, go on," I said. I made a dismissing gesture with my bow. "Get going. And mind you take good care of my bike. Or I'll skin you alive after I get back."
 
              He grinned suddenly. "OK, Bright Moon. I'll tell the Dancer that you're really going through with it. Good luck. I hope you see the Grail, unh, sunbasket." He wheeled my bike around and glided swiftly off.
 
              I resumed my plodding—BL was right in characterizing it as flat-footed—along the highway. I was tireder than ever, and now that I had been made to notice it, I kept hearing the music. It seemed to slip in and out of my mind, beautiful and distant, not like the sound of any instruments I knew. Then suddenly it was gone, and I could never pick it up again.
 
              I decided that if I had something to eat I might feel a little more alert. The highway at that point was close to a tiny sandy beach, lying between two rocky outcroppings. I worked my way through the white fence and clambered down to the water. It was pleasant to sit on the sand, eating pemmican and watching the sea birds. The beach looked as if it might harbor a few clams, but it was the wrong time of year for clams even if I'd wanted to dig for them.
 
              The pemmican was strictly a synthetic product. The California Indians seem never to have had it; pemmican was a Plains Indian invention. The person who had made my batch of the stuff had mixed raisins, deer suet, dried deer meat and a good deal of ground-up peppergrass seeds. I suppose the peppergrass seeds were put in to give body. The result wasn't bad, really, but the raisins were a mistake. Either that, or the deer meat should have been dried longer. There was a mildewed taste to the stuff.
 
              While I was eating, I got the bunch of passes out of my pants pocket and looked at it. It consisted of five or six thin slips of wood, about four inches long and less than an inch across, strung on a strip of leather through a hole bored in one end of the wood. Various notches and grooves had been cut in the flat of the wood. These marks were supposed, to indicate to the Dancers of the various tribes I would encounter during up journey that I was a genuine Pilgrim, entitled to safe conduct and even some hospitality. The whole idea of passes struck me as silly. I could simply have told the tribesmen I met who I was and what I wanted. We weren't at war with each other.
 
              I put the passes in my pocket and stood up to go. I was beginning to feel a certain expectation, not altogether pleasant, but interested, for what lay before me. What I had told B. Love was not wholly false; I was looking forward to the journey. After all, what had happened to Julian could probably happen to me. I was on the edge of an experience.
 
              I went back up to the road. I felt less tired than earlier. The break for food had done me good. I jogged along almost happily for a while, though I still felt that I was making remarkably poor time with my walking. I was wondering how far I was from Caspar when something made me look up. There was Brotherly, still on my motorbike, gliding slowly and silently along the height above me. There was no mistaking his jutting bushy beard.
 
              "Come down here!" I bawled. I didn't think of my bow; I was too angry. I felt I could have climbed up the slope after him and pulled him off the bike all in one motion.
 
              I don't know what he thought, but after a moment he came sliding down the slope with a great rattling of tawny rocks and loose shale. The slope was pretty steep, and it seemed a fifty-fifty chance that he'd be unable to stop and would go whamming into the fence and over on the rocks below. But my bike had good brakes.
 
              "Whyn't you stop following me?" I demanded. "You know I'll make the Grail Journey. I promised to."
 
              "No, I don't," he said. "I—" He wouldn't look me in the eye. He bent over the bike's handlebars and began fidgeting with something.
 
              "Get off my bike," I said with sudden resolution. "We can't play tag with each other all the way down Highway One to Gualala. Get off my bike."
 
              He dismounted slowly. When both his feet were on the ground he aimed a wide, loose haymaker at me. I ducked, and aimed a blow of my own at his jaw.
 
              It connected, but not as solidly as I had expected. I must still be tireder than I realized. He blinked but stood firm, and before I could take another swipe at him I saw there was a gun in his hand. Brotherly Love was threatening me with a gun.
 
              You cannot imagine what a shock this was to me. Firearms, like the other destructive gadgets of the old culture, are anathema to the tribes. I'd never seen a gun before, except in a comic book I'd found behind the desk in the lobby of the Noyo Inn. I felt like a Victorian lady confronted with a lewd drawing chalked up on a wall.
 
              Surprise made me speechless. BL must have read my outrage in my face, for he said, "I'm sorry to have to use the gun. You can walk along pushing the bike, and I'll walk along beside you. But we can't take any chances. I've got to stay with you until—"
 
              "Until what?" I demanded. "I wish I could think of something adequate to call you."
 
              "Never mind names. I have to stay with you until I'm sure, unh, sure you won't turn back."
 
              I felt he was lying. His rather stupid face, under the beard, was contorted with the effort of his falsehood. But I didn't know what he was waiting for. He must be sure by now that I wouldn't turn back.
 
              "I refuse to push my own bike," I said, and then, without a pause, "That's why the light bothered her so. Her eyelids were unusually thin."
 
              My remark seemed perfectly reasonable to me. There was an autopsy going on, and the girl's eyelids had been dissected and found to be of few microns thinner than most people's.
 
              BL looked at me. I had the sensation of having said something gauche,, something that passed the limits of good taste.
 
              "OK, then," he said at last, "you go on by yourself, and I'll go back to Noyo."
 
              "How do I know you can be trusted? You started back to Noyo once before. And she had that constant pain in the side because the sciatic nerves were actually inflamed."
 
              "Well, I can. Be trusted, I mean." He put the gun back in his clothing and got astride my bike once more. "Go on, McGregor. I won't follow you anymore. We'll be expecting you back in Noyo in about six weeks."
 
              He turned the bike in a wide arc and shot off back up the highway—still, I thought, on my bike. I couldn't imagine what had made him change his mind so abruptly. I wondered what die final result of the autopsy would be.
 
-
 


Chapter III
 
              Alvin Biggs was a CBW worker. I was Alvin Riggs. The identity was absolute and perfect. But, since I subsequently went back to being Sam McGregor, I shall narrate my experiences as Riggs, and my experiences in my other extra-lives, in the third person.
 
              I had been walking along watching the autopsy and wondering vaguely why Brotherly had elected to turn back, when I began to be Alvin. There were no intermediate stages. I became Alvin between one breath and the next.
 
              Alvin was a little under forty, and a little overweight. At the present moment he was sweating heavily. This was partly because it was a hot day and partly because, not wanting to be turned back at the gate of the New Life Commune, he had taken the long way around.
 
              He had pushed through thickets of baccharis, avoided clumps of poison oak, swatted hovering flies away from his wet forehead. Now he stood on a slight rise above the commune, touching the equipment in his pocket a little nervously. Needles, aspirator, capillary tubes, packing, labeling materials—it was all there, and it made rather a big parcel. He envied his colleagues who were working on skin irritants. All they had to do was to get skin of scalp scrapings. People always made such a fuss when you asked them to give you a little blood.
 
              The Mendocino county health department had notified the state department of public health that the New Life Commune had had several cases of highly drug-resistant malaria. According to the county, the disease had been eventually controlled; but Alvin thought he would very much like to get blood samples from the commune members who'd suffered from it. Grant and promotion time was coming up in Alvin's office. He'd like to have his own project, instead of working under other people. It would be a great help if he had a new strain of Plasmodium to offer the committee.
 
              Alvin had elected to wear a green whipcord suit rather resembling the uniform worn by county health department people. Alvin wasn't intending to tell any direct lies. Lies usually cause trouble later. But if the commune members should happen to form the opinion that he was a public health man, come to help the commune with its sanitation and drainage problems—why, it might be a desirable thing.
 
              In the middle distance below him there was a cluster of geodesic domes, and one big hangarlike building that must be the recreation hall. There were latrines somewhere about, to judge from the smell. The smell would have interested a genuine public health man, but Alvin, who certainly wasn't interested in the prevention of disease, took it in his stride.
 
              Farther away, and off to his right, were a number of branchy fruit trees and a field of some sort of green crop, like alfalfa. And immediately below him, the most striking thing within eyeshot, was a dense cloud of dust, like an exceptionally solid bank of smog.
 
              Through the cloud he could occasionally catch a glimpse of human figures moving. It was like seeing the glint of fish swimming in a turbid aquarium. And from the center of the cloud came a dull rhythmic thud and a soft shuffling.
 
              What were they doing, moving about in the murk? And in this heat, too. Once more Alvin got out his handkerchief and blotted sweat from his forehead. He'd better go try to find someone. The people in the circle seemed too preoccupied to notice him.
 
              He skirted the dust cloud nervously. Two or three dogs ran out from the dust and began barking furiously at him. One of them, after barking in paroxysms for a minute or two, fell over on the ground and started twitching in some sort of fit. Froth came out from its mouth and collected around its jaws. It reminded Alvin of the laboratory dogs.
 
              He went to the recreation hall first. There was nobody there, though several uncovered dishes of food, sitting on the windowsill, were surrounded by buzzing flies. Perhaps the building was really a dining hall. But where did the commune members cook?
 
              He visited the geodesic domes next. There was nobody there either; there were lots of unmade mattress beds, heaps of clothing, dog droppings. From the mess, he would have expected them to have cholera rather than malaria.
 
              The latrines, too, were empty. Riggs went back to stand uncertainly on the edge of the dust cloud, listening to the shuffling of feet and the heavy repeated thud. Up close, he could see that the cloud was raised by a big circle of people, hand-in-hand, moving slowly from right to left as their hands swung back and forth. The dust was stifling.
 
              A girl, her back to him, shuffled slowly past. On impulse Riggs put his hand on her shoulder and tried to draw her out of the circle. He'd have to talk to somebody, sometime, and the girl might as well be the one.
 
              She resisted. Riggs kept on pulling, blinking his eyes against the swirling dust. He had to shuffle along beside her, keeping up his pull. Finally her hands slid out of those of the people on either side of her and she came stumbling out of the circle. Alvin had her free.
 
              She was so covered with dust that she looked like an unbaked gingerbread man. "Why are you dancing?" Alvin asked. It was the first thing he could think of to say, but already he had the feeling that the situation was out of his control, beyond his command.
 
              She looked at him unseeingly. "Sheba had puppies," she said in a fainting voice, "and my baby is so sick, and Nick is stoned again. He always beats me when he stops being stoned. He says he dances better when he's stoned." She whimpered, rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. "Let me go back. I want back in the circle. I want to dance."
 
              Alvin had felt a throb of interest at the mention of the sick baby. Reluctantly he released the girl's hands. She stood swaying for a minute. Then she pulled at the joined hands of the people shuffling past her until they parted. An instant later she was back in the dust cloud again.
 
              Alvin didn't know what to do. If he could find the woman's baby, he might be able to get blood samples from it without asking anybody. It would avoid a lot of trouble. But where was the baby? He had found nobody in any of the buildings. Was everybody in the New Life Commune within the circle of shuffling dancers?
 
              Once more Alvin pulled at a dancer's hands. This time it was a man, and he was less docile than the girl had been. He jerked his hands back from Alvin's touch with an angry grunt.
 
              The CBW warrior was beginning to be stung by the desperation of the ignored. He caught the man by the shoulders and tried to swing him around to face him. The dancer staggered, but refused to yield to the pressure, and the next moment he had jerked himself loose.
 
              "Get out," he said to Alvin in a flat, hoarse voice. He was still facing inward toward the circle. "We'd kill you if we weren't dancing. You're not a dancer. Get out of here."
 
              "Say, listen, fella—" Alvin began indignantly, and then halted, realizing the futility of argument. What the dancer had told him wasn't so much an expression of hostility as it was a statement. He didn't belong in this place.
 
              He tried once more, selecting a girl again. Without looking at him she swung her hand, joined to that of the man next to her, upward and back. She hit him—not un-painfully, for she was wearing a heavy ring—on the side of the chin.
 
              The unexpectedness of the blow made Alvin wince. He was still trying to decide what to do when words, seeming to come from somewhere inside the circle, began to be heard: "Our Father, Our Father. Our Mother, Our Mother. Our Brother, Our Brother. Our Arrows will come back. Our Arrows will come back."
 
              The words grew and swelled, augmented themselves. Soon everybody in the circle was singing, tonelessly and hoarsely. It was astonishing that they could sing at all, considering the dust.
 
              The heavy repeated thumping had begun to jar along Alvin's spine. He ought to get out; the male dancer had told him to. Or should he stay on, hoping they'd stop dancing eventually, and he'd be able to get his blood samples? He wasn't a dancer ... but if he joined the dance he'd be ... A curious hankering was growing in him.
 
              He stood a moment longer, balancing between desire and common sense. Then, with a rush, he was pulling at the hands of a couple who were moving past him. Softly their fingers parted; they must have recognized that his motive was not to disrupt. Alvin stepped between them and joined his hands to those on either side. Their hands were swollen, warm, slippery with sweat and gritty with dust.
 
              In a moment Alvin was moving with the others, singing with the others. Had he done the right thing? For an instant he longed to shake his hands free and run. But he might be able to get his samples this way, and ... the shuffling step and the thudding were soothing to him.
 
              He was not, for the nonce, so taken up with the dance as to be unable to observe what was in the center of the circle. Through the enveloping dust he saw a man squatting on his hunkers and beating on a wooden plant with a heavy mallet. A tall woman, seemingly elderly, stood beside him. There was a handkerchief in one of her hands and a long feather in the other. The pair were the hub of the circle, the point around which the dancers moved.
 
              At their feet, looking like a heap of old clothes, lay the babies and children of the commune. A few of them were sitting up, watching the dancing, but most of them lay limply, whether asleep, or sick, or narcotized by the drumming. The pall of dust hovered over everything.
 
              The singing died away. Alvin made two or three rounds of the circle in silence. Then the elderly woman with the feather chanted, "I have seen the kingdom, I have seen the kingdom, There I met my mother, There I met my mother ..." and the others took it up.
 
              One of the children in the center stirred, moaned, and sat up with a sort of howl. With a shock Alvin saw it was not a child at all, but the girl whom he had drawn out of the dance earlier. She must have passed out.
 
              She got to her feet, weaving back and forth and still making the howling noise. The dancers nearest her unclasped their hands. In a trice she was in the circle again.
 
              The dance went on. Alvin found that whenever he went past, the woman with the feather eyed him sharply. It was not a hostile look, but a probing one. She seemed to be expecting something from him.
 
              He was panting. His hands began to tremble. The woman came and stood before him, moving slowly as he moved, so that she always faced him. She was whirling the feather rapidly before his face, and as she whirled it she made a sharp panting noise—hu, hu, hu—like an exhausted runner. Alvin couldn't take his eyes from the feather, and didn't want to. He felt very odd. He didn't know what was happening to him.
 
              Abruptly he broke from the hands that were holding his and staggered toward the. center of the circle. The medicine woman followed him, still making the panting noise and twirling the feather. From time to time she would draw her hand sideways before his face at the level of his eyes, or fan him with the hand that held the handkerchief.
 
              Alvin realized he was still singing the words of the song and keeping time with his feet to the beat of the mallet, but in a dazed, drunken way. The rational part of his mind told him he had been—was being—hypnotized. Hyp—hyp—hyp—He stopped moving and stood quite rigid, eyes closed, making a moaning sound. Tremors shook him. At last his knees buckled under him and he fell heavily to the ground.
 
              His visions were confused but pleasing. He was out for several hours. When he stirred and sat up, moaning and trembling, the sun was well in the west.
 
              Unsteadily he got to his feet. The dance continued, the drummer still beat the plank with his mallet, the medicine woman was standing before another drummer twirling her feather. But something had happened. Something had changed in him.
 
              His hand brushed the apparatus in his pocket. He pulled it back quickly. And then, without warning, he was gripped by a trembling, terrible urge to confess.
 
              Confess? To what? CBW was worthwhile, necessary to national defense, almost a noble enterprise. He'd done nothing wrong in coming here to get samples of these people's blood.
 
              To no avail he reasoned with himself. The spasm, the necessity, still gripped him. He had to tell them, somebody, anybody. He couldn't keep the words back.
 
              "Listen," he said, licking his lips and swallowing, "I'm a murderer." His voice rose. The medicine woman was looking at him. "I'm a murderer. I've spent my life trying to kill people. I came here to try to get your blood. I'm a sower of plague, a breeder of pestilence. I'm a murderer.
 
              Tears were running down his cheeks. They trickled down his neck and ran on to his collar. The medicine woman had looked away again. The dance continued.
 
              Alvin felt transfixed by futility. He had confessed, but nobody had listened. They hadn't paid any attention to him.
 
-
 


Chapter IV
 
              I didn't return to being Sam McGregor with anything like the abruptness with which I had become Alvin Riggs. There was a long period when I sat by the edge of the road, listening to the noise of the waves and trying to get back to being somebody, anybody at all, through preferentially Sam. (Who did the trying? If my identity had been lost, who was the "I" that was trying to recover it? I imagine a philosopher would have found the point of some interest.)
 
              My training with Pomo Joe had involved a considerable amount of deliberate psychological dislocation: I was used to keeping going when I was not at all sure who "I" was. Finally I stood up and began walking along the highway. I—well, somebody—hoped the bodily movement would help restore me to myself.
 
              It was a very dark night. The moon was not yet up. I was shivering violently, and so stiff from sitting I could hardly put one foot in front of the other. I thought it must be about ten o'clock.
 
              Had I been sitting in that one spot beside the highway all the time I—Alvin—had been visiting the New Life Commune? How badly I had behaved, really—it was not hyperbole, but merely accuracy, to call myself a mass murderer. I had a heavy burden of guilt to bear. But of course my mistakes of the past would be obliterated once I'd seen the Grail Vision. The sight of the Most Holy Grail makes up for everything.
 
              Grail Vision? Where had that come from? Confused as I was, I realized that the idea was appropriate neither to Sam McGregor nor to Alvin Riggs. Alvin had known nothing about the Grail, and Sam didn't believe in it. For a moment T wondered if a third personality were emerging. I even wondered what my name would be this time. Then I realized that the idea about the Grail, though inappropriate for Riggs or McGregor, was the sort of sentiment the Noyo Dancer would want one of his Pilgrims to have. The idea had seemed to come from without me—to be externally inspired.
 
              But Riggs—where had the Riggs extra-life come from? Anybody who has dealings with Dancers must expect to have an occasional hallucination; even being near a Dancer will trigger them. But my Riggs-life hadn't been hallucinatory at all. I had simply been Riggs, in full, unexaggerated detail, for some three-quarters of a day. If the Riggs life had been sent me by the Noyo Dancer, how had the sending been mediated?
 
              My first thought was that it had been Brotherly's doing. Yes, but how? He had obviously been following me waiting for something to happen, and once he was assured it had begun, he had turned back to Noyo. But Brotherly hadn't touched me, given me anything, or been in contact with me except verbally (the haymaker, I felt, didn't count). He'd behaved throughout as if he were expecting me to fall into a pit that had already been dug.
 
              I wrestled with this for a while—I was still far from normal—as I walked along. The moon should be coming up soon, but it was still so dark that I could barely make out the lay of the road ahead of me. I was beginning to wonder whether I shouldn't start looking for a place to sleep, a place above high tide where I could build a fire with driftwood, when I saw the road ahead of me light up like a stage. It was, in fact, a dissecting theater, with a cadaver lying on the dissecting table and several students in white coats watching the demonstrator. I seemed to be looking on from a double vantage point-partly from the road, where I was actually standing, and partly from the level of the dissecting table, where I was lying. I was the cadaver. My name was Alice Lemmon.
 
              The experience was a cross between an exceptionally vivid hallucination, and the sense of absolute identity I had had as Alvin Riggs. If you want to know how I could feel a real identity with a cadaver, I refer you to a literary work that haunted my childhood, Poe's The Case of M. Valdemar. (One of the group mothers had read it to us six-year-olds.) Alice Lemmon wasn't a "mass of detestable putridity", of course; she had been well preserved in formaldehyde. But I had a terrible sense of being chained to something cold and claylike, of an unnatural intimacy with the isolatedness of death. Sam could not even look away from Alice, since her eyelids were gone.
 
              It was beyond enduring. I (again the tertium quid) fumbled with the strings of the medicine bag tied around my neck. I remember feeling considerable surprise that my fingers would move as I was willing them to. When I got the bag open, I squatted down close to the bluff and felt over what was in the bag. The dissection, meanwhile, was silently being carried on.
 
              There were six or eight packets of dried herbs in the bag, a rattle, a piece of snakeskin, some loose mescal buttons, an elderwood whistle, and a polished copper disk about two inches across. Pomo Joe had got the disk from a white man, a self-styled sorcerer. It was supposed to be used for scrying. It was wrapped up in a piece of black cloth.
 
              Handling these familiar and valued objects made me feel better, able even to look away from Alice for a moment—though of course I remained lying on the dissecting table. The moon was just clearing the horizon. I unwrapped the disk and stared at it.
 
              But I was standing in too-dense shadow. I walked over to the seaward side of the highway. Here, with my back to the moon, I looked into the disk once more. The dissection, I saw out of the comer of eye, had moved with me, and was now being carried out against the background of the glinting surf.
 
              I have never been much good at scrying. I suppose I had selected the copper from my scanty arsenal of "magic" with the idea of using it for a mirror. Now I saw a thin, dark face, hawk-nosed, dark-eyed. I don't know what I had been expecting, but for a minute I didn't recognize myself. I remember thinking that the dim image in the disk was an improvement on Alice, anyhow. Then something clicked, and I recognized Sam. And the next instant I was Alvin again.
 
              A good deal of time seemed to have passed. The sun had set, there were fewer dancers in the circle, the dust was a little less dense. Alvin—the tears on his cheeks had dried long ago—was standing in the center, beside the medicine woman. She was addressing him in a series of short sentences, punctuated by sharp explosions of breath. "The dance gives joy," she said, "Hu! It restores youth, hu! It heals disease, hu! It can revive the dead, hu!" She looked intently into Alvin's eyes.
 
              He drew back a little. A certain doubt was stirring in his mind, despite his experiences and emotions. He may have been a mass murderer, as he had called himself, but he was an intellectual one. "Revive the dead?" he said with his thickened tongue.
 
              She nodded. "Revive the dead, hu! It can make men walk on water, pass through fire, hu! It can—"
 
              The next minute I was Alice, back on the dissecting table. And from then on I oscillated between being Alice Lemmon, the cadaver, and Alvin Riggs, the CBW worker, like a ball bouncing. It was almost worse than just being Alice consistently. For now I felt that I was standing with a foot on either side of an abyss, and that the sides were drawing apart. I must either be split in two, or fall into the abyss.
 
              When I was Alvin, I had no sense of having ever been either Alice or Sam. The medicine woman seemed to be giving him a feather, and exhorting to some sort of missionary action in connection with the dance. As Alice, I had some awareness of my real identity, and it was in one of those moments that I groped blindly among the herbs in my bag for something and shoved it into my mouth.
 
              What I had got was some dried caps of Panaeolus campanulatus, the Variegata Mushroom. (I had found its name in a botany book years ago, when I was about fifteen, after getting wildly high on some specimens I had found growing near an old stable in Fort Bragg. Pomo Joe had reintroduced me to it.)
 
              The book had said that Panaeolus is remarkable for the quickness with which it acts. Almost as soon as the saliva from chewing the mushroom began to slide down my throat, I was roaring drunk: Alvin's world began to reel around him, and I saw the dissecting table expand and contract like a piece of bubble gum being blown in and out.
 
              I thought this was wonderfully funny. I might still be a female cadaver, pumped full of formaldehyde and carved into sections, but I could appreciate a good joke as well as anybody. I began to laugh, the noise ranging from whining giggles to a loud, Falstaffian roar. Funny! I never heard of anything funnier in my life! The moon, the sea, the sky were one vast roar.
 
              I wanted to share this quintessential comicality with somebody. I took a couple of steps in the direction of the table where I was lying. The surgeons ought to appreciate the humor of it, if anybody would. On the second step I lost my balance, teetered, and fell over on my face.
 
              I thought that was even funnier than the expanding dissecting table had been. I laughed and laughed. Then I began to cry. Poor Alice, lying there, so cold, so lonely (Alvin I Wasn't, currently). It was a dreadful thing to have happen to a girl.
 
              Girl? I was Sammmm, Sammmm. But I was getting awfully sleepy. Sleepy-bye, sleepby-pye-bye. The surf below me was a gorgeous changing aquamarine. Rocked in the cradle of the perfectly beautiful deep. Then I passed out.
 
              I must have slept for quite a long time. The moon was well over in the western part of the sky when I sat up. I felt weak and nauseated, and my clothing was dank with dew and sweat. But I was Sam McGregor, indubitably Sam. Alvin and Alice had gone with the wind, leaving, I felt, no traces. There was an almost beatific quality in being Sam.
 
              All the same, I wanted to find a place where I could make a fire and bake the chill out of my bones. I ached all over. After all, I had spent a lot of time in the past twelve hours being stationary beside Highway One.
 
              I got up and hobbled over to the railing on the seaward side. No, the descent to the water was too steep here. I'd have to go farther on.
 
              Did everybody who took the Grail Tourney have my experiences? I wondered as I began my creaky plodding once more. My "mother" had said that nobody ever seemed improved by the journey; suddenly I realized that none of the Mandarins had ever gone on it themselves. And yet they were insistent about the desirability of the journey for their juniors, a journey from which nobody returned unchanged. Was it—did they—
 
              It was a messy supposition. But were the Mandarins and the Dancers accomplices in a silent conspiracy, not quite conscious to the Mandarins, to keep the rising generation dependent, weak-minded, confused? The Mandarins wouldn't be the first generation in history that, despite its youthful rebelliousness, had wanted to hold on to status and power. An insignificant status, a feeble power. But, status and power.
 
              My joints were loosening up. I was walking faster. I longed to get to some place where I could rest for what remained of the night. I would have liked to fly or run.
 
              Run? Fly? But I was really dancing, moving along the road with the hard, stamping step of the Noyo dancers. I'd been dancing for several minutes now.
 
              As soon as I realized what I had been doing, I stopped myself. I could stop; this wasn't the beginning of another extra-life. But I was conscious of a quiet, constant push in myself toward dancing. It made me feel a little foolish, a little ashamed. And a little afraid.
 
-
 


Chapter V
 
              Gift-of-God was feeling carefully over my chest with her chapped, scratchy little hands. The action purported to be a caress, but I had my doubts, and the doubts became certainty when she gave a surreptitious tug at the string of my medicine bag. I had known she was up to something.
 
              I lay on my back, staring up at the roof of the sweat-house and trying to think. I had got to Russian Gulch a couple of days ago, and the tribe—it had a bad reputation—had been almost pressingly hospitable. I'd been glad to lie around resting for the first day. I was still suffering from the peculiar fatigue that had afflicted me ever since I started down Highway One, and my mind was confused. But I'd been ready to go on my way for the past twelve hours, and the tribe had thought up one excuse after another to detain me. Gee-Gee's was only the last of a considerable series.
 
              Abruptly I sat up, throwing Gee-Gee to one side. "Why'd you bring me here?" I asked.
 
              "Tho you could have the Grail Vision, Tham," she answered, all wide-eyed innocence. Sometimes her conversation was as witless as a five-year-old's and sometimes as knowing as that of a teenager on the edge of voting age. Actually, she was an unpleasant, pitiful little girl of eleven or twelve.
 
              "Have the Grail Vision in a smokehouse at Russian Gulch? It isn't reasonable."
 
              "Oh, shure. People have it all the time, Tham." She moved her head, and the light coming in through the smokehouse door lit up the side of her childish face, showing it to be heavily lined. When I had first seen her, I had thought she was a little old woman. Then she had moved, and I had realized that she was a child.
 
              She giggled, and reached out with a ghastly amorousness toward my chest. I drew away from her instinctively. She was under age, she was unattractive, and the girls of my own tribe all had had contraceptives implanted. I was in no state of sexual deprivation, or disposed to be uncritical. I reached for my bow, lying on the hide beside me, and got to my feet.
 
              "Where're you going?" Gee-Gee asked, watching me apprehensively.
 
              "I'm going to get started on my way down Highway One. I can put a few miles out of the way before it gets dark."
 
              She stared at me for a moment. Then she opened her mouth and gave vent to a piercing shriek. It had a clarion quality, a high-pitched penetration, through which the word "Help!" was occasionally audible.
 
              I swallowed. Then I started to run. But before I could get to the smokehouse door, two male Russian Gulchers had come pelting in.
 
              "What's he doin to ya, Gee-Gee?" the taller one demanded.
 
              "He—he—" She seemed on the verge of angry tears. "He tried to—and he tore my dress." She exhibited a small rip in the thin, faded blue fabric.
 
              "Rape, hunh?" said the shorter man. "Can't you pricks from Noyo even be normal when it comes to shoving the meat? You ought to be ashamed of yourself! A little bitty girl like that!"
 
              "1 didn't," I said. I tried to push past him to the door. We scuffled. I hit him on the jaw, and he hit me beside the right eye.
 
              The other man joined in the fight. There were two of them, but they were both older than I and rather slow. I managed to hold my own. But then three other Russian Gulchers burst through the door and began hitting me. I went down under a hail of blows.
 
              In the end, they tied me up with long witches of Clematis ligusticifolia. This is a very strong fiber. The Pomo used to make deer nets out of it. They dumped me in a sort of jail, a low, rickety old summer cabin, and stationed a guard in front of the door.
 
              I looked around me. My heart was still thumping unpleasantly as a result of the fighting, and the places they had hit me hurt. My eye was beginning to swell up, and I couldn't see any too well, but there didn't seem to be much in the cabin except a bucket and a chair-high section of redwood log. The window had redwood shakes nailed across it like bars.
 
              I hobbled over to the window and peered out. The Gulchers were lying around in the sun indolently. After a minute I saw an astonishingly familiar figure walking out of the sweathouse. I squinted. Yes, it was Brotherly Love.
 
              Brotherly. What was he doing here? Russian Gulch is only a few miles from Noyo, but we never visited each other. Things were apt to disappear mysteriously when the Gulchers were around.
 
              Brotherly went behind a clump of ceanothus. He came out riding my motorbike.
 
              I must have made some sort of noise, for my guard jumped up, scowling. "Get away from that window!" he yelled. He shook a club of mountain mahogany at me.
 
              I went back to the redwood slab and sat down on it. I was badly puzzled. I didn't know why the Gulchers had elected to jump me, and I couldn't think what Brotherly had been doing in their company. The answer was perfectly simple, of course; but ever since I had been Alvin Riggs, my thinking had been confused.
 
              Suddenly, it came to me that I had to escape. Whatever the Gulch tribe was up to, it was plainly nothing good. I began to work at my bonds.
 
              The Gulchers weren't very good at woodsy lore, and I had had sense enough to expand my chest and keep my wrists apart while the smelly sods were tying me up. (All the Gulchers stank of sweat.) I had a little slack to work with. But for half an hour or so it didn't do me any good. The clematis strips were like leather, and my wrists were beginning to swell. What finally turned the scales was that I began to sweat copiously, and the moisture acted as a lubricant.
 
              Once my hands were free, my feet were simple enough. Now what? The window was barred, the door was bolted, and there was a guard in front of the door.
 
              I thought fleetingly of trying to tunnel out under the rear wall, but it would take too long, and I had nothing to dig with.
 
              I remembered something I had read in a paperback short-story collection when I was a kid: that the weak spot of an amateur jail was apt to be its roof. I moved the section of log so it was under the lowermost of the rafters. Then I got up on the log and pushed.
 
              Nothing happened. I couldn't exert enough leverage with my hands. I readjusted the log so it was quite a lot closer to the wall and got up on it once more. Now, with my knees bent, I had my powerful back muscles to help me. I began to push.
 
              Cobwebs tickled. There was a lot of dust. I hoped I wouldn't sneeze. I hoped the guard wouldn't look in. I was shaking with the strain. Then, with almost no noise, the edge of the roof went up an inch or two.
 
              Fine. It could be done. I hopped down and looked about for something to wedge under the roof. The bucket was too flimsy, and I needed the section of log to stand on. Finally I found a piece of oak, still with the bark on and bearing ax marks, in a dusty corner. Somebody had tried to split it and failed.
 
              I got the roof up about six inches this time and let it down gently on the oak. Up the wall, through the gap with a good deal of scraping on my buttocks—the gap was only about four inches wide—and down the other side. I was out. It had been wonderfully easy, actually.
 
              I stood there panting for a moment. I planned to make a wide circuit of the Gulchers' camp through the bushes and rejoin Highway One a good deal further down. I didn't think the Gulchers would pursue me very far on foot, and it ought to be several hours before they missed me. But I wished I had my bow. I felt empty-handed and defenseless without it.
 
              There were bushes contiguous to the back of the shack where I had been imprisoned, and I made my way through clumps of ceanothus and an occasional rhododendron until I came to an open space. Nobody seemed to have noticed my escape. I had had wonderful luck ,so far. But the open space offered difficulties. I hesitated on the edge of it.
 
              There was no use in waiting. I set out across it, hoping that a brisk, unhurried pace would keep a distant spectator from getting suspicious.
 
              It might have, except that Gee-Gee, when I was almost across the clearing, came ambling along from the women's latrine. I don't know where she was on her way to. Anyhow, the instant she spied me, she set up a piercing shriek. I don't see how such a wizened child could make so much noise.
 
              An instant later, assorted Russian Gulchers came bursting through the thicket. I, of course, had taken to my heels as soon as Gee-Gee started her keening. I headed downslope, toward the beckoning ribbon of Highway One.
 
              I probably could have made it, since I was younger than any of my pursuers, except that one of them had the presence of mind to shoot me in the back with a blunt arrow. It knocked the wind out of me, and by the time I had recovered myself, they were swarming over me with clubs.
 
              They tied my wrists much more securely this time, but they didn't take me back immediately to my jail. Instead, they marched me off to see the local Dancer.
 
              Dancers are all grown from the same clone, an aggregate of cells from the body of the late, well-known Bennet. So every Dancer is identical with every other Dancer, at least initially. It is always a shock, though, to see how identical they are. This one was a perfect replica of the Noyo Dancer, even to its loincloth. The only difference between the two was that this one had a broad metal band around its upper arm, like a bracelet. It even had a whip like the Noyo Dancer's in its hand.
 
              A couple of men were stamping around in the circle below its dais. They were older than the dancers I was used to. The Dancer let me and my escorts cool our heels for several minutes while it watched the dancers. Then it said something to us in the same old fruity voice.
 
              I hardly noticed what it was saying. As soon as I had seen the men moving in the circle I had begun to feel an urgent desire to move my feet, hobbled though they were, in the rhythm of the dance. It took all my willpower to keep them still.
 
              The Dancer made quite an oration, dwelling, I think, on the heinousness of my offense, and ending with the words, "It is unpardonably bad behavior from a Pilgrim, someone who has gone forth to seek the vision of the sunbasket."
 
              "Um," I answered. There was a particularly nasty urgency in the instep of my left foot.
 
              "Is that all you have to say?" the Dancer demanded, switching the lash of its whip so it just missed my feet.
 
              "... Whatever I'm accused of, I didn't do it. I didn't do anything."
 
              The Dancer made a wide gesture of dismissal. "Take him back to the. jail," it said to my escorts. "Keep him there until he's in a better frame of mind."
 
              They led me off, making little mincing steps with my hobbled feet. I was constantly afraid that I'd start doing the dance step. When we got to the shack, they shoved me inside; and after a few minutes, a surly Gulcher brought in an armload of redwood bark. He threw it on the floor, and then lay down on it. "Don't try to get away again," he told me pugnaciously. "We'll tell the agent you fell over the bluff and the waves marked you." He shook his club menacingly at me.
 
              Time passed. My guard dozed, but I found that every time I moved, he opened his eyes and glared at me. It got dark. Nobody brought me anything to eat. I could hear the guard chewing on something, possibly jerkee or pemmican.
 
              I spent a miserable night. I kept wanting to dance—and to be forced to dance before a lout like my guard seemed to me a real degradation—and I was puzzled as to why the Gulchers wanted so desperately to detain me.
 
              My guard began to snore. It was a regular, repeated noise, rather like surf breaking. I must have found it soothing, for I dozed off a few moments myself. When I woke, the moon was up. I don't know whether or not that had anything to do with it, but I abruptly realized something I ought to have thought of before: that there wasn't a single Gulcher, male or female, who was approximately my own age. Gee-Gee was the oldest of the children. After her there was a gap, and then the adults, people of thirty-five or so and up. Where had all the people in my age group gone?
 
              Gone? Well, it was possible that nobody had been born at Russian Gulch for twenty-two years, or that all those who had been had died in the plagues. Or perhaps they had all gone on the Grail Journey.
 
              I meditated on this for the rest of the night, in the intervals of trying to get my wrists loose and keeping my feet from moving.
 
              My guard woke up about sunrise. He yawned, stretched, and checked over the withes around my wrists. While he was doing it I said, "Where is everybody?"
 
              "Hunh?"
 
              "I mean, all the people my age. What did you Mandarins do with them, poison them and dump them in the water? Or stash them away in a convenient cave?"
 
              A very odd gleam came into my guard's eyes. "Listen, McGregor," he said, "put your attention on trying to get out of your fix, and leave our own affairs to us. Rape isn't any motherfucking picnic."
 
              "I didn't touch her," I said. "Nobody would have to use force on her anyhow. She's been up for grabs since she was ten."
 
              He hit me on the mouth—not very hard, just enough to show he wouldn't stand any impudence. "You'll stay here, unh, until you're in a better frame of mind," he said.
 
              "On a diet of bread and water?" I asked, through my thickening lips.
 
              "On a diet of water."
 
              "... You'd better untie my wrists once in a while, if you don't want me to die of gangrene before I die of starvation," I said.
 
              He considered this for a while. Then he called three other Gulchers, and they stood around me with drawn bows while my guard undid my wrists and let the blood start circulating again. It hurt.
 
              After about ten minutes, two of the men rolled in a huge redwood stump, about four feet in diameter, and tied my arms around it and my feet to it, so I was standing upright. The stump was nearly six feet tall and must have weighed half a ton. I didn't think the new arrangement was much improvement over the old. It seemed to me it was going to get pretty painful in a few hours.
 
              It did have the advantage of sparing me more of my guard's company. He and the others went out, barring the door from the outside. There wasn't any chance I'd be able to get over to it anyhow.
 
              I was hungry, tired, and confused. I couldn't think why these things were happening. The Gulchers knew as well as I did that I hadn't laid Gee-Gee, forcibly or otherwise.
 
              About half an hour later there was a faint "Pssst!" from beyond the redwood shakes of the window. I turned my head toward the sound. Gift-of-God's ugly little face was pressed up hard against the shakes.
 
              "You!" I said.
 
              "Uh-huh. Lithen, Tham, I'm thorry."
 
              "Why'd you do it, then?"
 
              "They told me to. I was thcared not to."
 
              "Why'd you try to get my medicine bag?"
 
              Her face puckered up so her wrinkles were even deeper, and she made a sniffling noise. "I'm tho thcared," she said dolefully. "I thought maybe your bag would protect me. It'th magic."
 
              "What're you scared of?"
 
              "I don't know. There aren't any kidth older than me. Thomething happenth to them."
 
              "What?" Despite my personal situation, I was getting excited.
 
              "I don't know. They jutht aren't here anymore ... I'd better go, Tham. If they find me here, they'll get mad."
 
              "Wait. Why've they put me in jail? What do they mean when they talk about keeping me here until I'm in a better frame of mind?"
 
              "I don't know." She turned her head away from the window. There was an evasive note in her voice.
 
              "Yes you do! Why—"
 
              "No I don't! I don't!" I heard the sound of her feet as she ran away.
 
              I sighed. My arms were beginning to hurt. I didn't know which of the problems before me I ought to worry about—whether to concentrate on what had happened to the junior Gulchers, or on how I was to get loose, or on why the Gulchers were detaining me. Maybe the last item would be best—if I knew why they were keeping me, I might be able to persuade them to let me go.
 
              Perhaps my increasing physical distress acted as a catalyst. Anyhow, when my guard came in about nine and looked at me questioningly, the answer came to me full-blown: the Gulchers were holding me until I had some more extra-lives.
 
              Brotherly had left me on the highway, convinced that I had begun the cycle of confusion and extrapersonal crisis that constituted the Grail Journey. But when I had got to Russian Gulch, I hadn't acted crazy enough. They had sent for Brotherly. He had consulted with them, and advised them to hold me on some pretext until I was obviously living another identity. After that, I ought to be confused enough to be released safely. Probably hunger and physical suffering were supposed to hasten the experience.
 
              OK, but how did somebody behave who was having an extra-life? I really didn't know. I hadn't been around to watch myself when I was being Alvin. I'd have to fake it.
 
              I relaxed as much as I could in my bonds. I let my knees bend and my jaw drop. I made my eyes cross and my gaze blank. I drooled.
 
              "What'sa matter?" the guard asked suspiciously. He came closer.
 
              Was I doing it right? I opened my mouth to say something crazy, something like, "Green grows the gladstone." Before I could get the first word out, I was no longer there to say anything. I had begun to be somebody else.
 
-
 


Chapter VI
 
              The big problem, on the seashore, was to find a protected place for the candle to burn, for the flame would develop its characteristic visionary quiver only if it burned in still air. Jarred and buffeted by the wind it burned—paradoxically enough—with a long, steady flaring sodium flame.
 
              Bonnet picked his way carefully over the driftwood, fearful of breaking an ankle. His bones were slushy and soft these days, like rotten ice. But he wanted to be by the water when he lighted the candle. It seemed to him it was the only possible place for him to be.
 
              Up close under the bluff was a shallow cave, hollowed out by the waves of the highest tides. Picnickers had hauled up lengths of driftwood for fires. Bennet sat down with his back against the bluff. For a moment he was quiet, looking out over the always-renewed line of the waves and letting happiness settle around him like an ethereal cloak. But there was something wrong with his emotion, something flawed and imperfect. It wasn't intense enough, and there was fear under it. He wasn't getting the happiness that, as a dying man, he was entitled to.
 
              He sighed. He would light the candle, stare into its fluting, spiraled, green-zoned flame, and hope. Something might happen within him. Or something might come out of the water to him.
 
              The candle burned. There was too much wind. Not until he fenced it in with a protective chimney of ends of wood did it settle to pulsating upward, its heart a pool of liquid green.
 
              For a moment he felt disgusted with himself. The candle was from Hong Kong, cheap, an out-of-date gadget, a toy for children. (How had he got it? He couldn't remember. Perhaps somebody had given it to him.) That a man of science should turn to such a cheap trick for solace was actually shameful. But he kept on looking into the flame.
 
              The air seemed very still. A mist was drifting in. Bennet changed his position cautiously. He felt he had been looking at the pulsing flame a long time. Expectation was growing in him. The pit of his stomach felt tense.
 
              There was a splashing, seemingly a long way out in the water. He couldn't think what might have made it. The visibility was getting steadily poorer. He might have a difficult time finding his way back to his cabin ... What did it matter? What was important now was to hold his mind quiet and steady, and watch the flame.
 
              The fog had grown quite thick when he heard a muffled splash close at hand. It startled him. Had he, perhaps, slipped into a light trance? He got to his feet, peering eagerly, "his fear for his bones forgotten. Could it be ... incredibly, that ... An almost painful thrill ran over his thighs.
 
              The fog deadened sound. Suddenly, quite near him, a figure appeared out of the night. It was dark, glistening wetly, with the face a round blank. It held a spear in one hand. After an instant Bennet decided it was a scuba diver. Disappointment made him sick.
 
              The figure pushed back the faceplate and spoke. "Hello, Mr. Bennet." It was a neighbor of his, Kate Wimbold.
 
              "Hello," he replied. "... You've been diving at night? When it's so dark? I don't understand how you could see anything."
 
              "There's always some light," she answered vaguely. "The abalone are dying," she continued after a pause.
 
              "Abalone?" Bennet, torn between disappointment and a hope that, after all, Kate Wimbold might be what he had been waiting for, felt that the conversation was getting out of hand.
 
              "Yes, out on the rocks. The water is warm ... I found this on the beach." She held something out to him.
 
              Bennet accepted it. It was a fat silver disk, bearing on one side a woman's helmeted head, on the other an owl. It was faintly warm to the touch. It must be a coin, a Greek coin.
 
              After a moment he gave it back to her. He was oddly eager to get rid of it. The girl stared at him, her face seeming to get bigger and bigger until it filled the whole field of his vision. "Don't you remember the covenants?" she said.
 
-
 
              I came back to myself briefly. I had been untied from the redwood log and was lying on some hard surface. I had time to wonder whether this were the particular Bennet who was said to be the source of the cells from which all the Dancers had been grown. Then back to being Bennet again.
 
-
 
              The cabin was small, fit by a naked lightbulb, but it looked out over the water. There was a constant susurrus of surf.
 
              The man in the green whipcord suit turned from the window and said, "Bennet, you've been faking the tests."
 
              "I don't deny it," Bennet answered from the plastic swivel chair where he was sitting. "You're O'Hare, I suppose, dressed up like a county health department worker. I wonder I didn't recognize you before. We've spent a lot of time together."
 
              "I was careful you shouldn't," O'Hare answered. "And I really am a worker in the health department; I've been trying to find you for a long time."
 
              "Well, you succeeded," Bennet replied calmly, though anger was growing in him. "I'm sorry, but I must ask you to be on your way. I have nothing for you."
 
              "What if I should tell my superiors you've been faking the tests, that you're really a sick, a seriously sick, a dying man?"
 
              "By the time you manage to convince them, I'll be dead," Bennet replied, more confidently than he felt.
 
              O'Hare raised his eyebrows. "Will you? I have only to drop a hint, and they'll take you into custody. Nobody wants to take any chances on another outbreak of bone-melt. I don't see why you faked the tests. It must have been a lot of trouble. And surely your, umh, conscience must bother you slightly."
 
              "No, not really. I mean, it wasn't much trouble and my conscience doesn't bother me particularly. And it's worth it anyhow, for the privilege of dying undisturbed."
 
              "You value that so much?"
 
              "Yes. I do."
 
              "Then I'll make a bargain with you," O'Hare said briskly. "My silence, complete and absolute, in exchange for a few scrapings of the mucous membrane of your mouth."
 
              "No," said Bennet instantly. "I refuse to be the author of a race of androids, no matter how tempting the bargain."
 
              "You're really astonishing, Bennet," the other man said. "Doesn't it strike you as irrational to refuse me a few cells from your body, and yet to be willing to be a vector of bone-melt cancer to millions of men? In all the outbreaks, the mortality has been one hundred percent."
 
              Bennet shrugged. "A death like mine is no penalty. I feel it is the crown of my life. Incidentally, I wonder you dared try to find me. As you're well aware, contact with me is dangerous."
 
              It was O'Hare's turn to shrug. "A simple, effective prophylaxis for the disease has been worked out since you contracted it. Provided the nasal passages are washed out promptly with ephedrine solution, or even buffered saline, there's very little danger. It has to be done in time, of course. Didn't the health department tell you?"
 
              "No. And now, O'Hare, I wish you'd get out. I don't understand why you've fixed on me. Surely you must have cell cultures available from some of the several million victims of bone-melt so far."
 
              "Oh, I have. But you see, Bennet, you're unique. You're the only person, so far as we know, who's had bone-melt and then had an arrest of the disease. The others were dead within a week of the time the first overt symptoms appeared. It's taken you more than ten years. I want a histological sample from you."
 
              "Sorry, you'll have to get along without me," Bennet said. He had been getting steadily angrier, much as he was trying to control himself. "Will you get out, or do I have to try to throw you out?"
 
              "Oh, I'll get out, I'll get out," O'Hare said placatingly. "But I brought you a present, a bottle of a wine you used to like. Grands-Eschezeaux. It's hard to get these days."
 
              "Very considerate of you," Bennet said, smiling a little. "Yes, I'm still fond of it. But I warn you, I'm not going to soften up any because of a bottle of good wine."
 
              "I don't expect you to. But we used to be friends." O'Hare produced the bottle and a corkscrew. "Let's try it together, and then I'll go. I promise I won't tell the county health department you've hocused their tests. When the chips are down, I don't care much more about human welfare than you do."
 
              He pulled the cork from the bottle. Under Bennet's direction, he got a couple of glasses from the cupboard. He poured, his back to Bennet. "Here," he said. He handed him one of the glasses. "... To your happiness." 
 
              They drank. "Yes, I am happy," Bennet replied musingly. "I was never so happy in my life as I am now. I didn't feel like this when I had bone-melt before. I had a low fever, and I was badly frightened. But this time I'm happy. It doesn't matter that it's only going to last three days."
 
              "You're sure about the timing?" O'Hare asked. "You had an arrest of the disease before."
 
              "Yes, I'm sure. There's too much organic damage by now for me to recover. And I don't want to recover, anyhow. I'm too happy this way."
 
              "So you're beyond any fear of death," O'Hare said. "Could anything—I don't know quite how to put it—break your mood?"
 
              "Certainly. Ugly surroundings. Any sort of unpleasantness or struggle. Anger above all. Anger would probably cut short zum of my precious days ... This wine's not zo good as I remembered it."
 
              "Sorry," O'Hare said. "Perhaps it gets better toward the bottom of the bottle. They often do." He poured more wine into Bennet's glass.
 
              Bennet drank. O'Hare was watching him steadily. "Why're you looking at me zo?" he asked pettishly. "You ought to go 'way."
 
              "I will later. Not just now," O'Hare said.
 
              "Not ...? I'm getting sleepy."
 
              "Of course, of course," O'Hare answered soothingly.
 
              "Of course?" Bennet stared at the other man, fingering his lips. He tried to get up from his chair. "You've fooled me," he said with weak passion. "The wine was doped. You—"
 
              "What else could I do?" O'Hare answered. "I wanted the tissue sample. It won't hurt you any. You'll only be out six or eight hours."
 
              "Six or eight hours! Half a day! So much of my precious time!" Bennet was torn between slumber, rage, and weeping. He tried to tell himself that he would waken again, that he would still have two and a half days left of his precious dying.
 
              In vain, in vain. Rage swamped him, and the more he tried to fight it off, the more the crack in his euphoria widened. Terror was pouring in, the black terror of the icy waters of death.
 
              O'Hare bent over him. With his last strength, Bennet tried to spit in his face.
 
-
 


Chapter VII
 
              My chest felt damp. I tried to raise my hand to blot at it, and couldn't. I was bound too tightly in the funeral cerements. Well, the grave is a chrysalis for the moth of immortal life. No wonder I was held fast.
 
              The wetness kept on. I was still Bennet, but I managed to get one eye open. Gift-of-God was bending over me, weeping bitterly. Her wretched little face looked like dried orange peel, but the water of grief was dripping off it. "Don't be dead, Tham," she was saying, "pleathe, pleathe, Tham, don't be dead! I can't thtand it if you're dead."
 
              "... Not," I managed. My tongue was dry and thick in my mouth.
 
              Her small rough face lit up. "Ooooh," she said, "you're really OK?" She smiled uncertainly, sniffled, and wiped her nose on the back of her wrist.
 
              I managed an assenting, "Gluck," in the back of my throat.
 
              "Then lithen, Tham. They'll be here in a minute to tetht you. Pretend to be thtoned. Don't jump or let on when they thtick you. You jutht be thonzked. Be thtoned."
 
              "... Try," I said. An instant later I heard her get to her feet and run out of the room, and an instant after that I heard somebody come in. There was the sound of heavy breathing beside me. One—maybe two—men. All the male Russian Gulchers were heavy breathers, and if one couldn't smell them, one could always hear them.
 
              Somebody picked up my right arm and jabbed a needle into it. The needle felt hot, and about as big as a railroad spike, and yet Gee-Gee's warning hadn't really been necessary. The needle hurt, but it didn't hurt me; what the Russian Gulchers had wanted to achieve with me had very nearly happened. I had been reduced to a body that no especial or consistent personality inhabited.
 
              My arm was let drop. "He's had it, I guess," somebody said. "Wonder if he can respond to a simple command."
 
              "Try it and find out," the other man said. He had a light, precise way of talking that left all the syllables separate and distinct. It wasn't at all like the slurred, slobby way the R. Gulchers talked.
 
              "OK." The hard-breathing one pushed and prodded me into a sitting position and then bellowed into my ear, "Wake up, Boyle!"
 
              Boyle? Why was he calling me that? I'd been Bennet, hadn't I? I let my eyelids flutter an instant before I opened them.
 
              Two men, just as I'd thought. The bellowing, hard-breathing one I'd seen before. He'd chased me or attacked me or guarded me—I couldn't remember clearly. The other, the precise e-nun-ci-a-tor, was new to me.
 
              "Get to your feet, Burke!" the bellower bellowed.
 
              I didn't know whether I ought to obey or not. Finally I said, only a little more confused than I actually felt, "I thought my name was Scottish. A name with 'Mac'."
 
              "Never mind that," the precise man said. "You're whoever we say you are. Get to your feet."
 
              Stumblingly I obeyed. I stood swaying, my head down, wondering whether I oughtn't to just lie down again. If I lay down, I might be able to decide who I was. The vapors of confusion had risen around me blindingly, perhaps because of my precise-spoken jailer's denial of my right to any one name, and I felt I had a whole beanpot full of identities to choose from. There were not only the lives I had actually lived—Alvin Biggs and Bennet—and the assimilation with the cadaver of Alice—but a broad spectrum of possibilities, most of which weren't even names. Who did I want to be? I didn't know. And I didn't know who was wondering about it.
 
              The bigger man began to push me toward the door, propelling me knowingly with his fists and knees. "What a lot of trouble this asshole from Noyo has been," he said. "If we'd only thrown him in the water, we'd of been lots better off. But your sensitive chemical conscience wouldn' let you."
 
              "I don't see why you mock me for having a chemical conscience," the precise man said. "It's certainly better to have one's ethical considerations activated by chemical than not to have them activated at all."
 
              "Ethical!" The other man made a snorting noise. "Why, you've done things that would disgus' a skunk. The kids, to mention one. Don't talk to me about your fuckin' ethics."
 
              "Ask yourself what I'd have been like without my chemical conscience," the other man said between his teeth. "I might just forget to go in for my shot some month, and prefer to settle with you. Watch yourself."
 
              I heard all this without really comprehending it. I knew, of course, that the California Republic had elected to deal with its most troublesome criminals by means of the "chemical conscience." But I was preoccupied with trying to sort out what began to feel like my identity from Bennet's. And what about Bennet himself? Had the visionary scene on the seacoast with Kate Wimbold been as veridical as the interview in the cabin with O'Hare? Both had been lived by me as Bennet; but had the historical Bennet actually lived both of them? (I was unshakeably sure that Bennet's last few hours—Bennet, whose concealment of his disease had been responsible for the deaths of millions—had been as I had lived them. Strange sidelight on history! And O'Hare had grown the Dancers from Bennet's oral cells.)
 
              They were propelling me up the slope from the gulch to the road. "On your way, Jack," my jailer said when I reached the top. He gave me a parting shove.
 
              I turned north. In my fuddled condition, I was convinced I could deal with the Dancer at Noyo by appealing to the covenants the girl in the scuba suit had mentioned to Bennet. Why walk a long way down the coast, hunting an ally or trying to have the Grail Vision, when I could get rid of the unnatural creature so immediately? And after him, all the other Dancers. It would be as easy as swatting flies on a garbage heap.
 
              "He's headed north," my hard-breathing jailer said. "Shall we let him go?"
 
              "No, I think not," the precise man said reflectively. "He still looks a little too intelligent, a little too normal, to me. Turn him to face south. He can use a little more processing."
 
              I was turned around as neatly as a cable car on a turntable (Jade Moon took me on a visit to San Fran once, when I was about five and she was in one of her fits of being convinced I really was her child.) Docilely I began walking south. I didn't mind abandoning my plan particularly. It was like a dream in which I was convinced that whatever happened, it was all for the best.
 
              The men watched me in silence, hands on their hips. "He sure is confused," the heavy-breather said.
 
              "Fine," said the other. "Ideally, he shouldn't be able to tell his own butt from ours. Brotherly told us not to let him go unless we were sure he'd never come out of it. I don't think he ever will. But he could use a little more processing, and he'll get that on south."
 
              I was being discussed as if I weren't present. I felt a dim irritation, but I kept my head down and made no sign. I had gone a fair distance—three or four hundred feet—when I heard a voice behind me.
 
              "Tham, Tham, oh, Tham! Tham McGregor! You forgot your patheth! Tham!" It was Gee-Gee, and she was carrying my sheaf of wooden passes in her hand.
 
              Involuntarily I turned around and took the passes she was holding out to me. An instant later I realized that I had betrayed myself, that my captors would realize I was somewhat less zonked than they thought.
 
              It was too late. The next minute the two men were after me with thudding feet. I began to run, still feeling poorly connected with my body. But I was connected enough to be pretty frightened. I knew that if they caught me they wouldn't let me go until I was crazy for good.
 
              They were gaining on me. Panting and rubber-legged, sweating heavily, I struggled on. Then a car stopped beside me. It was a rancher in a truck, headed south.
 
              Bless that man. Bless his monogamous, beer-drinking, flag-saluting squareness. For a moment he looked from wild-eyed me to my angry pursuers. Then he opened the truck cab door. "Want a lift?" he said.
 
              "You bet."
 
              "Get in." I got in with alacrity, and we drove off. The truck was a gas-burner, but it accelerated well.
 
              "Thanks. Thanks a million," I said when I had got my breath back. Through the rear window I could see the two men standing in the road, looking sore and glum.
 
              "That's OK," the rancher said, waving his pipe (he was smoking, which shows how square he was). "I don't like those people. Anybody they're chasing must be all right"
 
              "Thanks," I said again. We were silent. I wondered whether I was wise to be going south. Had the idea that I could deal with the Noyo Dancer by invoking some dreamy convenant been accurate? Probably not; and yet I was convinced that my experiences as Bennet held the key to getting rid of the Dancers' tyranny.
 
              I was to forget this intuition, and remember it only later. Yet it was truthful and accurate.
 
-
 


Chapter VIII
 
              The artist's house bothered me. I had scarcely crossed the threshold when I began to feel uneasy, so that I found myself sniffing and turning my head from side to side, trying to locate the source of my distress.
 
              The artist—he said his name was Farnsworth—had picked me up just above Mendocino town after the rancher, who had grown a little too inquisitive, had turned off for his cousin's place. I had been glad of the lift, for no sooner had I parted from the rancher than I began to feel a sort of shudder, like the aura of epilepsy, between my shoulders. It hadn't happened before, but I knew immediately what it meant. I was in for another extra-life.
 
              "Life" isn't quite the word, for I was pretty sure I wasn't going to be human this time. A tree, a clod, something marine—anyhow, something pretty far down in the vital scale. What was left of my ego was itching with fear. I hoped the company of another person might help ward off an experience that I knew I couldn't return from. I got into Farnsworth's Mercedes eagerly.
 
              He was a slim man in his middle-thirties, with slim well-drawn eyebrows and a fine-featured, smooth, flesh-less face. His hands were big. We went bumping along past the town (the highway around Mendocino town has been blown up several times by dynamiters who didn't approve of quite so much concrete on a scenic route), and when we got to the southern outskirts Farnsworth asked me if I'd like to come up to his place for a drink. I accepted this offer eagerly too, since I dreaded being alone. Farnsworth was not the most pleasant companion in the world; but the extra-life I feared hadn't materialized. With him, I had stayed myself.
 
              We drove up a glittering driveway and stopped between two Monterey pines in front of a low redwood shack. "Like my drive?" Farnsworth said as we got out. "It's made of ground-up glass bottles. I do them in a tumbling barrel myself."
 
              "Fine idea," I said, fighting down the desire to start dancing along the strip of glittering glass. "Good ecology." ... Well, it was better fighting down the wish to dance than it would have been feeling my roots wandering around looking for water or my shell being forced open by a knife.
 
              We went into the house. As I said before, it made me uneasy, and I didn't like the artist much better than his house, though he exuded kindliness and goodwill. He reminded me of somebody, but I couldn't think who. Finally I placed it. He reminded me of the e-nun-ci-at-or at Russian Gulch.
 
              When he came back with the drinks—red wine from the Italian-Swiss colony at Asti near Cloverdale—I said, "Excuse me, uhn, but are you, uhn, having what they call the chemical conscience?" I was so apologetic because I was, in essence, accusing him of being at least a murderer; the "chemical conscience" has never been administered for anything except really serious felonies.
 
              His face changed. He made a gesture with the wine glass, so wide and sweeping that wine slopped out on the floor near the door that led to the workshop. "Somebody told you!" he said angrily. "It isn't fair! Won't people ever forget? Won't the ever let me alone? I'm paying my debt to society!"
 
              "I'm sorry," I said placatingly. "I didn't mean to offend you. Nobody told me anything. It was just a lucky guess on my part."
 
              "Somebody must have told you!"
 
              "No, really not. Say, though, wouldn't it be a good idea to mop up the wine on the floor? If we take some paper towels—"
 
              He made a gesture toward the towel rack on the wall. He was still fuming. I got towels and began blotting at the spilled wine. I saw that the jamb of the door that led to the workshop was badly splintered, as if the door, locked, had been violently burst open from the workshop side. It would have taken a lot of strength. But perhaps it had never happened—the door, at any rate, was in good shape.
 
              "That looks better," I said, rising from my knees.
 
              "Unh." He glared at me, only a little less angry. "Tm trying to do the right thing! I don't deserve to be persecuted like this!" All his sentences were italicized.
 
              I was getting sore. I couldn't think of anything to say. We looked at each other silently for a moment. "I am trying to do the right thing," he said, more calmly. "And I'll prove it. I'll do my best to help you."
 
              "Thanks," I answered, a little dryly.
 
              "You're a Pilgrim, aren't you? Making the Grail Journey? I've seen people like you on Highway One before."
 
              "Yes."
 
              "Now here I might be able to help you," he said musingly. "Sit down, and I'll get us some more wine."
 
              "I could use some help," I said. I sat down in the chair he had indicated, in front of the Franklin stove. I was wondering whether he could possibly be the ally Pomo Joe had predicted. It didn't seem likely. I mistrusted him too much.
 
              He brought the glasses back, refilled, and a plate of the cheese biscuits made in Petaluma. "There's something similar," he said thoughtfully, "between the, air, chemical conscience and the way the Grail Pilgrimage works."
 
              "What's the similarity?" I asked. I looked around the big redwood-paneled room appraisingly. Two or three of Farnsworth's paintings were hanging on the walls, painted mainly in shades of red. Was it because of them or the splintered door jamb that I disliked the room so much? I rather thought it was the door jamb. My growing uneasiness seemed to center there.
 
              "I shouldn't think the state of mind would be the same," I went on. "The state of mind of chemical-conscience people and Pilgrims, I mean. You don't, unh, live other fives than your own, do you?"
 
              "No, though just after I have my shot I do have the sensation of being compelled to behave otherwise than the way I actually feel. It wears off after a while, and ... But what I meant about a similarity is in the way the chemical conscience and the Grail Journey state of mind are mediated."
 
              "You know something about that?" I asked. I was getting very interested. And yet my uneasiness about the house was increasing. I thought with longing of the glass driveway outside, of running down it toward Highway One, of beginning to dance. The glass would make a pleasant crunching sound as I stamped in the dance. But if I left Farnsworth, I'd probably have another extra-life ... I'd better stay here.
 
              "I know something about the way the chemical conscience is mediated," he answered. He bit off the words precisely with his thin lips. "You see, the, ah, conscience is only partly physical, partly a matter of a drug given the patient. At least half the effect is secured by means that one might describe as magical."
 
              Magical ... The word returned me to a fantasy that I had had just before Farnsworth picked me up: that I was wandering through a world magically wasted, full of dry lightnings, toward a crucial conflict with some malign sage. Magic had seemed to crackle and flash over the surface of the pavement; and when the Mercedes had stopped near me it had, for an instant, seemed a sorcerer's flying chariot.
 
              "Well, I've certainly been having some strange experiences," I answered cautiously. "You mean they were somehow caused by magic? I'm not sure I understand what you mean."
 
              He pressed his lips thoughtfully. "Well, in the, ah, chemical-conscience therapy there is an object, a material object, to which the patient's moral sentiments have been magically attached. Something of the same sort might be true of the experiences of Pilgrims on the Grail Journey."
 
              "You mean, like in witchcraft?" I asked. I spoke from a fog; it wasn't that I was beginning to be somebody else than Sam McGregor, but that I was experiencing, in my own person, a sort of horror—of the house and of the man—that got between me and what I was saying. I tried to fight down the feeling; I was afraid of making a fool of myself. And yet the horror persisted. To feel horror-struck was, I supposed, better than having another extra-fife, and as long as I remained in Farnsworth's company it seemed that I was in little danger of abruptly becoming somebody else. But I was so on edge that when Farnsworth raised his wine glass and sipped from it, I almost jumped up from my chair.
 
              Farnsworth looked at me from under his eyebrows with curiously direct and limpid eyes. "Witchcraft? In a way. I think that in the case of the Grail Pilgrims a material object has been made the focus for an immaterial force. This force has been controlling what you experienced. Call it witchcraft if you like."
 
              He bent over the Franklin stove and poked at the ashes in it. "I'll make a fire," he said. "It's cool tonight."
 
              While he was gone I looked at the door jamb and wondered what had splintered it. When Farnsworth came back with the wood and had got the fire going, he said, "The object might be back in Noyo, or it might be something you're carrying. Whichever it is, it must have been possessed in some special way."
 
              I tried to think. Farnsworth's big hands were clasped loosely around the poker. Finally I said, "Would I know what the object was?"
 
              "Oh, no, not consciously. But you may be able to remember. Was anything given to you, or taken away from you, just before you left on the Pilgrimage?"
 
              "They took my motorbike away from me," I said. "And they gave me some food and a bundle of wooden passports."
 
              "It probably isn't the motorbike," Farnsworth said. "It's too big a thing to act as a focus where only one man is concerned. It might be the food, but I don't think so. It's most likely the bundle of passports. Most likely they've smeared the passports with one of your body secretions—urine or sweat or tears or blood. That would do the trick."
 
              "But—Gee-Gee came running after me with them!"
 
              "Who's Gee-Gee?" Farnsworth asked.
 
              I explained about Gee-Gee and the Russian Gulchers, ending, "They'd let me go off without the passports, and I don't think they'd have done that if the passports were necessary for my having more extra-lives. They certainly wanted me to have more of the lives, so I'd be sure never to regain my own identity."
 
              Farnsworth shrugged. "It may have been a simple oversight. Or it might have been a trick to find out how confused as to your identity you actually were. Do you mind letting me see the passports?"
 
              I handed them to him silently. He looked them over, his lips pursed. Then he said, "You don't really need them, do you?"
 
              "No. In fact, I don't understand why the Noyo Dancer gave them to me. They're really no use."
 
              "Um-hum." He pinched his lips thoughtfully. "Look," he said, "I'd like to try something. It may make you uncomfortable for a minute, but I think you'll feel better afterward. OK?"
 
              I remembered my distrust of him. Still, I didn't think he could do much mischief while I was watching him, though I felt a sudden longing for my bow. (What had happened to it? I must have left it behind at Russian Gulch.) "All right," I said.
 
              He looked at the slips of wood a moment longer. Then he opened the doors of the Franklin stove and tossed them into the heart of the flame.
 
              It may have been only suggestion, but I felt sweat break out on my forehead. The room seemed stiflingly hot. The slips of wood had caught fire and were burning brightly. Then, as the fire died away and the wood fell into ashes, I drew a deep breath. For the first time in ten days or so, I felt almost completely normal. It was wonderful. A cloud had passed away from my mind.
 
              Farnsworth was watching me smilingly. "You feel better, don't you? I thought you would. Of course, the extra-lives will remain a part of your personality, as if they had actually happened. We can't help that. But I don't think it will bother you too much."
 
              "No ... I don't know how to tell you how grateful I am. You've done something, unh, wonderful for me."
 
              "You see, a person who's had the chemical conscience can be of some real help," he said lightly. "How about another drink to celebrate?"
 
              "I really oughtn't to accept any more favors from you," I said. (Actually, I was longing to get away from him, though I felt a perfectly real gratitude.) "I ought to be on my way."
 
              "Oh, come now! Even if you're planning on going on with the Grail Journey, you can't make much progress at night. Why don't you stay here tonight? You can get on your way early in the morning. I'll just make up a bed for you—" He smiled at me.
 
              I couldn't think how to refuse. Finally I said, rather awkwardly, "OK, thanks."
 
              Farnsworth began to bustle around, getting sheets and blankets out of a rough redwood cupboard. "Here," he said as he started to leave the living room with his armload, "you might like to look over this scrapbook. You can read about me and see how much the chemical therapy has changed me." He laughed as he pushed the scrapbook toward me, but he seemed painfully nervous and I wondered why.
 
              Left alone, I opened the scrapbook and began to leaf through it. I put it down almost immediately. Farnsworth, it seemed, had been a viciously sadistic murderer who had killed his victims by driving iron stakes into their arteries.
 
              I glanced toward the front door. I couldn't remember whether or not I had seen him lock it when we first entered the shack. As quietly as I could—I was, of course wearing moccasins—I went toward it. Farnsworth came out of the bedroom just as I was about to touch the knob.
 
              "You mustn't do that, you know," he said. "The door's locked. I don't like unlocked doors." He gave me a wolfish smile.
 
              "I—"
 
              "Oh, you've nothing to fear. At least not immediately. I'm still under chemical control."
 
              "Oh."
 
              "Of course there's a brief interval between the urgent need for another shot and the restrictions the shots put on me, when I'm pretty much free to act as I please."
 
              I swallowed. It sounded an awful lot like an announcement of intention. Was the door to the workshop locked too?
 
              "No, it's not," he said as if he were reading my mind, "but I won't let you get there. Here." He threw a length of braided cord around my shoulders, in the manner of a stole. The cord was stuck with feathers at irregular intervals.
 
              "It's a witches' ladder," he said, smiling pleasantly. "Perhaps you'd like to do a little dancing?" He tapped with his fingers on his forearm, making the fingers move like the feet of a dancing man.
 
              My feet, whose activity I had already been so hard put to restrain, began to move of themselves. I gave a sort of grunt. An instant later, I was stamping in the dance.
 
              "I'll be back as soon as I change," he said. "And I'll give you a sporting chance. If you can stop dancing long enough to use it, here is the key to the front door." He threw it down on the coffee table where our wine glasses were still sitting.
 
              I couldn't speak. A breath of horror, chilling and extravagant, had blown over me, and I wondered that my feet could still move. On the threshold of the workshop, he turned and looked at me, his lips drawn back from his teeth. "Don't go," he said, "—but of course you won't. I'll soon be back." He was smiling, intent on what lay before him; and yet I felt that he, almost as much as I, was mortally afraid.
 
              He went out. I was shaking with fear, almost as dispossessed by that emotion from my normal self as I had been by my various extra-lives, but I was trying to remember one of Pomo Joe's lessons. What had he told me about resisting what people wanted me to do? Something about concentration ... or holding my mind above ... Desperately I tried to concentrate my wavering attention on stopping the motion of my legs. It didn't help. It didn't help at all.
 
              I went stamping around in a circle in the living room, bone-tired, loathing my legs, and listening involuntarily for noises from the workshop where Farnsworth had gone.
 
              Around and around. The key lay on the coffee table, as far out of reach as if it had been on the moon. I passed, the range of windows on the front of the shack two or three times. Still no sound from Farnsworth. What was he doing in the workshop, waiting for his chemical conscience to wane to the point where he could be free to be what he naturally was? And then, as I passed the windows for the third or fourth time, I saw somebody looking in.
 
              It was a clay-colored face, slick-skinned, with no lips over the teeth. An instant later it was gone. And an instant after that I heard a sharp clicking sound at the workshop's outer door.
 
              The sound was followed by a great cry, a dreadful cry, in Farnsworth's voice. It stopped me in my tracks, legs trembling, with no more need for dancing. I snatched up the key and then stood panting, wondering whether I ought not to try to rescue Farnsworth, and knowing that it was perfectly impossible that I should ever do so.
 
              I hesitated yet an instant longer. It seemed to me and I have never changed this opinion that one of Famsworth's victims had come back to settle scores with him. In any case it was none of my business.
 
              Farnsworth's cry had been followed by a sort of clucking. I plucked the length of braided cord from my shoulders and threw it on the coals of the fire. I fitted the key into the lock and "turned it. I slipped out into the night.
 
-
 


Chapter IX
 
              After I left Farnsworth to his caller, I made better progress. The burning of the passports had freed me from my magical impediment, and I walked at a normal pace, under a normal sky. It was still beyond my capacity to integrate my extra-lives into the one unique existence of Sam McGregor, but at least Sam knew that the problem existed.
 
              I missed my bow badly. Most of my life I had had a bow hanging on my back or in my hand, and the one I had lost at Russian Gulch had been a great favorite of mine. A good bow is like an extra arm to an archer, an arm with a particularly long reach.
 
              Not having a bow affected my eating, too. The pemmican was gone, it was the wrong time of year for mussels, and -I was in no mood for fishing. But I could have had a rabbit for breakfast if I had had my bow. Rabbit ... I hadn't had a square meal for days. I'd better get a bow.
 
              I ought to be able to get one at Albion or at Navarro. Harvey, at Navarro, was a good friend, and Tim, at Albion, was at least friendly. The sooner the better. I thought of the rabbit and my stomach growled.
 
              I got to Albion about noon, having had a drink of water and a nap on the way. Here I should explain that the older coastal towns, like Fort Bragg and Elk, tended to be deserted. The successive waves of plagues had been hard on the cleanly squares who had inhabited them, while the not-so-cleanly tribesmen had got off relatively lightly. The tribes settled on beaches and river flats, where fishing was easy and the rivers offered water to drink. So I was always leaving the highway to go down to some river beach, where people were.
 
              The Albion tribe is a large one. I could hear the steady thump of the dance before I saw anybody. Nobody paid much attention to me. Tim wasn't at the dance floor, and I finally found him sitting cross-legged in the sand, squinting as he looked out over the surf. The sun had burned him a dark brown, and he was so thin I could see all his ribs.
 
              He got to his feet stiffly when I spoke to him. Greetings were exchanged, and I hinted that I'd like some lunch. He took me to where some women were making fish stew in a pot, and stood by while I refreshed myself. He didn't seem disposed to talk.
 
              I'd met Tim five or six years ago, at a youth initiation at Jenner. We'd liked each other OK, but Tim had been a little too much my senior for me to be quite at ease with him. He still made me feel cubbish and uncomfortable.
 
              I thanked the women for the stew (actually, it had needed garlic), and then asked Tim if he could get me a bow. "I'll do a spot of medicine-man work in exchange, if you like," I said.
 
              He looked at me for so long before he answered that I got fidgety. "The tribe's been disarmed," he said at last. "There aren't any bows."
 
              "But—how? What happened?" I was really jarred. The bow is the characteristic tribal weapon. I didn't see how the Albion people could get along without archery.
 
              Tim closed his eyes and then opened them. "Our Dancer took them away," he said.
 
              "But—from everybody? Even from its private army?"
 
              "Un-hunh. Even from its bodyguard."
 
              Tim seemed to think that the conversation was over. I persisted. "Why did the Dancer disarm its own men?" I asked.
 
              "It's getting worse as it ages," he said unwillingly. "Ours is one of the oldest Dancers on the coast. Only the one at Navarro is older. As to what its particular motive was—well, it's been trying to import a couple of the chemical-conscience people to add to its bodyguard. We think that may be why it wanted to disarm everyone."
 
              "It hasn't got the chemical-conscience men yet?" I asked.
 
              "No, we've managed to stop it so far." Tim shut his eyes again. Then he looked away from me, out over the sea.
 
              "What happens if your Dancer does get its chemical henchmen?" I asked.
 
              "We're not sure. We're frightened. But we don't know."
 
              I thought of Gee-Gee, at Russian Gulch. She hadn't known either. "Maybe some of your Dancer's ideas are a little too raw for its bodyguard to carry out," I hazarded.
 
              "Could be," Tim said.
 
              "... I should think you people would be making new bows to take the place of those your Dancer took," I said. 
 
              "Um."
 
              "Well, I certainly could use a bow," I said.
 
              "If we were making bows," Tim answered, in an outburst of talkativeness, "we wouldn't give you one. You only want it to shoot animals with."
 
              "I'm as much opposed to the Dancers as you are," I answered. Even as I spoke I recognized the hollowness of the words.
 
              Tim laughed. "Sorry, but I've seen too many fair-weather friends to give you one of our precious bows. There's a way out open to you—all you have to do is keep on going down Highway One until you get to Bodega, and you're out of the tribes' jurisdiction.
 
              "I won't blame you if you do it. Your tribe hasn't had a Dancer long enough for the situation to get serious. But I'm not going to give you a bow."
 
              I was getting sore. Tim might be right—I didn't think he was—but he was too supercilious about it: "This is my fight too," I said. "The Noyo Dancer tried to wreck my mind. As far as that goes, have you made the Grail Journey yourself?"
 
              "Faked it," Tim answered laconically.
 
              "Then you haven't any right to exclude me from your struggle on the ground that I'd be a fair-weather friend. The Noyo Dancer picked me out to make an example of. It's an experience that changes a person."
 
              "Um." We had been walking along while we talked, and were now standing on the sand at the river mouth, well away from any of the others. Tim closed his eyes again—it was an annoying mannerism—and thought. Then he looked at me appraisingly. "OK," he said. "I do have a bow I've been working on. If you can string it, you can have it."
 
              "Fair enough," I said.
 
              He led me along the sand to a cluster of rocks. After some clambering, he came down with a bow in his hand. "Here," he said as he gave it to me. "Don't worry about it's being soft from the damp. I used waterproof glue."
 
              It was quite a small bow, the sort of thing a ten-year-old boy in the Noyo tribe might have had to practice shooting with. It was, in fact, almost insultingly small, and I wondered for a moment whether Tim was putting me on. I must have looked bewildered.
 
              "Go on, string it," Tim said. "It's not as easy as it looks."
 
              Full of confidence, I put a foot on one end of the bow and pulled the string toward the other. Tim was watching me with folded arms.
 
              It ought to have been easy, the bow flexing like a willow twig. A little girl ought to've been able to string that bow. But in fact the wood refused to bend at all, though I pulled until I was out of breath. Tim looked on impassively.
 
              My face was getting red. This was ridiculous. I remembered something Pomo Joe had taught me about mobilizing strength. (It was, he insisted, mainly a matter of breathing.) I did as he had told me, and pulled mightily on the string.
 
              The bow bent abruptly. But the string was still about a foot from the notch, and I couldn't get it any nearer. Tim's dark face wore an expression of surprise.
 
              I made two more tries, but I had to give up at last. I was trembling from exertion. Tim said, "How did you manage to do that?"
 
              "Do what?" I answered, irritated. "I couldn't bend it nearly enough."
 
              "You shouldn't have been able to bend it at all," Tim answered. "It makes me wonder whether there's something in you ... something extraordinary."
 
              "I've been studying medicine with an Indian," I said.
 
              "That might be it, but I doubt it." He seemed genuinely puzzled. "Anyhow, you don't get the bow. Sorry."
 
              "It wouldn't have done me much good if you had let me have it," I said, "since I can't bend it anyhow. But just as a matter of curiosity, do you mind telling me how that bow had been treated to make it so hard to bend?"
 
              "Sorry, but I do mind," Tim answered. 
 
              I felt like choking him. I lingered for a moment, but he had resumed his staring out to sea and didn't say anything. I started up to the highway again.
 
              I got to the Navarro river about five-thirty in the afternoon. I was looking forward to seeing Harvey, since he and I were far more compatible than Tim and I. Also, Harvey was a keen archer; he was sure to have an extra bow about somewhere. I trudged down toward the river mouth.
 
              There was nobody at Navarro. I mean nobody. Nobody in the huts, at the dancing place, in the sweat-house, on the beach. Nobody. Not one single person. There wasn't even the Dancer.
 
              Had they all suddenly taken a fancy to abandon their settlement and go elsewhere? The tribe's boats were still drawn up on the shore, wood for fires was stacked up, lines for surf fishing were drying in the slanting rays of the sun.
 
              I went back through the huts. A number of personal possessions were lying around—headbands and mocassins, a small bead loom. On the ground in one hut I found a bow, with a quiver of arrows lying beside it. The grip of the bow was bound with green cord.
 
              I knew I'd seen that bow before. Harvey—yes, Harvey had been carrying it the last time I had seen him, six months or so ago. I recognized the cord on the grip. He'd mentioned that it was his favorite bow, the best he'd ever made. He would never have abandoned it willingly.
 
              I picked up the bow and went outside. In the low rays of the setting sun contours and elevations were exaggerated. I saw that between the huts a looping, sinuous trail led down toward the water. It looked as if chains had been dragged through the sand, or outsize snakes had gone winding down toward the surf.
 
              Or had something come up out of the water? No, the looped trail started from a well-trampled spot between the huts and ended at the water's edge.
 
              At any rate, I had my bow. I stood clutching it in the dusk, with a cold feeling growing around my heart.
 
-
 


Chapter X
 
              It was a misty day. Mist lay along the highway in banks and patches, drifting across the hills and up from the water. There were occasional spots of sunlight, but generally it was a cold day. I shivered as I walked.
 
              My mind was busy with speculations about the disappearance of the Navarro tribe. I hadn't seen any foodstuffs anywhere; could they possibly have all gone off berrying, fishing, or something of the sort? It was wildly improbable. Their Dancer would certainly never have gone berrying. And what about Harvey's bow?
 
              Noon came. I got a lucky shot at a quail, and roasted it, with a few leaves of fennel inside, in the ashes of a fire of dry seaweed. Kelp ashes give a rather pleasant salty flavor to wild meat.
 
              Feeling much refreshed, no longer shivering, I started walking again. I got to Mallo Pass without really noticing it.
 
              In the old days, when California was first opened to Europeans, Mallo Pass had the reputation of being the most difficult place to get past on the whole coast. The sides are exceptionally sheer, the gulch exceptionally long and high. Pack-mule trains used to take a couple of days to get through it. The highway engineers had eventually dealt with it in a radical manner, putting one enormous fill in the middle of the pass and running the highway over it. There had been a spur road off to a spectacular "vista point."
 
              It had been that way when California had been still one state. A succession of severe earthquakes, plus dynamiting by assorted tourists, had blown the fill all over the landscape; and when the Republic of California had taken Highway One over, it had run the road somewhat back from the water, crossing the pass at a point that required considerably less fill. So a pedestrian crossing the pass couldn't see down to the water at the mouth of the pass itself. For that he would have to leave the road.
 
              I was in the middle of the long loop across the pass when I received an abrupt, stabbing impression of distress. Somebody down in the pass—somebody out in the water of the pass—was silently screaming for help.
 
              Harvey! It must be he; I was convinced it couldn't be anybody else. The next instant I doubted not only the identification but the very impression of distress. I had been under constant stress for days. I must have fancied it.
 
              I hesitated. Common sense prevailed. It was so improbable that Harvey should be somewhere below that I could ignore the possibility. But when I had made the long loop and was once more back at the cliff edge, and Mallo Pass was really past, the impression returned, this time with an intensity that was staggering.
 
              Was it really so unlikely that Harvey should be somewhere below? He had disappeared under mysterious circumstances, along with a lot of other people, and ...
 
              Feeling like a fool, but very much relieved that I had decided to yield to my uneasiness, I ran back along the road to a point where I could get down over the side. I dumped my bow and quiver at the edge of the road and then plunged through the brush, sliding along gravel and stone and half falling for yards at a time—it was a very steep slope—until I was near enough to the beach to see the rocks.
 
              Over to the right, where the long sharp ridge reached out. picturesquely into the water, there was a lower double pyramidal spire of rocks, like two scaled-down Matterhorns, that rose jaggedly from the foaming, slate-colored water. Low down against the rock of the spire, only a few inches above the waves, there was a dark spheroid. It moved, and I thought I heard a feeble cry. Harvey! How had he got there? My esp must be better than I had thought. As the wave receded, I caught the glint of metal and realized that he was chained to the rock.
 
              Chained to the rock. And the tide was rising. I'd have to get him out. It wouldn't be easy. There was a lot of deep, choppy, white-frothed water in between.
 
              A boat? Oh, rot. Even if I'd had one, it would have capsized two seconds after I launched it. I ran along the shallow beach looking for something—anything—that might prove useful. Big pieces of driftwood had piled up in a sort of forest at the base of the cliffs. If I could ...
 
              I grabbed a small, light-looking piece of wood, about two feet long by eight inches thick, and with it under one arm waded out into the chilling surf.
 
              I was off my feet almost immediately. The wood proved finely buoyant; I clung to it as to a life raft. But it wasn't possible to paddle it at all, and I began to feel that I could drown in four feet of water. Currents and cross-rips tore at me, waves sucked the breath out of me and hit me in the ears with a greenish roaring flood. Harvey, meantime, had given another feeble cry from his rock.
 
              Was it possible to use my piece of wood as a vaulting pole? It was. awfully thick and unwieldy for such work, and unless I could vault clear across to the rock where Harvey was, I should only land in a worse welter of reefs and white water. It wouldn't do Harvey any good to have a drowned rescuer.
 
              I was almost out of my head with indecision and perplexity. Finally I went back to the beach, found a long, slender, strong-looking pole, and ran back to the water. I found a solid point in the surf for the pole, and jumped.
 
              I landed just short of Harvey's rock. I wasn't so much afraid, here, of drowning as I was of falling and breaking a leg. Holding on to the pole, I half swam, half squirmed to the spot where Harvey's head was intermittently above the waves.
 
              Harvey was chained by what seemed to be a length of galvanized chain, the sort of thing one would use in tethering a dog. It was wound two or three times around his body and a thick upright tongue of rock, so that Harvey was lashed upright with his face out from the rock. Each wave pounded his head against the rough stone surface, and each wave was higher. Harvey didn't seem to know I was there.
 
              The chain must be fastened in some way; it wasn't a rope, to be secured with knots. I mean, it must have ends that were secured somewhere. I hunted around the rock with numbed fingers, embracing the jagged tongue in my arms, in almost as much danger of drowning as Harvey himself. It was impossible to work the chain over his head—it was far too tight—and they couldn't simply have wound a closed circle of chain around him, either.
 
              I found the fastening at last. It was a sliding snap, like the fastening on a dog lead, and it was located well out of the reach of Harvey's fingers, deep in angry water, at the base of the rock tongue.
 
              I fumbled with it, my head underwater almost continually. My hands were so cold that half the time I couldn't tell whether or not I had the chain between my finger at all. I was still in possession of the pole, my right leg hooked around it to keep the waves from washing it away.
 
              At last I got the slide of the snap pushed back and worked it loose from the metal link it was closed in. I unwrapped the chain from Harvey and let it drop away into the waves. Harvey must have realized that he had been released, for he turned his head toward me and muttered something.
 
              It was impossible to think of getting this man, almost as heavy as I was and certain to be a dead weight, to go back to shore as I had come. I couldn't carry him, and he seemed hardly able to stand, let alone use the pole as a vaulting rod.
 
              I clutched at the front of his sweatshirt with one hand, holding him against the rising rage of the water, and tried to think. Finally I decided the only possible thing was to take him back up over and along the steep rock ridge from the mainland.
 
              I tried to explain my plan to him, but he seemed dazed. I put an arm around him, still holding my trusty pole, and started upward, out of the reach of the waves, pulling him with me. The slope was very steep, but not slippery, and I had the pole to lean on.
 
              Harvey seemed lighter than I would have expected. My moccasins were so thoroughly wet that they clung to the rock like my bare feet, and this was a big help. I pulled Harvey along—he walked stiffly and high-kneed, like a puppet—and though there were two occasions when I was sure we would both go over and break our skulls on the rocks below, there was only one bad stretch of angry surf we had to cross.
 
              "Hold on to the pole!" I told him. My plan was to use the wood as a holdfast, wedging its end horizontally between the rocks, so Harvey and I could get from rock to rock to shore with the pole to cling to. I wedged it duly, but when I stood back to let him go first, he shook his head and remained holding to my arm.
 
              I felt exasperated. But if he felt he couldn't, he probably couldn't. I led him into the water and almost pushed him across, making him go ahead of me. Just as my feet touched sand the pole broke, but by then we were both safe. Chilled and panting, we stood upon the scanty beach.
 
              "Whew!" I said. "Harvey, that was a—" and then halted. The person with me wasn't Harvey at all. And, now that the scales had fallen from my eyes, I wondered how I could ever have mistaken this slender girl for Harvey. True, she was taller than women usually are, and her long black hair looked not unlike Harvey's. But her figure, though not buxom, was unmistakably feminine. Her face was scratched and gashed and bruised, her clothes were torn and slit in a dozen places. One of her eyes was swollen almost shut hi a bluish bruise.
 
              For a considerable time she stood leaning on me, shuddering and gasping for breath. Then she leaned over and vomited, a long gush of clear water. She must have swallowed a lot of it.
 
              "Thanks," she said finally. She was still panting hard, and spoke between gasps. "You saved my life ... My name's Francesca O'Hare."
 
-
 


Chapter XI
 
              "O'Hare?" I said. "Are you related to O'Hare, the man that developed the Dancers?"
 
              "I'm his daughter." Her teeth had begun to chatter, but I was too excited to notice it.
 
              "If you're his daughter, he must have told you a good many things about the Dancers. Did he ever tell you how they—"
 
              She began to cough, a long paroxysm that ended in a fit of retching. "Couldn't we sit down someplace?" she asked when she could control her windpipe. "They tied me up on the rock this morning, and I've been there all clay. I thought I was going to die. I'm ... tired." Her teeth were chattering so hard I had trouble understanding her.
 
              It was clearly no time to question her. I helped her up the side of the gulch to a fairly level spot behind a clump of ceanothus, where we were sheltered from the teasing wind. When I touched her, I realized how cold she was. Her hands and arms had the bitter chill of sea water. She made me feel warm to myself.
 
              I'd have to get her warm somehow. She was sitting with her head between her knees, exhausted, while her dark hair lay sodden along her back. I hunted around on the steep slope until I found a few dry lengths of branch and pieces of root. Then I got out my fire-making stuff.
 
              Francesca had raised her head and was looking at me. "I don't know about a fire," she said doubtfully. "They might see the smoke." Her teeth were not chattering quite so badly, but they were chattering enough that her speech was still blurred.
 
              "They'?" I asked.
 
              "The Avengers. The people who tied me to the rock."
 
              I looked around. The fog was coming in and the sun had almost set. "I don't think anybody will see the smoke or the glow," I said. "I'll only make a small fire."
 
              "All right."
 
              After I got the fire going, I took her hands and began to rub them. They were just as cold as ever, and the water from her sodden sweatshirt was still running down her arms.
 
              I decided she'd better get out of the clothes she was wearing and give the fire a chance to warm her up. I started to pull the sweatshirt over her head, and she cooperated, instead of getting indignant or acting coy. I liked that.
 
              When she was out of shirt and slacks I wrung them, out as well as I could and hung them on the side of the ceanothus. They wouldn't dry much at night, with the fog coming in, but it was better than her wearing them.
 
              I started to ask her about her father, and then reflected that she had a lot of rock cuts on her face and hands. These are nasty wounds, apt to infect, and slow to heal at best. So I went sniffing around on the canyon-side until I found a nice patch of yarrow plants. I stripped the leaves from a couple and held them over the heat of the fire until they were wilted and soft and pliable. Then I pressed them down closely over her cuts, like a poultice. Yarrow is a good healing herb.
 
              The wads of leaves must have felt good, for she smiled at me. "Do you feel well enough now to talk?" I asked her.
 
              "Yes, if I don't have to talk too long."
 
              "Well, then, why were the Avengers trying to kill you?
 
              "Because I'm O'Hare's daughter. I mean, because I'd just been to see my father. He lives—lived at Sebastopol, you know. That's where he had his laboratory and the tanks where he grew the Dancers."
 
              "Why would your visiting him make the Avengers want to kill you?"
 
              "Because he told me something important about the Dancers. And when I got back here, I was dumb enough to hint to some of my friends that I knew something. The news got around. And the Mallo Pass Dancer decided to kill me." She coughed, and drew a little nearer to the fire.
 
              Again I got excited. O'Hare should certainly know the Dancers' secrets, if anybody would. And if he had told his daughter what he knew ... "What did he tell you?" I demanded.
 
              "I asked him—it was at breakfast, and we were just finishing our bacon—whether the Dancers were really immortal. He laughed and said no, certainly not, but the way to kill them was unusual. Simple, he said, but unusual—not the sort of thing anybody would be apt to think of.
 
              "He was high on something when he said it. He was high most of the time, actually. He looked like an old, old man though he was only fifty. His face was one mass of wrinkles. It must have been all those drugs and mushrooms.
 
              "Anyhow, I tried to get him to tell me what the way of killing them was, but he wouldn't. I think he wanted to tease me. I don't suppose he'd ever really have told me, because he was proud of the Dancers, and he knew people would kill them if they knew how it could be done.
 
              "I asked him several times more, but all he did was mutter something about 'dominoes' and 'visions'. I didn't know what he meant. Then he grabbed at the tablecloth and fell over backward. He broke a lot of dishes. He'd had a stroke.
 
              "I called a doctor, but before he could get there my father was dead."
 
              "How long ago was all this?"
 
              "Last week," she answered in an unemotional tone. She didn't seem to be overwhelmed with grief for her father, but that was easy to understand. "Why did you want to. know?" she went on. "You're a Grail Pilgrim, aren't you?"
 
              "Yes. I wanted to know because I'm in trouble with the Noyo Dancer, and I thought you might have found out something helpful. Also, I've been—"
 
              I explained about the extra-lives to her, and told her the relevant portion of my life as Bennet, while she listened thoughtfully, warming her hands over the fire. Her smooth round breasts and long legs gleamed in the dim reddish light.
 
              When I had finished, she said, "I think the clue as to how the Dancers can be destroyed lies somewhere in your life as Bennet."
 
              "Why? What makes you think that?"
 
              "I don't know why. I just do."
 
              I went- over my experiences as Bennet mentally, but found no enlightenment. "Maybe the clue is there," I said, "but I don't know what it is." '
 
              "It may come to you." She coughed. "What's your name?" she asked. "I can't just go on calling you 'you'."
 
              "Sam McGregor. I'm a medicine man."
 
              "Well, people call me Franny—Francesca is too long, and too formal. You don't have anything to eat, do you? The sea water I swallowed was filling, but not very nourishing."
 
              The bag of acorn meal and the pemmican were gone long ago. I started to tell her I was sorry, I'd have to see if I could find some limpets on the rocks, when I remembered the pinch of chia meal in my medicine bag. Chia meal is extraordinarily sustaining and restorative; I'd been saving it for an absolute emergency. But it seemed to me that this was enough of an emergency to warrant using it. Franny had been through a sufficient physical ordeal without adding hunger to it.
 
              The chia meal was wrapped in a twist of aluminum foil. I got it out, filled my folding cup with water, and mixed in about half a teaspoon of the meal to make a thin gruel. I handed it to Franny. "Drink this," I said.
 
              She drank gratefully. "It's good," she said, giving the cup back to me. "What is it?"
 
              "Ground-up seed of chia. It's a kind of wild mint that grows down in southern California. I traded some herbs for it." I rinsed the cup out, and swallowed the rinsings. No use wasting even a little chia. What was left of the meal I rolled up carefully and put back in my bag.
 
              Franny seemed to feel much better. She fluffed her hair to dry it in the warmth of the fire, and then got up to try the hem of her slacks for dryness. "Wet as ever," she reported, sitting down again. "—We'd better get out of here before morning, Sam. As soon as it's light the local Dancer will send an Avenger to make sure I'm dead, and if my body's gone the Avengers will look for me. We'd better get out."
 
              "What do you suggest?" I asked, a little dryly. I was beginning to feel this girl might be the ally Pomo Joe had foreseen for me, though I had certainly expected that the ally would be a man. But I couldn't imagine where we were to go or what we should do next. Certainly we couldn't walk on to Gualala, or even back to Noyo.
 
              She fingered her lips. "One of the Avengers has a motorbike," she said after a minute. "If we could steal that, they probably wouldn't be able to catch us.
 
              "Of course our Dancer is smart enough to put two and two together—if I'm gone, and the motorbike is gone, he'll probably realize I went somewhere on the bike. But the tribesmen like me well enough, and even the Avengers might not really want to catch me. Besides, they won't know in which direction we've gone."
 
              The motorbike sounded good. I said so. "He's crazy about his bike," Franny said. "He sleeps with it right next to him. Stealing it is going to be hard."
 
              "Where's your tribe camped?" I asked.
 
              "Over in Irish Gulch, the next gulch down. Some of us live in the old houses, but Mike—that's the name of the Avenger who has the motorbike—sleeps in a driftwood shelter on a flat place a little above the beach."
 
              "Let's go take a look at it," I said.
 
              "OK. But we'd better wait until later. Then the moon will be up, and he's sure to be asleep."
 
              We sat talking by the fire, filling in each other on our backgrounds and our pasts. The time did not seem long. Franny got up to wring or turn her clothing once or twice.
 
              At last, as the thin moon was rising, she put on her scorched but still-damp clothes with a shiver of distaste. We climbed up the slope to the highway. I reclaimed my bow and quiver from where I had left them so much earlier, and Franny led me along the road and down into the gulch.
 
              It was another steep descent. We went past huts and shelters where people were, presumably, sleeping, and paused on a grassy fiat spot above the sand and driftwood of the beach.
 
              "There," Franny breathed. She pointed to a shelter of calked driftwood, roofed with a slab of redwood bark. There was a small window at the back.
 
              I peered in through the door opening. After a moment I saw a man sleeping on the ground with his head propped against the saddle of a motorbike. It was going to be pretty difficult to get the bike away from him.
 
              I drew back to consider. Of course, I could simply shoot him through the heart as he slept. Arrows are noiseless, and he probably wouldn't make much of a commotion as he died. But I disliked the idea of killing a sleeping man, even if he was an Avenger and Franny's intended murderer. There must be some other way.
 
              Could I smoke him out of the hut? But he mustn't make an outcry, or rouse the rest of the tribe. The important thing was to get him out silently. After he was out, I was pretty sure I could deal with him.
 
              I remembered one of Pomo Joe's lessons. "You don't really become a grizzly bear," he had said once, "even with the grizzly bear suit. But you make people think you have." If Mike saw a grizzly bear confronting him, he was certain to run from it. Anybody would. It was a matter of inducing an illusion and helping the illusion along.
 
              I went through my medicine pouch, while Franny watched silently. At last I came out with a skimpy handful of Datura leaves. I put tinder in my drinking cup, got it to burning, and laid the leaves on top of it. Smoke sprang up.
 
              The cup was getting too hot to hold comfortably. I padded its edge with a wad of damp grass, for coolness, and gave it to Fran. "Blow the smoke in on him," I said into her ear. "I'll do some medicine."
 
              She got the idea immediately and began to blow the smoke from the leaves in through the shack's glassless window. Meantime I, by snuffling around in the grass and growling, was getting into the proper frame of mind for my grizzly bear impersonation. Franny filled her lungs with clean air and blew on the leaves, filled her lungs and blew on the leaves. The hut began to fill with heavy smoke.
 
              Soon there came a cough from inside. Then a louder cough and a convulsive fit of coughing. An outburst of sneezes. And then Mike appeared at the door of the shelter, choking and gasping, reeling and holding on to the door jamb. Datura stramonium is a potent hallucinogen. His lungs must have been full of its smoke.
 
              The minute he had appeared at the door, I had dropped to all fours, head down, arms and legs massively planted. I could feel hair growing along my spine and covering my legs, feel my jaw grow horrid with fangs, feel my hands and feet turn to paws armed with fierce claws. I growled, low at first and then more loudly. As far as I was concerned, for the moment I was a grizzly bear.
 
              The Avenger made a choking noise. I advanced toward him on all fours, scuffing the grass with turned-in paws. Once more I growled. The Avenger—I suppose he thought I might trap him inside the hut—tried to scream. He didn't make any noise. Then he ran past me toward the beach. There wasn't any place else he could run, really—the sides of the gulch were too steep to climb, and I was blocking the only other way.
 
              I growled once more. Franny slapped me on the muzzle. "Come out of it, Sam," she said in a tense whisper. "We've got to get the bike."
 
              I blinked. Then I stood up, shook myself, and dashed into the hut. I came out trundling the bike. I got on, Franny behind me, and stepped on the power. It was a good bike and only took a few seconds to get steam up. The roar of the surf covered the slight noise. The bike went up the path easily. In a moment we were back on the highway, on our way south to Gualala.
 
-
 


Chapter XII
 
              "Have they an easy way of following us?" I asked as Manchester slid by and we neared the Boonville turn-off. The subject of pursuit was very much in my mind.
 
              Francesca shrugged. She was sitting behind me, perched insecurely on the sketchy pillion saddle of the stolen motorbike, legs dangling, arms around my waist. The bike had certainly not been designed for serious passenger-carrying.
 
              "No, I don't think so. But our Dancer is sure to make them try. I wonder whether it would be better for us to keep on straight down Highway One to Bodega, or to take the Boonville turn-off. They probably wouldn't expect us to go to Boonville. And we'd be pretty much out of tribal jurisdiction after we got on the Redwood Highway. I mean Hundred and One."
 
              I was oddly reluctant to leave the coastal highway. I suppose this was partly because I had set out to make the Grail Journey to Gualala, and partly because leaving the coast seemed like running out on the younger tribesmen and their struggle with the Dancers. Still, Franny's suggestion was worth serious consideration. The route she suggested would take longer, but we might be safer.
 
              The immediate question was settled for us by a detour sign at the turn-off. Highway One was closed ahead.
 
              I turned toward Boonville. I wondered how long the detour was and what the reason for it might be. It couldn't be the Garcia River's being in flood, not in the summer time. Probably road work.
 
              It was a very dark night. The moon was a thin crescent in the sky. I had been driving without lights, to be less conspicuous. Now I decided it was probably safe to switch on the bike's headlight. I wasn't familiar with the Boonville road.
 
              Franny shifted on the pillion and changed the position of her arms around me. She must have been thoroughly uncomfortable, but she didn't complain. A deer ran across the road in front of us, sharply lit-up by the bike's headlight. We went down a long curve into a dip and started up the other side. The bike began to lose speed.
 
              I pressed down on the fuel pedal. Nothing happened. The bike continued to lose momentum. It came to a noiseless stop and then slowly began to roll back. It was plain what had happened. There was no more fuel in the tank.
 
              I cursed Mike, that shiftless Avenger, who'd let his bike get so low on juice. We hadn't come more than eight or ten miles. Franny and I had got off the bike, to keep it from going over with us, and now stood looking at each other. From some dim idea of conserving the battery, I switched off the headlight. "Can we get alcohol at Manchester?" I asked.
 
              The girl shook her head. "No, the nearest place is Point Arena. The store and the service station there both handle it."
 
              "How far is that?" I asked.
 
              "Oh, about eleven miles."
 
              Eleven miles, at night, on foot, pushing that gutless wonder of a motorbike ... I couldn't think what to do.
 
              We had been speaking almost in whispers, as if we feared being overheard. Now Franny said, still softly, "There's a house up there, back from the road."
 
              "Where?"
 
              "Among the trees." She pointed.
 
              I couldn't see anything, not even the outline of a house, but I was willing to take her word for it. (She had, as I was beginning to realize, exceptionally keen senses, and could see in poor light almost as well as a cat.)
 
              "There's nobody there," she continued. "I mean, the house is deserted, I'm almost sure. How about—if—maybe it would be a good idea if we stayed there until morning. We could hide the bike."
 
              She didn't, I realized, want to admit that she was tired and needed rest. But I hesitated. We couldn't, it was true, get very far on foot in the dark. But the house felt like a trap to me, and I remembered that my really serious troubles during the Grail Journey had always occurred inside some sort of structure—Farnsworth's house, for example, and the Russian Gulchers' jail. On the highway I'd never done much more than hallucinate. And abandoned houses are apt to harbor nasty surprises in a country that has had a pandemic of bone-melt plague.
 
              "It's all right, Sam, I'm almost certain it is," Franny said, as if she were reading my mind. "We'll be able to think better in the morning."
 
              She might be right. Anybody who could send out the clear, urgent call for help that she had when she had been chained to the rock must have unusual mental abilities. And I certainly didn't feel very clear-headed at the present moment.
 
              I remembered something Pomo Joe had said to me once: "Don't ever let yourself get too tired—dumb-tired—if you can help it. That's when people have accidents and make mistakes."
 
              "OK," I said finally. The bow slung across my shoulders—it must have been a considerable annoyance to Franny, riding behind me—gave me confidence. "We'll stay here tonight. What shall we do with the bike?"
 
              "Let's take it in the house with us."
 
              It seemed a good idea. With me pushing the bike, Franny and I started up the inconspicuous gravel drive that led up to the house.
 
              The house was a small one, relatively new, with a big uncurtained picture window looking out over the road. It had probably been built not long before the outbreak of the plagues. And it certainly seemed deserted; even in the bad light I could see weeds coming up through the gravel of the drive, and when we got closer I saw that the tiny front lawn was a mass of dead weed stalks.
 
              I left the bike beside the drive, went up the few steps softly, and gently tried the front door. It didn't open. I hadn't thought it would.
 
              "Try the back door," Francesca suggested softly. "It'll surely be unlocked."
 
              I felt a twinge of suspicion. How could she be sure the back door would be unlocked? And why, if she thought the house were deserted, did she keep on speaking in such a low tone? Still, she might be right. People do leave a back door unlocked even when they're careful to secure the front one.
 
              We went around to the back. To the left there was a small garage, plainly much older than the house. Its doors sagged on their hinges, and it plainly hadn't been used for years.
 
              I tried the back door. Yes, it was unlocked. I pushed it open gently, put my head inside and sniffed. There were no funny smells, only a general smell of dust and mildew. I beckoned to Franny and, with me still pushing the stolen bike, we stepped inside.
 
              We seemed to be in some sort of a kitchen. There were draperies on the windows, and the room was extremely dark. We groped our way from the kitchen into a room with a round table, and from there into the room with the picture window. Nobody anywhere, and everywhere the smell of mildew and dust.
 
              Yes, it seemed to be all right. "Let's look for the bedroom," Franny said in my ear. "I'd rather sleep on a bed than on the floor."
 
              We found a bedroom on the other side of a little hall. A noise of scurrying as I opened the door made me hesitate. But it was probably only a mouse or a pack rat.
 
              Still I hesitated. There was a smell in the room I couldn't identify, something besides the usual dust and mold, and it made me uneasy. "What's the smell?" I asked Franny, who was pressed up against me in the doorway.
 
              "I don't know," she said. "I don't think it's dangerous." She pushed past me and began feeling over the surface of the bed with both hands. After a moment she straightened. "It's OK," she said. "There's nobody in the bed." She giggled. "There's not even a mattress pad on it." She giggled again. Her voice was high, and I realized that hunger and fatigue were making her light-headed.
 
              I leaned the bike up against what seemed to be a dresser. "You lie down on the bed," I told her. "I'll sleep on the floor."
 
              "No! Lie down beside me." I heard the creak of springs as she sat down on the bed. "I don't want to sleep by myself," she went on. "I'd have nightmares about that rock all night."
 
              She meant, of course, the rock where she had been chained to drown. And plainly she didn't intend a sexual invitation. "All right," I said. I put my bow and quiver on the floor beside the bed, where they would be close to my right hand if I needed them in the night. Then I lay down beside her and took her hand.
 
              It was icy cold, and I thought her whole body was trembling. I wondered whether I should dose her with something from my medicine bag. But I didn't have any safe, quick-acting hypnotics, and what I did have required to be infused in boiling water. Not much help.
 
              Gradually her hand grew warm and her trembling quieted. Her breathing became even and deep. I found the sound soothing, and began to drift sleepward myself. My last conscious thought was a fear that if Mike, the Avenger whose bike we had taken, knew how much fuel there'd been in the tank, he'd be able to predict just about how many miles from Mallo Pass we'd be when we ran out of juice.
 
              The sun, pouring in through uncurtained windows, woke me. It was about five. I had slept only a few hours, but I felt much better, though very hungry. Should I wake Franny—we ought to get started—or let her sleep a little longer? She had been exhausted last night.
 
              She settled the question by sitting up on the bed and yawning. "Hello," she said. She grinned at me. "Boy, what a lot of dust!" she went on, looking around the little room. "I wonder how long it's been since anybody was here." She sniffed. "—I know what that smell that bothered us last night is," she said. "Look."
 
              She dived over the side of the bed and came up with two dusty, empty bottles that had once held Scotch. "There are fifty or sixty more of them under there," she reported. "A regular cache. Somebody has done a lot of heavy drinking in this room, and a little of the smell has stayed.
 
              "Let's go see if we can find some canned goods. There might be something in the kitchen. I'm so hungry I could eat a broiled slug, Pomo style."
 
              "OK," I said. "Keep back from the windows, Fran. There's always a chance one of your tribesmen might be going by."
 
              An upper cupboard in the kitchen held quinine water, several cans of tomato juice, and some bottles of Seven Up. Franny kept rooting around, and eventually she came up with a can of Boston brown bread, a package of cheese wafers, and a can of shrimp. Everything was dusty, but none of the cans had rusted; with these things and the tomato juice we had the makings of a fine breakfast, but Franny didn't seem satisfied.
 
              I opened the cans—the thought of the brown bread made me ravenous—and we sat down to eat. Franny divided the shrimp, which she plainly considered a delicacy, between us. Our mouths were soon full.
 
              "Has the Mallo Pass Dancer got itself a chemical-conscience man?" I asked as I munched on a cheese cracker.
 
              "No, it hasn't. Why would it?"
 
              "Oh, there seems to be a sort of tendency for Dancers and the chem-con men to get together as the Dancers get older. I wondered if it had happened in your tribe."
 
              "Un-unh, not yet."
 
              "It might be only a chance coincidence," I said. "I don't suppose the chemical-conscience people are all the same."
 
              "No, but they're more alike than you'd think," she said. "I used to work in a clinic in SF where they came in for their shots, and I saw a lot of them.
 
              "They all talk in that funny, precise way, for one thing. And they're the biggest gossips in the world. If one of them knows anything, all the others know it too. They can't keep their mouths shut about what happens to them. They get together in groups and twitter like birds, all in those finicky voices. I suppose it's the chemical that makes them act alike. They certainly haven't all committed the same crimes.
 
              "They'll even talk to outsiders, if they can't find any of their own sort to talk to. I've listened to yards of talk from them."
 
              We had eaten everything in sight. I was still thirsty and, since there wasn't any water in the sink, I opened a bottle of quinine water. Franny gathered up the remains of our meal and put them in a garbage can by the back door.
 
              She still had the dissatisfied air I had noticed before. She began opening drawers and poking around in the back of them. She even rooted around in the space under the sink.
 
              "What's the matter?" I said at last. "What are you looking for?"
 
              "Liquor," she answered. "He must have some scotch stashed away somewhere. Nobody would do all that drinking without having a reserve. And the house hasn't been looted. The liquor must be around somewhere."
 
              "What do we want with li—" I began, and then stopped myself, realizing I had been about to say something foolish. Scotch contains enough alcohol that it could be burned as fuel for the bike. If we could locate the reserve Franny suspected, we'd be in business again.
 
              She stood for a moment, thinking. Then she went in the bedroom and began looking there. She opened dresser drawers and looked under the dresser. She kept tossing her long black hair back over her shoulders. I enjoyed watching her as she searched, intent and absorbed. She seemed pretty well recovered from her ordeal of yesterday.
 
              From the bedroom she went to the bath. It was plainly no longer functional, the tub being filled with bottles, but she didn't find any unopened ones. The medicine chest contained only a package of hangover pills. The dining room was equally blank.
 
              She went into the living room. Here, under the big, high divan (the largest piece of furniture in the little house) she found what she was looking for. Two bottles of scotch.
 
              It was all she could find, though she kept on looking a little while longer. She wheeled the bike out from the bedroom while I opened the bottles. I poured their contents into the bike's fuel tank. The bike was no longer a gutless wonder. It would go again.
 
              "Where to?" I asked her.
 
              "How far can we get on two bottles of scotch?"
 
              I considered. "I don't know how well the stuff will burn," I answered. "Probably to Point Arena, if the detour isn't too long. Pretty certainly not to Boonville. Going to Boonville means a long walk in the hot sun, pushing the bike, with plenty of opportunities for your tribe's Avengers to catch up with us. On the other hand, we'd probably be a good deal safer on 101 than on the coast highway, once we get there."
 
              "You mean at Ukiah? Um."
 
              I had a feeling the choice was very important, and an equally strong feeling that no matter what choice we made, it would be wrong. I was still weighing probabilities when Franny gave a sort of start. She listened. Then she put her lips to my ear and whispered, "Somebody's coming."
 
              "Where?" I answered equally softly. 
 
              "Up the drive. We'd better hide."
 
              I shoved the bike under the divan. Fran had already taken cover behind the big piece of furniture and I hurriedly joined her, crouching low as I remembered we could probably be seen from outside.
 
              I heard footsteps on the porch. My suspicion of the house had returned; I ought, I felt, to have realized before that it was a trap. A house with food, a bed, no windows broken, even liquor—it was simply too good to be true.
 
              The steps on the porch sounded lurching and uneven. There was a protracted fumbling with the key at the keyhole. Whoever it was had a key, which would seem to rule out the Avengers. And there did seem to be only one man.
 
              Stumbling steps in the hall. They entered the living room, where we were, and paused in front of the divan. A bad moment, but of course he couldn't know we were there. It sounded as if he put something down on the coffee table. Then he seemed to turn around and to be leaving the room.
 
              Cautiously I stuck my head around the edge of the divan. I saw a small man, gray-haired and balding, wearing a business suit. He didn't seem to have any whiskers, though I could only see the back of his head. In his right hand there was a gun. I'm no authority on guns, but it looked like a revolver.
 
              I felt a throb of dismay. My bow was hanging over my shoulder, but I knew I didn't have a chance against firearms. I wondered who he was. If he were the man who had stashed the scotch Franny had found—and his having the doorkey made it seem probable—he might well decide to look under the divan for his long-hidden bottles. Then what? Franny and I'd be in the soup.
 
              I heard him walk into the kitchen. I was glad Fran had cleaned up the remains of our breakfast. I wondered whether Franny and I would be able to get the bike out from under the divan, and ourselves out of the house, before he came back. His gun worried me.
 
              He came back from the kitchen so promptly that I was glad we hadn't tried it. He sat down on the divan; I heard the springs squeak. There was the crunkling of paper; he must be unwrapping the parcel he had placed on the table. And finally came a small, metallic noise that could be nothing but a bottle being uncapped.
 
              A splashing sound of liquid. He must be pouring some of the liquor—scotch, from the smell of it—into a glass. He had probably gone into the kitchen for mixer and the glass.
 
              A very short silence. Then he drank and swallowed audibly. I was sweating with impatience. How long was this gun-carrying dope going to sit there on the divan? Perhaps he'd go into the bedroom eventually, where he seemed to have done most of his drinking. Or perhaps he would not.
 
              He drank again. "Ah," he said. It was a rusty-sounding "ah," as if he were unlimbering his vocal cords.
 
              I wondered where the gun was. In his pocket? I hadn't heard him put it down on the coffee table. I hoped he'd shoot himself. Maybe he'd put it down so softly on the table that I hadn't heard it. Or maybe he'd left it in the kitchen.
 
              What kind of a person was he? Why had he come in carrying a gun? What would happen if Franny and I came out from behind the sofa, and told him we'd eaten his food, slept in his bed, stolen his scotch, and asked him to forgive us and send us on our way with his blessing? I didn't like his carrying a gun.
 
              It seemed a long time passed. He kept pouring and drinking. He made no more trips to the kitchen, which would seem to mean he was leaving out the mixer. After a while, he began to talk to himself.
 
              It was immediately obvious that, whoever he was, he wasn't one of the chemical-conscience people. His speech was blurred and babbling, wholly different from the clipped, precise utterance of the chem-con men. Well, that was one thing we didn't have to worry about, anyhow.
 
              "Long time," he said. "Long time no see." He was apparently addressing the bottle of scotch. "Old pal, I have missed you, missed you, missed you. Bits and sups in the city on Friday or Saturday night are not enough. Simply not enough. I have been needing to tie one on. And that is just what I am going to do. D.V."
 
              He drank in silence for a little while. Then I heard a series of noises I couldn't identify, followed by a number of faint metallic clicks as he seemed to put something down on the coffee table.
 
              "Nothing like Russian Roulette to brighten up a dull afternoon, eh, old pal? Not that it's afternoon yet, in fact it's still seriously early. But the principle's the same. R.R. is a great little day-brightener."
 
              The clicks I had heard had apparently been five of the chambers of the revolver being unloaded. Was this nut going to sit on the divan getting drunker and drunker while he played suicide games with himself? It would make an awful mess if he succeeded in blowing his brains out. On the other hand, it would end the suspense.
 
              I thought he picked up the gun and then put it down again. "Or should I?" he said. "Why take chances, just to zip up a day? My luck's bound to run out sooner or later. Better not. 'Them as eats cakes What the Parsee man bakes Makes fearful mistakes.' Or is it frightful mistakes? I never can remember."
 
              He seemed to be reloading the revolver. If he'd been drinking as steadily as the noises would indicate, it might be possible for me to throttle him from behind before he could do anything effective with the gun. But I felt I'd better not risk it. He was bound to pass out after a while.
 
              Another silence. "Lonesome," he said self-pityingly. "Solitary drinking is lonesome. That's why they all call it a vice, a vice, a vice. I feel sorry for myself.
 
              "But then again, you meet the damnedest people in bars. That man last month in the Buena Vista who said he wanted parts from bodies. Arms and legs he said he wanted mainly, or was it eyes? Anyhow, he said he'd found a good supply. Whooooo!" The drinker blew out his lips explosively in a sound of rejection and distaste.
 
              "He had the damnedest way of talking," he went on. "Every word separate and distinct, just so, like a schoolteacher or a preacher. Said he lived around here or a friend of his did. I don't remember which."
 
              The drinker's own speech had deteriorated to the point where he was difficult to understand, but I got this well enough. So did Franny. I heard her give a very faint gasp.
 
              "I expect he was only trying to scare me. I expect he was only kidding. He kept talking about how he was paying his debt to society, and saying he was a law-abiding man. But what a thing to think about when you're drinking! Whoooeee!"
 
              Another silence. Then he said, "Best cure for horrors is more liquor. Need plenty. Used to have some stashed under couch."
 
              Before I realized what he was up to, he had leaned forward and plunged his hand back under the divan. He caught hold of my foot in its moccasin.
 
              He felt over it wonderingly for an instant, while I tried to keep absolutely still and project the idea that my foot was an empty bottle. Then he released me and got waveringly to his feet.
 
              "Come on out," he said. I heard a noise like a revolver being cocked. "Got gun. Knew you there all time. All the damn time."
 
              With what grace we could muster, Franny and I came out from behind the divan. The drinker was swaying like an aspen in a high wind, but he was indubitably holding the revolver and pointing it in our direction.
 
              "Say, how many of you are there behind couch?" he asked wonderingly. "Never mind. Go in bedroom. On in bedroom. Going to make example of you. High time."
 
              Sweat was running down my back. I got ready to jump, watching narrowly for the moment when his wavering gun arm would be pointed at the ceiling or the floor, away from Franny and me. It wasn't necessary. Before I could do more than tense my muscles, his knees buckled and he went forward on his face, the revolver pointed at the wall. For some reason it didn't go off.
 
              "Whew," Franny said.
 
              I took the gun carefully out of his hand and uncocked it. On the coffee table was one almost empty bottle of scotch, and another that hadn't even been opened. He certainly had been intending to tie one on.
 
              I got the motorbike out from under the divan and emptied both bottles into the fuel tank. "There," I said. "That ought to be enough to get us most of the way to Boonville, if that's where we want to go. We can buy more fuel there."
 
              "Have you any money, Sam?" Francesca asked after a second. "Because I haven't, myself." 
 
              It is a measure of how tribalized I had become that the question really hadn't occured to me before. "No," I answered.
 
              "Then you'd better take some money out of his wallet. They won't accept shell currency at Boonville."
 
              I hesitated. I could justify our taking the scotch from the unknown; unless he were drunk, he wouldn't be tempted to play suicide games with himself, and we were removing the means of his being drunk. But a money theft bothered me. We'd eaten his food, taken all his liquor, and now we were going to rob an unconscious man.
 
              At the bottom of my medicine pouch there was an armlet of beads of "Pomo gold" strung on a leather lace. The beads were said to be quite valuable, when they were genuine, and these certainly were.
 
              I rolled him over, took his wallet from his pocket, and counted over the money in it. I took what I considered a fair price for the armlet and put the rest of the bills back. The armlet I looped over the fingers of his right hand.
 
              "Let's go," I said. As we walked down the drive, still pushing the motorbike, I looked about for the means of transportation he had used to get here. I saw nothing. Somebody must have given him a lift.
 
-
 


Chapter XIII
 
              The scotch burned better than I had hoped. When we got to where a second detour sign led us back toward the coast, the needle on the fuel gauge hadn't budged from its initial position.
 
              I gave Franny an inquiring look. I wanted to get back on Highway One—as I said before, going inland seemed to me like running out on a fight—but, since her safety was involved, I felt she had a right to be consulted.
 
              She leaned forward and looked over my shoulder, shading her eyes. "There's somebody on the detour," she said after a second. "I think I know who it is."
 
              "I don't see anybody—"
 
              "Look hard."
 
              I looked. Eventually I made out a dot, far ahead, moving slowly away from us. After a moment I realized it was a man on a push bike, looking from side to side as he pedaled. "Who is it?" I asked.
 
              "It's Bill, one of my tribesmen. He's looking for us."
 
              "Is he an Avenger?" I asked.
 
              "Hunh-unh."
 
              I squinted. The man on the bike seemed unarmed, and for a moment I considered overtaking him, menacing him, and leaving him tied up beside the road. But it would take time, I might be interrupted, and I really didn't have anything suitable to tie him with.
 
              "Let's go to Boonville," Franny said, as if she read my mind. "Bill's a good sort, relatively. You don't want trouble with him."
 
              She was probably right. "OK," I said rather ungraciously. "Boonville it is."
 
              The road was hilly and winding, and in only fair repair, though a small truck could have got through. I couldn't help thinking, as we slid along, that while Francesca might be the ally Pomo Joe had foreseen for me, having her sitting behind me on the motorbike had complicated my life considerably. I liked her, and found her attractive. But I wished I could leave her in some safe place and get back on the coastal highway.
 
              We had been riding for about half an hour when Franny said in my ear, "Some people are coming. We'd better hide."
 
              "Coming where?" I asked. "Up ahead?"
 
              "No, behind us. We've got to hide."
 
              I turned around, but I couldn't see anything. She was so positive, though, that she compelled credence. We were going down into one of the tortuous dips, among tall evergreens, that we had already gone through so many of. I turned the bike off to one side, helped Franny dismount, and hid the bike under a drift of brownish needles and branches. Fran had gone on down into the hollow, and was lying stretched out behind a fallen rough-barked pine. I joined her. The good smell of pine and spruce was in my nose, but I wasn't enjoying it. I hoped no glint of metal from the bike would be visible from the road.
 
              We waited. In about five minutes there was a faint rushing noise from the road's upper slope. I looked through a bushy tuft of needles. Four men, all on motorbikes, were riding by. They all had bows slung over their shoulders; and they turned their stolid faces inquiringly from side to side as they slid along.
 
              "Who are they?" I said softly to Franny when they were well by.
 
              "Two of them are Avengers from my tribe. Mike is one of them. I don't know who the other ones are. I never saw them before."
 
              "Where'd they get all those motorbikes?"
 
              "I haven't any idea."
 
              We waited a little longer. Then I got our own bike out from under the pine needles. "Say, how'd you know somebody was coming?" I questioned as we were getting back on. "You couldn't possibly have heard them."
 
              "Unh-unh, I didn't hear them ... I don't know how I knew. I just did. My hunches are always good, Sam. But I don't always have them when it would be convenient or desirable. When the Mallo Pass Avengers tied me up, the first thing I knew about it was when one of them clapped his hand over my face."
 
              I felt better as we started up. It wasn't likely that the men on the bikes would turn back before they got to Ikiah, and they would probably go on to Santa Rosa. We were so far behind that I thought we were pretty safe, at least for a while.
 
              We got to Boonville about three in the afternoon, with still a little fuel left in the tank. Boonville is, of course, smaller than it was before the plagues, but Franny said there was a little store where we could probably buy fuel for the bike. We left it leaning up against the worn paint of the storefront, and went in.
 
              "Three liters of denatured alcohol," I said to the storekeeper. He was a small, sandy-haired man with an inquiring face.
 
              "Three liters of deenal?" he said. He handed me the jugs from under the counter. "That'll be forbes each."
 
              "Four bits," Franny translated. "People at Boonville have a special way of talking. It's called Boontling."
 
              I paid the man. "You folks fixing to pike over to Uke and down 101?" he asked, "If you are, you're dished. There's a roadblock ahead, with a lot of cocked darlies and high heelers holding it."
 
              I glanced at Fran. "Uke" was easy enough—Ukiah, where we were headed. And "pike" probably meant to travel. But I didn't understand the other words.
 
              She was looking upset. " 'High heelers' are cops, and 'cocked darlies' are men with guns," she said. And then, to the storekeeper, "What's the roadblock about? How long has it been there?"'
 
              "There's a smallpox epidemic in Uke," he said. "They won't let anybody through who hasn't got a vaccination certificate or a recent vaccination scar. The block's been there since yesterday."
 
              "Have you ever been vaccinated, Sam?" Francesca asked. "Because I haven't."
 
              "Me neither," I said.
 
              The storekeeper was listening sympathetically. 'It's a tuffer," he said. "You can't get onto 101 from Cloverdal, either. At least that's what I heard. I guess you two wanted to get down to Santa Fosa and then over to the Briny at Bodega. Quite a few bribers have been doing it these last few sunnies."
 
              I didn't pay much attention to this. I was thinking that Franny's expression of concern was well-warranted. If the four men on motorbikes hadn't been able to get through the roadblock, they were either still in town—they hadn't gone back over the Boonville road, or we'd have seen them—or they had gone off on one of the minor roads, which seemed unlikely. What were we to do? Simply turn around and head back for the coast? If they followed we were sure to be overtaken, since my bike would be carrying two.
 
              "You might try to get to Philo," said the storekeeper. "If you don't want to go back the same way, that is. And then back up 128 and over to the Briney Highway." I thought it was a rotten suggestion—it would put us back on Highway One a little below Albion, on ground I'd already covered and had no desire to cover again.
 
              "The road's poor," he went on, "but I wouldn't tell anybody which way you'd gone." He gave Franny and me a small smile.
 
              "Father lived at Philo," the girl said, "but I don't want to go there."
 
              I looked around the shelves of the little store for inspiration. Canned food, dried milk, a bolt or two of yard goods—nothing gave me any ideas. Perhaps it would be best to head for Philo; if we stayed in Boonville, we were pretty sure to be spotted by one of our four pursuers.
 
              I was just opening my mouth to say so when there came a shout from outside. "There's my bike! They must be inside!"
 
              "Where's the back way?" I asked the storekeeper.
 
              He pointed silently, his eyes big. Francesca and I dived through a door, past a storage area, and out into the sunshine. An instant later four men came pelting around the side of the store and were running after us.
 
              We ran. The sunshine was hot on my back. Franny kept bearing to the right. She ran up a grassy knoll, into a hollow and up the other side. Once she motioned to me to follow her.
 
              An arrow came whizzing past my ears. I wondered how it would feel to have it go thudding into my back between my shoulderblades. I wanted to tell Franny to keep more in the open, to try to get back on the street, where the Avengers might be relatively shy about shooting at us. I lacked the breath. We ran.
 
              Was Franny running into a cul de sac? Why? It looked as if she were heading deliberately for some particular spot. I didn't think she was the kind of girl to lose her head.
 
              Low hills began to close in on us. She was running slower now, stumbling a little. The Avengers had gained on us a few feet.
 
              We had got into a cleft with steep sides. Franny grabbed my hand—she was panting furiously—and made a complicated motion with the other hand. I seemed to hang suspended. Then there was a soft click! in my ears. To our pursuers, it must have seemed that we had vanished into thin air. Actually, we had dropped into the earth.
 
              We landed with a bump. The change from the hot sunshine to cool darkness was startling. There was an odd smell that I later came to know was formaldehyde. I heard a glugging of pipes not far away.
 
              We were standing in a large, dim concrete-sided room, like an empty swimming pool. It was not utterly dark; mottled shadows moved on the floors and across the walls. From a corridor ahead there came a pale blue light.
 
              "Where are we?" I asked. "What happened?"
 
              "Shhhsh! We're in my father's laboratory. Don't talk so loud."
 
              "Your father's laboratory? I thought he lived at Philo."
 
              "He did. He moved the laboratory last year. It even got on his nerves finally. This is a nasty place.
 
              "Don't move. Don't touch anything. It's all right if we're careful. And we're safe from the Avengers, anyhow."
 
              I looked around me in silence. The glugging of pipes was accompanied by a distant dripping noise. Franny was probably right, and we were safe from the Avengers. But I wondered whether we hadn't, after all, exchanged the frying pan for the fire.
 
-
 


Chapter XIV
 
              The smell of formaldehyde was strong in my nose. As far as I know, I'd never smelled it before, but it brought the thought of the cadaver Alice, lying flaccid on her brightly lighted bed in the dissecting theater, into my mind. It was a smell that made one think of cadavers—the smell of a preservative, but an unwholesome one.
 
              I glanced at Franny. Now that my eyes had grown accustomed to the dim bluish light, I saw she was looking frightened. It was an expression she was to wear as long as we were in this part of her father's domain; and it made me realize how frightened of the Avengers she must have been to choose this dubious refuge as an alternative to falling into their hands. But then, I hadn't been chained to a rock by the Avengers and left to drown in the rising tide. She had good reason to be afraid.
 
              What would they have done if they'd caught us? They probably wouldn't have shot us so close to town, in the face—so to speak—of all Boonville. They'd probably have bound and gagged us, have told any curious onlookers that we were motorbike thieves who were being taken back to the coast for trial, and ridden away with us. I doubted that we'd ever have reached the coast. They'd have shot us under the trees on some dry hillside.
 
              I thought of Bill on his push bike, pedaling slowly along the detour, and cursed myself. Why hadn't I behaved more like a medicine man? I ought to have gone after him, forced him to swallow a suitable drug from my medicine bag, and then hypnotized him. It would have been simplicity itself to have given him a post-hypnotic command to forget that he'd ever seen Franny and me. Instead, to avoid "trouble" with an unarmed man on a push bike, who happened to be "not a bad sort," I'd let myself in for this uncomfortable place. It seemed to me that Franny had rather wanted to go to Boonville, and I wondered why.
 
              "Why do we have to be so careful?" I asked in a low voice.
 
              "Ssssh! Because ... father made this place to replicate the bad part of one of his drug experiences."
 
              "Why?" I asked. "Why would anybody want to do a thing like that? It doesn't seem reasonable."
 
              "No. I'm not sure why he did it, really. Maybe he wanted to make a place of refuge for himself where only he would dare to go. There are some nasty things here."
 
              "You said this was his laboratory. Is this where he grew the Dancers?"
 
              "No, that's in the other wing. Father was a kind of a genius, Sam. But he took a lot of drugs, and he was full of crazy streaks."
 
              I thought of O'Hare as I had seen him when I had been Bennet. He hadn't seemed particularly crazy then. But no doubt Francesca was right.
 
              I heard a soft lapping somewhere off to the right. Was it water? I didn't think so. And it seemed to be coming nearer.
 
              "What's making that noise?" I asked. 
 
              "The lapping sound? It's a big slime mold." 
 
              I felt a clinging, chilly dampness around my moccasins that seemed to be working its way up through the leather toward my knees. "What do we do?" I asked.
 
              "Nothing," Francesca answered, always in a whisper. "Just be patient. It won't go much higher, and it can't do any harm, really. In a while it'll go away."
 
              Her passivity and stoical acceptance of this miserable place were getting on my nerves. "What would happen if we just turned on the lights?" I asked in almost a normal voice. I suppose I was trying to belittle the uneasy feeling the slime mold inspired in me.
 
              "Ssssh! There aren't any lights."
 
              "... How do we get out of here? There must be some way out."
 
              "Yes, several. We can't go back the way we came—well, I guess we could, but it would be awfully difficult. We'll try to find a time when none of the Hunters are out, and get through to the other wing. It's odd there too, but not nearly so bad as this. Can you sing?"
 
              "Hunh?"
 
              "Don't make so much noise! I mean, do you know any chants, tribal music, things like that? Indian-style singing? Being a medicine man, I'd think you would."
 
              "I know some chants, yes," I said.
 
              "That keeps them off," she said as if satisfied. "But of course there are other things here that aren't discouraged by singing."
 
              The slime mold seemed to have withdrawn. Either that or I had grown accustomed to its chilly grasp. Francesca took my hand and we began to move forward slowly. She kept stopping and listening. She told me afterward that while the things O'Hare had set to roam the corridors of this miserable place were, in general, too stupid to be acutely dangerous if one knew their habits, they were all malevolent and capable of being blindly murderous. On top of that, O'Hare had set a number of booby traps, and she wasn't sure what or where all of them were. So our progress was slow.
 
              We got through the big concrete-walled room without further incident, but as we moved into a short corridor I realized there was a soft "pad-pad" from behind us. It seemed to be keeping pace with our tentative footsteps and echoing them.
 
              "What's that?" I said into Franny's ear. Being followed by a soft pad-pad was more of the corny gothic-horror atmosphere O'Hare had built for himself. I resented it; and I more than resented my being affected by it. I could, of course, have ignored any amount of gothic horror if I'd been convinced of its essential harmlessness. But I wasn't. Franny's anxiety, plus my own experience, as Bennet, of O'Hare's ruthlessness, assured me that the danger here was uncomfortably real.
 
              "A Hunter," she breathed. "Don't move. Don't make a sound. It may go away."
 
              It didn't. The padding came nearer. Poor as the light was, I got a look at the creature that was causing it.
 
              It was a tall, skinny thing, human-shaped—Franny said that her father had made the Hunters as a preliminary study for his masterpiece, the Dancers—and it moved in a way that reminded me of an inchworm. It bent over, felt around on the floor in front of it with its arms, straightened up, moved on a couple of pads, and repeated the process. It didn't seem to have any face.
 
              "Get ready to sing," Franny said into my ear.
 
              I fumbled over my repertory of Indian-style chants. Most of them seemed to have deserted me. The best I could call to mind was a silly little chant, rather like what Al Riggs had heard when he had joined the dancers in their commune. Pomo Joe had taught it to me, translating it roughly into English. "Bring us back our arrows! Bring us back our arrows! Hu! Hu! Hu! Hu!" it ran. "Give us the scalp to dance over! Give us the scalp to dance over! Hu! Hu! Hu! Hu!" The four lines were repeated indefinitely.
 
              Pomo Joe had seemed to think a lot of it, but I didn't much care for it. I wished I could have thought of something else. The reference to "scalp" bothered me, since a couple of pad-pads more would bring the Hunter feeling around on the top of Franny's and my head.
 
              "Sing!" she whispered. "Loud!"
 
              I began the chant. My voice was thin and rusty, and the first effect was to bring the Hunter moving more quickly and surely toward us.
 
              "Louder!" Franny said. I tried to oblige, and as soon as Franny got the hang of the song she joined her voice to mine. The walls of the corridor began to echo to our "Hu! Hu! Hu! Hu!"
 
              The thing withdrew slightly. We increased our volume and—reluctantly, it seemed—the Hunter bent over in the other direction and moved away from us on its blob-by feet.
 
              Franny was panting. "There're a lot of them," she said, "but we scared that one away."
 
              "What would it have done if it had caught us?"
 
              "Crushed us to death."
 
              No wonder, I thought, Franny's hand felt cold in mine.
 
              From the corridor we moved into another big room, as big as a concert hall or a skating rink. Its acoustics were oddly muted and echoless.
 
              It was filled with things that looked like eroded or bulbous versions of more normal laboratory equipment—cabinets filed to thin edges, or plump and bulging with what seemed like soft decay, lab benches slumping softly to the floor, a sharp-edged sink filled with lusterless liquid, a refrigerator bulging below the middle with some strange edema, office chairs with arms five feet wide, a stool whose seat was far above my head. It was like walking through a forest where the trees bulged with fungal rot, or had been worn gaunt by a constant sand-laden wind.
 
              "Don't touch anything," Franny cautioned me again.
 
              "Aren't we going backward?" I asked after a little.
 
              "Yes, but we have to. This is the best way out."
 
              We made a wide circuit through the big room. I heard the dripping noise, a long way off, and another slime mold lapped coldly at our feet for a few minutes. That was all, and yet I was so keyed-up I felt I would almost have welcomed the pad-pad of a Hunter following us.
 
              How cunningly O'Hare had known how to exploit the archetypal terrors of the human mind! Corny and gothic his horrors may have been; they were certainly never crude or bathetic. He made no use of spiders or bats: his agents of fear were strange shadows, and darkness, and danger and pursuit in the dark. What a nasty man O'Hare must have been! And yet Franny, who was in many ways an admirable girl, was his daughter.
 
              We reached the end of the enormous room. There was a blank wall before us. "It's a maze," the girl whispered, "but it's simple, easy enough. You always turn right."
 
              We made a couple of right turns. We never went more than a few feet without a change of direction being offered to us. Then I began to hear a sharp noise, a sort of clicking tap, coming after us.
 
              Franny heard it as soon as I. Her face changed frighteningly. I thought she was going to faint.
 
              She looked about her wildly for a moment. Then she grabbed my hand and pulled me through right turn after right turn until we reached a little niche, a recess in the wall whose entrance was almost closed by projecting walls on both side. "Get in," she said. "Get as far back as you can and flatten against the wall as much as you can. Get in!" She pushed at me desperately.
 
              I worked myself into the crevice, taking some skin off my chest and buttocks in the process, and flattened myself against the rear wall. Franny followed, flattening her pelvis and arching her neck to get through. The crevice, though shallow, was broad enough for us to stand side by side, plastered hard against the rear wall.
 
              Just in time. The clicking taps were getting louder, and an instant later another of O'Hare's inventions was standing before us.
 
              I saw a beak like a parrot's, Atlantean shoulders, broad, stubby, almost fingerless hands. It was quite short, not more than three feet tall, and it made an impression of enormous strength.
 
              "What is it?" I asked in a whisper.
 
              "A Digger," she answered in a normal voice. "You don't have to speak softly here, Sam. It's deaf."
 
              "What does it want?" I asked. The thing had begun to break pieces off the sides of the protecting wall of the niche where we stood. It worked quickly, but with a sort of finicky delicacy, like a man rolling bread pills.
 
              "Calcium. The calcium in our bones."
 
              "Fee fi foh fum," I said, in an attempt to be light-hearted. "Why doesn't it eat the concrete pieces it's breaking off the wall? There's calcium in concrete."
 
              "Yes. But it's only interested in organic calcium."
 
              The edges of the wall were going a little faster than I liked. I remembered the bow slung over my shoulders. The light was wretched, and I had hardly room to draw the weapon. But before the Digger could come in after us, I resolved to try a shot.
 
              "Don't worry too much, Sam," Franny said, as if she read my mind. "I think it's going to be all right. The Digger'll go away pretty soon. It has to."
 
              "Why? Does it—unh—run down?"
 
              "No, but at pretty frequent intervals it has to go take a bath in formaldehyde." She explained about the chemical's use as a preservative.
 
              "But—isn't that stuff poisonous?" She nodded. "How come the Digger can go bathing in it?"
 
              "It isn't really alive. I mean, it's not ordinary life. It's a kind of development of the robot workers my father used when he was building this place. Anyhow, it hasn't got the defenses against microorganisms that normal animals have. If it didn't bathe in formaldehyde, it wouldn't last long. The formaldehyde keeps it from spoiling while it's alive."
 
              The thing was working straight down one edge of the wall. The opening was now about two inches wider than it had been. I thought that pretty soon the Digger would be able to put one of its short-armed hands in the opening and pull me or Franny out.
 
              "How big is this place, anyhow?" I asked. My throat was awfully dry.
 
              "Not as big as it looks, but pretty big. He told me once how many tons of earth they moved, and how many yards of concrete."
 
              I wondered what the Boonters had thought of the enormous construction going on so near them. Still, Francesca had said her father had used robot workers—she must have meant androids—and he probably had drawn on local resources only when it couldn't be helped.
 
              "How come you know so much about this part of it?" I asked.
 
              "Father took me through once. I hated it. But I think he was proud of it, in a way. That big room, the room with the funny furniture, is the worst."
 
              "Why? It didn't seem so bad."
 
              "No, but it's full of booby traps. If you'd touched the laboratory bench, for instance, a laser beam would have sliced through you. And the chairs and stool were fixed to come out with a cloud of dioxins if anybody sat in them. That's a bad room."
 
              Dioxins. I thought I'd rather have taken my chances with the Avengers if I'd known what Franny was leading me into. Still, we'd probably have been lying on that hillside by now, with arrows in our chests. We had survived so far.
 
              It seemed to me the Digger, though the opening had got alarmingly large, was working a little more slowly than it had been. "Why did your father make the Dancers, anyhow?" I asked. "I mean"—I was conscious of a certain non sequitur in this question—"you said the Hunter had been a preliminary study for the Dancers. And that this thing that's trying to get in to us was a development of a robot worker. But why did he make the Dancers?"
 
              She countered with a question. "Why did he take all those drugs? It was a hobby, in a way. And he liked the sense of power it gave him. He liked to have people begging for them."
 
              "How could he afford it? It must have cost a fortune to grow the Dancers. He never took money for them, did he?"
 
              "No, he didn't benefit financially. And the Dancers were expensive. But he had a big income, for a while, from royalties on drug sequences he'd patented. When the income ran out, he persuaded one of the big foundations to take over the growing of the Dancers. Foundations will take over anything, if they're approached right. Father died a poor man."
 
              The Digger had definitely slowed down. It stopped. It stood for a moment wagging its beak from side to side, like a punch-drunk fighter. Then it turned and went tapping away, clicking its hands on the floor. The smell of -concrete dust was in the air.
 
              "When will it be back?" I asked as we extricated ourselves from the niche.
 
              "Not for quite a while. It has no memory, so it won't come after us as soon as it's had its bath in formaldehyde. We ought to be out of here and gone by the time it gets the idea again."
 
              She took my hand and led me on out through the maze in a succession of right turns. At last we emerged into an open space, a little more brightly lighted than the maze had been, and with a tesselated floor. The floor seemed to stop in front of us and be resumed after a gap of some ten feet. There was a solid wall to our right and a broad hall, one of whose walls was on the other side of the gap in the pavement, leading to the left.
 
              Francesca's face seemed to relax. "Almost there," she whispered. "Father put a deep ditch—a moat, really—between this place and the part where the Dancer growing tanks are. That's what that gap in the floor is. But there's a way over, with a series of baffles to keep things-from this side back. It just means a bit of walking, that's all."
 
              We started down the broad hall. I wondered how deep the moat was. Franny didn't warn me against touching anything, and it really wasn't necessary to warn me. But the sole of my moccasins were slippery from our last encounter with the slime mold, and as we made a jog to the left my foot slipped. I feel against the wall rather heavily. The next minute something warm and wet had come plopping out of the ceiling and was clinging to the top of my head.
 
              It caused me no physical pain though, as I afterward discovered, it was attaching itself to me in a leechlike way. (It could get no purchase through my hair, but around the edges of my scalp, where the skin of my face was exposed, it was sucking in.) What I did feel, as soon as the flap of tissue closed over my head, was a blank, paralyzing fear.
 
              It was a fear without content—inordinate, inexplicable, staggering. I could have howled like a dog from it. And, since the mind always tries to fill in something as the object of fear when fear is felt—Pomo Joe had taught me that—my mind kept picking up danger after danger as an explanation of what I felt, and always discarding the explanation again. Not the least of my troubles was that I didn't know what I was so horribly afraid of. And yet the walls seemed to drip dread, the air crawled and writhed with fear. Fran said that I gave little indication of what I was experiencing; my eyes were closed, and I stood swaying from side to side and trembling, occasionally licking my lips.
 
              I couldn't put my hands to my head to try to dislodge the grayish flap. That would have meant that I recognized the ambiguous tissue as the source of my distress, and such insight was beyond me. Franny was puzzled for a moment to know what had happened. My expression, she said, was as blank as the fear I felt. Then she began to pull and tug at the edges of the gray pad that covered my scalp. It was moving a little and it looked, she said, like some horrible kind of mobile hair.
 
              It resisted her fingers. I was standing paralyzed in my trance of dread, with the beating of my own heart frightening me. But as soon as Fran pried the thing loose a little, so that some of its contact with my skin was broken, I could recognize it as the source of my crushing fear. I pried too; and between us Fran and I got the flap of stuff entirely detached. It lay in my hand writhing and humping sluggishly.
 
              Its underside was covered with my blood. I threw it as far from me as I could, off to the left. I stood panting and trembling for a minute or two, trying to regain my emotional equilibrium.
 
              "Let's go," I said at last. I suppose the pad-pad in the background had been coming nearer, but I was too self-absorbed to notice it. Then Franny screamed. I turned to see a Hunter standing beside me.
 
              It hesitated for an icy moment—I suppose the blood trickling down my face attracted it—and then went after the flap of flesh that was lying writhing on the floor. It stood bowing and humping over it, in a sort of ecstasy. Seconds later three other Hunters came bumping up and joined it. It was like a nonhuman religious rite.
 
              I looked at Franny. Her face was greenish white, and she was breathing shallowly. I felt that she was momentarily at the end of her resources. "How long—" she said, and shuddered. I put my aim around her, and she seemed to draw comfort from the contact. I resolved to see what my bow could accomplish against the Hunters, though four of them would be heavy odds.
 
              Franny drew a deep breath. "We still have a chance," she said. "Do you see the dartboard on the wall on the other side of the moat?"
 
              I had, in fact, noticed the blue-and-orange thing, incongruous against the rough concrete wall, with a corridor to the right of it. "Yes," I said.
 
              "Do you think you can shoot straight into its center on the first shot?"
 
              I gauged the distance. "I think so, yes."
 
              "You've got to get it right the first time. We have a few minutes before the Hunters sober up and start after us. Study the shot. Be sure you can do it well. You won't get a second chance."
 
              Blood from my scalp kept getting in my eyes. I got down on my knees and leaned out over the ditch. I wished I weren't feeling so shaky and weak. I remembered that I had a dusty coca leaf in my medicine bag, and fumbled for it.
 
              The leaf was dry and tasted bitter. I chewed hastily, swallowing my saliva. Almost at once my nerves steadied. I felt much better. Once more I leaned out over the ditch.
 
              "Is it as deep as it looks?" I asked.
 
              "Deeper, I think," Franny answered. She kept trying to swallow. Her mouth seemed to be dry.
 
              I wet a finger and held my arm out over the gulf. No marked sensation of coldness. There didn't appear to be an updraft from the gulf, which made it easier.
 
              Franny didn't say anything, but she kept looking uneasily toward the Hunters. "What happens after I shoot?" I asked.
 
              "If you hit the center, a bridge will come down. Go right on over then, Sam. You must hurry. I'll follow."
 
              I wondered why she wanted to be last over, but the Hunters were beginning to drift away from the still writhing gray tissue. I unlimbered my bow and picked out my truest arrow. I aimed very carefully, remembering Pomo Joe's lessons. I released the string.
 
              The arrow went straight and clean into the gold, with a solid thunk. Instantly a plank shot out at floor level from the other side. I didn't recognize it for a bridge immediately. "Cross!" Franny said imperatively. "Hurry up!"
 
              I obeyed. There was a slender handrail on one side of the plank. Franny was right at my heels as we ran across the moat.
 
              The instant we were over she pressed her hand down hard on the bottom edge of the dartboard. Then she pushed me into the corridor and down to the floor. "Brace yourself," she said.
 
              There was a crash. A steel curtain had shot down between us and the moat. A split second later there was a terrific explosion. The ground shook. It was like a big dog shaking a shoe. Back in Boonville they must have thought it was an earthquake.
 
              I had my arm around Franny. We were still on the floor. "So that was why you wanted to be last over," I said.
 
              "Yes. There wasn't time to explain about the steel curtain and the explosion. Father had it set to self-destruct."
 
              I picked myself up and looked about me. Francesca's father had certainly had some unpleasant drug dreams. But we had come through. The smell of formaldehyde was less here, the light was better, the place altogether had a more normal air. We had come through.
 
-
 


Chapter XV
 
              "I thought I heard voices," the man with the whip said. He gave the remains of the meal we had been eating a scornful glance. "I suppose you know you're trespassing."
 
              Franny and I looked at each other; he looked at us and made the lash of his whip run and ripple along the floor. It wasn't a neat, dainty whip like a riding crop, but a brute of a thing, with a lash that must have been twenty feet long and a stock that was about as thick as the thin part of a ballbat.
 
              "Trespassing?" Franny said after an instant. "My name is Francesca O'Hare. I'm O'Hare's daughter."
 
              "Are you?" the whip man said. "I don't see that that has anything especial to do with it." He was a tall, heavy man a few years older than I, with a heavy, sagging face. "You seem to have been making yourselves quite at home in the lab kitchen. Those are my cookies, I think."
 
              Franny turned dull red. "I bought those cookies in Boonville a couple of weeks ago myself," she said. "As far as trespassing goes, who are you? What are you doing here?"
 
              "Oh. I suppose I should have introduced myself. My name is Jack Binns, dear heart, and I'm from the Rothein Foundation. I pop in every other day or so to see how the embryos in the growing tanks are getting along.
 
              "Not that I have anything to do with their development—the whole process is automatic—but I do feel involved with them. You must know about the embryos, if you're really O'Hare's daughter." He picked up one of the chocolate biscuits from the plate and began to munch on it. "I can't think how you got into the lab. The place is locked up like a bank."
 
              "Never mind that," I said. "Is the Foundation going to keep on growing an distributing the Dancers just the way O'Hare did?"
 
              "Well, we'll keep on giving them to tribes that ask for them. I don't know how long we'll keep on with the growing. There are four in the tanks now, and it takes them about fourteen months from the initial clone to maturity.
 
              "Actually, our interest in the Dancers is experimental. I'm working on a piece of independent research in connection with them."
 
              "Unh," I said. "What's the research about?"
 
              "Well, the title of my paper will be: "The effect that the introduction of a Dancer has on the economy and religious expression of three typical Mendocino coast tribes.' I may take up the question of social relationships, too. It depends on how much material I can get." He took another cookie from the dish.
 
              I said, "The Dancers are highly unpopular with all the younger tribesmen."
 
              "That may be," Binns answered. "But we don't intend to give them out unless we're asked. I told you that.
 
              I said, "There are a good many indications that the Dancers have had a hand in some pretty dirty business."
 
              "Are there?" Binns answered. He sounded interested, and not just sarcastic. "It's certainly possible. The Dancers I've had contact with have impressed me rather unfavorably. But it's not my responsibility, after all." He made the lash of the whip snake smoothly on the floor.
 
              I said deliberately, "It would be a fine idea if the Dancers that are being grown in the tanks now were to be destroyed. The ones that are already in existence, the mature ones, are enough of a headache to us." This was something Franny and I had discussed over our meal. We had decided that, next to our own immediate survival, destroying the growing tanks and their contents had top priority.
 
              Binns raised his eyebrows. "Is that why you came here? To try to kill the embryonic Dancers? I imagine they'd take a good deal of killing, though they're at a vulnerable stage of their development just now."
 
              "Um."
 
              "The mature ones are said to be immortal, you know," he said, looking at us closely. 
 
              "Um."
 
              "Well, it might be a good idea," he said. I felt a twinge of hope.
 
              "But of course my first loyalty is to the Foundation," he went on. "And I have my research project to think of."
 
              "You wouldn't consider—" Franny said.
 
              "No, I'm afraid I wouldn't. Besides, a sociological experiment can be socially valuable. I'm afraid I'll have to ask the two of you to get out."
 
              Neither Franny nor I moved. "Get out," he repeated in a louder voice. He flicked the whip, and its lash tip curled lightly and harmlessly around the wrist of the hand in which Franny was hold the teapot.
 
              I did a lot of thinking in the next few seconds. Of the Dancers and their whips as we thudded around in the dance circle, of the wicked lash Binns's whip had, of the scourgings I had received at the youth initiations. I even wondered why the Dancers' whips were resented so much, while the scourgings we got at the manhood rites never bothered us. Then I jumped Binns. He ought to have known better than to try to intimidate a tribesman with a whip.
 
              The only thing was really worried about was the integrity of my eyes. Binns was heavier than I, but a good deal slower. He did a good deal of whiplashing, and then tried to get me in the crotch with the butt of the whip. I tried one of the simple wrestling throws Pomo Joe had taught me, and got Binns to his knees. He turned out to be a vicious kicker. Finally Franny, who was circling around us with the teapot in her hand, managed to hit him over the head with it. The teapot broke, and Binns sagged and collapsed. He wasn't out, but he was considerably confused.
 
              I cut the lash off the whip and tied him up with it. His eyes came back into focus and he began to curse me. I didn't see why I should put up with it, and I gagged him with one of the towels from beside the little sink. We left him lying on the floor, tied up and gagged, his eyes furious.
 
              "It won't be easy to kill them," Fran said as we walked toward the part of the lab where the growing tanks were. "My father made the whole system closed. From the time the clones are put in the tanks and the nutrient solution starts circulating until the time, fourteen months later, when the Dancers are mature, it's never touched. There's no way of getting in to it."
 
              "But there must be some way of getting into it to make repairs."
 
              "It never needs repairs," Franny said. 
 
              "Why not?" I asked.
 
              "Because both the lines and the tanks are alive. If anything went wrong, they'd heal themselves."
 
              Before I could investigate this statement, we came to the room where the growing tanks were. There were three of them, but only two seemed to be in use. They were big, clear-sided boxes, about seven feet long by five feet wide, and they were filled with some limpid, faintly glittering liquid. Lines, probably carrying the nutrient solution Franny had spoken of, were attached to both short axes of the tanks.
 
              Within the tanks, hanging suspended like fishes in an aquarium, were the embryonic Dancers, two to a tank. They lay side by side, rigid and straight, with their arms close by their sides, like infants in swaddling clothes. They were only about a foot and a half long, but there was nothing chubby or childlike about them; they looked exactly like mature Dancers, except that they were a slightly paler red. Their eyes were open, and the whites were a brilliant red.
 
              I looked at them in silence for a moment, feeling the old hostility toward them flare up in me. There was a faint smell like blood in the air.
 
              "What would happen if the tanks were opened?" I asked. "Would they die?"
 
              "If the air got in, you mean? I suppose so. But it would be awfully hard to get the tanks open. I don't know how it could be done."
 
              "... Well, but how are the Dancers taken out when they're mature? There must be some way of getting into the tanks then!"
 
              "The tanks open spontaneously when a certain hormone is secreted by the mature Dancers. There's a constant interplay between the developing Dancers, the nutrient solution, and the growing tanks. The solution changes as the Dancers grow. But until they mature, the system is closed."
 
              "What if the flow of nutrient were interrupted?" I asked.
 
              "I suppose the things in the tanks would die. But it would probably take quite a while."
 
              I found it hard to believe that Franny really knew what she was talking about when she said the tanks and lines were alive. On the other hand, O'Hare had certainly done some remarkable things. It was probably true that the tanks would be hard to get into. I hoped the nutrient lines might be more vulnerable.
 
              I had brought along a steel knife from a drawer in the laboratory kitchen. I eyed the nutrient lines speculatively—they looked like translucent plastic, about an inch and a half in diameter—and decided that up close to the tank would be a good place to begin. I knelt and began sawing at the line with the knife.
 
              Nothing happened. The line didn't give at all. My knife made no impression on it. The line was rubbery and felt faintly warm to my hand. I sawed again.
 
              "It won't do any good," Franny said.
 
              The comment annoyed me. I stabbed at the line with the point of my knife, and it seemed to me that it penetrated fractionally. Encouraged, I turned and ground with the point of the knife. After a moment, a drop of liquid came out.
 
              There was a cry from Franny. I raised my head and saw that the things in the tank had turned toward each other and were lying in a sort of embrace.
 
              While I watched, they rolled back into their original position side by side. Still, I felt something had been gained. I had affected them, isolated and closed off though they were. I stabbed and ground with the knife point with all the energy I possessed, but there was no further result. I couldn't squeeze out any more liquid. Indeed, the surface of the line seemed to have toughened up considerably. It was like a muscle being flexed. It made me wonder if Franny weren't right in saying that the whole system was alive.
 
              I set my foot against the line and pulled. The line seemed to elongate very slightly, but that was all. It was like pulling on a coil of the world serpent.
 
              I looked up at Francesca. "How about heat?" I asked. "Fire? If it's alive, fire ought to have some effect on it."
 
              "Uh-hunh. Well, you can try. I doubt you can get it hot enough to accomplish much."
 
              I wished she wouldn't be so negative. After all, her father had fabricated the pestilential thing. I fumbled for my fire-making equipment, and then decided it would be a lot easier with matches. I sent Franny to the lab kitchen for some, while I sat on my heels and stared at the tanks and their contents.; I occured to me that when the embryos had lain intertwined, a few minutes ago, their pink color had given them a curious resemblance to some baroque cupids I had seen once in an art book.
 
              Franny came back with matches, paper, and the box the cookies had been in. I constructed a neat little pyre with them just under one of the lines. I struck a match and lit it.
 
              The paper and box burned brightly for a while and then went out. There was a chemical smell, not at all like the smell of burned tissue, from the line. Its surface was smudged with soot from the papers, but that was the only effect I had had on it.
 
              "I thought you said the lines were alive," I said to Francesca. "This one just acts like a plastic tube."
 
              "Oh, it's alive all right. The outside is a sort of network of big complicated molecules of plastic, with the holes in the net filled by macromolecules of protein. On the inside of the tube, there's almost nothing but live molecules. I don't see what difference it makes, anyhow. You can't get it hot enough to bother it."
 
              I wished she weren't always right. I hammered on the top of the tank with the handle of my knife for a few minutes, feeling like an ineffectual fool, and then sat down on the floor with my head leaning against the tank. The exhilaration of the coca leaf had worn off long ago, and I was sleepy and tired. I couldn't think what to try next.
 
              Franny settled herself beside me. There was a series of bumps and thumps coming from the kitchen where, I supposed, Binns was trying to free himself. I didn't think he could get loose, but I'd probably better go and reinforce his bonds.
 
              Franny said, "What a lot of noise he's making. It's too bad we can't give him a tranquilizing shot. I can't keep hitting him over the head with teapots."
 
              A shot ... Franny's words had given me an idea. I said, "Fran, would your father have had a hypodermic needle anywhere around? You said he took drugs."
 
              "Um. Yes, he took all sorts of things. But it was usually by mouth. Still, there might be a needle in the storeroom next door. Why!"
 
              If I could get a big strong needle with a sharp point, I might be able to jab through the outer covering of the nutrient lines. It's worth trying, anyhow."
 
              "OK, I'll go look. I think I know where a needle would be." She got to her feet. I saw that she moved as if she were tired. Well, no wonder. She'd been through a lot in the last few days.
 
              While she was looking in the storeroom, I went back to the kitchen and tightened up on Binns's bonds. He had worked himself under one of the chairs and was humping himself like some industrious inchworm. "If you'll be quiet," I told him, though without much hope that he would cooperate, "we'll untie you after we finish with the Dancers." He was too tightly bound to shrug.
 
              Franny was standing beside the tank with a fine large needle in her hands. It was the sort of thing you could use to give a horse an injection. "What are you going to try to inject into the line?" she asked. "There's quite an assortment of chemicals in the storeroom."
 
              I considered. "Are the bottles labeled in English?" I asked.
 
              "No, but I know some chemical formulae. Tell me what you want. I may be able to find it."
 
              I rubbed my nose. "Well, I suppose almost anything would disrupt the balance of the tank-embryo system. Salt, or sugar, or even just air in the line. But I was wondering whether some waste product wouldn't be quicker and better. Is urea what I mean?"
 
              "That's a good idea. I'll get the bottle and make up a solution."
 
              I followed her into the storeroom. She looked on several shelves before she found a bottle labeled OC{NH2/NH2. She made up a solution with water from the faucet of the sink and filled the hypodermic with it. She handed it to me.
 
              "There," she said. "I made it strong. Use all the muscle you have, Sam. I don't know what will happen, but it ought to be spectacular. Nobody has ever killed a Dancer, even an embryonic one, before."
 
              "Are the tanks interconnected?" I asked.
 
              "Oh, yes. Didn't you see how all four embryos moved when you squeezed out the nutrient solution? An injury to one is an injury to the other."
 
              It seemed to me the best place to try to get into the system would be a spot where I hadn't made a previous attempt. I found a virgin spot on the tubing of the farther tank. If this failed, I didn't know what I could do. I'd have to try to set fire to the lab, and it seemed improbable I'd be successful. There was little that would burn.
 
              For five or six seconds I breathed as Pomo Joe had taught me, Then I tensed my arm and jabbed.
 
              For a moment the tubing resisted. I thought the needle was going to break. Then it went in deeply. I pressed the plunger down. I got the needle emptied and out before the action began.
 
              A lump the size of a veal heart formed at the spot where I had made the injection. It moved at a moderate speed along the line toward the tank. It was corrugated and pitted, almost muscular.
 
              When it got to the tank's clear material bulged out around it. The clear swelling grew to the size of a grapefruit, and then collapsed suddenly.
 
              The rectangular sides of the tank contracted in a glassy spasm. Wrinkles formed and deepened in it. Its shape was changing. It was growing orbicular.
 
              The other tank was beginning to be affected too. The area of both of them diminished as they sucked in on themselves. They were quite a lot smaller than they had been.
 
              The embryos had begun to move. They made struggling motions with then arms. Whether they were swimming or boxing I didn't know. Then both tanks split along what had formerly been their longitudinal axis. Nutrient fluid gushed out. It smelled like blood.
 
              The embryos began to writhe convulsively. They bounced and bounded. They made furious motions with their legs, like maniacs pedaling bicycles. Their inflated pink skin withered like old, dried-out apples. They humped and twined, tangles of big pink worms.
 
              Franny and I were watching absorbed, delighted, and horrified. With a final furious spasm, a Catharine-wheel of energy, they collapsed. There was a nasty smell of excrement in the air.
 
              Franny looked at the crumpled tanks. Nutrient solution was slopping around our feet. "Nobody will ever grow Dancers in those tanks again," she said.
 
-
 


Chapter XVI
 
              We were back on Highway One. We had traded for a motorbike at Boonville, with me contributing some herbal advice to the storekeeper as part payment, and we had a bag of provisions slung under the seat of the motorbike.
 
              Things seemed relatively rosy. We had disposed of the bodies of the slaughtered Dancers without sentiment—it was impossible to think of the embryos as anything more than so much dead tissue—and had parted from Binns on relatively friendly terms. Our plan was to get through to Bodega, make contact with the fugitives there, and from that vantage see what could be done toward ridding the tribes of their Dancers. But at Point Arena something happened.
 
              Point Arena—there were only about a hundred people living there then—was said to be a square, tribe-hating, self-righteous sort of place. We tribesmen stayed away from it as much as we could. Unfortunately, we needed fuel for the bike, which was turning out to be an extravagant fuel-burner, and there was a rudimentary service station at P.A.
 
              I left Franny with the bike on a side street, and went on foot to the station, carrying the fuel can. I thought there would be less risk of an unpleasant incident if I went in by myself. When I came back with the fuel, the bike was still there, but Franny was gone.
 
              My first thought was that she had gone into the store, which next door to the service station. I could have missed her on the street. I waited. The minutes passed. After about half an hour I began to get alarmed. I went to the store and the service station asking after her. Nobody had seen her. I went back to the bike and waited some more. When a whole hour had passed, I realized I was seriously afraid.
 
              I looked at the blank, unresponsive facades of the houses. Perhaps she'd gone into one of them, though I couldn't think why. I went up the steps of the nearest house and knocked at the door. After a moment, a fat, slatternly woman peeped out at me. "Excuse me, but have you seen a—"
 
              The woman didn't wait for me to finish. She slammed the door in my face.
 
              I tried two more houses. Nobody answered at all. At the fourth house, where most of the windows were cracked, I heard heavy breathing from the other side of the door, but nobody answered my repeated knocks.
 
              What should I do? I couldn't break into all the houses in Point Arena where people didn't come to the door. Where could I look for help? There was nobody to whom I could report Franny's disappearance. The only people who would have been interested in trying to find her—her tribesmen—would kill her if she were found.
 
              I realized that I had always been apprehensive that what had happened at Navarro would happen to her: a disappearance absolute, sudden, never explained. Where had Franny gone?
 
              She wouldn't want to disappear. She'd try to get back to me. But I didn't suppose the people at Navarro had wanted to disappear either. Where had she gone?
 
              I didn't think the Avengers had taken her. Franny would have made some outcry, struggled. She must either have been called away from the bike in a manner that didn't alarm her, or have been silenced, utterly and completely, before being removed. I suppose an Avenger could have come up behind her and cast a noose over her head, but Fran had extraordinarily keen senses. It was improbable. But she was gone. I couldn't get beyond that. I felt like looking under the seat of the motorbike for her.
 
              I tried to collect myself. Could she, for example, have gone into the service station restroom and fainted there? I went back to the station and put my question to the proprietor. Nobody had gone into the restroom, he told me surlily, and opened the door of the place to prove it was empty. I went into the store once more, and the storekeeper told me, once more, that he hadn't seen anybody like the girl I was describing. Both he and the service station man were short with me; I felt I was wearing out my welcome in Point Arena. But I didn't think they were lying when they said they hadn't seen Fran.
 
              It was beginning to get dark. I couldn't think what to do. I went back to the bike, which was the last place I had seen Francesca, and stood irresolutely beside it. Lights came on in the backs of several of the houses. I couldn't think what to do.
 
              Finally I decided to knock on the doors of the houses where there were lights. At one house an old man, deaf but friendly enough, answered, and at another a woman shouted, "Go away!" That was all. And the old man, of course, hadn't seen Franny.
 
              Three children—the first I had noticed in Point Arena—ran past where I was standing. They slowed down when I called after them, stared at me for a moment, and then ran off into the darkness hooting with laughter.
 
              There must be something I could do. After all, I was a medicine man. I got my medicine bag out and looked over its contents. The only thing that seemed to have any possibilities was the copper disk. I could try to scry with it.
 
              I made the attempt. I have never been much of a scryer, and at present I was too much upset to see even the flickering lights that herald the approach of a definite vision. I couldn't relax.
 
              Finally I stopped trying. I wrapped the disk up again in the black fabric and put it back in my medicine pouch. Ever since the episode with Gee-Gee I had been wearing my pouch down the back of my neck, and I put it there now. It seemed safer that way.
 
              I walked around a little. The night was dank and foggy, with a moon somewhere behind the fog. At last I sat down beside my bike on the rutted concrete sidewalk, resolved to wait there until morning. Perhaps Franny would come back yet, apologetic and smiling, with a sound, comfortable explanation of where she'd been.
 
              Time wore on. I was too anxious to be hungry, but I sucked some pieces of hard candy from the bag underneath the motorbike seat. One thing that bothered me was Franny's "psychic silence". She was capable of sending out a very strong mental impulse; she had done so when she had been in danger at Mallo Pass. That I got nothing at all from her now was capable of a sinister interpretation. But it could also be regarded as showing that nothing very serious had happened, and I tried to think of it that way.
 
              I dozed off several times during the night, leaning against the bike with my arms clasped around my knees. The dank cold kept waking me up. It was the kind of night when, in the pre-plague days, the foghorn at the Point Arena lighthouse would have been sounding all night. Once or twice I felt that somebody was looking at me from one of the houses, but I never saw anyone. Between dozes I decided that if Franny hadn't come back by morning I'd ride to Ukiah and ask the county agent for help. It was a forlorn hope. But it was the only one I had.
 
              Not long before sunrise I had a curious dream. All night long my dozes had shown me to myself as Bennet, tremulously happy in the bliss of his dying; and now, in this latest dream, I relived the moment when Kate Wimbold came out of the sea toward me, glistening blackly in her skinsuit, with a spear in her hand.
 
              Skinsuit? She was clothed in scarlet, glowing like the sunset, with a high crown on her head. No, she was naked, a naked woman who held out her arms to me with a smile. There was -such a light around her that, after a moment, I knew she was more than a woman.
 
              She was not a woman, never a woman. That part of my extra-life as Bennet had not been veridical. Kate Wimbold was a power, a principle and embodiment. My mind had embodied her as what she was. She was the female power, the Shakti of the land.
 
              Somehow, this knowledge was a considerable comfort to me. I didn't have to be concerned about her if she weren't real. (Who did Kate Wimbold, if she hadn't been a mere personification, a formulation of the abstract, remind me of? Fortunately, the question didn't have to be faced.) But now she was back in the skinsuit, holding something out to me insistently, saying, as her face enlarged to fill my whole field of vision, "Don't you remember the convenants?" I knew what she was offering me, though I didn't want to look at it. It was a fat Greek coin.
 
              I woke with a start. I must have slept more soundly than I realized. A man was bending over me, tapping me on the shoulder, with the glow of the dawn red around him. "You dropped this, I think," he said in a neat, precise voice, with every syllable separate and distinct. He-was holding something out to me insistently.
 
              Still dazed with sleep, I put out my hand to take it, and then drew back. I was reluctant to accept anything from him.
 
              "You dropped this," he repeated. Once more he extended his hand toward me.
 
              I lowered my eyes to what lay in the palm of his hand. I saw a fat silvery disk with a woman's—a goddess's?—helmeted head on the front. It was a Greek coin, the Greek coin I had been dreaming about.
 
              "I didn't drop it," I said.
 
              "You did," he contradicted. "I'm sure you did."
 
              I got creakily to my feet and looked at him. I saw a tall, well-built man, youngish, with a twist at the side of the mouth. "You'd better take it," he said, shoving his hand toward me again.
 
              "No. I didn't drop it."
 
              "OK." he said after a second. He shrugged, dropped the coin in his pocket, and turned his back on me.
 
              "Wait," I said, beginning to get more awake. "I didn't drop it, no. But I'd like to know where you got it."
 
              For answer, he began to walk away. I laid my hand on his shoulder. He wrenched free, the twist of his lip an angry snarl. We stared at each other for a moment. Then he began to run.
 
              I went pelting after him. He turned into a space between two houses, and when I got there he was nowhere in sight. But I heard a door banging up ahead.
 
              I thought the sound came from the right. I ran on, around the comer. There was the door, at the side of a large gray house, reddish in the sunrise.
 
              I opened it—it was unlocked—and went in. I was in a hallway. I heard running footsteps ahead.
 
              I hesitated. It occurred to me that in entering the house I might be doing just what he wanted me to do, and the thought slowed me down. I moved on, but slowly. Then I heard feet pounding out the back way.
 
              Once more I hesitated, unable to decide whether to go on chasing the man who had wakened me or to search the house. A faint noise, like the hum of a dynamo, from somewhere in the house decided me.
 
              I began opening doors. There was no furniture in any of the rooms, and the windows were so duty there was hardly any light. Everything smelled damp and old.
 
              The fourth room was the room with the web. It was even darker than the other rooms, but my first impression was that somebody was lying in a hammock in it. But the hammock had luminous mesh, faintly glowing red and green, and the person lying in it seemed not so much cradled in a hammock as caught in something like a trap. The mesh was denser at the two ends, head and feet, and the two colors merged into an opalescent blur. It was a cocoon of pale light.
 
              It seemed to swing free, a foot or two above the floor. I could see the face of the person in it in profile, white and finely chiseled, and it had a pale glimmer, like alabaster with a light behind. It was so quiet and passive and remote that it took me a moment to realize that it was the girl I was looking for. "Franny!" I cried.
 
              She didn't move. I started toward her. I should have touched the mesh of the web, whatever it might be made of, in two steps, but my hands went through it without resistance. I reached the other side of the room. I groped my way back to the door by which I had entered, and still hadn't touched anything.
 
              What was it? A hologram? I looked around the dim walls, but there was nothing there, or on the floor or ceiling, that looked like a projector. She was still lying there in the web, to all appearances. "Franny!" I called once more. She didn't stir.
 
              I heard my own breathing. I had found her; but where was she? The web of light she lay in corruscated faintly and changed shape. It brought to my mind my dream, and the leaping green flame of the candle that had burned on the seashore when I had been Bennet. For a moment I was Bennet, again, back in his dying body. I heard myself saying, in a rather flat and uninflected voice, "I invoke the covenants."
 
              Francesca stirred. Her head moved from side to side. She toned her face toward me. Her eyes opened slowly. She was looking at me with Kate Wimbold's eyes.
 
              But it was certainly Franny. A faint smile curved her lips. She seemed about to rise from the web.
 
              I started toward her. Already I felt the touch of her arm as I helped her up and was formulating the questions I would ask. Then the walls of the room rushed toward me. Something flashed, like the flutter of a flag with black and white checkers. The ceiling seemed to fall apart and let the morning sky enter. A second later everything was dark.
 
              It was a thick darkness, and glistening, like a pool of India ink. It withdrew slowly, and I was standing in an empty room. The walls and ceiling were intact. But Franny was gone.
 
              Helplessness and loss came flooding in on me. I called "Franny!" but of course there was no answer. What should I do? I tried to think, and found I was shaking with fury. There were flint and tinder in my medicine bag. I could burn this vile, delusive house down. The house had it coming to it.
 
              But that would only maroon Franny wherever she was, beyond hope of recovery. I had better try to control myself.
 
              Well, I could go to Ukiah ... What would the county agent think of this story of a disappearing girl, a Greek coin seen in a dream, a luminous web, and a new disappearance? And even if he believed me, what could he do? He could send a deputy back to Point Arena with me, and we could search this house.
 
              The clue must be in this room. At any rate, I would begin here. I started to feel over the walls again. If I could find the projectors, they might give me a hint as to where Franny was. It was not so dark but that I could see pale spots on the walls, oval or rectangular, as if pictures had hung there once and been removed.
 
              At shoulder level I found two small ovals, the larger about three by six inches, rimmed with metal. They were not identical, and they plainly were not projectors, which was why I had not paid much attention to them before. But what were they? Pictures? They held pieces of glass, but there was nothing under the glass except faded wallpaper.
 
              A flicker with the smaller oval caught my eye. I looked closer. It was like trying to read tiny type; it got plainer as I looked. Abruptly I saw that it was Franny, with the web falling around her knees as if it were clothing she was discarding, holding out her hands to me in what seemed entreaty and distress. I thought she was a long way off.
 
              I drew a deep breath. She wasn't back, of course, but I could see her. But I didn't know what to do next. This was the house of being-at-a-loss-ness.
 
              I touched both ovals, I pressed and worked them. Nothing happened. The tiny Franny in the oval was turning her head from side to side as if she listened to something. Did that mean I was on the right track?
 
              I ceased my manipulations. She seemed to go on listening. Perhaps that wasn't it. But by now I had convinced myself that there must be a switch—something that, if pressed, would bring Franny back to me. I clung to that.
 
              I looked around me. What about the light switch, the ordinary, conventional light switch? I could try.
 
              I wiggled the toggle. No light came on; the globes in the fixtures had gone long ago. But the Franny in the oval disappeared and though I pushed the toggle up and down a dozen times she didn't come back.
 
              Had I found her again only to lose her? I felt sick. I fumbled with my medicine bag. I'd look through it—but what did I have in it that was useful?—and then I'd search the house. And if I still couldn't find her, I'd fire the house. The vicious, cruel, hoaxing house.
 
              This last resolve steadied my nerves a good deal. I was still fumbling with the contents of my bag when a slight noise made me turn and look. Franny, as large as life, was lying on her back in the dust of the bare floor, her knees a little flexed. She was breathing quietly, as if she were asleep.
 
              I could hardly bear to try to touch her. What if my hands missed her once more? But she was warm and real under the fabric of her shirt, and she opened her eyes and looked at me.
 
              She put her hands to her head (she told me afterwards that she had come back with a splitting headache), and then sat up and looked around puzzledly. "Where am I, Sam?" she said at last. Her voice sounded odd. But I was relieved to find she recognized me.
 
              "In a house in Point Arena," I said" after an instant's thought.
 
              "Oh. What's been happening?"
 
              "I don't really know what's been happening myself." I filled her in on events as I had observed them. She listened with a puzzled frown, except when I mentioned the silver coin. Then her face cleared.
 
              "I—that—that's when it started happening," she said.
 
              "When what started?"
 
              "When the coin came rolling down the street toward me and stopped in front of me. I left the bike to pick it up. You see, I recognized it."
 
              "Recognized it? From what I told you about a coin in my extra-life as Bennet?"
 
              "No, not that. But my mother used to wear it—or one just like it—in a silver setting on a chain around her neck. So I started after it." She paused, her hand to her head.
 
              "Then what?" I prompted. I was on my knees beside her on the dusty floor.
 
              She shook her head and winced. "I don't know. It's like a lot of bad dreams. I seem to remember a lot of rubbery fingers going over me softly, tickling and tracing, and my trying for a long time to wake up. But after that, the next thing is you kneeling beside me on the floor.
 
              "What happened to you after the man tried to get you to take the coin?"
 
              I told her. I wasn't especially proud of the way I'd acted—it certainly wasn't heroic—but I don't know what more I could have done (those words are the clue to all pusillanimous actions).
 
              At the end of my narrative, she shook her head again. "No, I don't remember any of it," she said. "Maybe my trying to wake up happened when you were calling me."
 
              "You don't know where you were? I mean, you haven't any impression of what sort of—of space was around you?"
 
              "None at all, except that it wasn't here, I think." She looked around the empty room.
 
              I considered. Out of all the questions that were tumbling around in my mind, I selected one. "Franny, do you know who Kate Wimbold was? Was she a real person?"
 
              "Oh, yes. I thought you knew. She was my mother. My father gave her the Greek coin. As I said, she wore it in a silver setting around her neck. They split up when I was a baby, and she never talked about him much. But she kept the coin."
 
              The love life of Franny's parents didn't interest me. But a strange idea had occured to me. "Franny, is your father really dead?"
 
              She stared at me. "Dead? Of course he's dead. I saw him die. I was at his funeral. He was cremated. He couldn't be any deader. Why?"
 
              "Because sometimes I feel I'm straggling with somebody whose agents are the Dancers and the Avengers and the chemical-conscience people, somebody behind them. It's the Mandarins, I suppose. But your father seems a perfect representative of the older generation—brilliant, queer, opinionated. A drug-user. I wondered for a minute if he was really dead."
 
              "Oh, he's dead all right. I suppose he could be considered responsible for a lot of things, though. Including the bad night you spent waiting for me in the street."
 
              "Umh? How do you mean that?"
 
              "Well, I don't know who was operating it. But I think I fell—or was pushed—into one of my father's traps." She smiled almost smugly at me.
 
              "—You mean this whole setup"—I made a gesture that took in the whole house—"was meant as a trap for somebody?"
 
              She nodded, though not very vigorously. "Where my father was concerned, you never were sure of anything. Did the things he talked about really happen, or were they things he thought up in one of his drug dreams? But he said he had 'set three traps for lost love' along the Mendocino coast. I had the impression that one of them, at least, was out in the water.
 
              "Certainly my mother never went back to him. She was in and out of several communes before she died—she was still a young woman—in one of the plagues.
 
              "If he was trying to trap her, the coin may have been meant as bait."
 
              "Did your mother go in for skindiving?" I asked.
 
              "Um-hum. I thought that was why my father put one of the traps out in the surf."
 
              So that part of my life as Bennet had been accurate. I considered. Had the Navarro tribe, and its Dancer, been vanished in one of O'Hare's traps? Would O'Hare have wanted to vanish a woman he was trying to regain? Franny, who probably had actually been in one of O'Hare's traps, couldn't say what it was like. There was nothing to go on ... The tribesman at Albion had kept looking out to sea as if he expected trouble to come from there.
 
              Franny sat holding her head and sniffling. The room was getting lighter. "Let's be getting on to Bodega," I said at last. I felt that I had had a bellyful of perils and troubles. I wanted a quiet room, food, sleep, and eventually sex with Franny. I think we both felt this item had been on the agenda for a long time, but we'd always been too anxious or too tired. "The bike may still be out in the street."
 
              I got to my feet and started toward the door. "Wait," Franny said softly. "Men with bows are coming up on the porch."
 
-
 


Chapter XVII
 
              The tribe at Anchor Bay hadn't got itself a Dancer. According to Wally, who seemed to be a sort of headman, they had no desire for one. All their energies went into basketry—they made beautiful baskets, with months of work required for even the small ones—and abalone fishing. They considered grilled slugs a delicacy, in the best Yokiah-Boyah fashion. They were the most self-consciously Pomo of any tribe I had encountered. Wally even looked like a Pomo: short and very broad-framed, with a broad, flat face and a thin, straight nose.
 
              The tribe was currently living at what had been a private campground in pre-plague days. The abalone fishing was good there, and the tribe's children liked playing the abandoned swimming pool. Somewhat back from the beach there were a couple of shacks, scorned by the archaizing tribesmen. I had my eye on one of them as a nest for Franny and me.
 
              We had left the house in Point Arena in a great hurry, going out the back way as the bowmen were coming in at the front. I had shoved the Avenger in the face who barred our passage, and before he could shoot at us we had been on the bike and off.
 
              We hadn't tried to mislead pursuit; we had gone charging down Highway One straightforwardly. But I had seen a girl on the street, as we flew past the Point Arena service station, who had looked exactly like Franny. The resemblance had been astonishing. She had the same walk, the same way of holding her head, and, of course, the same clothes. If the Mallo Pass people saw her, they were sure to think she was the one they were hunting. It should take them some little time to discover their mistake. So we should have a slight lead.
 
              When we had got to Anchor Bay I had thought it would be better to try to take cover with the tribe there than to go on barreling down Highway One, sitting ducks for the Avengers to pick off. But I didn't know whether Wally could be persuaded to have the tribe he to protect us. We were nothing to him.
 
              "Unh," he said with a grunt. "Yeah, I guess I could make everybody keep quiet about your being here. But why should I? You'd have to make it worth my while." He looked sideways at me.
 
              He obviously didn't want money. (And if he had, he could have had the tribe manufacture reasonable quantities of shell currency for intertribal use). For some reason, I thought he must be after my bow. It was a very good bow, much better than the limp pieces of wood the Anchor Bay people were packing around on their backs. No wonder they were eating slugs—what could they shoot worth eating with those limber atrocities? I wouldn't have been surprised to hear they made bows from eucalyptus.
 
              "What do you want me to give you?" I said after a moment. "I haven't time to bargain with you. If you aren't willing to misdirect the Mallo Pass people, we'd better be on our way."
 
              Franny was sitting on the bike, holding her hands over her eyes. Wally looked at her curiously. Then he said, "I hear you have a kind of rig—you might call it a suit—"
 
              My eyebrows went up a little. "Go on," I said. "What kind of a suit?"
 
              "... It makes the person who's wearing it look like a grizzly bear," Wally said.
 
              I tried not to let my disapproval show in my face. Every medicine man ought to know how the suits work, and Pomo Joe had taught me good and constructive uses for the one we had. But there is no denying that the suits are classically used to intimidate or eliminate people with whom one is at odds.
 
              "Where did you hear about that sort of suit?" I asked. "Who told you?"
 
              Wally looked confused. He rubbed his nose. "I don't know," he said finally. T don't remember where I heard."
 
              "Are you a medicine man?" I asked. Medicine men do know things about other medicine men—there's a sort of grapevine—and the county agent, who isn't a medicine man at all, had known about my suit.
 
              "Why, no," Wally said. "I guess you could call me a politician." He grinned. "But I'd like to have one of those suits." 
 
              He didn't know who had told him. Maybe nobody had. It seemed to me that the legends were coming back. People were beginning to fear the uncanny man-animal who lurked on the hillside at midnight, an invincible obsidian dagger in his hand. The coast was repeopling itself with figures from its ancient past.
 
              The first owners of the land, the Pomo, had known every tree and rock in their tribes' ambience. We had driven them out or out-reproduced them. But the Grail Journey had become the sunbasket journey. The old ways were coming back.
 
              "What would you use the suit for if you had it?" I asked.
 
              "What do you use it for?" he countered. "But I'll send the Mallo Pass people on by, and see that the whole tribe keeps quiet about your being here, if you'll promise to get me that suit."
 
              He would, I thought, keep his word. T can't let you have the suit," I said, "but I'll tell you what: I'll teach you the rudiments of double-seeing, and show you young men how to make proper bows, if you'll hide my girl and me for a couple of days."
 
              Wally pursed up his mouth—he had a mean, flat mouth—and shook his head. "Not good enough," he said. "I'll have to let the Mallo Pass Avengers have you when they come."
 
              Abruptly I was fed up. I'd been on the run for days, I'd been short of food, of sleep, of shelter, friends and sex. And now this blackmailing basket-weaver was threatening to turn Franny and me over to the people who'd made a determined attempt to drown her.
 
              "I'd advise you not to try turning us over to the Avengers," I said. "Even if your conscience is perfectly clear—and I don't think it is; you've broken at least two serious taboos—it's not safe to annoy a medicine man who understands Frenzy Way."
 
              "Hunh?" Wally blinked and looked slightly disturbed. "Frenzy Way? What's that?"
 
              "Like having been bitten by a mad dog," I answered briefly. "It's a nasty way to die."
 
              Wally licked his lips. "... If you're so smart about magic, why don't you get rid of the Mallo Pass people that way?"
 
              "It's easier to control one man with magic than four," I replied. "Besides, the Mallo Pass people have magic of their own. You haven't. You have no protection. Frenzy Way would fasten on your bones."
 
              Wally snorted. "Once the Mallo Pass people pick you up you'll be helpless," he said. "You can't do much in the way of magic with four men holding you."
 
              "Can't I?" I answered. "If they catch us, they'll kill us. And while I'm dying I'll curse you. Not them, you. You haven't a chance."
 
              Even then he might not have agreed if Franny, who was still sitting on the motorbike, hadn't added her persuasive force to mine. She took her hands down from her eyes and gave Wally a long, deliberately hypnotic look.
 
              "You've broken three taboos," she said to him. "One about the offering of first fruits, one about menstruation that only your tribe has, and one about the scourging you got at the youth initiation. You cheated. You see, we know. You'd better help us."
 
              Wally licked his lips. He had turned pale. "What would you do?" he asked. "Tell?"
 
              "That would be one of the things," Franny said. She put her hands over her eyes again.
 
              Wally spat on the ground. "... A couple of stinking witches," he said. "Well—"
 
              I pressed our advantage. "But if you'll shelter us honestly, I'll work Blessing Way for you. And the infractions of taboo will be wiped out."
 
              Wally rubbed his nose. "OK," he said. "But I think you ought to give me the lessons in double-seeing too."
 
              I was in no mood to quibble. "OK," I said, "and throw in the instruction in bow-making."
 
              "What's wrong with our bows?" Wally said irritably. "There's not much we care to shoot around here ... You want to stay in one of the motel units? Which one?" He sounded as if he had been allocating people to motel units all his life.
 
              "We want a place with privacy, where the Avengers won't come looking in the windows," I said. "How about that one?" I indicated the shack that had caught my fancy.
 
              Wally shook his head. "No good. The kids play there a lot. It's in an awful mess. There's a place back under the pines where nobody'd think of looking. It's like a real motel. There's only one window cracked, and there's a fireplace, and running spring water. Don't go building a fire in the fireplace, though—the Avengers might see the smoke."
 
              There was no need to answer this. Wally led Franny and me along an obscure path through some straggly pines to a sort of duplex motel. Clumps of pampas grass were growing on either side of the door. As Wally had said, the windows were intact.
 
              He fumbled in his pants pocket and produced a key. "Got to keep the kids out somehow," he said, unlocking the door. "There's a kitchen, too, but the stove doesn't work."
 
              We looked over his shoulder into a dim room with the curtains drawn. The one piece of furniture I noticed was the bed.
 
              "OK?" he said, looking at us.
 
              "OK," I answered. I wheeled the bike over the threshold and leaned it up against the wall in the corner. As soon as Wally had gone back through the pines, I put my arms around Franny and began kissing her. She returned my kiss sweetly and naturally. It was the first time we had ever kissed.
 
              I didn't know whether to try to take Franny to bed "immediately, or to suggest a snack, or to put up a magical barrier to keep the Avengers away. Franny solved the problem by getting bread and cheese from the bag under the bike and making sandwiches. I suppose we could have eaten hi the kitchen, but we both opted for sitting on the bed, where we chewed the sandwiches and drank herb beer.
 
              We ate enough to dull the edge of hunger—neither of us was as hungry as might have been expected, and our dining table, the bed, suggested other thoughts. Fran put the food back in the bag. She came and sat down beside me, smiling. I began kissing her again..
 
              The girls of my tribe, the Noyo tribe, are given instruction by older women in the mechanics and technique of intercourse during the Girls' Initiation, which takes place in the fall. It's a good idea; sex is too important to be left to mere chance. But my experience with Franny made me realize what an enormous difference there is between a bunch of little girls dutifully studying a school lesson, and the resources of somebody with natural talent.
 
              It was another demonstration of the truth of the old maxim that you can only teach people something who already know it. Franny wasn't much more than nineteen, and I don't think, from other things she said, that she'd had a great deal of real experience. But where sex was concerned, she was definitely what an occultist would call an old soul. Of course, I may have inspired her. I know she had an inspiring effect on me.
 
              Twice, at the height of our excitement, I thought I heard somebody moving about in the kitchen. I decided it was mice, and successfully ignored it. As to Fran, she either didn't hear it at all or decided to ignore it, as I did. As I drifted off to sleep, holding her in my arms, I thought I heard a faint sweet distant music, high and silvery, that reminded me of the distant music I had heard, so long ago, when I was starting the sunbasket journey.
 
              Once I was half-roused by a series of noises in the kitchen. I listened, clutching Franny, until the noises died away. Then I made a sleepy attempt at more sex.
 
              But we were both awfully tired, and sleep took precedence over other needs.
 
              A little after sunset I was aroused for good and all by Franny, white-faced and urgent, shaking my shoulder desperately. "Wake up! The place is on fire! We've got to get out!"
 
              For a moment I couldn't focus on anything. The room was almost dark, and Franny's white face was a meaningless glimmer. I didn't know where I was. "What—?" I said querulously.
 
              "Get on your pants! Hurry! We've got to get out!" She tried to pull me up from the bed by main force.
 
              I could smell smoke. Somebody went by the window. Abruptly I was wide awake. I jumped into my pants, grabbed my bow, and hesitated. If the Avengers had fired the motel, they'd be waiting by the door of the unit to shoot us as we came out. "Get the bike!" Fran said urgently.
 
              There was a scream from outside, and then a rattle of arrows against the window. From the kitchen I heard the crackle of flames and felt a sudden burst of heat.
 
              We'd better be shot than burnt alive. I threw open the door.
 
              The shower of arrows I expected did not come. The four Avengers were shooting at something on the roof above their heads. In the growing twilight I could see that there was a human figure on the roof, or—it seemed for a moment—hovering above it. The outline was familiar, but I didn't know or care who it was. It was a distraction that offered us a chance to get out.
 
              I motioned to Franny to get on the bike. I stepped on the starter. We dashed through the Avengers with only two arrows being shot at us, one of which stuck in my pants leg.
 
              As we charged through the gathering darkness, toward Highway One and Bodega, I was conscious of a feeling of puzzlement. Who had set the fire? Wally, I was sure, had been convinced of the peril of turning us over to the Avengers. He wouldn't have betrayed us. But the motel had indubitably been on fire, and the Avengers had been shooting at its roof. They had hardly noticed us.
 
              Franny—I could feel her breasts pushing into my back—seemed to pick up my thoughts. "Wally did lie to them," she said. "He convinced them. They were starting to leave—they were just leaving—when they saw my fetch hovering above the roof. They thought it was supernatural, and they set the motel on fire. People think fire is good against magic."
 
              "Tour fetch?" I asked. I'd never heard this word before.
 
              "My double. Didn't you see it when we were leaving Point Arena? That was what we kept hearing moving around in the kitchen in the motel."
 
              I swallowed. It is very disconcerting to a young man to learn that the girl he has just been enjoying sex with has a sort of haunt attached to her. "... Have you always had it?" I asked after a minute.
 
              "No, of course not." She sounded annoyed. "I think I got it in the web. I had a feeling of—of being duplicated while I was there. I can't help it, you know."
 
              "Oh, sure." I was wondering whether the Avengers would decide that the fetch was actually Franny, and that we had both perished in the fire. It was improbable. Two arrows had been shot at us; the Avengers knew that somebody had escaped. They would keep on hunting us; in their eyes we were like the vectors of some dangerous disease. The mere knowledge that the Dancers could be killed—and in some quite simple way—was an infection we might transmit.
 
              Yet as we drove through the cool night toward Gualala I felt in better heart. A time for rest and pleasure had been given us. For an afternoon we had been more than fugitives. We had lived a little while.
 
-
 


Chapter XVIII
 
              The tribe at Tenner had made itself a fake Dancer. The tribe's Mandarins, unable to wait their turn patiently for one of O'Hare's coveted creations, had delegated one of their number to carry a whip, wear a loincloth, and be painted red. It wouldn't have fooled anybody for a moment who'd ever seen a real Dancer. It was obviously a tribesman painted up.
 
              Franny and I didn't learn this until somewhat later. We'd been out on the dry hillside, wrestling with Franny's fetch, when we'd been captured. I had expected serious trouble, with a message being sent up the coast to the Mallo Pass people saying we'd been taken. Then I realized that the Jenner people were outside what I might call the Dancer network, though their Mandarins were no less bent on having their young people put in the day dancing than my own tribe's had been. (It gave me a sort of homesick feeling to hear the thud of feet and see people my own age stamping around in a circle.). But the Jenner Dancer didn't have a bodyguard of Avengers, and I doubt he'd even heard of the chemical-conscience treatment, let alone of the idea of using chemically restrained murderers as advisors. The tribe at Jenner was a gentle and backward tribe.
 
              I couldn't understand at first why we'd been captured. If the tribe wasn't doing the bidding of a red-eyed Android from O'Hare's growing tanks, what would they want with Franny and me? Then I realized it was the fetch they were after. The bowmen who had taken us captive had seen Franny trying to put her incorporeal double through its paces. They had come up quietly, while Franny and I were too preoccupied to notice them, and when the light had glinted on the ectoplasmic cable that linked Fran with the translucent fetch, our capture had been assured. The whole tribe suffered from an unsatisfied hunger for marvels.
 
              We were taken before the fake Dancer, our hands tied behind us and the fetch floating loosely in our wake. The Dancer looked at us—he was a pleasant-featured man, middle-aged, with the paint peeling off his skin in big flakes—and pursed his lips. He held a whispered consultation with one of the bowmen. Then he said, "We want the girl to make her double do the things Peace Symbol saw her having it do."
 
              Peace Symbol, presumably, was one of the bowmen. "You'd better do what the Dancer says," I told Franny. I felt it was tactful of me to refer to him as "the Dancer" rather than "the man".
 
              Franny frowned, but complied. I may say here that, while she had acquired a measure of control over the fetch, it wasn't enough for her to destroy the odious thing or even make it stay away from her permanently. Sometimes it was almost autonomous, sometimes it clung to her closer than a twin sister; and it was always perfectly brainless. She could always get it to go away temporarily, which was fortunate for our sex life. We both detested the idea of having the fetch as a spectator.
 
              Anyhow, on this occasion she made the fetch levitate, walk through rocks, float horizontally, pick up leaves, and so on. It was hard work for her; when she stopped she was white-faced and trembling. But the Jenner tribesmen were wide-eyed and mute with pleasure. They had scarcely breathed tire whole time.
 
              "What is it?" the fake Dancer asked as Franny sank down exhausted on the ground. "And where'd she get it, anyhow?"
 
              "It's called a fetch," I said. "I can't tell you where she got it." I thought of the house in Point Arena, and the web I had seen Franny lying in. Franny was convinced that she had been subjected to some sort of matter-duplicating process while she had been in the web, and I felt she was probably right. But I didn't think it would do any good to try to tell the Jenner pseudo-Dancer about all of that.
 
              "Um." The women of the tribe were staring at Franny curiously. The Dancer rubbed his nose, and a flake of red paint fell off. "We'll let you go," he said after a minute, "if you'll either give us your fetch, or show us how we can get one of our own."
 
              Franny and I looked at each other. We could hardly believe he was serious. That anybody could really covet the piece of brainless, self-willed ectoplasm that was the fetch seemed to us impossible. Its behavior was always uncannily upsetting, and its eyes were really horrible. It wasn't so much that there was "no speculation" in them, as that they were full of glassy, idiotic, haywire curiosity. Its eyes seemed to be holes punched into a demented world. I hated to have it look at me. I used to think that if O'Hare had really succeeded in duplicating his lost Kate Wimbold, he might have been less than pleased with the result.
 
              "You don't want it," I said to the Dancer finally.
 
              "Why not?"
 
              I thought for a moment. "It's semi-parasitic," I said.
 
              This was true. The fetch's attachment to Franny, though only occasionally palpable, meant that it was drawing sustenance from her. The drain on her was not very much, but it was continuing. This was one of the reasons why we were so desperately anxious to get rid of the fetch.
 
              "Eh? Semi-parasitic?"
 
              I opened my mouth to explain, but the Dancer cut me short. "I want that fetch," he said. "That one, or another one. It's up to you to figure out how to get one for me."
 
              "What if we can't?" Franny asked warily.
 
              "Then we'll keep you shut up until you think of a way of doing it." For a pleasant-faced man, the fake Dancer looked awfully determined as he said it.
 
              There was a murmur of approbation from the tribesmen. The tribe might be gentle and backward, but they obviously agreed with what their pseudo-Dancer said.
 
              Franny and I looked at each other again. As a punishment, being shut up wasn't especially severe, but the trouble with it was the Avengers, whom we had managed to avoid since Anchor Bay by a series of miracles, were certain to pick up our trail sooner or later. And I didn't think the Jenner tribe would put up much of a resistance to them.
 
              "But—but it isn't easy to think of a way to get you a fetch," I said inanely.
 
              The Dancer shrugged. I was aware of the roar of the surf coming from behind me, and it brought into my mind a brief speculation -as to what had really happened to the tribe at Navarro.
 
              "Peace Symbol, and you, Glorious, and Aum, take them to that room in the hotel that has the lock on the door," the Dancer ordered. And then, to Franny and me, "I'm sorry, but I really want that fetch."
 
              We were marched across the highway and up to the hotel, with several small boys following. Peace Symbol and Glorious had bows; Aum had a bow and a spear. Our hands were still tied.
 
              The hotel was thoroughly ruinous. The quakes, exceptionally severe at Jenner (they had been so massive they had changed the course of the Russian River), had reduced it to not much more than a heap of rubble. We clambered over heaps of debris, Aum poking me occasionally with his spear, until we came to a room on the second floor that was substantially intact. It wasn't much bigger than a closet. Peace Symbol pushed us into it and shut the door. I heard the click of a lock. "We'll be out in the hall," he said through the wood, "so don't try anything."
 
              I went to the window and looked out. The window had been nailed shut, and several bowmen were watching it from the street.
 
              "If we could get you loose from the fetch," I said to Franny, "we might be able to attach it to him."
 
              "Uh-huh. But how are we to do that? We've already done everything we could think of." This was true. We had hacked at the cable with a knife, tied a ligature around it, and shot arrows at it. The fetch hadn't even been inconvenienced.
 
              Franny sat down on the floor. She gave a deep sigh. "I wish my hands were untied," she said. "There's an itch on my left shoulder I'd like to scratch."
 
              I was thinking. "Maybe we haven't tried the right kind of metal on the cable," I said finally.
 
              "What would be the right kind of metal?" Franny asked. "A blade forged by a druid from a fallen asteroid? Something on the order of La Joyeuse?" She closed her eyes wearily.
 
              I didn't think she was showing a properly appreciative spirit. But the reference to a magical blade had reminded me of something I had read once, a reference to a kind of magic different from that taught me by Pomo Joe. I stood considering.
 
              Then I went to the door. "I want you to untie my hands," I said in a semi-shout.
 
              After an instant the door opened and Peace Symbol stood glowering at me. "What do you want your hands untied for?" he said.
 
              "I think maybe I've found a way to get loose from the fetch," I answered.
 
              "Unh? Loose from the fetch? That's not what the Dancer wants."
 
              "Well, it's the first step to attaching it to him," I said.
 
              He rubbed his face. Glorious—a little younger than I; somehow I felt he hadn't been able to get next to any of the local girls, and that his failure was bothering him—and Aum were looking over his shoulder. "If I untie your hands," he said finally, "what'll you do?"
 
              "Well, I'll untie her hands." I indicated Franny, who was looking up at me quizzically. "Then she and I will prepare a knife so—at least I hope we will—so it'll be able to cut through the cable that connects her and the fetch."
 
              Peace Symbol seemed to have a mind that worked pretty slowly. At last he said, "I can't do it. You might try to escape."
 
              "Oh, go on, Peace Symbol," Glorious objected. "What could one man and a girl do even if he has got a knife? We took his bow away, and there are three of us. And the whole tribe is out in the street, watching."
 
              "Yeah, maybe. But I'd be responsible."
 
              All the same, he grudgingly untied me, and watched while I released Francesca. I noticed that she lost no time in starting to scratch her itching shoulderblade.
 
              "Well, you're loose." He was keeping a wary hand on his bow. "What comes next?"
 
              "You'll have to leave us alone," I said.
 
              "... Let's see the knife you're going to prepare."
 
              I showed him. It was one of the paring knives from the kitchen in Franny's father's laboratory. The short blade seemed to reassure Peace Symbol, and he closed the door on us without any more argument. I thought Glorious, who was watching us with frank interest, looked disappointed.
 
              This is not the place to describe the rite that Francesca and I performed. It is a way of making a blade sacred. It is quite different in method—though not, I think, in basic philosophy; all schemes of magic celebrate the same mystery—from the things I had learned from Pomo Joe.
 
              When the rite was over, we put on our clothes again. The fetch drifted into the room, through the front of the hotel, and then floated out again. I went to the door. "Open up," I said. "I want you to take us to your Dancer."
 
              "It took you quite a while," Peace Symbol observed. "Hey, you can't carry that knife in your hand. I guess we'd better tie you up again."
 
              "Oh, dreeze," I said. "You'll just have to untie us when we get to the Dancer. I can't try to cut through the cable with my hands behind my back."
 
              Peace Symbol listened to reason grudgingly—he did everything grudgingly—and we were marched across the street and down to the dance circle where the fake Dancer, whip in hand, was standing. Eight or ten listless striplings were stamping around in the usual circle; I couldn't help thinking that our Noyo boys would have come down considerably harder and raised a lot more dust. It's odd what things a person can find to be proud of.
 
              "So you've thought of a way to transfer the fetch?" the Dancer greeted us. He had reapplied some of his body paint while we'd been in the hotel. He looked quite a lot smoother and glossier.
 
              "I hope so," I said. "Anyhow, the first step is to detach it from her."
 
              The tribesmen were beginning to gather. They obviously expected something pretty spectacular. And the fetch had come up and was looking at Franny with its usual idiotic expression of curiosity. It was dreadful to see how exactly it looked like her.
 
              Knife in hand, I looked carefully along the ground to locate the ectoplasmic cable that linked Franny and the fetch. I hoped the cable would be in one of its material phases. It always materialized in time, but I didn't think the Jenner people would like having to wait.
 
              I found it eventually. At the moment it was somewhat elongated, and about an inch in diameter. I knelt down by it. Franny was standing. The fetch had turned its back on us, and appeared to be looking at Aum.
 
              I raised the knife. For a moment I seemed to look into a gulf, vertiginous and glassy-sided, of the future, where the years lay in colored terraces before me—an abysm of time that changed to a roaring funnel to a cataract. I said, in a voice I hardly recognized as my own, "I invoke the covenants." They were the same words I had used in Point Arena, when Franny had lain in the net.
 
              The ectoplasmic cable rolled a little under the force of the blow. Then the point of the knife went home.
 
              There was a cry from Franny and then a noise like the soft gush of liquid. I made a sawing motion with the paring knife. I had taken hold of the cable; it felt smooth and cool and rubbery, like a thick piece of seaweed, but the little paring knife cut through it easily. In a moment the knife had gone completely through. I felt the cable; it was completely severed. To the Dancer I said, "I've cut the cord. Take the fetch: It's yours."
 
              "OK," he answered. "How do I make it work?"
 
              I hadn't looked mentally much beyond the severing of the cable. I suppose I had had some notion of trying to hitch its end to the Jenner Dancer's solar plexus, which was where the cable had been attached to Franny when it was in its material state. But when I hunted for its end, I found the cable was getting shorter and shorter. It was deliquescing—dissolving—under my hand. There wasn't any question of the cable going into its immaterial phase; it was material enough, but it was melting into blackish drops while I held it. Meantime the fetch, looking considerably more translucent than it had, was standing near us, still regarding us with that idiotic expression of curiosity.
 
              "Go on, make it work," said the fake Dancer, "and then show me."
 
              The tribe moved restlessly. I began to sweat. I didn't know what to do next. I felt like a fool. The cable was now about eighteen inches long, and getting shorter every moment.
 
              "Go on," said the pseudo-Dancer. -
 
              "... I can't."
 
              "He didn't waste any time in argument. "Peace Symbol, you and Aum and Jeb take him and the girl back to the hotel. Take that knife away from him. Give them some lunch and let them go to the latrine first."
 
              We were soon back in the small room. We hadn't been out of it much more than three-quarters of an hour.
 
              Jeb was a lot older than Glorious had been, and a lot grumpier. I couldn't get any of our jailors to talk to me through the door. Finally I gave up. I looked at Franny. "Let's sit down," she said.
 
              The hotel room must have been used as a jail for recalcitrant tribesmen; I found a square of folded-up matting in one corner, and spread it out on the floor. Franny and I sat down on it. I couldn't think of anything to do, fetch-wise, but I put my arm around her and began kissing her.
 
              Imprisoned as we were, it was still an enormous relief to have the tie between Fran and the fetch severed. Its. presence had weighed on us constantly, though we had tried to ignore it. The constraint imposed by the presence of three guards on the other side of the door was nothing compared to the constraint of having the fetch with us, and as Franny had said recently, once the cats had found the way to the creamery, they went there as often as they could. So we managed to do very well and were both grateful to the basket-maker who had made the matting so springy and thick.
 
              It was getting dark when I woke. Franny opened her eyes, smiled, and then made a motion with her hand toward the door. I heard Glorious's voice.
 
              "He told me to replace Peace Symbol," he was saying. "How should I know why he did it? And Aum can go to supper. The door's locked, and they can't possibly escape."
 
              I sat up. Glorious, I thought, was far more sympathetic than Peace Symbol, and I began to wonder whether talking to him would help. Peace Symbol seemed to have left. Glorious and Jeb discussed dancing, fishing, deer hunting, the severing of the tie with the fetch, and girls. Glorious kept bringing the conversation around to girls.
 
              "Hello," I said through the door at last.
 
              "Hello," Glorious answered. I thought he sounded really pleased. "You got anything worked out about the fetch yet?"
 
              "No, not a thing."
 
              "That's too bad." His regret sounded genuine, too. "Our Dancer's a stubborn man. If he said he wouldn't let you out until you got him a fetch, he won't ... Say, why is it called a fetch?"
 
              "I don't know. That's what my girl calls it."
 
              "You oughtn't talk to him," Jeb said, disapproving.
 
              "What's the harm in it?" Glorious answered. "I might find out something useful."
 
              "Well, don't say I didn't warn you," Jeb answered.
 
              "How did you get the fetch?" Glorious said to me.
 
              "You wouldn't believe me if I told you."
 
              "Um. That was a pretty rite you and your girl did with the knife."
 
              I raised my eyebrows. So he'd been looking! The Jenner people seemed to have a talent for watching unobserved. I wondered where he'd been watching from. Well, neither Franny nor I was especially modest physically. "Yeah," I answered evenly.
 
              "Real pretty. A lot better than all that stuff with the fetch. I can't think why our Dancer wants it so much. The thing makes me uncomfortable. Jeb feels the same way about it, don't you, Jeb?"
 
              "You talk too much," said Jeb. "I'm not afraid of it."
 
              "Oh, dry up, Jeb. All you do is tell me not to talk. What was that stuff you said about 'covenants' when you cut the cord with the paring knife?"
 
              I considered. "I'm not quite sure myself," I said after a moment. "The words just seemed to come into my mind. When I said it, I had the feeling that it referred to the future."
 
              "Interesting," said Glorious judicially. "Very interesting." He was trying to sound older than he was. "It sounds like some sort of magic, doesn't it?"
 
              "I suppose so," I answered.
 
              "Covenants," Glorious repeated thoughtfully. "Maybe we need something like that. Are you a medicine man?"
 
              "Uh-huh."
 
              "I've often wondered whether I have any talent in that direction." He gave a modest cough.
 
              People say this kind of thing to me rather frequently, and it always embarrasses me. "It's perfectly possible you have," I said. "There's nothing very exotic about it."
 
              Thus encouraged, Glorious told me quite a lot about himself. He'd always wanted to see visions, thought it would be wonderful to help people and work for the good of the tribe, etc. etc. I listened fairly sympathetically, though I couldn't help thinking that a lot of his interest in medicine-manning stemmed from his frustrations with the girls. Jeb had left off trying to shut us up.
 
              It was now quite dark. Franny had got up and gone to the window. "What's that light?" she said suddenly.
 
              I saw the fetch, quite diaphanous but outlined in pale blue light, floating eight or ten feet above the ground and rising slowly toward our window.
 
              "Go 'way," Franny said to it in a choking voice. "Go somewhere else, you nasty, nasty thing." I felt she was frowning fiercely and compressing her lips.
 
              The fetch turned head-over-heels, came through the glass of the window, reversed itself, and went out through the wall into the hall. I heard a stifled gasp from somebody, probably Jeb.
 
              Franny was muttering something. It must have had some effect on the fetch's behavior, for after a moment Jeb said in a trembling voice, "I have to go to the latrine. Got to take a leak. Maybe a crap."
 
              "Oh, sure, go on, Jeb," Glorious said in a slightly less tremulous voice, though only slightly so. "Get out and go to the can before it touches you again. It's awfully wet."
 
              I heard Jeb's feet, not quite running, in the hall. "He's gone," Glorious said, "and I'll bet he doesn't come back tonight. Now we can talk better. Can you get rid of that thing, though? When it touches me, it feels so wet."
 
              "I can try," Franny said. It was the first time she had spoken to him. Once more she muttered. Glorious sighed, so deeply that I could hear him through the door. "That's better," he said. "Thanks."
 
              "You were talking about being a medicine man," I prompted.
 
              "Oh. Well, another thing I think would be nice about it would be having all that power."
 
              I thought of my actual limitation, and grimaced. "The object isn't getting power, especially," I said.
 
              "Oh, I suppose not, but—"
 
              "I could do a preliminary test on you," I said, "but we'd have to be on the same side of the door for me to do it."
 
              "I couldn't do that ... Well, if you'd promise you wouldn't try to escape—"
 
              His voice was uncertain and nervous.
 
              "I promise we won't leave unless we have your free permission," I said. I was .beginning to have hopes of Glorious. "On my youth initiation word of honor."
 
              "OK." There was the click of the lock, and the door opened. The hall was quite dark except for the light of a candle—home-dipped, I thought—burning in an abalone shell on the floor.
 
              I got the copper disk from my medicine bag and had Glorious look in it. "We're going to share a dream," I said. I began describing to him, in soft, simple phrases, what it had been like to be Alice the cadaver. He listened, breathing shallowly. Actually, he was in a light hypnotic sleep. His knees began to buckle. I had him sit down against the wall. Franny was a silhouette against the weak light of the candle.
 
              I kept on with my description. He was sighing heavily. I put my right hand over his eyes, pressing with my thumb and third finger against his temples, and I changed from the account of my experiences as Alice to a morbid vision of the two of us suffocating under layers—slabs—of pale flesh slimy with beginning decay. It was straight out of Poe, and it almost made me sick myself, but it was very effective. Glorious was wriggling like an eel.
 
              I let him go. He stopped threshing around. Then he drew a deep breath, and coughed. "Brrr!" he said. "That was awful. Are all medicine man dreams that bad?"
 
              "Oh, no, but you have to go through a number of bad ones." (Pomo Joe had never put me through anything as bad as the rotting flesh one, but I wanted to impress Glorious.) "... I think you could be a medicine man, yes, if you wanted to work at it."
 
              "I'm not sure I do," he answered, getting shakily to his feet. "But you must have a lot of power." It was the second time he had mentioned power.
 
              "What would you use power for if you had it?" I asked.
 
              The light was poor, but he seemed to be blushing, literally and actually blushing. "You, you, unh, ever make, make charms for people?" he asked with difficulty.
 
              "Sometimes. What kind of a charm?" I was pretty sure I knew, but I wanted to be sure.
 
              "To make girls—" Here Glorious stuck, seeming to think that he'd said enough. He looked at me imploringly.
 
              "Oh, that kind of-a charm. Well, I can't make one for you now. I haven't the materials. But I promise solemnly to get a first-rate charm to you, something to make you popular with the girls and people generally, within a week after we get to Bodega. I promise as a medicine man, as well as on my youth initiation word of honor. Of course, I'll have to get to Bodega first."
 
              His face lit up, but he hesitated. "I'm not supposed ... Would the charm really work?"
 
              "Of course. I make good charms. Meantime, find an older woman who likes you and tell her all about yourself. Tell her your troubles and the things you're anxious about." I figured that if he could get himself seduced the charm would be quite sufficient to make him OK with all the girls he could handle.
 
              "Thanks," he said, "thanks." He was smiling almost as happily as if he already had the charm and the girl—or girls—he wanted, "Come around to the back of the hotel," he went on. "We don't want anybody to see you leaving. Your bike's parked on the far side of the dance circle." He led the way.
 
              "Will you get into any trouble for letting us go?" Fran asked softly. We were picking our way over the piles of rubble by the uncertain light of the candle.
 
              Glorious shrugged. "Not too much. I may get a lashing, because our Dancer will be disappointed. But he's not a cruel man. I'll tell him that I let you out to go to the toilet, and that the fetch tried to strangle me then. The Dancer knows the fetch is scary. Jeb will back me up—Glorious, I thought, had at least one attribute of a successful medicine man: he was good at thinking up convincing lies.
 
              We got to the dance circle—deserted now, under a waning moon—and found the bike. We got astride it. Farewells were said. Glorious reminded me once more about the charm. A few moments later we were rolling down Highway One toward Bodega.
 
              Bodega was not many miles distant. I began to allow myself to hope. Franny coughed. "Don't look around," she said in a rather odd voice, "but I think the fetch is following us."
 
-
 


Chapter XIX
 
              The fetch had had nothing to do with our capture. It had gone floating off into the night a little while after Franny had mentioned it. But a mile and a half below Jenner we had run into six Avengers, on their way back from Bodega. There had been a wild chase back up Highway One; since my bike was carrying two, we were quickly overtaken. It made me sick now to think how close we had been to Bodega and freedom.
 
              The Avengers had taken us to Gualala, the terminus of the Grail Journey. There, after a long confab with the local Dancer, we had been stashed in the sweathouse. Our hands and feet had been tied together, and we had been gagged, though the gags weren't very tight. Franny was sitting opposite me. Her long hair was in her eyes, and she kept tossing her head to try to get it out of the way. Looking at her, I felt a vivid regret for our initial continence toward each other. It had seemed well-motivated at the time; we hadn't known each other very well, and there'd always been some immediate danger. But now I regretted every moment that I'd been with her and hadn't been between her legs.
 
              We were to be tried. I suppose simply shooting us would have been a little too raw, even for Avengers, in view of all the publicity their continued pursuit of us had caused. Or maybe they wanted to make examples of us.
 
              I wondered what the charge would be. Endangering the comfort and security of the Mallo Pass Dancers? Whatever they got us on, the trial was certain to be rigged. I had very little hope of surviving it.
 
              Franny had stopped tossing her head back and seemed to have gone to sleep. Her motionlessness didn't impress me as quite natural. It reminded me of how still she had been when she had lain in O'Hare's love trap at Point Arena.
 
              I hadn't anything to do except think. It was hot in the sweathouse. I thought of Pomo Joe, and wished it were possible to get some sort of message to him. I thought of Glorious, and felt sorry that he'd never get his love charm. But mostly I thought about Francesca, and wished I'd used my time with her better.
 
              Finally a kid of about eighteen came in carrying a gourd. "Would you like a drink?" he said. "It's hot in the sweathouse."
 
              I nodded, and he slipped my gag down and held the gourd to my lips. The water had a faintly bitter taste, but I was thirsty and swallowed avidly.
 
              As he got up from kneeling before me, the light from the smoke hole fell along his ribs inside his torn dance shirt; I saw that his back and sides were a mass of welts, some old and healed, some still bloody and new.
 
              "Where'd you get all those welts?" I asked. I was genuinely shocked by the nature and extent of his injuries.
 
              He gave me a look as if I were stupid beyond belief. "In the dance circle, where do you suppose? The Mandarins say we've got to have the sunbasket vision, and since we live at the end of the journey, whipping is the only way."
 
              "Do any of you ever have the vision?" I asked.
 
              He didn't answer my question. "How about her?" he asked, indicating Franny. "Wouldn't she like a drink, too? It's hot in here."
 
              "I think she's passed out," I said, "but you can try."
 
              He went over to Franny and touched her, not ungently, on the shoulder. She rolled under the touch, but didn't stir otherwise. "Still out," he said. "Too bad."
 
              He started to put my gag back on. "You didn't say whether or not any of you ever have the Grail Vision," I repeated.
 
              "—I'm not supposed to talk to you," he said.
 
              "The reason you're not supposed to talk to me is that I'm opposed to the Dancers and am trying to get rid of the whole system," I said. "Your elders are afraid I might corrupt your innocent mind."
 
              He looked upset and left the sweathouse without replacing my gag. He must have tattled, though, because before I could try to rouse Franny, an older man came in and gagged me much more tightly. He tightened my girl's gag too, though she was still insensible. I was left to my thoughts.
 
              The immediate physical savagery of the Gualala Mandarins toward their juniors rather surprised me. Were they intimidated by their Dancer and his chemical-conscience adviser to the point where they would tolerate seeing one of their young people covered with bloody welts? Jade Dawn, after all, had come to warn me against the Grain Journey, and I had the impression that most Mandarins of most tribes had to work rather hard at keeping their eyes closed to the effect of the Dancer system on the younger generation. It would be awfully difficult for Mandarins to shut their eyes to welts like those I had seen on the water-bringer's body. But perhaps they felt that welts were justified when it was a question of the sunbasket vision.
 
              My thoughts were getting blurred and peculiar, while my senses seemed to grow more and more acute. The thud of feet from the dance circle, which at first had been barely audible, now seemed to make the whole sweathouse shake. I wondered whether there had been some intoxicant in the water I had drunk from the gourd. Datura? Datura might make me feel the way I did; the Gualala Dancer might want me drugged and suggestible at the trial. In any case, there, wasn't much I could do about it now. I couldn't even try to vomit, since I was gagged.
 
              About half an hour later Franny opened her eyes and looked at me. She sighed deeply. She tried to say something, and then realized she was gagged.
 
              Her eyes moved. Her gaze traveled in the direction of the dance circle and then back to me several times. She was frowning intently, and I felt convinced she was trying to tell me something.
 
              I don't know why—it was probably the effect of the datura, which warped my judgment—but I got the idea that the message she wanted to give me was about the physical activity of dancing. She wanted me to dance, or ... If I imitated the motions of the dance as well as I could in my bound condition, would our jailers be moved to take some action? What? I wanted them to ungag us and let us go, but I felt foggily that this was improbable. (My thoughts had stopped seeming peculiar to me, and I was convinced they were piercingly cogent and intelligent.)
 
              Franny was still moving her eyes. Something was being communicated urgently. It was certainly something about dancing. And Franny unquestionably wanted me to dance. Well, if I could fool my jailers into thinking I was out on the dance floor with the others ...
 
              I began to thump my bound legs rhythmically up and down on the floor, keeping the beat of the stamping thud I could hear coming from the dancers in the circle. For a long time nothing happened. My legs got extremely tired, and the ropes chafed me. I was so busy with my laborious pseudo-dancing that I didn't look at Franny the whole time. This was a pity, for she told me afterward that she'd been shaking her head at me constantly trying to get me to stop.
 
              Finally one of the Gualala Mandarins came in. He was carrying a whip. He stood watching me in silence for a few moments. I was still too high from the datura to realize how unfriendly his scrutiny was.
 
              At last he said, "What's the matter with you? Do I have to tie you up so tight you can't move at all?"
 
              I made a mumbling noise and rolled my eyes at him. "If you're so fucking crazy to dance," he went on, "it's too bad you didn't do it at Noyo. If you had, you wouldn't be in such a bad jam. Stop it, and be quiet. If I catch you bumping around like that again, I'll really beat you up."
 
              He hit me hard eight or ten times with the whip he was carrying. I was almost knocked over by the blows. Then he kicked me in the ribs. He went over to Franny and kicked her too, though not quite so hard. He stood looking at us menacingly for a few seconds. Then he went out. I thought I saw tears in Franny's eyes.
 
              Sweat was pouring down my sides. I felt angry and helpless, not far from tears myself. This immediate physical maltreatment—especially when it was directed against Francesca—was hard for me to take. But the blows had had the effect of knocking part of the datura intoxication out of me.
 
              Franny's hair had got in her face again, and she was trying to toss it out of the way. The sweathouse smelled of smoke, partly burned wood, and sweat. My gag was cutting off the circulation around my mouth.
 
              A lumpish bird came flapping in through the smoke hole in the roof. It made no noise, and after a moment I realized it was one of the typical Dancer hallucinations. They are usually of birds or animals. I don't think I've ever seen one of a human being. The bird circled twice above Franny's head and then dissolved in the air.
 
              Franny had got her hair out of her face and was sitting up as straight as she could. She caught my eye and then began to move her bound feet on the sweathouse floor. I was brighter this time, and soon understood that she was making motions of writing, of forming letters with her feet.
 
              It was hard for her to do. She moved her feet over and over again in the same sequence of motions, looking intently at me all the while. At last I realized she was making the letter B. I nodded to show I had understood.
 
              She nodded back, and began forming another letter. I got this one more easily: it was E. I nodded, and she went on to the next. It was N, clear enough. Bennet? Was that what my girl was spelling out? I watched with concentration while she shaped another N.
 
              Yes, it was Bennet. But why was she spelling it?
 
              Her eyes moved toward the dance floor again. Then, to make sure that I really understood, she laboriously spelled out, "Dancer".
 
              She had to stop. She couldn't get enough air through her gag, and moving her bound feet to make letters was awfully difficult for her. But I thought I knew now what she had been trying to tell me: that my Bennet-life held the clue to the destruction of the Dancers. I nodded in a way I meant to indicate comprehension.
 
              Franny drew a deep sigh and leaned up against the sweathouse wall with her eyes closed. She seemed asleep again. I felt she had gone back to where she had been. Now it was for me to decide where the possibilities in my Bennet-life lay.
 
              I reviewed what it had been like to be Bennet, from the time I had made my way down to the seashore, favoring my brittle bones, to the time I had felt such terrible bitterness at realizing O'Hare had tricked me and that I had been cheated out of the joy in dying that was my right.
 
              The joy in dying. The words seemed to hold a promise. The Dancers had been grown from cells from Bennet's mouth—that mouth that had tasted the drugged wine, and been moved to find the taste so unbearably bitter. But Bennet himself had looked forward to ecstatic death; death had seemed to him the highest of delights. Was it possible that his unnatural offspring, the Dancers, could have similar feelings? Could the Dancers possibly harbor something like his drive toward death?
 
              Put so baldly, the idea seemed improbable. And yet Franny had indicated my Bennet-life as the means of destruction of the Dancers. They might, after all, in the depths of their peculiar android souls, feel a similar urge: toward dying. It might be so. Good. I would try to trigger it.
 
-
 


Chapter XX
 
              How do you trigger a death-wish in an android? I was still wondering about this when four tribesmen came to take us to be tried. We were ungagged and allowed to go to the latrine, Franny stumbling along between two grim middle-aged women. Then we were marched off in the direction of the dance floor, which was to serve as the court.
 
              "What'll we do with Gladness?" I heard one of. our jailers says to another. "He's had another fit."
 
              "Put him in the sweathouse. He'll be OK in a few hours."
 
              "Can't. These two"—he indicated Franny and me—"are supposed to be kept by themselves."
 
              "Oh, that's all right. They won't be going back there." I thought it was an ominous remark.
 
              The Gualala Dancer was standing on a platform above the dance floor with the usual whip in its hand. It looked exactly like the Dancer at Noyo. Nobody was dancing. The whole tribe, even the dogs and babies, seemed to have turned out for our trial. All the men my age were wearing dance shirts. I saw welts on a lot of backs and ribs.
 
              Franny and I were forced through the crowd into a spot in front of the Dancer. Two more men joined our jailers, each with a heavy blanket over his arm, and stood directly behind Franny and me. I suppose the blankets were to be used to silence us if we started to say anything the Mandarins wouldn't want said.
 
              The Dancer switched its whip thoughtfully. "What's the charge against these people?" it asked in its fruity voice.
 
              "Endangering the comfort and security of a Dancer," a man said from the dance floor. As soon as he spoke I knew he was one of the chemical-conscience people, and after I looked at him a minute I thought I recognized him. He was the man who had tried to make me take the Greek coin at Point Arena.
 
              "I'd like to ask a question," I said. "Who decides whether or not we're guilty?"
 
              "I do," said the Dancer.
 
              "Who passes sentence on us?" I asked.
 
              "I do," said the Dancer.
 
              "I demand to be tried according to tribal law," I said, with more confidence than I felt. "It's completely illegal for a tribesman to have that kind of a trial. Whoever heard of being judged and sentenced by the, unh, person you're supposed to have wronged?"
 
              "Tribal law doesn't apply in cases where the charge is endangering a Dancer," the chemical-conscience man put in officiously and precisely. He gave me a nasty little smile.
 
              Well, I hadn't expected it to work. I glanced at Franny. She looked remarkably calm, considering. She was frowning a little, and her eyes were closed.
 
              Suddenly I was invaded by an irresistible wave of randy thoughts. It was astonishing, given the circumstances; and the portion of my personality that was still unsubmerged by libido felt blank amazement. I couldn't understand where it was all coming from. After a moment I decided Franny must be doing it.
 
              Actually, it was partly the datura and partly my earlier regrets about Franny, though her mental activity at the moment did have a lot to do with it. But I jumped to the conclusion that she was trying to use her ESP on the Dancer, to make it perceive death as the acme, the culmination, of bodily enjoyment (death as orgasm, you see), and I decided I ought to cooperate with her in the attempt.
 
              It was an unwarranted conclusion, certainly. But the datura was still affecting my thinking; and besides that, I was most reluctant to give up the idea of being able to manipulate the Dancer psychologically. I couldn't see any other hope for Franny and me.
 
              So, while the chemical-conscience man waited for me to reply to his last remark, I struggled to attach some of my superabundant desire to the idea of death, and project the whole package out to the Dancer. I furrowed my forehead, held my breath, bore down with my diaphragm, and went through all the other thought-projection tricks Pomo Joe had taught me. I hardly noticed that I wasn't making contact with Franny's mind. I had other things to think of.
 
              It didn't work. Thought projection has never been my forte, and though Bennet had certainly had a death-wish, I certainly didn't. I wanted to get out of my ropes, make a concupiscent dive at Franny and, desire satisfied, be on our way. I couldn't make the idea of death psychologically acceptable to myself. It was just unpleasant. I found myself wondering whether the Dancer was really "it" or "he". Though I'd seen the embryonic Dancers naked in O'Hare's growing tanks, I couldn't for the life of me remember what their anatomy had been.
 
              I was looking hard at the Dancer, trying to concentrate on my projection, and it was looking back at me. Finally it said, irritation showing through its fruity tones, "What are you staring at me like that for? Haven't you ever seen a Dancer before? You know, you're on trial for your life."
 
              "I'm sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to stare at you. Matter of fact, I was looking at the welts on the backs of your young men. They seem to have been lashed quite a lot."
 
              The Dancer grunted. "What's it to you? That's the tribe's affair."
 
              "I suppose so," I said. "But do you ever have any fatalities? Some of those welts are pretty severe. Or would your people consider dying in pursuit of the sunbasket vision a good death?"
 
              Out of the corner of my eye I saw the man who was standing behind me with the blanket make a tentative movement toward me and then relax. The tribesmen shuffled uneasily. Several young men looked at each other significantly. The chemical-conscience man was smiling a really nasty smile, presumably because he liked the notion of people being whipped to death. Well, I had spoken as I had to put the theme of a good death into the Gualala Dancer's mind. If I also made the younger people dissatisfied with their lot, so much the better.
 
              The Dancer rubbed its chin. "What's the matter with you?" it said. "Do you want me to give my verdict now?"
 
              Its chemically controlled adviser leaned toward it and whispered something in its ear. "Oh," said the Dancer, as if enlightened. "So that's it. Well, let's get on with the trial."
 
              Presumably the man from Point Arena had told the Gualala Dancer about the datura I had drunk. Somebody said, "Call the first witness." I listened through an increasing fog.
 
              The randy thoughts had withdrawn as suddenly as they had come. And, now that they had gone, I was prey to an overwhelming lassitude. I no longer felt the ropes I was tied with. I let my head droop forward on my chest. For the next few minutes, I think I slept.
 
              Dimly I recognized that this was no time for slumber, and kept trying to wake myself. When I finally managed it, after a number of somnolent attempts, the trial seemed well under way. Apparently one of the Mallo Pass Avengers had just been giving testimony, for he was walking away from the spot in front of the Dancer.
 
              "And that's what implicates him?" the Dancer asked, pointing at me.
 
              "That's right," said his adviser. "He interfered with tribal justice, you see." I gathered that the Avenger's testimony had dealt with my unchaining Francesca from the rock. "It's a serious charge."
 
              "Was she tried according to tribal law?" I put in.
 
              The chemical-conscience man looked at me slantingly. "Tribal law doesn't apply in cases involving the comfort and security of a Dancer," he said. "I told you that before. You might as well go back to sleep, if that's the best you can do."
 
              "OK," I said. "But I'd like to make one thing perfectly clear. I'm not afraid of dying. In fact, I rather hope the Dancer does find me guilty, and does pronounce sentence of death. Death seems to me the richest, the finest, the most beautiful, thing in life." I almost held my breath as I said it; if anything could trigger the Dancer's theoretical death-wish, it would be words like these. It was the moment of truth.
 
              I don't know what I expected the Dancer to do. It didn't do anything. For a moment it stared at me. Its body smell came to me in waves. "Death isn't rich or beautiful at all," it said finally. "I suppose you're talking like that because you think I'll refrain from sentencing you to death if I think you want to die. Either that, or you're crazy. Eh, Bill?"
 
              "That's right," said the chemical-conscience man. "If he's going to talk pure nonsense, we'd better gag him again." They both glared at me.
 
              That was all. No death-wish, no nothing. I felt flat and empty. The idea had always been a silly one, and I had clung to it only because I could think of nothing better. But now what was I to do?
 
              I glanced at Franny. She was looking thoroughly puzzled, as well she might. Then her face cleared. Evidently she had figured out what my motive had been in speaking as I had. She began to frown.
 
              She shook her head very slightly. She was telling me that I had mistaken her meaning. I must look elsewhere for help than to a Dancer's suppositious death-wish. It was something else.
 
-
 


Chapter XXI
 
              It was beginning to get dark. They would have to bring in torches soon, or light the wood that was piled up beside where the Dancer was standing. I wondered fleetingly whether I might be able to make a break for freedom in the gathering darkness, and decided against it. There were too many tribesmen between me and safety, and besides I wouldn't try to escape without Franny. Her head was sagging discouragedly.
 
              What had she meant when she had painfully spelled out "Bennet" and then "Dancer"? A connection between them certainly existed, but it wasn't Bennet's death-wish, as I had assumed at first. The Dancers had been grown from his body cells, which had been affected by an interaction between Bennet's own immunological apparatus and the virus of bone-melt cancer. Had his cells been, finally, a little like lichens? Lichens, I had read once in a botany textbook, were dual organisms, the result of an association between a fungus, which gave the lichen shape, and an alga, which supplied it with chlorophyll. If the virus had become an actual, necessary component of Bennet's body, his euphoria in the face of death might be accounted for. But I didn't see the relevance of any of this to our present fix.
 
              I kept on trying to puzzle it out. But thinking was hard for me; my thoughts came slowly, remote and sluggish, and I found I resented it when some piece of testimony rose above the general drone and caught my attention. I wanted to drowse undisturbed while the trial went on. I knew how dangerous this tendency was, and resisted it. But it was there.
 
              It was startling to me, almost shocking, when Franny raised her head and spoke. "I'm on trial for my life too," she said. "Instead of your listening to what a bunch of Mallo Pass Avengers have to say, I think you ought to hear what happened from my own mouth."
 
              Was there a very slight emphasis on the word "mouth"? I couldn't be sure. "It depends on whether or not your account is relevant," the Dancer said to her after an instant. "I'm not here to listen to a lot of tosh."
 
              "How can you tell whether or not it's relevant unless you hear me?" Francesca said. Her voice was picking up a certain, ringing, almost clarion quality, and I saw the man with the blanket who was standing behind her shift his feet uneasily. "How can you call this a fair trial if the defendant isn't allowed to speak? You ought to hear what happened from my mouth." Again there was—or was there?—that faint emphasis on the word "mouth".
 
              "Well, I suppose I might listen to you for a while," said the Dancer in its fruity, fluting tones. "Don't go too far back, though. Begin with when you were chained to the rock, in accordance with the Mallo Pass Dancer's decision."
 
              "That's pretty far along in what happened," Franny said, "but OK.
 
              "I was chained to the rock, waiting to be drowned, when Sam McGregor, who was going by, heard me and came down off the road to rescue me."
 
              "He heard you on the road?" Bill, the chemical-conscience man, interrupted in his precise, finicking way. "How could that be? Your voice wouldn't carry that far."
 
              "I don't know how he could hear me," Franny answered, "but he did. He's a medicine man, you know." Had she accented the word "medicine" a little? "He got me loose somehow—I was too stiff and cold from being in the water so long to help myself—and back on dry land, on the hillside. Then—"
 
              "I don't see the relevance of all of this," the Dancer said impatiently. "We've already heard witnesses testify that McGregor interfered with tribal justice ... Somebody light that fire. It's getting dark out here."
 
              Nobody moved to obey him, and Franny continued, "If you'll listen, you'll see that this is relevant. Sam's being a medicine man made him want to save me, and the things he gave me out of his medicine bag are important too."
 
              "Why?" the Dancer asked.
 
              "They just are. This is important. He has all sorts of things in his medicine bag."
 
              This time there was no possible doubt of the emphasis. It wasn't marked enough to rouse suspicion, but I was familiar with Franny's patterns of speech, and she didn't usually talk like that. She was trying to tell me something, something about the things in my medicine bag. Something about Bennet's mouth too, perhaps, but I couldn't be sure of that.
 
              "Put her gag back on," the Gualala Dancer said abruptly. "She's trying to slow down the trial, that's all." He reached out and flicked her around the waist with his whip. "Dylan, light that fire at once. It's getting dark."
 
              This time he was obeyed. The fire blazed up, with a resinous crackling, and my poor girl was gagged again with the same old piece of dirty cloth. Her eyes were bright above the gag and she was looking directly at me, willing me—I felt—to understand.
 
              And I didn't. I couldn't think what she might have meant. "Mouth" must refer to Bennet's mouth, from which the original tissue culture for the Dancers had come. But what was the connection with the things in my bag? The bag itself was hanging down my back, and I could almost touch it with the tips of my fingers. There wasn't any difficulty about that. But what had Franny meant to tell me about it?
 
              I enumerated the things in the bag mentally. It held six or eight packets of herbs, a few loose mescal buttons, a rattle, an elderwood whistle, a piece of snakeskin, and a copper disk supposed to be used for scrying.
 
              Most of these could be eliminated as useless at once: the rattle, the whistle and the piece of snakeskin were primarily for magical purposes. If I could force the Dancer to ingest a few mescal buttons, it might or might not get intoxicated on them. And if I could make it look into the copper disk, it might dislike seeing its own face.
 
              The herbs? They were curative rather than poisonous. I had Ephedra californica for colds, mesquite gum for sore eyes, red penstemon as a wash for burns, Asclepias cryptoceras for inflammatory rheumatism, and so on. Even if I could, impossibly, get one or another of them inside the Gualala Dancer, I didn't think they'd have any especial effect on it.
 
              No matter how often I went over the contents of my bag, I couldn't see any help in them. I tried and tried, while the trial went on and a whole troop of Avengers from Mallo Pass testified as to Franny's infraction and my accessoryship to it. I couldn't understand what she had meant. Lethargy kept stealing over me. I had a feeling of remote and chilly doom.
 
              It got darker. Somebody replenished the fire. Finally the Dancer said, "That's enough. It's time for my verdict." It paused for a moment, I suppose for dramatic effect. "I find both the defendants guilty," it said.
 
              I had been expecting this, of course, but it was a shock anyhow. I looked at Franny. Drops of what seemed to be sweat were glistening on her face in the firelight. Her eyes were fixed, but she didn't appear to perceive what she was looking at.
 
              There was a murmur from the tribe. It wasn't approving, and it certainly wasn't surprised. "Don't forget to sentence them," the chemical-conscience man prompted.
 
              "I shan't," said the Dancer. It cleared its throat. "There is only one sentence possible, under the circumstances," it said. "The sentence is death. Bill, you're to carry it out, of course."
 
              "OK," Bill answered. An expression of wolfish anticipation had appeared on his not unhandsome features. His mouth twisted to one side suddenly and his eyes grew bright. "Might as well get started on it," he said.
 
              My first thought was that at least I'd find out how the Navarro tribe had died. It was reasonable to assume that Bill would adopt the same method of disposing of Franny and me that had been used on them. At last my curiosity would be satisfied. But death was too high a price to pay for it. The bargain was preposterous, impossible. I didn't want to die myself, and I didn't want Franny to die. I didn't want any part of it.
 
              We were ushered toward the edge of the circle, guards on both sides of us. Franny was in front. Our executioner walked along beside us. He had got something out of his pants pocket and was tossing it up in the air and catching it again expertly. It was a good display of coordination, but I found myself hoping, childishly, that he'd drop whatever he was juggling and have to stoop to pick it up. He was too self-assured.
 
              Our guards were not moving us along very fast. As we got near where the Dancer was standing, the light from the fire glinted on the object Bill was juggling, and I saw what it was. It was the Greek coin he had tried to make me accept in the dawn at Point Arena.
 
              At the sight I had a moment of vertigo in which O'Hare's trap at Point Arena, the drunk's soliloquy about the man he's met who wanted parts of human bodies, and the disappearances at Navarro and Russian Gulch, all whirled in horrifying turbulence through my mind. Then these things added up, and I saw the dreadful pattern emerge.
 
              I was frightened, more frightened than I had been when Farnsworth had had me, dance for him. I could smell myself; I stank of fear. Actually, whatever Bill was going to do to us wouldn't be any worse than what Farnsworth would have done to me, but it seemed worse, I suppose because more people were involved. Farnsworth had been a lone wolf. I was terrified at the thought of a ring of murderers.
 
              But fear had cleared the remains of the datura fog from my mind. My thoughts were precise and clear, bobbing above the sea of my terror like chips of balsa wood. And abruptly I understood what Francesca had been trying to say.
 
              I was as sure of it as if she had shouted it to me. I knew what she wanted me to do, and what the reason for it was. But I didn't see any possible way of being able to do it.
 
              Our cortege was making slow progress through the crowd of tribesmen. Dogs snapped and barked at us, probably because of the way I smelled. Without any preliminary warning, Franny moved away from her guards and proceeded effortlessly in the direction of the Dancer. It was almost as if she were floating.
 
              There was a moment of paralysis. Then, though the men on each side of Franny remained gripping her arms, their mouths open, the other jailers started after her double.
 
              It was the fetch, of course. That was what Franny's abstraction, her calmness, the sweat on her face, had meant. She had been calling the fetch to her. It was here now, the bringer of an opportunity Francesca had schemed for me to have. I must use it well.
 
              The fetch was walking a foot or two in front of its pursuers, evading them with the perfect ease of the immaterial. Everybody was watching it, including my guards. I began working my hands up under my shirt.
 
              The ropes cut into my wrists painfully, but I managed to grasp the edge of my medicine bag. One sharp yank-half strangling myself, for the cord around my neck was strong—and the bag was in my hands.
 
              I lurched backward toward the fire. My guards were not holding me very firmly, and I got into the pile of burning cones and branches without any serious resistance from them. There, my pants almost ablaze and my wrists scorching, I dropped my medicine bag into the heart of the blaze. None of these maneuvers would have been possible, except that the attention of my guards was divided between trying to hold me and watching the fetch, which was currently floating at an angle a little above the ground, with its head cocked and a silly smile on its face.
 
              I jumped out of the fire just as my pants legs began to ignite. The bag remained, leaning against a ruddy ember of pepperwood, and I watched it anxiously.
 
              It caught. The leather pouch burned slowly away from its contents, writhing a little. I saw the packets of herbs, the rattle, the disk for scrying. A small blue curl of smoke rose from the pouch, and a puff of wind carried it toward the Dancer.
 
              The Dancer had been standing with its whip in its hands, watching without any apparent emotion while guards and tribesmen grabbed after the fetch. As the tendril of smoke reached it, it started back and made a noise as if it had stepped on a thorn. Its hand went to its throat. It dropped the whip. Its red skin began to pale. Its eyes bulged.
 
              Its knees buckled and it fell forward. For a minute it lay on the ground kicking, its head almost in the fire. Then its legs drew up to its chest in a violent convulsion. It struggled for breath, heaving its chest upward and falling back again. It gave a final gasp and straightened out. Its skin had turned a pinkish white. It was dead.
 
              The tribe was in an uproar. My guards had let go of me and were yelling questions at each other. One of the younger men had picked up the Dancer's whip and was swishing it through the air.
 
              I stood rubbing my wrists, which hurt like blazes, and congratulating myself. At the cost of a pair of scorched wrists and a not irreplaceable medicine bag, I had killed a theoretically immortal Dancer. Francesca sent me over her gag a glance that shone with triumph. There would be no menace from the Avengers now. We both knew that we had won.
 
              There came a great flash of light. It was so bright that it made the night shake like a curtain, and we seemed to hear it rather than see it. The next minute the Grail Vision—the sunbasket vision—had begun.
 
-
 


Chapter XXII
 
              At the top of the tree, beyond the flapping pennants of vision, was darkness. The first great light of the vision had fragmented into light in a thousand beautiful and splendid manifestations—light reflected from water in uncounted sparkles, light glowing down from the sky, piercing through a gorgeous amphitheater of clouds, light daring over mountains—through which I had ascended overjoyed, yet somehow never quite satisfied.
 
              The ascent had been quasi-physical, with straining muscles and arms that sometimes trembled; and at times I had tasted and felt the light. Now at the very top, among jade and emerald leaves, darkness waited for me, propounding the question: what did I want?
 
              I could stay here, comforted by shreds of the effulgence, until the time for staying was over and no more could happen to me. Or I could climb out into the darkness and go in search of what I wanted. But that meant taking upon me the whole weight and blankness of the night.
 
              I leaned back against the branches, waiting. Darkness got in under my eyelids, when I closed them, and drowned out the memory of light. Like a man roused too soon from sleep, who clings to the tatters of his dream, I clung to the scraps of the splendor I had climbed through. They were torn from me, and the treacherous darkness welled over me. But enough light remained for me to be able to endure the darkness. The branches would shelter me.
 
              It was a test, the first of the tests of the strength of my longing for the sunbasket vision. But nobody required that I pass it. It was my own affair.
 
              I tried to think what made the darkness so terrible. The answer was so simple that it increased my fear. I was afraid that I might wander forever through the darkness, in a February midnight of the soul. I was afraid the sunbasket vision might never come.
 
              (That the danger was real is shown, I think, by the disposal Bill, and several others of the chemical-conscience people, eventually made of themselves. The vision, in general outline, was the same for everybody within its range. But the details varied from person to person, and so did the final effect.)
 
              It didn't occur to me to wonder, at the moment, why my longing to behold the vision was so intense. I'd never given the tribal talk about the vision any particular credence. But the longing was with me now, as real and actual as if I'd been born with it. In a sense, I suppose I had.
 
              I really didn't have any choice. I wanted too much to be possessed of—"seized of", to put it in archaic English—I wanted too much to be possessed of the vision to let the time go by without trying for it. I stayed among the branches a moment longer, feeling how good their shelter was. Then I climbed up and out into the dark.
 
              At first it wasn't as bad as I had feared it would be. I felt a rather cheap pride in my own bravery. Then the darkness caught up with me, and my memory of light was gone. I couldn't remember what I missed so much.
 
              And my amnesia was a grinding misery, the small hours in the February night of the soul.
 
              I tried to remember the word "light" but it eluded me. The best I could do was a periphrasis, a tag about "the uncounted laughter of the waves," which was what Aeschylus had called the glinting of light from the rippling surface of salt water. But I had forgotten what "laughter" was.
 
              I wasn't disembodied; and I was my real self, Sam McGregor, who had been trained by Pomo Joe to be a medicine man. This experience didn't resemble my handful of extra-lives at all. But I don't know how I could have had such a strong sense of my own body when the space through which I moved was, so to speak, highly abstract. The fabric of it seemed more generalized than that of our ordinary world, perhaps more tenuous. But there was nothing tenuous or unreal about the misery I was experiencing. I was Sam McGregor, and I could have howled with misery and despair.
 
              There were flickers of ... something ... now and then. Not light. The darkness never wavered. But it was as if, at moments, I had almost succeeded in recalling what light was. Every time this happened, I felt worse.
 
              I seemed to be walking. In the abstract darkness my muscles tensed and relaxed. I wasn't any place in particular, since all places were alike in the dark, and yet I moved. I was a point wandering in search of a plane.
 
              I was a man who wanted to see the Grail Vision—the sunbasket vision—and who had forgotten what "seeing" meant.
 
              There came another adumbration, a moment when the idea of the idea of light seemed almost possible. It left me, and this time I knew I had reached my limit. I must get help from somewhere.
 
              This is the second of the testings of the sunbasket vision—the moment when the seeker, desperate for rescue from the blackness, must call up all his resources and review his whole life, looking for help.
 
              It is the same for everybody, though of course what is summoned up is individual. It means that the seeker must find the central point of his life. He must look for the one sacred, essential thing, and use it to pass the test.
 
              I could do no more than try.
 
              It was strange to be thinking without visual images. I couldn't see things in my mind as one ordinarily does, but only the dimmest of outlines, plus a kind of oral soundtrack. But I retraced my life, moving backward from Franny and the most recent days, through my training by Pomo Joe, to the books I had read as an adolescent, the girls I had made out with, Jade Dawn, and my brothers and sisters of the tribe. I didn't neglect my extra-lives, either, for they had happened as really as the other things had.
 
              Then I began to move forward again, stopping at things that seemed especially significant. I thought of enemies and friends, people I had loved and hated, who had helped or hindered me. I thought of Franny a good deal.
 
              In the end it seemed to me that the most helpful thing had been what Kate Wimbold had said when she came out of the water. I think my lips moved. For the third time I was invoking the covenants.
 
              ...The sunbasket, the Holy Grail, was there.
 
              It was simply there, without any epiphany, any slow, impressive dawning. This is the great secret, you see, what all the mystics always try to tell us; it was always there.
 
              The sunbasket had been there all the time. I hadn't been able to see it. I hadn't noticed it.
 
              The sunbasket vision existed on several levels at once. (The darkness had gone away as soon as I had perceived the basket, not so much because the sunbasket was a source of light, as because it and darkness couldn't coexist.) It was, in the first place, a magnificent sunbasket of the kind the Pomo, unequalled basket-makers, had actually made.
 
              The Pomo had used woodpecker feathers to make their best baskets a blaze of scarlet, and they had set off the burning scarlet with rows of vivid yellow feathers from other birds. The necks of such baskets were usually adorned with a rim of iridescent haliotis shell, and pendants of haliotis had hung down from the rim. So it was with the basket of the vision I beheld. Only all was made in effulgence and radiance. No woodpecker's feathers ever burned with such scarlet, no haliotis shell ever commanded such a range of brilliance.
 
              In the second place, the basket was not only a basket, it was, at times and unpredictably, a luminous silvery cup from the sides of which shone a white radiance. The reason for this was that the sunbasket vision had a collective authorship; and when people of western European origin think of a vision, they tend to think of the Holy Grail. So the vision was sometimes of a basket, and sometimes of a cup.
 
              But finally—and this was what gave what I was seeing it quality of vision and unveiling—the sunbasket was a woman's body, it was the starry universe, it was the curvature and naissance of space. In the vision of the basket there was no otherness. Everything was one. Beholding it—and I perceived it though the back of my head, through my skin, through my whole body, as well as through my eyes—I beheld what embraced appearances as the ocean embraces the shore. The basket was the ocean, I was the ocean, everything was one.
 
              From this pelagic bliss I was roused by an emotion I couldn't at first identify. It was so alien to the sense of union and completion that I couldn't for a while believe in it. Then I realized I was feeling a profound, aching grief.
 
              Grief? What for? I tried to push it away, to go back to blissful unity I had felt before. After all, the basket was still there, and I had no reason to grieve. But, as if my inexplicable grief had somehow triggered the happening, the sunbasket began to burn.
 
              It was consumed quietly, with a light of great beauty and tenderness. It was the most beautiful of any of the lights I had seen in the course of my whole visionary experience. I had no wish to delay the burning. My grief had gone, and I felt that what was happening was proper and right.
 
              It was over. The light died away gently. I was standing in a tranquil darkness. I had had the sunbasket vision, the vision of the Holy Grail.
 
              I stood for a moment thinking, before I opened my eyes. The vision had been coauthored. All those who had ever Jived on this coast, with their aspirations, fears and hopes, had contributed to it. The vision was the distillation of an interaction between the people and the land. The land remembered its old owners. At the end, the sunbasket had burned because the Pomo had burned their splendid baskets in honor of their dead.
 
              I opened my eyes and looked about me. I was standing where I had been when the Dancer had died. I was still bound, and I must have been standing up all night, but I felt rested and alert.
 
              The Dancer lay beside the ashes of the fire. In the east light was growing. It would soon be day.
 
-
 


Chapter XXIII
 
              We had breakfasted. It had been a bang-up breakfast—abalone steaks, acorn-meal flapjacks with wild blackberry jam, and lashings of bear jerky. I have never enjoyed a meal more. The older members of the Gualala tribe seemed less elated; they were sitting about in disconsolate attitudes, with blank or shot expressions on their faces. I felt that their experiences in the course of the vision had been considerably rougher than those of their juniors. Nobody said anything about carrying out the dead Dancer's sentence against Franny and me. Bill, the chemical-conscience man, was nowhere to be seen. A new spirit was in the air.
 
              Joel, the young tribesman who had brought me the gourd of spiked water in the sweathouse, walked over to the body of the Dancer and gave it a contemptuous but timid kick. "We ought to get this thing buried," he said. "It'll start to smell."
 
              While the Mandarins looked on dourly, a burial party was formed, all members tribesmen under twenty. I went along with them, glad to see the end of at least one mature Dancer. There was only one spade, and the buriers passed it from hand to hand.
 
              They buried the Dancer pretty deep. While the grave was being dug, Joel said to me, "What killed the Dancer, anyhow? That bag you threw on the fire?"
 
              "I think so," I answered. "There was an herb in my bag, Ephedra californica, or Mormon tea. It was the smoke from that killed your Dancer." I looked at the dead android. The progress of decay had turned its skin a light lavender. It was a rather pretty color, actually.
 
              "We always thought they were immortal," Joel said. "That's what made us so easy to push around."
 
              "No, not really. The Dancers were grown from the tissues of a man called Bennet—"
 
              "I've heard of him," Joel said.
 
              "—who had survived an attack of bone-melt and whose tissues, as a result, had unique properties. The mucous membrane of his mouth consisted of cells that had entered into a symbiotic union with the virus that caused bone-melt. When the prophylaxis against the bone-melt virus, which was an application of ephedrine to the nasal tissues, got to your Dancer, it died. The smoke from the herb in my bag killed the viral component in its cells."
 
              "I can sure tell you're a medicine man," Joel said. "You must have read a lot of books to be able to talk like that ... Anyhow, we owe you a lot of thanks. Our Dancer's dead."
 
              "Uh-huh," I said. "Well, my theory will do till a better one comes along."
 
              Somebody had picked up the whip the deceased Dancer had used and was making its last whistle through the air. "Maybe we'd better bury it with him," one of the young men said.
 
              "Un-unh," Joel said. "We might need it later on." He took the whip from the other youth, and switched it experimentally as we went back to the dance circle.
 
              But he laid it down rather nervously on the platform where the Dancer had used to stand, when he noticed that one of the Avengers was looking at him. The Avengers—I think he had been one of my guards—made quite a thing of the slow inspection. Then he said, to nobody in particular, "I guess we'll have to get another Dancer." He picked up the whip from where Joel had laid it and made the lash whistle through the air.
 
              Joel had turned red. The other young men were looking at each other. Franny and I looked at each other. Joel hadn't winced at the noise of the whip, but I thought he had repressed the movement.
 
              Another Dancer? Well, I supposed they might be able to borrow one from somewhere along the coast. O'Hare's growing tanks were out of commission permanently. In any case, Franny and I had better be on our way toward Bodega. But we hated to leave Gualala without knowing how matters there would turn out.
 
              It was only about ten minutes later that a young man came up on a motorbike. Franny gave a gasp. "It's Divine Peace, from Mallo Pass," she said. "I wonder what he wants."
 
              Whatever his errand, it seemed one that was agreeable to him. He was beaming. "Guess what," he said in a good loud voice. "All the Dancers are dead!"
 
              "Hunh?" We all made the same noise, a sound of incredulity and hope.
 
              "Yeah, that's right," Divine Peace responded. The success of his news pleased him. "Every last one of them, all up and down the coast. They just keeled over and died last night, all at about the same time."
 
              "What time was that?" Franny asked.
 
              He looked at her. "Oh, hello, Franny. I heard you'd gone to Bodega ... They all died about the time it was getting dark."
 
              "Dominoes," Francesca said into my ear.
 
              "Unh?" I said questioningly.
 
              "Yes; don't you remember I told you my father said the Dancers were like dominoes? He meant a row of dominoes. There must have been some psychic tie between them, and when one of them died it killed the other ones."
 
              It hadn't taken Joel long to digest the good news. He was gaining self-assurance by the minute. I thought he actually looked taller than he had yesterday. To the Mandarin who was holding the dead Dancer's whip he said, in a voice full of challenge, "That's the end of the Dancers. There won't be any more of them. You won't be able to use them to keep us down."
 
              "Maybe not," the older man answered, trying to sound unconcerned. "But we don't really have to have a Dancer. The dance can go on anyhow."
 
              "No, it can't," Joel said between his teeth. "None of us is ever going to dance again. Not another step. If there's any dancing going on at Gualala, you Mandarins will be doing it."
 
              "But—"
 
              "Yes, why don't you try it?" one of the girls said. "You might be able to bring your Dancers back to life." She laughed scornfully.
 
              "But—" the Mandarin with the whip said again.
 
              "The dance has great power," Joel quoted relishingly. " 'It can heal the sick, raise the dead, make men invulnerable. It brings blessings on the individual and his tribe.' You Mandarins ought to give it a trial."
 
              "But—we're too old—nothing would happen—there'd be no point to it!" The Mandarin was backing away from Joel.
 
              Joel's hands went out toward the whip. But before he could make an actual snatch at it, there came a shriek in a child's voice, and an instant later a little girl came running from the latrine.
 
              "It's Bill! He's cut his throat! He's dead! There's blood everywhere, all over the seat! Yeeeeeh!" She ran to one of the women, who put a protective arm around her.
 
              "We'd better get another burial party together," Joel said, "unless you Mandarins want to try to bring him back to life by dancing, that is."
 
              He didn't wait for an answer. He went off to the latrine with most of the younger tribesmen. I followed. There was no doubt that Bill was dead, or that he had killed himself. There was enough blood for three suicides.
 
              Bill was buried more expeditiously than the Dancer had been. On the way back, Joel and the others held a low-voiced conference. They didn't invite me to join them, but this didn't bother me. Every tribe must handle its own business.
 
              When we got back to the dance circle, two of the younger tribesmen went to each of the Avengers, grabbed him, twisted his arm behind his back and took his bow away from him. The Avengers didn't offer much resistance. I suppose they were still somewhat dazed by the sunbasket vision. But power had indubitably changed hands.
 
              The messenger from Mallo Pass had watched the passage with interest. Now he said—addressing me, I suppose because I was with Franny—"Was the man who killed himself your Dancer's chemical-con man? His adviser?"
 
              "Uh-huh, but it wasn't my Dancer. I'm from Noyo," I said. "Why?"
 
              "Because another of them killed himself last night. It was at Russian Gulch, up in your part of the country. He left a note admitting that he'd been mixed up in some pretty raw stuff ... I guess he just couldn't stand the way it was after he climbed up out of the tree."
 
              This was the only direct reference to the sunbasket vision I ever heard a tribesman make. We'd all had the vision, of course. But it was too sensitive to be talked about.
 
              Joel and several other young tribesmen were coming toward us. They all had bows slung over their backs, and Joel was carrying the dead Dancer's whip in his hand. They looked pleased with life. The welts along their ribs had the air of medals.
 
              "We thought we heard you say something about another suicide," Joel said to the man from Mallo Pass. "Where was it?"
 
              "At Russian Gulch." Franny's fellow tribesman repeated his story. When he had finished, Joel said, "What do you mean by 'pretty raw stuff''?"
 
              "Well, it seems there was a sort of murder ring up and down the coast, with a good many members, though I don't suppose they all knew what was going on.
 
              "According to the note the suicide at Russian Gulch left, the Dancers started it because they wanted to be independent of O'Hare's growing tanks for the production of new Dancers. The Dancers were all sterile males, and of course there never were any female Dancers. The man at Russian Gulch promised the local Dancer that if he'd get him a good supply of parts of human bodies, he'd be able to make new Dancers from them."
 
              "Did he do it?" the youngest of the lads with Joel wanted to know.
 
              "Naw, of course not. How could he? He didn't even try. What the murder ring did was to get rid of troublesome youngsters, anybody who hadn't been made tame enough by dancing and the Grail Journey. The Avengers furnished the muscle the ring needed. I don't suppose we'll ever know all the details. But some pretty raw stuff went on."
 
              "What did they do with the parts of the bodies that they got?" one of the younger women asked.
 
              Divine Peace spat in the dust of the dance circle. "I don't know. I don't want to know. I don't want to think about it."
 
              There was a silence. It was pretty much the theory I had come up with when I had seen Bill tossing up the Greek coin. It didn't explain why Bill had tried to lure Franny and me into O'Hare's matter duplicator, his "trap for love", at Point Arena. But I suppose a sadist doesn't need any particular reason for wanting a supply of helpless, docile flesh at his command.
 
              Everybody was looking at the Gualala Avengers. Finally a girl—I think it was the girl who had said the Mandarins might try dancing—said in a clear, indignant voice, "We knew you Mandarins didn't like us very well. We knew you wanted to keep us frightened and whipped. But we didn't know you were murderers."
 
              "We're not!" the Avenger called Dylan replied quickly. "Most of us had no idea what was going on!"
 
              "Didn't you?" the girl said scornfully. "You must have been awfully good at fooling yourselves."
 
              "Maybe we were," Dylan admitted. He was rubbing his mouth nervously, and from the way he talked his tongue was swollen and thick. "But we really didn't know. Now that it's explained, we see it, of course. But we didn't know it at the time.
 
              "We really believed that the dance was good for you young people. We thought it was the way to spiritual insight, health, long life—all sorts of goods. We thought we were doing the right thing in making the young people dance." He gulped in passionate sincerity.
 
              "Did you?" Joel said. "Then you'd better start dancing yourselves. We wouldn't want you to miss out on all those benefits."
 
              The Avengers—including those from Mallo Pass who had presented testimony at our trial—were rounded up and made to put on the dance shirts the younger men had been wearing. Then they were pushed out on the dance floor. "Get going," Joel said. "If you dance well enough, we may let you off a good deal of lashing."
 
              The Avengers began to stamp around in a circle. From the former Dancer's platform Joel reached out and flicked them more or less lightly from time to time with the dead android's whip. The other young men of the tribe were lined up eagerly behind him, waiting their turn to ply the whip. The Avengers were going to have some sore backs before they were through.
 
              "I guess that's the end of the dance as an institution," I said, watching the shuffling Avengers. "I wonder what happened at Navarro, though. Was it a part of the murder ring?"
 
              "We can't be sure," Franny said, "but I think their Dancer was getting old and crazy. It was the first Dancer my father ever grew, I think. The viral component of its body was getting larger proportionately as it aged."
 
              "Old and crazy," I said. "Yes, but what happened to the Navarro people, Fran?"
 
              "I think the Dancer loaded them up with metal chains and had them dance out into the water. All of them, not just the young men. Its chemical-conscience adviser helped it whip them out."
 
              "Didn't they resist?" I asked.
 
              "I don't think so. Perhaps it promised them immortality, or resurrection or something like that. I can almost see them going out into the waves—frightened, hopeful, not daring to resist. They'd had a Dancer the longest of anybody, you know. And when they were well out, the Dancer danced out after them."
 
              "What happened to it?" I asked. I didn't see how Franny could be so sure about what had happened, though it sounded reasonable. But after all, she had a considerable degree of ESP. "Did it die?"
 
              "Not die, no, I don't think so. I think it lived on in a sort of coma, floating about in the waves. The salt concentration in the water where it was wasn't enough to kill or affect the viral component of its body. I think it died last night, when the other Dancers did." Franny tossed her hair back out of her eyes.
 
              I remembered the lonely beach and the bow I had found. "What happened to the chemical adviser, though? Did he go somewhere else after the tribe was drowned?"
 
              Franny shut her eyes. "I'm sure about this part, Sam. I really can see it happening.
 
              "After all the tribespeople were out in the water, the Dancer threw a coil of the heavy chain around the chemical-conscience man. It caught him by surprise. The Dancer pulled him down the beach into the shallows, and then hit him over the head with the butt end of its whip. It knocked him unconscious.
 
              "The Dancer pulled him on out into deep water, dancing most of the way. Then it let him go, and he sank to the bottom. He was luckier than the tribespeople. He died without regaining consciousness."
 
              I considered. Yes, it sounded plausible. But the main thing was that the coast had been cleansed of its burden. The Dancers were all dead, the private armies hopelessly demoralized, and the most vicious of the chemical-conscience people had committed suicide. The land was clean again.
 
              For Franny and me, the way was open to a new life. We could go on, not only to Bodega, but to San Francisco, if we liked. I was sure we could get jobs—the Republic was always short-handed—and have a comfortable, interesting, stimulating life. The Mendocino coast was beautiful, certainly. I had been born here and loved it. But when I thought of the long cold rainy nights of winter, my heart sank.
 
              Yes, we'd certainly be a lot more comfortable in the city. We'd be useful, too. To use an expression of my mother's generation, we wouldn't be copping out. And yet ...
 
              Suddenly I felt that the gap between the generations wasn't so wide after all. Most of the Mandarins hadn't realized what was going on, though their myopia might have been caused partly by self-interest. Stubborn and foolish, they were yet in many ways an admirable generation. They had had insights and perceptions that none of their forebearers had had. They had taught us much. We were more their heirs than they knew.
 
              I thought of Jade Dawn, with her earrings of Pomo Gold and her lace-curtain dress, her honesty, her foolishness, and her timid tenderness, and my heart warmed to her. I hoped that she was my mother. I felt I would be proud to be her son.
 
              The sunbasket vision had changed me, I suppose. I had learned from it what I had already known, that covenants exist between people and the land they live in. The Pomo had named every rock and hill in their territory, almost every spit of sand. They had felt a passionate attachment to the places where they lived. They had felt it was a sacred land.
 
              I was a medicine man. Now I saw that I had work to do here. There was a task of sacrering and enhallowment.
 
              Human beings live in a network of love and sacred-ness. My mother's generation had sensed this. If the network fails, people's hearts fail too. The holiness of what is already holy must be constantly affirmed.
 
              I tried to tell something of this to Francesca, stammering a little with emotion. She listened with her head bent, while the wind stirred her hair. At the end she smiled.
 
              "Yes, of course, Sam. You and I both learned about the covenants. If you'd wanted to go to the city to live, I don't believe I could have gone with you. I have something to do here too.
 
              "Let's get started. We can get more fuel at Point Arena."
 
              A few minutes later we were back on the motorbike, on our way to Noyo again.
 
 
 
The End


* * * * * *


Book information
 
 
              "It won't be easy to kill them," Fran said as we walked toward the part of the lab where the tanks for growing the Dancers were. "My father made the whole system closed. From the time the clones are put in the tanks and the nutrient solution starts circulating until the time, fourteen months later, when the Dancers are mature, it's never touched. There's no way of getting in to it."
 
              "But there must be some way of getting into it to make repairs."
 
              "It never needs repairs," Franny said. 
 
              "Why not?" I asked.
 
              "Because both the lines and the tanks are alive ..."
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              Like so many others before him, reluctant Sam MacGregor was sent on a pilgrimage for the Grail Vision by the Dancers: androids grown from the cells of one man, with the powers of hypnotism and illusion—androids who held the tribes of the Republic of California in thrall.
 
              But soon Sam began to doubt his own identity, for he experienced, in close succession, extra-lives in different corridors of time and space.
 
              And he could not know whom his search would destroy: the Dancers ... or himself.
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