THE WORLD ISA SPHERE
by Edgar Pangborn

Edgar Pangborn's stories of a post-holocaust North America have already been collected into
one book, the fondly remembered Davy, and ther€'ll be another book before long. "Tiger Boy" in
Universe 2 marked his return to this richly imagined world, and here's another: a coolly
impassioned story of the enslavement of tomorrow's mutants . . . and tomorrow's minds.

"WE HAVE dain bigger mongters,” said lan Moltas, Deliberator of the Ninth Ward of Norlenas. He
had spoken doud within his solitude; the words brought him no consolation, no increase of courage.
After awhileaman, or apeople, will grow weary of daying mongters, and then back comesthe rule of
disorder.

He stood by awestern window of his museum in the tropic night, his hands pleased by the cool stone
s, his ears accepting the innocent clamor of the dark—insect shrilling, intermittent husky roar of arutting
dligator in the swvamp at the border of his parkland, and now and then thetrill and chuckle of the nitingd,
bird of mystery. They tell usit'sgood luck to hear that on aclear night of the old moon.

No one ever seesthenitingd, yet it lived in theworld at least two hundred years ago in the great time
of the Republic, for the poets of that age spoke of it, and by that Snging name.

Good luck?1an Moltas no longer believed in luck of ether sort. Out of confusions, sufferings,
compromises, you won what you could: let God and the Devil contend for the rest.

"We have cut down mongters like you before," he said, and held up aclotted fit, shutting away the
twinkle of lampsin the palace windows half amile off acrossthe parkland. He did not let hisfist obscure
the tender brilliance of the old moon declining. Under those lamps the Emperor's clerks might carry the
day'stoil to midnight or beyond—Musons all, of course, and therefore daves dependent for lifeitsaf on
the Emperor'swhim. Dwarfish, with delicate hands, high foreheads, often that telltale six finger, the poor
devilswould scratch away at their mean tasks—recording, copying documents and correspondence,
above dl transcribing to fine vellum the latest imperid rantings and platitudesin the service of Emperor
Adasimmortality; and no one would guess from the smdl pale Muson faces what fires might be ablaze
behind their masks. Moltas supposed he knew alittle about that; he was not arrogant enough to think that
he, aMisipan of the ruling class, could know very much. To know anything at al of it might be regarded
astreason to his peers.

The Emperor Astawas dready officialy agod by act of the Assembly of Deliberators (Moltas
concurring—what can one do?), but he would not rest content with that. Two of the three preceding
emperors had aso been deified, so the bloom was off that peach. No—he meant to be known to eternity
asagredat thinker, statesman, and literary artist. Unfortunately, he had never had an origind idea, and
could barely read and write.

"WEell cut you down too." But Moltas, listening for theiron ring of rebellion in hisvoice, did not hear
it. Can you have rebellion without the people? Can rebellion speak in elderly tones with a quaver, amost
anote of peevishness? After dl, the quarrel was not between him, Ddliberator of the Ninth Ward, and
the gaunt little egomaniac over therein the paace; it was between the spark of evil in the human world
and the spark of good. Asfor the people—

The Republic! Ah, they said, the Republic! Yes, we must bring back the Republic, but not just
now, because the Emperor (long live the Emperor) has promised to do it himself the first moment
it seems practical. Bread and rice! More fights! More fuck-shows in the Sadium! Long live the
Emperor! Fights! Fuck-shows! BREAD AND RICE!

And the Assembly of Deliberators, once the very heart and conscience of the Republic? Moltas
thought: Why, we are mostly old men, and the waves have gone over us. The Republic is not to be
brought back only by remembering it with tears.

The stone sill was paining his hands. He rubbed hisfingers and straightened his elderly back, and



turned to the spacious quiet of the room he caled his museum—Iike al the house, alittle too grand and a
little shabby. The spoils of arich man's curiosity had accumulated herefor thirty years. Not wanting to
trouble a servant for such atrifle, he touched ataper to abracket-lamp and carried the flameto a
gtanding lamp on along table in the center of the room. The table was of mahogany, careful Misipan
workmanship of about a hundred and fifty years ago, from the last years of the Republic; but one would
not think of it as old compared to the dozen treasures that stood on it, most of them from the American
age, the Age of Sorcerers.

Oldest of dl, he thought, was a crude two-faced image of blackened stonelike substance, probably
clay, male on one side, femae on the other, which surely belonged to some period earlier than the Age of
Sorcerers, athough the mere notion was heresy. A few years ago he had noticed the image in the trashy
wares of apeddler from the north, who let it go for one menin, amost ajunk price. It redly had nothing
in common with American relics. However . ..

Timewas not, said the priests, until Sol-Amramade the world out of water and air and earth and fire,
and gaveit to the Americans, the Sorcerers, who became afflicted with the sin of pride, and were
destroyed by pestilence and fire, dl but ahandful. And we, the remote descendants of that handful, are
gtill corrupt, and must continue to bear the divine curses of poverty and mutation until the year 7000,
when Sol-Amra comes to judge the world. Poverty is punishment for the sin of greed. Mutation is
punishment for our lecherous nature. Most corrupt of al are the Musons, for does not the wrath of God
show clearly intheir dwarfish size, palid faces, evil hands? So let them be safely held in davery, and
sacrificed at the Spring Festival sto take upon them the sin of the world.

One knew al that, and knew the necessity of ritual agreement. One aso belonged to the
not-quite-secret society of the Tera, discreetly smiling in private at the barbarity of thetimes; even
smiling, very privately and rather dangeroudy, a Sol-Amraand the Lesser Pantheon. These traditions
and legends, you know, said the gentlemen of the Tera—excdlent stuff for the multitude. Must have
something to keep them happy, while we pursue philosophy and pure reason and the quiet life.

If any viditor showed interest in the two-faced image, lan Moltas would shrug and dismissit asa
curiogty of no importance, most likely made by the little naked savagesin that wilderness away up north,
west of Penn; or it might even have come from the scarcely explored lake country much farther north.
But Moltas had seen enough of the barbarous wooden images and clumsy pottery of those savagesto
know that this two-faced image was nothing of theirs.

The other treasures on the table were rdlics of the American age, valuable but not unfamiliar to
connoisseurs. A gray meta dish known to have come from the jungle-buried ruins east of Nathes
(apparently called Natchez in the Age of Sorcerers, with heaven knows what pronunciation). A tiny
cylinder of an unknown bright meta tapered to ahollow point, with part of aninscription ill visble, a
few of the antique lettersthat so closaly resemble the Misipan aphabet. A disk of heavy glasswith the
mystic power of magnification. A tray of coins, some of corroded copper, others that appeared
untouched by age.

lan Moltas dumped in one of the massive chairs by the table. At the uncommon age of fifty-eight he
was heavy but not fat, not very wrinkled, only somewhat gray. Mild sea-blue eyes bdied the fierceness
of hisbeaky nose; hisflexible orator's mouth was darkly bracketed. He was wearing the scarlet loincloth
of theruling class; his deevelesswhite tunic carried on the front the gold-and-green rice-plant symbol of
the Assembly of Ddliberators. Often if angry or depressed he sought for quiet in the contemplation of the
clay image, and often found it. It must have been made, he thought, by fingers done. How smplethe
gouges that marked the eyes! The mouths had been achieved by pressure of athumbnail gone back to
dust how many hundreds or thousands of years ago?

He looked up, startled and vague. "Y es, Elkan?' The dave had come silently, or might have been
standing in the shadows several moments. He was trained, of course, to go about like aghogt, to be
present suddenly whenever needed; but that magical quiet was aso a part of the Muson nature.

"A peddler, Deliberator—perhaps not worth your time, but he was insistent. He gives his name as
Piet Brun. He gpologized for the late hour, saying he didn't wish to carry histreasure in the streets by
daylight. Thisseemed irrational to me—whatever he hasis carried in an ordinary sack—and | said so.



He replied, with asmile—arather unpleasant smile, sir, or so | thought—that he felt stronger than others
inthedark. | did not like him, Deliberator, but | told him | would bring in hisname."

"Does he say what he has?'

"No, gir, only that he thinks you might want to buy it. He says he was Misi pan born but has spent
mogt of histime traveling and trading in the barbarous northern countries. His speech suggests
it—trader'sjargon, quite coarse.”

"Wel, I'll see him. These people often do have something. But let him wait afew moments—I want
to talk to you." Elkan also waited, quiet asthe clay image. Hewastall for aMuson, nearly five fedt,
which modified the deceptive childlike proportions that most of them had because of their large heads
and stocky bodies, and he was eighty years old, middle-aged for hisbreed. He stood with arms
folded—they never lost an dertnessthat seemed to cost them no effort—and his pale six-fingered hands
spread out over the elbows asif to emphasize their difference. "Elkan, you'll remember that two years
ago, two full years, | introduced a measure in the Assembly which would have declared that your people,
sharing acommon ancestry with humankind, acommon language, ahistory of coexistence—"

" '—are and of right ought to be equal with the human race before the law and in every aspect of our
socia being.' Forgive the interruption, Deliberator. The words—your own, | believe—have sungin my
mind along time." Elkan's eyes, large and luminous, now and then met Moltas gaze like the touch of a
roving beam of light. "The measure, | presume, has been defeated, Sr?"

"Oh, the measure—no, not exactly, not formally. Many times debated, cut to pieces and cobbled
together again, saved up in committee for further waste of words, but never quite defeated. | had no
hope at any time—as| think | told you—of winning all or even most of what we prayed for. | did hope
that by asking for dl we might win something. If we had merely won that technical admission of equdlity,
it would have become impossible, by any kind of logic, for the law to say, asit does now, that your
people areto exist forever in astate of davery. The Assembly was amost reedy for that smplefirst step
at the time of Asta's accession. No, Elkan, the measure has not been defeated, but— Oh my God, how
am| totell you?. . . Elkan, the best hope of your people was aways the Assembly. Nothing good can
be expected from any other political source. We Ddliberators—we are dl that remains of a Republic that
once did uphold anided of virtue, limited though it was, and it'son my mind tonight that we are not
much.

And | am obliged to tell you—you must know it for your own safety—the Assembly itself may be
dying."
"There have dways been passages of failing light." The Muson way, to state anything important as
neutrally as possible, not in denid of passon—far from it—but in order to protect rational discourse from
the tumults of the heart.

"Elkan, | have alowed mysdlf to think that in talking to you— whom | have cometo love asafriend,
if I may say it—I am talking to others who cannot hear medirectly. | do not want to learn anything about
any groups of your people who may be living somehow in the wilderness, because like anyone | might
become week and betray you if my mind disintegrated under torture. However, if any such groupsexist |
wish them to hear thiswarning: be more careful than ever in the next few yearswhile Agalives. Do
nothing to stir up the lust of violence. Astaisinsecure. He needs a scapegoat, and your people would
again bethevictims, especidly if the Assembly dies. He would not hold back from another Night of
Knives—might welcomeit.”

Elkan said after awhile, “The message will be transmitted, De-liberator. The advice may not be
followed. Conditions change, my lord. The Night of Knivesten years ago wasindecisve.”

Moltas|ooked up, amazed at the overtones. Elkan's face was quiet as dways. "Elkan, sncethe law
forbids the freeing of Muson daves under any conditions, | drew up awill which bequeaths you to my
brother-in-law a Nathes. Heisakind soul, a scholar, and fortunate in that he knows amost nothing of
the modern world, being concerned with the quarrels and delights of antiquity.”

Elkan bowed. "An act of kindness, Deliberator.” And it seemed to Moltas that the overtones were
saying darkly and jubilantly: If you die, my lord, | shall be with my people in the wilderness.

"I'll seethat peddler now."



Piet Brun stepped in with the brash grace of atomcat, asmall, bouncing man, gnarled and
baldheaded, carrying agreen cloth sack. Rudely he hitched achair nearer the Ddliberator's, waiting for
no invitation to St down. When Elkan brought in the second-best wine, Brun tossed off aglassasone
swillswater, clucked and patted hisbelly and said, "Very nice, sir. Much obliged.” Behind Bran's back,
Elkan shared Moltas amusement with one lifted eyebrow, and faded from sight.

Casudly Brun offered autobiography. He had been everywhere and done everything. Born at
Alsandra (he said), at thirteen he had run away to join acaravan bound for Penn in the barbarian north.
He had served asamercenary in one of Penn's border wars with the Empire of Katskil (arising nation,
he thought). After that he had anice thing smuggling spearheads of Katskil stedl to the savagesin the lake
country. He married, but hiswife bore amue, asthey caled such monstrosities up north, and then
another, so he divorced her as Penn law permitted, an action that made her a protected dave of the
Amran Church. At mention of that church, Brun automatically made the sign of the whed over hisheart,
and scratched his armpit.

Repressing distaste, Moltasinquired, ™Y ou became amember of that church, Misur Brun, athough
Mispan born?'

Brun glanced around the room, maybe |ooking for eavesdroppers. "Got some nice things here,
m’lord. Well, the church—see, I'm a practical man, Ddliberator. | leave the thinking to the priests—they
get paid for it." Helaid agrubby finger dong his nose, and winked. "Up north, you know, youre a
follower of Abraham—I mean, what the church saysisthefaith of Abraham, or"—he did the edge of his
hand across his throat—"ssst!" He gulped morewine. "I had me ajunk shop for awhile—did al right
but sold out. Itching foot, m'lord. Been abit of arascal maybe.”

Moltasrefilled hisglass. The politician in him inginctively seerched for nuggets of informetion. ™Y ou'd
say that Katskil isthe mgor power up north nowadays?'

"Not adoubt of it, Sir. They ain't anava power yet, but they aim to be that too. Country'sriddled
with witchcraft, by the way. Church doesits best to keep it down, | give 'em credit for that." He glanced
at the two-faced image and his eyes skittered away. "That lumin kettle there, that'sanice little piece,
m'lord, right out of the Age of the—so-called Sorcerers.”

Moltasreflected that the little tramp could be an agent provocateur sent by Agtato tempt himinto
heretica remarks. " So-called, Misur Brun?"

"We, uh, speak in confidence?"

"Certainly, if youwish it 0."

"Old dave'sgoneto bed?!

"Probably. In any case he doesn't eavesdrop.”

"Shit, they dl do."

"He doesn't eavesdrop, Misur Brun.”

"Sorry. Excuseit. Must be your nice wine. No offense, sir—thing is, | been in trouble once or twice
before, from speaking out. Now what | mean, it's my opinion them ancient people weren't sorcerers at
al, anyhow not like the northern witches. They wasjust peoplelike us, only they had alot of knowledge
and skill that somehow got log, that'sdl.”

"I hope you're careful not to say such things openly.”

"I ain't thirgting to look down on the fucking world from no cross, Deliberator.”

"I have never put anyonein danger of the cross.”

"I know that. '‘Round the wharvesthey call you The Merciful.

"| earned that name," said lan Moltas.

"Yes, sr—it'soneway of looking at things. Me, | can see how theworld'sal fang and claw. Man's
got to look out for himself, nobody dsewill." Hetook up his green sack. "Like to see something redlly
good?' Moltas nodded, expecting trash.

The trader took out first asmall tripod surmounted by a semicircular loop afoot high, thewhole
device one solid or welded piece of one of the ancient slver-gray metalsimpossible to reproducein the
modern age. He set this on the table, and then brought forth aflabby piece of what must be ancient



Plasscin acuriousflat harmony of mild colors, mostly blue and green and brown. At both ends of the
lump werelittle metd devices. Brun placed one of thesein his mouth, and puffed. Quickly the lump
became a softly shining sphere. He placed it in the metal standard and tapped it so that it spun along
moment before quieting into rest. Moltas mind whirled with it; as motion ceased he blinked and caught
his bresth.

"Getsyou, don'tit, Sr?| picked it up in Penn from acollector who was afraid of owning it. That's
why | could let you haveit dirt chegp and till make apenny or two."

"But what isit?"

"A map.”

"Wha are you saying?"

"The Sorcerers, if we got to call them that, knew that theworld isround . . . Theway it isup north,
Ddliberator, people believe that some of the Sorcerers, the Americans, are till around—you know,
immortas, haunting devils. Church takesit serioudy, or maybe'—hisfinger waslaid again on his
nose—"maybeit'sjust that keeping the devilsin their place pays off. Useful things—like that kettle you
got there—get the bad magic charmed out of ‘em at so much acharm. | understand thiswas found in the
cdlar of someruined building in the areanear Filddlfia. The priests would've condemned it, but
somebody grabbed it before they got there-"

"Round?'

"Ayah," said Brun with that unpleasant northern twang, and casualy, asif dismissng something of no
interest, but his eyes were too bright, too amused. "Pick it up if you like, Ddliberator. It's not fragile—nor
dangerous.”

lan Moltasdid so, finding it astonishingly light. He touched the dick surface, so filled with soft
splendor from the lamp, and the globe turned at his command. Without the twang, and without that
undertone of sniggering laughter, Piet Brun said, ™Y our hands are holding up theworld.”

"You disturb me, sir. Naturdly | am familiar with—certain philosophica theories.”

"Sure." He was mocking again, or seemed to be. "Of course everyone knows the earth isflat.”

Moltaswasirritated. "On the contrary, thereis obvioudy some curvature. One only need climb a
hilltop—"

"Or go to seq, Deliberator, and watch the approach of another ship: first thetip of her mast, and then
the topsl—"

"I know, | know. But after all—" He st the shining thing back on the table. "A map? Perhaps only
the cregtion of an artist, afanciful mind.”

"Speaking of going to sea, Deliberator, what isthe shipping Situation in Norlenas a present?’

"Shipping? Why, I'm not too well-informed. Normd, | suppose.”

"You see, I'm likeastranger here. | just might be interested in buying or chartering some kind of
seagoing tub, but | don't know what kind of expense I'll be running into. If | ask around the docks, |
won't get an honest answer, so | thought 1'd ask you."

Theflattery was harmless, and probably sincere. "I don't really know very much, Misur Brun. What
sort of ship?"

" She ought to be a hundred-tonner, two-magter, | think, with one-level galley and sound daves—no
Musons, | wouldn't give ashit for your Musonsin an oar-bank—"

"Misur Brun, dl gdley rowers of Misipa are freemen. There are no daves except the Musons.”

"Doyoutdl me!"

"I'm surprised that as aMis pan born you should have forgotten.”

"Wadll, | ran away at thirteen, and before then | didn't take note of much except to wonder when my
old man would get drunk again and beat up on my ass. Wéll, not less than a hundred tons, and | don't
want no coastwise crawler. Shorten her mastsif | got to, and if her kedl'sno good I'll go for more
balast." lan Moltas noticed for the first time that the fellow's clothes were rather good, even expensive,
hisfingernails clean, and his eyes, when not veiled in dyness, were those of avisonary, alistener to the
winds. "Ride low and steady—you got to meet big water on itsown terms.”

"Y ou think of trading with Velen in the south, perhgps?’



Piet Brun stared beyond him. "Perhaps.”

"Well—not much more than guessing, Sr—twelve thousand menin might buy you such aship. About
refitting and acargo, | just don't know, couldn't adviseyou . . . And while we are on the subject of
money, what would | haveto pay for this—rdic?'

Brun smiled a him. "Tweve thousand menin." The sphere was a poem of blue and green and brown,
floating in theroom's silence.

"If," said Moltas presently, "you plan to explore the possibility that the world is a sphere—which of
courseis not unfamiliar to the philosophers of the Tera, dthough regarded as far-fetched—won't you
need this'—he touched the world and made it spin again—"this map?"'

"Made me sometracings,” Brun said. The smile was steady on his blunt face; whether the world was
agphere or the footstool of Sol-Amra, Piet Brun had ajoke onit. "Made acopy on silk, that | can blow
up to size with one of them pig's-bladder toysthey make for the kids. Crude, but it'll serve my purpose.”

"Thething is certainly amap, asyou say. Some of these names | recognize asbeing old
American—amost common knowledge that the City of God Norlenas was once called New Orleans.
But your map showsit in the wrong place, and the line of the coast is absurd. The course of the Misipa
ends—about here."

"Deliberator, the legends of the Flood are true legends. They know that, up in the north. At the
southern end of the Hudson Seathere's amighty hegp of rubble, masses of tumbled masonry, here and
there the top of atower jutting from the water so heavily buttressed by trash and silt that the strongest
seas and tides haven't leveled it. They call that place the Black Rocks, but everyone knowsit's the ruins
of the greatest city in what they call Old Time. The floods came, Ddliberator, but they didn't drain awvay.”

"I know the legends. Well, Misur Brun, your pricefor therdic is outrageous, dmost comic, but | will
even pay it. If that surprisesyou, set it down to the whim of an old man who cannot go exploring. 11l write
you adraft on my—excuse me." Elkan had appeared in the archway from the hdl, 1ooking frightened.
Moltaswent to him.

"Sir, the Emperor has sent alitter with bearers.”

"At thishour?'

Aware of the peddler, Elkan sank hisvoiceto the barely audible. "A lieutenant of the Mavid iswith
them.”

"An escort, no doubt,” said lan Moltas, who knew better. Lieutenants of Asta's secret police were
not sent on small errands of courtesy. "I'll go down presently. Has Madam M oltas come back from that
banquet?'

"Not yet, Sr."

"Bring memy jewd case from the strongbox in my bedroom, Elkan." Hereturned to hisvigtor.
"Misur Brun, it will bebestif | pay you with ajewd of about that value. Y ou've come back to

Mispaat avery ungtabletime. Men go out of favor swiftly, sometimes die swiftly—curious times,
very curious. It's possible—so quickly do fortunes change—you might have difficulty cashing adraft
tomorrow morning, even though | have plenty of fundsto cover it. But jewelswill remain negotiable.”

"Sir, whatever is convenient." Brun was flushed, gtill thrown off balance by the incredible success of
his errand; it occurred to Moltas that he might have asked that price Smply as apiece of impudence, a
joke, aconversation piece to introduce genuine bargaining.

"Thank you, Elkan. Here—if you will take thisto any appraiser in White Cradle Street, Misur
Brun—"'

"Sir, | would never question the Deliberator's—"

"I have alitter waiting for me, alate errand. Perhaps | could take you part way to wherever you're
staying? Go ahead, please— I'll follow in amoment.”

He needed that moment with Elkan, to stand there eye to eye, and hold out his hand as one doesto
any friend and equd. "I'll return, | suppose,” he said. Elkan hesitated long; then the grasp of the
sx-fingered hand was firm and to Moltas very strange, a bridge between worlds that must somehow
communicate with friendship, or die.

The lieutenant of the Mavid politely and correctly pointed out that the litter was small, with no room



for anyone but himsdlf and his passenger. A gented, patient man, in his black loincloth and black tunic
with the emblem of crossed spears. Piet Brun spoke amannerly goodbye, and waked jauntily down the
dark street with agreen emerad fortune in his pocket that might have bought the virtue of even aMavid
lieutenant. "We are going to the palace, | presume, Lieutenant?'

"Yes, r. Why areyou laughing, my lord, may | ask?'

"l could never explainit," said lan Moltas.

The scrawny little body of Asta, Appointed of Sol-Amra, Lord of the World, defied the silken ease
of hischair, incapable of relaxation; histight face betrayed a hunger no world could satisfy. The audience
room was cool and lovely under the mild lamps, the floor amosaic of pricelessimported marble, gray
and rose. A naked Muson girl with afixed smile held aplatter of fruit near hischair, and Astachewed
rasinsasif they weretheflesh of enemies. "Sit if you wish, Ddliberator.”

A hundred and fifty years ago, when Ocasta, first of the Emperors, was crowned, the privileges of
the Deliberators had been written into statute: an attempt of those who loved the Republic to retain some
color of it when the reality was gone. Moltas could have taken the low stoal, the only other seet in the
room, without need of permisson. That Astahad granted it was one of those petty victories the Emperor
needed as some need coffee or marawan. And to remain standing would have been bad palitics.
"Manners, child!" said Asta, and gave the girl abruta push toward Moltas, who took afig and nibbled it
for palitics sake.

Shewas smd|l and pretty, like achild indeed at first glance, but Moltas could not guess her age. The
platter was heavy, her thin armsin danger of trembling. Astawas known to enjoy the terile deights of
maintaining a harem of Muson women, his Empress being no more to him than abreeder of sonsfor the
dynasty; and rumor had it that any of the girlswho survived afew months of his pleasures were given to
specialy favored members of the ruling clique, as marks of the Emperor's esteem—disposable, in fact,
liketowds.

"Moltas'—the Emperor sighed with staged patience—"what do you want, man? A year ago, we
recollect, we offered you a Treasury post—no sinecure, responsible work you could have done very
wdl."

"Mgesty, | felt that an dective post wasatrust | could not abandon. My talent isin the framing and
interpretation of law."

"We know that's what you say. Law and policy, hey?'

A tricky quegtion. In theory, the Assembly might still debate imperial policy; in practice, the Emperor
disregarded it. The Emperor proposed measures, if the Assembly did not ratify them they still became
law, humoroudy described as Statutes of Mispa A.D.—Assembly Dissenting. But should the Assembly
adopt measures unwel come to the Emperor, his veto wasfina. The Assembly was aghost, agraveyard
of honor. One power remained to it, an intangible—the strangely passionate, inarticul ate veneration the
people still held for it asa symbol of an older time. Even in these sour years memory would not quite die,
and A.D. laws were resented—blindly and ineffectively, yet the resentment wasred, and the ruler of an
explosive people could not wholly disregard it. Moltas said with an evasiveness Astawould understand,
"Mgesty, the Assembly's position on policy seemsto require aday-to-day definition.”

Adtasmiled clammily and let that pass. "Wel—not long ago, we offered you atitle. Because we
wished to make use of your unquestioned talents on the Advisory Council. Y ou declined. We have been
very patient with you, Moltas."

"| fdt, Mgesty, that atransfer to the Advisory Council would place me out of touch with the people,
thectizens—'

Adaleaned forward, waggling a schoolteacher's forefinger. " Are you proposing to ingtruct us
concerning the people, lan Moltas? Don't you understand even yet that the people have one true friend,
one only—the Emperor? Why do you think we are known as the Humanitarian, the Light-Bringer of
Sol-Amra?!

Moltasthought: off and running. This could take half an hour.

It was lessthan that, but the sentences rolled on like chariot wheels, and avision appeared of the



world as Agta saw it: the Misipan Empire expanding to the utmost, old Velen beyond the Southern Sea
crushed, occupied, absorbed asfar asthe jungles at the lower rim of the world; the northern lands
punished for their arrogance by Misipan crossbow and phalanx, Katskil industry harnessed to the
Misipan chariot, Misipan law and custom and religion extending &t last to dl the limits of the earth—one
gate, one shining whole, dissent unknown and the Humanitarian Stting on top of it. "The Sate,
Moltas—what is there but the state? Do you tak to us of the people, when our vision aone can seethem
asthey are? Antsin acolony, leaves of atreethat perish to enrich the earth." Agta broke off, tightly
amiling. "Weforget you live on adiet of oratory. To business. We have aspecia project in mind, Moltas,
and we are convinced that there are few other-ants—in the Empire who could do it aswell asyoursdif.
We are correct in thinking that you are much concerned with the welfare of the Musons? Even to the
point of desiring certain changesin the ancient laws? Thisistrue, Sr?"

"Itistrue, Mgesty. | think everyone knowsit. Of course, the present temper of the times—"

"My dear Moltas, damn the times. Great men—and deitiessmakethetimes. | anthetimes, lan
Moltas. Now, we have in mind a definitive study of the entire ingtitution of Muson davery —awork of
true scholarship . . . done under our auspices, of course, but without any interference with your scholarly
efforts— to serve asabagsfor intelligent recommendeations leading to improvement. We are quite awvare
of—let us say, inequities, even crudties, I'm sorry to say; and you ought to understand that the welfare of
the Musons has aways been close to our heart. Now we propose that you undertake this study—no
redrictions of course, dl facilities, any type of assstance you wish, in addition to our promiseto givethe
closest consideration to any recommendations you make." The tiger invites meto his den for this
tainted tidbit—why? What does he want, that requires bringing me here after midnight, when he
himself is red-eyed from lack of sleep? "We have looked into the difficulties, Moltas, and find no legdl
objection to your assuming thistask while retaining your status as Deliberator, with leave of absence.”

"Maesty, arethere other conditions?"

Adtacaught the little dave's buttock and jerked her body to emphasize hiswords. " See, darling, see
how they mistrust me, these everlasting politiciang! Noticeit, darling? Never fails." She achieved adutiful
giggle, trying to keep her tray of fruit from spilling. A ripe plum rolled and splattered on the floor by
Adasfoot. "Clumsy idiot bitch!" The Appointed of Sol-Amrasent the girl staggering to the floor with a
blow on the breast; awave of hisarm fetched a guard from the anteroom to pick her up and carry her
out of Sght. "Some of 'em aren't worth training,” Astasaid, "but she may do well enough at the farm.
Seems hedlthy. | forget, Moltas," said the Emperor, who never forgot anything, "do you kegp aMuson
Sud?'

lan Moltas counted to eight. His marriage had not been blessed with children; he thanked God for it.
"No, Mgesty, that isaproject | have never attempted.”

"Y ou might find it illuminating for the study we hope you'll undertake. Pity they're so long-lived and
come 0 late to fertility —makesiit difficult to experiment with bloodlines. Well, well, you mentioned
conditions. Y es, honored Deliberator, we are attaching one condition, and if you suppose the gods
themselves could rule men without alittle horse-trading, honored Deliberator, your lifetimein politics has
been spent in vain. Tomorrow ameasure of considerable importance will be presented to the Assembly.
It will not be well received, but it happensto bevita to larger considerations of Empire, and an A.D. law,
honored De-liberator, will not do! Now, we have noted that some seventeen of the thirty-nine
Ddliberators have consstently opposed our best efforts toward the welfare of Mis pa—obstructionists,
reactionaries, selfish old men without vision. Perhaps a dozen others genuinely understand the necessities
of the empire that must soon govern the world. The res—waverers, sheep, pliable old men, whom you
could sway in thedirection of enlightenment. Tomorrow we wish to have your vote on theright sde.”

"The Emperor would alow adefinitive study of Muson davery to depend on asingle palitica action
of one Deliberator?' And Moltas wondered whether the guards would bein for him. He had spoken his
unforgivablewordsin amild voice; it was even possible that Astawas too stupid to understand al the
implications.

Asdta had not failed to understand. As he bent forward aflush of blood grew up around hiseyes and
receded; hisvoice also was soft. ™Y ou may have missed the point, Deliberator Moltas. We ought to have



sad: we prefer to have your vote on theright side-but don't exaggerate your importance. . . What is
your find answer?'

"Maesty, if | may, | should like to consider my answer overnight. Then my votein the Assembly can
be taken as my answer."

"l see. Very well." Astarelaxed, Sghing with histrionic patience. "'Perhaps you should remember that
your voteisnot in any way necessary—no more necessary, after al, than the Assembly itsdlf or the
continued hedlth of itsmembers. Y ou may go."

Elkan was waiting to open the door, aritua service he valued. "Elkan, when you spoke with Misur
Brun before you brought him up to me, did he mention where he was Staying?"

"Yes, dr. The Sign of the Fox, on Dasin Street. It's cheap but respectable.”

"Curiousfdlow. And what acuriousthing isascale of vaues! The paaceisin apoisonous mood,
Elkan, and the Assembly may not survive tomorrow."

Elkan stood with folded hands; but when Moltas said no more, he took atorch from abracket and
went ahead to light the Ddliberator'sway up the marble stairs. " Sir, | ventured to set up another tablein
the museum.”

"Ah, thank you!" Passing through the archway into the museum he saw Elkan'swork at once, for the
sphere of the world stood on the new table, and before it was the two-faced image. At each end of the
table burned alamp, and dl other lamps were extinguished; thusthe dave had said: Here isthe world,
and hereisman, and hereis an imperfect light. "Thank you and good night, Elkan.”

He sat before the world in the half-dark, and though the idea of around earth was perverse,
grotesque, even ridiculous, somewhere there might be atruth in it. The sun movesin the heavens, doesit
not? The sun and the moon? Suppose those orbs are vastly greater than they appesar to us. Then imagine
some being exigting on the surface of one of them: would not our sphere—our sphere-seem to hiseyes
as does the sun or the moon to ours? But if dl things are in motion—

It istoo much. If all things move and flow—if nothing is ever stable, but all creationis
journeying—

Someone entered the museum with arustling of a skirt—Keva, who would be distressed &t his
wakefulness. "lan, aren't you coming to bed? (The banquet was a deadly bore, deadly.) How can you go
on without deep?' He leaned his head back againgt her breast. "Oh, | supposeit's politics, palitics. | wish
you wouldn't take so many cares on yoursalf. No rest?'

"Trouble brewing for the Assembly itself. It may blow over."

"Dont let things distress you so much.”

"Itsmy life, Keva."

"Y ou went to the paace, Elkan told me."

"Astawishes me to make ascholarly study of Muson davery.”

"Why, that'swonderful!—isn't it? Y ou'd be relieved from the Assembly? And it's something you want
todo, isn't it?'

"A condition is attached. And the study itself would end in nothing but one more recommendation.”

"l see. | suppose | see.”

"What do you see, my dear?'

"| seethat in order to satisfy some—some impossible standard of virtue, you're about to throw the
Emperor's offer back in hisface, never mind if it means your neck, your neck—I can't understand you. |
never did understand you. Thisroom, al those old things, dead things—oh, | see you brood and don't
know whereyour mindis. lan, we must livein the present, isntit s0?'

"It'saflash between infinities, aplace to be happy and sad. It's not true that the present isthe only
place we know. | must look beyond, both ways. | can't change mysdlf—"

"Ah, no more, let's not talk about it. Don't stay up much longer, lan—please? My God, it'll be dawn
inan hour or two."

"I'll come to bed soon, Keva."

"What's that absurd round thing?"

"A toy perhaps. Age of the Sorcerers. Go and rest, Keva."



When he was done again Moltas remembered how some of the stars move, or seem to, like the sun
and moon. One lamp was till burning at the palace, abusy, baeful eye; beyond it, the serenity of the
dark.

The morning came heavy with wet heat and ahint of scorm. In the lobby of the Assembly Hall
lounged five of the Mavid with sword and dagger and riot club, neet in their black loincloths and tunics,
pointedly disregarding the arriving Deliberators. By every tradition they had no right there; by an even
older and graver custom, weapons were forbidden in the Assembly Hall. Moltas felt on hisarm the touch
of afriend, Amid Anhur; liver spots showed on the crinkled hand—Amid was old, too old, like many
here. An evil of the day, no fault of Agas, that only the rich could afford to try for election in thisland
that till believed itsdf to have arepresentative government, under an emperor who meant to restore the
Republic any day; and few of the young wererich. Amid said, "I suppose we must ignore the vermin,
lan? Merely asquad of the wolf's personal fleas

"How long can we hold out?"

"A day—aweek—ayear."

"How many of us till possess our souls?"

The building was the work of the middie Republic; Amid Anhur stared at a groove in the threshold of
theinner doorway, worn there by more than two hundred years of passage of Misipaslavmakers. "A
year ago | think | could have said twenty-four. Now, Barshon and Menefar dead—possibly of natural
causes. The younger Samis murdered in atavern, the Mavid not curious about his murderers, while his
father remembers he has one more son. See Carmon there, pretending not to know | nodded to him.
Youand | are not safe to know."

"Cometo my house this evening. I've bought a curiousthing.”

"Another antiquity? What about today, 1an?’

"Thisthing istimeless. | beg you come, have dinner with us. Kevawould be happy to see you.”

"Oh, | will come, gladly," said the old man, and they entered the hadl. "We should concern ourselves
with timelessthings-whilewe have alittletime."

Kaon Samis, month's Moderator, called them to order, his voice flat and schooled and careful,
perhaps in memory of ason. There should have been continuation of adebate on the silk tax, but a sheet
of parchment was quivering in Samis fingers. "Thereisan imperia message which | am directed to read
before the day's business." At the back of the hal aMavid captain leaned against the bronze doors, his
presence unprotested by anything more than angry glances and shocked disdain. "And gentlemen, my
reading of this message isto be taken asamotion: forma debate may follow, but perhapsit should be
limited. The message reads. 'It isthe Imperia intention that the Assembly recognize second and third
cousins and cousins by marriage of the Emperor as full members of the Imperia household, entitled to
serve not only on the Advisory Council by reason of nobility, but dso as consultant members of the
Assembly of Deliberators, each to have one vote. Now as| have said, debate should be limited.”

Moltas was on hisfeet. Some others would soon have broken the stunned and nauseated
slence—already he could hear choked words and heavy breathing—but Samis recognized him with a
feeble nod. "Deliberators of Misipa, there are occasions when men may find it best not to accept akick
inthe groin with murmurs of politethanks. Itismy view—"

It was not difficult, so long as he was on hisfeet and following the momentum of his own expert and
powerful voice. The Assembly had aways enjoyed rounded periods and poetic thunder, a part of the
style—antique perhaps, but there was aplace for it. And now, if aman choseto risk binding himself to
the crossin the marketplace with arope of words, the Assembly would hear him out courteoudy while
hedidit. "The cousns, it istrue, may find our little gathering abore at times—dull debates, tax laws,
arguments, so many thingsto interfere with scratching or lifting thetail of aclosefriend.” Heintroduced
other jests and obscenities, although his earstold him that what little laughter responded was merely that
of nervousness closeto hysteria. Still, inaway they liked it—hanged men dance.

There was relaxation through the mass of well-known faces when he began to spesk of the Republic.
It was an Assembly cliche, to look toward that lost time with anostalgia rendered harmless by futility. But



then they understood that M oltas was not speaking in that manner. He was speaking of the Republic asif
it were aliving place dmost within the here and now—over ahill; aday's journey. He was asking them to
think that what citizens have built once and logt, they may build again, alittle better with good fortune.
There were times, he said, when human effort appeared to generate nothing but suffering, error,
confusion —but maybe even these times add alittle to the sum of human understanding. "And there are
times,” said lan Maltas, "when thewill to Struggle againgt evil seemsto be dtogether gone. Thismay be
such atime. If the Assembly perishes, therewill be no light until, somewherein the land, you seelight
from thefires of revolution—not you, perhaps, for most of you will not be there.

And now | say, only to afew of you: we need not be ashamed if sometimesthereis nothing better to
dofor anideathantodiefor it."

The Assembly voted against Asta, twenty to eighteen. Samis abstained.

The Mavid captain was atrained speaker too. He strode front, ignoring Moderator Samis, and
waited for his correct instant of sllence. "By decree of Asta; Appointed of Sol-Amra, Lord of the World,
the Assembly of Deliberators now stands dissolved. Y ou will not leave the boundaries of holy Norlenas,
and will consider yoursdlves under the Emperor's displeasure until he has examined certain charges
brought againgt individua members of thisbody. Y ou will leave the building quietly and go to your
homes Thatisal."

No longer sustained by the courage of action, histhoughts fluttered like startled doves. Keva—what
can | do?—she hasrelativesin the Imperial family—maybe—Elkan—there is the will—but he will
go—money for Elkan—if only-Sgn of the Fox in Dasin Street. Why, | will go and arrange with
that fellow—might we not sail—you've got to meet big water on its own terms—

But the Mavid captain had a particular message for him, hating him on the steps of the hdl, with two
of hismen, in case there should be difficulties. Moltas said, "Gentlemen, the world isa sphere.”

The captain said neutraly, ™Y ou are to come for questioning to the prison in the Seventh Ward."

One of the men was very young, amost aboy. "I will come without resistance, of course," Moltas
said, but he wanted to addressthe boy. "Y ou see, if theworld isa sphere, life becomesinteresting
again—doesit not? So much more to know. Do you understand?' The young face showed only darm.

"Wewant no difficulty,” said the captain, and locked Moltas wrists behind him.

"Don't you understand, boy? If the world isa sphere, it may dso beagar.”



