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Sabotage

Arthur Hidders, he called himself. He wore Earth-style clothes, and, except for the length of hishair and
his mustache rings, he looked the complete Earthman— which, in asense, he was. His age was
indeterminate; the exact panel of races which had gone into his make-up was a secret six hundred years
gone. He stood an easy fivefoot six; he waslight, with ddlicate features centered rather too closely ina
large round head, which obvioudy held many brains.

Turning away from the porthole out on space, he fixed old Pianzawith agaze of dmost child-like
ingenuousness. “ That' sdl very interesting—but doesn't it seem, well, futile?’

“Futile?” Pianzasaid with great dignity. “I’mafraid | don’t understand you.”

Hidders made a carel ess gesture, taking few painsto hide his opinion of Pianza: awell-meaning man,
perhaps atrifle dense. “ Earth-Central has sent commissionsto Big Planet once ageneration for the last
five hundred years. Sometimes the commission returns dive, more often not. In either case nothing is
accomplished. A few investigators lose ther lives, much money is spent, Big Planet tempers—forgive
me—are ruffled, and things go on, regrettably, as before.”

Pianza, certainly well-meaning, not &t al dense, reflected that Hidders' air of naivete comported poorly
with his professed occupation of fur-trading. Also, thought Pianza, how could a Big Planet fur-trader—a
naive fur-trader—accumul ate the exchange necessary to buy passage to Earth? He answered gravely.
“What you say istrue, but thistime perhaps eventswill turn out differently.”

Hiddersraised his eyebrows, spread out his hands. “ Has Big Planet changed? Has Earth-Centra
changed?’

Pianzalooked uneasily around the lounge—empty except for the nun who sat statue-quiet, thevisble
section of her thin white face rapt in meditation. Big Planet lay close ahead; the Bgarnum of Beaujolais
could not possibly know of their approach. Pianza committed an indiscretion.

“Conditions are different,” he admitted. “A great ded different. The former commissionswere sent out
to—waell, let us say, to soothe Earth consciences. We knew there was murder, torture, terror on Big
Panet; we knew something had to be done.” He smiled sadly. “ The easiest gesture was to send out
commissions. The commissionsinvariably made the same report: nothing could be done that was not



being done dready at the Enclave—unless Earth-Central wanted to expand, to take full responsibility for
Big Planet.”

“Interesting,” said Hidders. “Y ou have the gift of expressng complicated ideasin smple language. And
now?’

Pianza eyed him doubtfully. The butter had become alittle thick. “Now there’s something new on Big
Planet: the Bgarnum of Beaujolais”

“Yes, yes—I’ vefrequently traveled through hisreams.”

“Well, on Big Planet there are probably hundreds of rulers no less crud, arrogant, arbitrary—but the
Bgarnum, asyou certainly must be aware, is expanding hisempire, hisrange of activities, and not only on
Big Planet but dsawhere.”

“Ah,” said Hidders. “So you cometo investigate Charley Lysidder, Bgarnum of Beaujolais.”
“Yes” muttered Planza Y ou might say so. And thistime we have the authority to act.”
“If helearns of your plans, he will no doubt react with rancor and violence.”

“Weredizethat,” sammered Pianza, wishing now that he could disavow the conversation. “But I'm
sure hewon't learn until we' re ready.”

“Perhapsyou'reright,” said Hidders gravely. “Let us hope s0.”

A dark-skinned man of medium height cameinto the lounge. His muscleslay close under hisskin; he
moved quickly, with sharp definite motions. Thiswas Claude Glystra, Executive Chairman of the
commisson.

Glystralooked swiftly around the lounge, ice-colored glances, hard, searching, just short of suspicious.
Hejoined Hidders and Pianza at the porthole, pointed to aflaming yellow sun close ahead. “There's
Phaedra, we' |l be on Big Planet in afew hours.”

A gong rang. “Lunch,” said Pianza, risng with afeding of relief. The purpose of the commission was
hardly asecret to anyone aboard the ship; however, he had been uncomfortably explicit in histalk with
Hidders. He was glad to push the whole matter to the back of hismind.

Glystraled the way from the sloon, pausing at the door to let the nun sweep ahead in abillow of black
vestments.

“Peculiar creature,” muttered Pianza

Glystralaughed. “ There' s no one on Big Planet but peculiar people; that’swhy they’re there. If she
wantsto convert them to her own private peculiarity, that’ s her privilege”

Hidders nodded with lively emphasis. “ Perfect democracy on Big Planet, en Mr Glystra?’
Pianza watched expectantly; Glystrawas nothing if not outspoken. Glystradid not fail him.
“Perfect anarchy, Mr Hidders.”

In silence they descended the spird to the dining saloon, took their places. One by one the other
members of the commission entered. First was Cloyville, big, booming, florid; then Ketch, dark, drawn
and saturnine, likethe“Before’ in alaxative advertisement. Next came Bishop, the youngest man on the



commission, sheep-faced and seal-smooth, with abrain full of erudition and a tendency toward
hypochondria. He satisfied the one with a portable microfilm library, the other with a portable
medicine-chest. Behind him, and last, was Darrot, erect and military with carrot-colored hair, lips
compressed asif againgt animminent outburst of temper.

The med was placid, but over-hung with a sense of excitement, amost tension, which perssted, grew
stronger dl afternoon asthe bulk of Big Planet spread acrossthe field of vision. Horizons belled o,
blotted Phaedra from the sky, and the space-ship settled into the darkness.

There was a shock, alurch, a perceptible change of direction. Glystra spun away from the window. The
lightsflickered, died, then glowed weakly. Glystraran up the spird toward the bridge. At the top landing
stood asguat man in ship’s uniform—Abbigens, the radio operator and purser. Lank blond hair hung
down hisforehead. He watched Glystra’ s approach with narrow eyes set far apart.

“What' sthetrouble?’ Glystrademanded sharply. “What's going on?’
“Don’'t know, Mr Glystra. | tried to get in mysdlf; | found the door locked.”
“The ship fedsout of contral, asif we re going to crash!”

“Don't worry your head about that, Mr Glystra. We ve got emergency landing gear to set us
down—automatic stuff. There may be abit of athump, but if we St quiet in the saloon we' re safe

enough.”
Gently hetook Glystra sarm. Glystrashook him off, returned to the door. Solid as a section of thewall.

He ran back down the steps, railing at himsalf for not taking precautions againgt just such achance. To
land anywhere on Big Planet except Earth Enclave meant tragedy, debacle, cataclysm. He stood in the
saloon doorway; there was a babble of voices, white faces turned to him. Cloyville, Darrot, Pianza,
Bishop, Ketch, Hidders and the nun. All there. He ran to the engine room; the door opened under his
hands. Corbus, the easygoing chief engineer, pushed him back.

“WEe ve got to get to the life-boats,” barked Glystra.

“No morelife-boats.”

“No more life-boats! What' s happened to them?’ Glystra demanded.
“They’ ve been gected. It'stick by the ship, there’ s nothing elseto do.”
“But the captain, the mate—"

“They don't answer the telephone.”

“But what on Earth happened?’

Gorbus reply was drowned by asiren which filled the air, dready made mad by the flickering light, with
clangor.

Abbigens came into the saloon. Helooked around with an air of triumph, nodded toward someone.
Who? Glystratwisted his head. Too late. White faces, open mouths. And now—a picture he would
never forget: the door swung open, the mate staggered in, hishand held asif he were rubbing histhroat.
Hisface wasthe colour of raw potato; ghastly dark ribbons striped the front of hisjuniper. He pointed a
terrible trembling finger at Abbigens. Blood rasped in hislungs, hiskneesfolded, hefdl to the deck. His



hand dipped to show a second mouth under hischin.
Glystragtared a the squat man with the blond hair faling thickly down hisforehead.

Dark shadows rushed up past the saloon ports. A monstrous splintered ingtant: the floor of the saloon
struck up. Thelights went out; there was a hoarse crying.

Glystracrawled up the floor. He sensed walls toppling; he saw a sudden dark motion, heard jarring
thunder, and then felt an ingtant of pain. . . .

Glystrarose toward consciousness like awaterlogged timber. He opened his eyes; vision reached his
brain.

Helay on alow bed a the rear of a plank-walled cottage. With afeverish movement he haf-raised on
the cot, propped himself on an elbow, stared out the open door, and it seemed that he was seeing the
most wonderful sight of hislife.

He looked out on a green dope, spangled with yellow and red flowers, which roseto aforest. The
gables of avillage showed through the foliage, quaint gables of carved dark-brown timber. The entire
landscape was drenched in atingling golden-white radiance; every color shone with jewe-like clarity.

Three girlsin peasant dress moved acrossthe field of hisvison; they were dancing amerry jig which
flung their belled blue and red skirts back and forth, sideto side. Glystra could hear music, thedrone of a
concerting, tinkle of mandolin and guitar.

He dumped back to the cot, closed hiseyes. A picture from the golden ages. A beautiful dream.

The thud of footsteps roused him. Watching under half-cracked eydids he saw Pianzaand Cloyville
enter the cottage: the onetidy, gray, quiet; the other puffing, red-faced, effusive. Behind camea
fresh-faced girl with blonde pigtails, carrying atray.

Glystrastruggled up on hiselbows again. Pianza said soothingly, “Relax, Claude. You' reasick man.”
Glystrademanded, “Was anyone killed?’ He was surprised to find his voice so wesk.
There was amoment’ s silence.

“Wel?Who got it?’

“The stewards. They had goneto hidein the shell. And the nun. Apparently she went into her cabin just
before the crash. It' s twenty feet underground now. Of course the captain and the mate, both with their
throats cut.”

Glystraclosed hiseyes. “How long hasit been?”’
“About four days.”
Helay passive afew seconds, thinking. “What' s been happening?’

“Theship'satotd loss,” said Cloyville. He pulled out a chair, seated himsdlf. “ Broken in three pieces. A
wonder any of uscameout dive.”

Thegirl laid the tray on the bed, knelt, prepared to feed Glystrawith ahorn spoon.



Glystralooked up ruefully. “Isthiswhat’ s been going on?’

“Y ou had to be taken care of,” said Pianza. He patted the girl’ s head. “ Thisis Natilien-Thilssa. Nancy
for short. She' san excdlent nurse.”

Cloyvillewinked dyly. “Lucky dog.”

Glystramoved back from the spoon. “1 can feed myself,” he said shortly. He looked up at Pianza
“Where are we?’

Pianzafrowned dightly, asif he had hoped to avoid serious discussion. “ The village of
Jubilith—somewhere near the northeagtern tip of Beaujolais”

Glystrapressed hislipstogether. “It could hardly be worse. Naturally they planned to drop us closer to
Grosgarth, right into the Bgjarnum’ slap.” He struggled up on hiselbow. “1’ m astonished we haven't been
taken up dready.”

Pianzalooked out the door. “We re rather isolated, and naturally there are no communications. . .
WEe ve been nervous, I'll admit.”

The last terrible scene in the saloon rose before Glystra s mind. “Where' s Abbigens?’
“Abbigens? Oh, he' sgone. Disappeared.”

Glystragroaned under his breath. Pianzalooked uneasily at Cloyville, who frowned.
“Why didn’t you kill him?" Glystramoaned.

All Pianza could do was shake hishead. Cloyville said, “He got away.”

“There was someone elsetoo,” said Glystrawesakly.

Pianzaleaned forward, his eyes sharp and gray. “ Someone €l se? Who?’

“I don’'t know. Abbigcns daughtered the captain and the mate, the other sabotaged the motors,
discharged the life-boats.” He heaved restlessy on the couch. The girl put acool hand on hisforehead.
“I’ve been unconscious four days. Extraordinary.”

“Y ou’ ve been sedated,” said Pianza, “to keep you resting. For awhile you were out of your head,
climbing out of bed, fighting, ydling.”

Forty-thousand-mile Trek



Glystrasat up against Nancy’ s restraining hand, felt the base of his skull. Hetried to rise to hisfeet.
Cloyville jumped up. “For Heaven' s sake, Claude, take it easy,” he admonished.

Glystrashook his head. “We ve got to get out of here. Fast. Think. Where's Abbigens? He'sgone to
report to Charley Lysidder, the Bgjarnum.” He stood swaying. Nancy came to cgjole him back to the
cot, but instead, leaning on her shoulder, he went to the door and stood in the wash of golden-white
sunlight, the Big Planet panorama before him. Pianza brought achair, Glystrasank intoit.

The cottage, the forest, the village were situated hafway up the face of adope, vast beyond Earthly
conception. Above, Glystracould see no sharp termination or ridge; the land melted into pale blue
distance. Below was avistaso grand and airy that after the first few milesthe eye could sense only the
spread of territory, meadows and forests becoming a green, blue, beige blur.

Cloyville gretched his heavy arms out into the warmth. “ Here swherel’m comingin my old age.” He
yawned. “We never should have wasted Big Planet on the freaks.”

Nancy dipped into the house with a stiff back.
Cloyville chuckled. “1 guess shethought | was calling her afresk.”

“You'll never havean old age,” said Glystra, “if we don't clear out of here.” He looked up and down
the dope. “Where sthe ship?’

“Upintheforest alittle bit.”
“And how far are we from Beaujolais?’

Cloyvillelooked southwest diagonally up the dope. “The borders of Beaujolais are vague. Over the top
of the dopeisadeep valey, gpparently volcanic. Full of hot springs, fumaroles, geysers, so they tell
me—the valley of the Glass-Blowers. Last year the Bgjarnum moved in with histroops, and now the
valley ispart of Beaujolais. To date he hasn't sent officials or tax-collectorsto Jubilith, but they're
expected every day, together with agarrison.”

“Why agarrison? To keep order?’
Cloyville gestured down the dope. “ Protection againgt the nomads—gypsies, they cal 'em.”

“Mmmph.” Glystralooked up at the village. “They don’t seem to have suffered too much . . . How far is
Groggath?’

“Asnear as| can makeit, two hundred miles south. There' sagarrison town—Montmarchy, they call
it— about fifty miles southeast along the dope.”

“Fifty miles” Glystraconddered. “ That’ s probably where Abbigens headed for. ...” A heavy metalic
crash sounded from the forest. Glysiralooked questioningly a Pianza.

“They’re cutting up the ship. It sthe most meta they’ ve seenin therr lives. We ve made them all
millionaires”

“Until the Bgarnum confiscates thewholething,” said Cloyville.

“We vegot to get out,” Glystramuittered, twisting in his chair. “We ve got to get to the Enclave—
somehow. ...”



Pianza pursed hislips doubtfully. “It’saround the planet, forty thousand miles.”

Glystrastruggled up to hisfeet. “We ve got to get out of here. We' re sitting ducks. If we' re caught, it's
our lives. Charley Lysidder will make an example of us. . . .Where stherest of the ship’s company?’

Pianza nodded toward the village. “We ve been given abig house. Hidders has gone.”
“Gone? Whereto?’

“Grosgarth.” He added hadtily, “He says hell take abarge to Marwan Gulf and join one of the beach
caravansto Wae.”

“Hmmm. The stewards dead, the captain and mate dead, the nun dead, Abbigens gone, Hidders
gone—" he counted on hisfingers “—that leaves eight. The commission and two engine room officers.
Y ou’ d better bring them al down here and we' Il have acouncil of war.”

Eyestroubled, Glystrawatched Pianzaand Cloyville climbing to the village, then turned his attention
down the dope. Beaujolain soldiers approaching during the daylight would be visble for many miles.
Glystra gave thanks for the non-metdlic crust of Big Planet. No meta, no machinery, no eectricity, no
long distance communication.

Nancy appeared from the cottage. She had changed her puffed blue skirt for aparti-colored coverdl, a
harlequin suit of red and orange motley. Over her hair she wore a closefitting cap, set with two-inch
spines of hair waxed to golden points.

Glystra stared amoment. Nancy whirled before him, pirouetted on one toe, with the other leg bent at
the knee.

Glydrasaid, “Aredl thegirlsat Jubilith aslovely asyou are?’
She amiled, tilted her face to the sun. “1I’'m not from Jubilith . . . I'm an outlander.”
“S0? From where?’

She gestured to the north. “From Velllevaux Forest. My father had the gift, and for many miles people
came to ask the future—even some who might have made the pilgrimage to Myrtlesee Fountain.”

“Myrtlesee Fountain? Glysira opened his mouth to inquire, then reflected that any explanation would
be couched in the intricacies of a strange culture, and closed his mouth. Best to listen, to observe, let
knowledge come in manageable doses.

“My father grew rich,” continued Nancy. “Hetrained mein the crafts. | travelled to Grosgarth and
Calliope and Wale and through the Stemvelt Cand's, and | went outland as a troubadour, with fine
companies, and we saw many towns and castles and beautiful sghts.” She shuddered. “ And evil dso.
Much evil, at Glaythree. . .” Tearswelled into her eyes, her shoulders sagged. She said forlornly, “When
| returned to Veillevaux Forest | found ruin and desolation. The gypsies from North Heath had raided the
village and burnt the house of my father with dl my family insde. And | wandered hereto Jubilithto learn
to dance, that | might dance away my grief. ...”

Glystra studied her closdy. Marvelous mohility of feature—sparkle of eye, lilt of voice when she spoke



of joy— amouth that was never quitein repose. And when she dwelt on her grief her eyes became large
and wistful, and the nervous beauty of her face and body seemed to become less explicit, glowing from
some wonderful region ingde her mind, aslight shinesfrom the inner part of adar.

“And how isit that you were sdected to nurse me?’

She shrugged, studied the backs of her hands. “I’m an outlander; | know the methods of
Grosgarth—some of which have been learned from Earth books. Naisuka.”

Glystralooked up in puzzlement, repeated the word. “What isthat?’

“It saBegolaisword.” She settled hersdlf to the ground at hisfeet, leaned back against the wall,
stretched with the easy looseness of akitten. “It means—well, it' swhat makes a person decide to do
thingsfor no reason whatever.”

He pointed down the dope. “What country isthat nestled down there?’

Sheturned half on her side, propped hersaf on one ebow. “The Jubilith claiming ends at the Tsalombar
Woods.” Sheindicated afar line of forest. “The Tree-people live there, above the tritchsod.”

Ancther idiom unfamiliar to Glystra

Up by the village the Earthmen appeared. Glystrawatched their gpproach. Guilt in any one of them
seemed asremote as guilt in Nancy. But someone had helped Abbigens, someone had burnt out the
motors. Of courseit might have been Arthur Hidders, and he was gone.

“St down,” said Glystra. They took seats on the turf. Glystralooked doubtfully at Nancy. She smiled
up cheerfully, made no moveto rise; indeed, settled herself more comfortably, stretching her legs,
pointing her toes—exotic asarare bird.

Glystra hesitated, then turned back to the men. “We' re in atough spot, although | suppose | don't need
to belabor the point.”

No one spoke.

“WEe re shipwrecked with no possibility of getting help from Earth. Asfar astechnical superiority goes,
we' re no better off than the people of the village. Maybe worse. They understand their tools, their
materias, we don't. If we had unlimited time, we might be able to patch up some kind of radio and call
the Enclave. We don’t have that time. Any minute we can expect soldiersto take usto Grosgarth. ... In
Grosgarth the Bgjarnum will make an example of us. He doesn’t want interference, he'll make surewe' re
aware of it. We ve got one chance, that’ sto get out of Beaujolais, put miles behind us.”

He paused, looked from face to face. Pianzawas mild, non-committal, Cloyville€ s big forehead was
creased in aheavy frown, Ketch was petulantly digging at the ground with abit of sharp gravel. Bishop's
face wasfaintly troubled, with little puckerslike inverted V' s over hiseyes. Darrot ran ahand through his
gparse red hair, muttered something to Ketch, who nodded. Corbusthe chief engineer sat quietly, asif
unconcerned. Valusser the second engineer glared, asif Glystrawere the cause of his difficulties. He said
inathick voice, “What happens when we escape. Where do we escape to? There' s nothing out there—"
he waved his hand down the dope “—Dbut wild men. They’Il kill us. Some of them are cannibals.”

Glystrashrugged. “Y ou' re free to do whatever you like, save your skin the best way you can.
Personadly | see oneway out. It' s hard, it’slong, it’'s dangerous. Maybe it’simpossible. It' sclose to
certain not al of uswill makeit. But we want to escape with our lives, we want to go home. That
means—" he accented hiswords heavily “—one place on Big Planet. The Enclave. We ve got to get to



the Enclave.”
“Soundsgood,” said Cloyville. “I'mdl for it. How do we do it?’
Glystragrinned. “ The only means of locomotion we ve got—our feet.”
“Feet?’ Cloyville svoicerose.
“Soundslike a pretty stiff hike,” said Darrot.

Glystrashrugged. “There' s no use fooling oursalves. We ve got one chance to get back to
Earth—that’ s make Earth Enclave. The only way to get thereisto start.”

“But forty thousand miles?” Cloyville protested plaintively. “I’m abig man, hard on my feet.”
“WEell pick up pack-animas,” said Glystra. “Buy them, sted them, we' Il get them somehow.”
“But forty thousand miles,” muttered Cloyville.

Glystranodded. “I1t' salong way. But if wefind theright kind of river, we'll float. Or maybe, find aship,
sal around the coast.”

“Can’t bedone,” said Bishop. “The Australian Peninsulareaches down, curves back east. We' d have
to wait till we reached Henderland, then cut down, around the Blackstone Cordillera, to the Parmarbo.
And, according to the Big Planet Almanac, the Parmarbo is virtualy unnavigable dueto reefs, pirates,
carnivorous sea anemones and weekly hurricanes.”

Cloyville groaned again. Glystra heard a sound from Nancy, and looked down, saw her mouth
quivering in effortsto restrain agiggle. Herose to hisfeet, and Pianza watched him doubtfully. “How do
you fed, Claude?’

“I’'m wesak. But tomorrow I’ll be as good as new. Nothing wrong with me alittle exercise won't cure.
One thing we can be thankful for—"

“What' sthat?’ asked Cloyville.

Glystramotioned to hisfeet. “Good boots. Water-proof, wear-proof. We' Il need them.”
Cloyvilleruefully ingpected hisbig torso. “I suppose the paunch will work off.”
Glystraglanced around the circle. “ Any other ideas? Y ou, Valusser?’

Valusser shook hishead. “I'll stay with the crowd.”

“Good. Now here' sthe program. WEe ve got to make up packs. We want al the metal we can
conveniently carry; it' s precious on Big Planet. Each of us ought to be able to manage fifteen pounds.
Tools and kniveswould be best, but | suppose we'll have to take what we can salvage.. . . Thenwe'll
want clothes, achange apiece. Ship’s chart of Big Planet, if available. A compass. Everyone had better
find himsalf agood knife, a blanket, and most important— handweapons. Has anyone checked the
ship?

Corbus put his hand in his blouse, displayed the black barrel of anion-discharge pistal. “ This belonged
to the Captain. | helped mysdlf.”

“I'vegot my two,” said Cloyville.



“There should be onein my cabin aboard ship,” said Pianza. “ There was no way in yesterday, but
maybe | can squeeze in somehow.”

“There sanother in mineg,” said Glystra. He put his hands on the arm of the chair, roseto hisfest.
“We d better get started.”

“You'd better rest,” said Darrot gruffly. “You'll need al your strength. I’ll seethat your pack is made
up-”

Glystrardaxed without embarrassment. “Thanks. Maybe we || make better time.”

The saven men filed uphill, into the forest of silky blue-green trees. Glystrawatched them from the
doorway.

Nancy roseto her feet. “Best now that you should deep.”

Hewent indde, lowered himsdf to the cot, put his hands under his head, lay staring at the beams.
Nancy stood looking down at him. “Claude Glystra.”

“Wha?'

“May | comewith you?’

He turned his head, stared up in astonishment. “Come where?’

“Wherever you're going.”

“Around the planet? Forty thousand miles?’

“yes”

He shook his head decisively. “Y ou’ d be killed with the rest of us. Thisis athousand to one chance.”

“I don't care... | dieonly once. And I’ d like to see Earth. I’ ve wandered far and | know many things. .
. She hesitated.

Glystraput the spur to his brain. It wastired and failed to react. Something was out of place. Would a
girl choose such aprecarious life from pure wanderlust? Of course, Big Planet was not Earth; human
psychology was unpredictable. And yet—he searched her face, wasit a persona matter? Infatuation?
She colored.

“You blush easily,” Glystra observed.

“I'mgtrong,” said Nancy. “1 can do as much work as either Ketch or Bishop.”

“A pretty girl can causealot of trouble.”

She shrugged. “ There are women everywhere on Big Planet. No one need be alone.”

Glystrasank back on the couch, shaking his head. “Y ou can’'t come with us, Nancy.”



She bent over; hefelt her breath on hisface, warm, moist. “Tdl them I’'maguide. Can't | come asfar
asthe forest?’

“Very well. Asfar astheforest.”
Sheran outside, into the golden radiance of the day.

Glystrawatched her run up the flowered dope. “There goestrouble.” He turned hisfaceto thewall.

Free For All

He dept an hour, two hours, soaking the rest into his bones. When he awoke, afternoon sunlight was
danting in through the doorway, aflood of richest saffron. Up the dope, the village merry-making wasin
full swing. Lines of girlsand young men, in parti-colored motley like Nancy’s, capered back and forthin
adance of light-hearted buffoonery. To hisears came ashrill jig played on fiddles, concertinas, guitars,
rhapsodiums. Back, forth, across his vison ran the dancers, bounding in akind of prancing goose-step.

Pianza and Darrot |ooked in through the doorway. “ Awake, Claude?’ asked Pianza.

Glystraswung hisfeet over the edge of the cot, sat up. “Good as new.” He stood up, stretched, patted
the back of his head, the soreness had nearly disappeared. “ Everything ready?’

Pianza nodded, “ Ready to go. We found your ion-shine, aso a heat-gun belonging to the mate.” He
looked at Glystra half-sidewise, an expression of mild calculation on hisface. “I understand Nancy has
been included in the expedition.”

“No,” said Glystra, with someirritation. “1 told her she might come asfar asthe forest, that’ sonly two
or three hours away.”

Pianzalooked doubtful. “ She’' s made hersdlf up apack. Says she’ sgoing with us.”

Darrot gave hishead aterse shake. “I don't likeit, Claude.” He had arough baritone voice. It sounded
harsh and grating now. “Thismarch isno place for agirl. Bound to befriction, inconvenience.”

Darrot’s cast of mind was peculiarly grim, thought Glystra. In aconciliatory voice he sad, “I'minfull
agreement with you. | refused her point blank.”

“But she'sdl packed,” said Planza.

Glysrasaid tartly, “Wdll, if sheinsstson going, if shefollows ahundred yardsto therear, | don't see



how we can stop her short of physica congtraint.”
Pianzablinked. “Wdll, naturally. . . .” Hisvoicetrailed off.

Darrot was unconvinced. His square face wore alook of mulish displeasure.  She' stravelled widdly,
she' s been to Grosgarth. Suppose she' s one of the Bgarnum'’ s secret agents? | understand they're
everywhere, even on the other sde of the planet, even on Earth.”

“It' spossible,” admitted Glystra. “Anything' s possible. For al | know, you work for the Bgarnum
yoursdlf. Someone does.”

Darrot snorted, turned away.

“Don’'t worry,” said Glystra, dapping him on the shoulder. “When we get to the forest, we' Il send her
back.” He went to the door, stepped outside. Much of his strength had returned, athough hislegsfet
limpandlax.

Planza said, “Bishop sdvaged the ship’ sfirst ad kit, and al hisfood pillsand vitamins. They may be
useful; our food won't dways be the best.”

“Good.”

“Cloyville found his camping equipment and we re taking dong the stove and the water-maker.”
“Any spare power unitsfor the ion-shines?’

“No.”

Glystrachewed hislip. “That'sbad . . . Find the nun’s body?’

Pianza shook his head. “Her cabin is on the bottom.”

“Too bad,” said Glystra, although hefdlt little real remorse. The woman had hardly existed as ahuman
being: he had been conscious of athin white face, ablack robe, ablack head-dress, an air of intengty,
and al was now gone.

Down from the village came the Earthmen, and around them circled the dancers, gay, exated, avare
only of their own motion and color. Ketch, Corbus, Valusser, Cloyville, Bishop—and Nancy. She stood
alittle gpart, watching the dancing with an air of serene detachment, asif she had renounced whatever
tiesbound her to Jubilith.

An elder of the village came down the dope, athin brown man in aheavy loose smock of horizontal
brown, gray and white stripes. The rhythm was dill in his ears; hejigged to the music following him down
thehill.

He spoke to Cloyville, remongtrated; Cloyville pointed to Glystra. The old man jigged to where Glystra
stood waiting. He sang out, “ Surely you won't leave us now? The day isat its close; night drifts over the
massif and our merriment isnot yet upon us.”

Glystraheld out hisarmswhile Pianza helped him into his pack. He said with agrin, “Dance acouple
setsfor me”

“You'll bea-dark!”

“We'll be a-dark more times than this once.”



“Inauspicious, importunate.” He broke into achant such as children might sing at their games. “The
hop-legged sprites abound in the dark; skin to skin they will weld your legs. Bone to bone, flesh to flesh,
and al your life shdl be hop-step-one, hop-step-one. . . .”

Nancy caught Glystra' s eye, shook her head dightly. Glystra turned away, looked out over Big Planet,
dready flooded in light of adarker gold. Behind him were the dancersin groups of five, wheding, kicking
out their legs at the knee, wagging their heads drolly, and the music waxed shrill and happy. Looking
down the vast dope, Glystra suddenly felt weak before theimmensity of the journey ahead. Jubilith
seemed warm and secure. Almost like home. And ahead—distance. Sectors and sections, extents and
expanses. Looking to where Earth’s horizon would lie, he could lift his eyes and see lands reaching far on
out: pencil lines of various subtle colors, each lineaplain or aforest, asea, adesert, amountain range. .

. Hetook a step forward, looked over his shoulder. “Let’'sgo.”

For along time the merry music followed their backs, and only when the sun passed behind the dope
and mauve dusk came down from the sky did the sounds dwindle to the silence of distance.

Theway led acrossthe bracken, athick resilient mat of gray stalks beaded with dull green nodules. The
dope was gentle and uniform, and the coming of Big Planet night brought no difficulties; it wasonly
necessary to walk down thefall of the ground.

Cloyville and Darrot strode together at the head of the group; then came Glystra, with Nancy at one
elbow and Pianza at the other. To thelr left walked Ketch alittle apart, and behind came Bishop, eyeson
the ground. At the rear, twenty paces behind, walked Corbus, striding essily, and Valusser, picking his
way asif hisfeet hurt.

Twilight waned and stars appeared. Now there was nothing in the world but darkness, the sky, the
breast of the planet and their own infinitesma persons.

Nancy had been carefully quiet, but now in the dark, she pressed closer to Glystra. Glystra, expecting
various wiles and persuasions, grinned to himsalf and prepared to withstand an assault on his senses.

She spoke in asoft low voice. “ Tel me, Claude, which of those starsis Old Sun?’
Glystra scanned the heavens. The congtdllations were strange and made no particular pattern.

He remembered that on leaving Earth for Big Planet, Cetus was astern till they arrived at Index . . .
There, was Spica, and nearby the black bulge of the Porridge Pot. “I think that’ s the Sun there—right
above the bright white gtar, in toward the big blot of fog.”

She stared wide-eyed into the sky. “Tell me about Earth.”
“It shome,” said Glystra. He looked for severa seconds up at the white star. “1’d like to bethere. . "
“Is Earth more beautiful than Big Planet?’

“That'sahard question to answer. Offhand—no. Big Planet is—big. Impressive. The Himaayas on
Earth are foothills bes de the Sklaemon Range or the Blackstone Cordillera.”

“Where arethey?’ Nancy asked.
Glystra’'s mind had been wandering. He looked at her blankly. “Where are what?’



“Those mountain ranges? Here on Big Planet?’

“The Sklaemons are about thirty thousand miles northwest, in apart of Big Planet caled Matador. The
Ski-men livethere, | bdieve. The Blackstone Cordilleraisto the southeast, about five thousand miles
above the Audrdian Peninsula, in Henderland.

“There'sso much to belearned ... So many placesto see...” Her voice broke atrifle. “The Earth-men
know more about us than we know ourselves. It isn’t fair. Y ou keep usin mental shackles...”

Glystralaughed sourly. “Big Planet is a compromise of many peopl€ sideas. Nobody thinksit' sright.”
“We grow up barbarians,” she said passonately. “My father—"

Glystralooked at her quizzicdly. “ A barbarian is not aware that heisabarbarian.”

“—was murdered. Everywhereis murder and death. .. .

Glystratried to hold hisvoice a adigpassonate level. “ It s not your fault that thisis so—but it’ s not the
fault of the Earth people either. We ve never attempted to exercise authority past Virginis Reef. Anyone
passng through ison his own—and his children pay the price.”

Nancy shook her heed—akind of persond little jerk with head cocked sidewise, indicating incomplete
conviction.

Glygtratried to think. There waslittle he could say to her that was concrete and definite. He detested
human pain and misery aswhole-heartedly as she did. Hewas equally convinced that Earth could
maintain authority only through afinite volume of space. It was likewise impossible to prevent people
who 0 desired to pass the boundaries and declare themselves free of supervison. He also admitted that
in such acase, many might suffer from the mistakes of afew. It was an injustice arising from the very
nature of human beings. Nancy had known the injustice—the murder, the grief, the anger, the aberrations
which reinforcing and building up down the generations, now infected tribes, peoples, races, continents,
the entire world. Theseimmediacies would be in the forefront of her mind; his problem wasto convey a
sense of more-and-less relationships, to endow these vaguenesses and conditiona s with enough power
to counter the force of her emation.

“On Earth, Nancy, ever since our first archaic histories, the race has graduated into levels. Some people
have lived in complete harmony with their times, others havein their core anon-conformist
independence—an apparently built-in trait, abasic emotion like hunger, fear, affection. These people are
unhappy and insecure in arigid society; through dl the agesthey have been the unclassfiables: the
pioneers, explorers, flagpole-sitters; the philosophers, the criminds, the prophets of doom, and the
progenitors of new cultura complexes. Akhnaton—Brigham Y oung— Wang Tsi-po—John D’ Arcy. . .

They walked on through the dark. The matted bracken crackled underfoot, muffled voi ces sounded
ahead and behind them.

Theair was cool and warm at once—bamy, soothing, smelling of a peppery lavender from the
bracken.

Nancy, gill watching Old Sun, said, “But these people whoever they were, they have nothing to do with
Big Planet.”

“Jubilith,” said Glystra, “was founded by aballet troupe who apparently desired solitude and peaceto
perfect their art. Perhapsthey only intended to come out for ayear or two, but they stayed. The first



settlers, dmost six hundred years ago, were nudists—people who didike the wearing of clothes.
Convention on Earth forbids nudity. So they bought a ship and went exploring past the edge of the
System. They found Big Planet. At first they thought it too big to be habitable—"

“Why should that be?”

“Gravity,” said Glystra. “ The larger aplanet is, the stronger the pull of itsgravity. But Big Planet ismade
of light materidswith a specific gravity only athird of Earth’s. Earth isavery dense planet, with abundant
metals and heavy e ements, and so the gravity works out about the same—although there sthirty times
thevolume here. . . The nudigtsliked Big Planet. It was paradise— sunny, bright, with amild climate,
and—mogt essentid it had an organic complex smilar to that of Earth. In other words Big Planet proteins
were not incompeatible with Earth protoplasm. They settled here, and sent back to Earth for their friends.

“There was room for other minorities—endless room. Out they migrated—all the cults, misanthropic
socieies, primitivists, communigts, religious monagteries, just people in generd. Sometimesthey built
towns, sometimesthey lived by themsdalves—a thousand, two thousand, five thousand milesfrom their
nearest neighbor. Useful ore deposits are non-existent on Big Planet; technicd civilization never had a
chanceto get started, and Earth refused to alow the export of modern wegponsto Big Planet. So Big
Panet evolved into aclutter of tiny states and cities, with stretches of open country in between.”

Nancy started to speak, but Glystraanticipated her. “Y es, we might have organized Big Planet and
givenit Sysem law. But—in the first place—it is beyond the established boundaries of the System.
Secondly, we would thereby have been defeating the purpose of those people who sacrificed their place
on the civilized worlds for independence—a perfectly legitimate am initsdf. Thirdly, wewould be
denying refuge to other restless souls, with the effect of sending them out seeking other worlds, dmost
inevitably less propitious. So we let Big Planet become the System’ s Miscellaneous File. We established
Earth Enclave, with the university and trade school, for those who wish to return to Earth. But very few

apply.”
“Of coursenot,” said Nancy scornfully. “It’ sforbidden. A place of maniacs.”
“Why do you say that?’

“Itiswell known. Once a Bgarnum of Beaujolais went to the Enclave, he attended the school, and he
came back adifferent man. He freed dl the daves, and stopped dl the punishment ordeals. When he
declared the land-hold system void, the College of Dukes rose up and killed him, because clearly hewas

Glystrasmiled wanly. “He was the sanest man on the planet. ...”
She sniffed.

“Yes” sad Glystra “Very few apply to the Enclave. Big Planet ishome. It' s free—open—Iimitless. A
man can find any kind of life hewants, evenif he may bekilled dmaost any minute. Anyone with Big
Planet in his blood never fedsloose on the civilized worlds. On Earth and the other planets of the System
we have arigid society with precise conventions. It's smooth and easy now; most of the misfits have
goneto Big Planet.”

“Dull,” said Nancy. “ Stupid and dull.”

“Not entirely,” said Glydtra. “ After dl, there are five billion people on Earth, and no two of them are



identicd.”

Nancy was slent amoment, then, dmost asataunt: “What of the Bgjarnum of Beaujolais? He plansto
conquer the planet. He sdready expanded Begjolais threefold.”

Glystralooked straight ahead, down through the infinite Big Planet night. “If the Bgjarnum of Beaujolais
or the Nomarch of Skene or the Gaypride Baron or the Nine Wizards or anyone else dominates Big
Planet, then the inhabitants of Big Planet have logt their freedom and flexibility even more certainly than if
the System organized afederal government. Because then they would be obliged to adapt their livesto
aberrations different from their own, and not merely to afew rules and regulations essentidly rationd.”

She was not convinced. “I’ m surprised that the Syster considered the Bgjarnum important enough to
worry about.”

Glystrasmiled thinly. “ Just the fact of our being here tells you something about the Bgiarnum. He' s got
gpies and agents everywhere—including Earth. He regularly violates our number one lav—the embargo
on wegpons and metd to Big Planet.”

“A maniskilled just as surely with a birkwood sword as with a shaft of light.”

Glystrashook his head. “Y ou are considering only one aspect of the subject. Where do these weapons
come from? The System prohibits unlicensed manufacture of weagpons. It' svery difficult establishing a
modern factory in secret, and therefore most of the Bgarnum’ s wegpons are stolen or pirated. Shipsand
depots are ripped open, men killed or herded into dave-bins, bound out for the One-man Heavens.”

“One-man Heavens? What are they?’

“ Among thesefive billion I mentioned aminute ago are some very srange people,” said Glystra
thoughtfully. “Not al the odd ones have migrated to Big Planet. We have over-rich over-ripe crestures
on Earth with too much sdlf-indulgence and not enough conscience. Many of them have found alittle
world somewhere off in the cluster and set themselves up as gods. The pirates sell them daves and out on
their little domainsthere sno kind of indulgence or whimsicality they can't allow themselves. After two or
three months they return to the System and function as respectable citizensfor aperiod. Then they tire of
the cosmopolis, and it' s back to their One-man Heaven out in the star-stream.”

Eight Against an Army

Nancy remained slent. “What' s that got to do with Charley Lysidder?”’



Glystralooked at her sdewise, and she saw hisface as awhite mask in the darkness. “How does the
Bajarnum pay for his smuggled wegpons? They’ re expensgive. Lots of blood and pain is spent on every
ion-shine”

“I don’t know ... I never thought of it.”

“There sno meta on Big Planet, few jewels. But there' s trade-goods more valuable.”
Nancy said nothing.

“Girlsand boys.”

“Oh....” inaremotevoice.

“Charley Lysdder islikeacarier of the plague and he infects haf the universe.”
“But—what can you do?’

“I don’t know—now. Events have not gone according to plan.”

“Y ou are only eight men. Futile againgt the Beaujolaisarmy.”

Glygrasmiled. “We never intended to fight.”

“Y ou have no wegpons, no plans, no documents—"

“Jud brains”

Nancy subsided into a silence of aquality which caused Glystrato peer at her quizzicaly. “Y ou're not
impressed?”’

“I don’t know. I'm—very inexperienced.”

Glystra once more sought her face through the darkness, thistime to make sure she was serious. “We
form ateam. Each man isaspeciadist. Planzahere—" he nodded to the gray shape at hisleft “—isan
organizer and administrator. Ketch records our findings on his cameraand sonographs. Darrot isan
ecologig—"

“What' sthat?”

Glystralooked ahead to where Cloyville and Darrot walked, and the sound of their footsteps came asa
regular double thud-crackle. They were now entering a country clumped with greet trees, and ahead
loomed the Tsadlom-bar Woods, aline of black heavier than the ky. “Ecology,” said Glysira, “is
ultimately concerned with keeping people fed. Hungry people are angry and dangerous.”

In asubdued voice Nancy said, “The gypsesaredwayshungry . . . They killed my father. ...

“Cloyvilleisour minerdogist. I'm coordinator and propagandist.” Anticipating her question, he asked,
“Why isthe Bgarnum able to conquer his neighbors?’

“Because he hasa stronger army . . . HE' svery crafty.”

“Suppose hisarmy no longer obeyed him. Suppose no one on Big Planet paid any attention to his
orders. What could he do?’

“Nothing. He'd be powerless.”



“Propaganda at its maximum effectiveness accomplishesjust that. | work with Bishop. Bishopisa
student of culture—human society. He can look at an arrowhead and tell you whether the man who made
it had sx wives or shared awife with six men. He can study the background of people and discover their
racial aberrations, their push-buttons—the ideas that make them react like herds of—" he was about to
say “sheep” but remembered that Big Planet harbored no sheep—" herds of pechavies”

Shelooked at him half-smiling. “ And you can make people behave like pechavies?’
Glystrashook his head. “Not exactly. Or | should say, not dl thetime.”

They marched onward down the dope. The treesloomed in closer and they entered Tsalombar Forest.
Around him marched eight dark shapes. There were forty thousand milesto travel—and one of these
shapes wished him evil. He said under his breath to Nancy, “ Someone here—I don’t know who—is my
enemy. Somehow, I'vegot to learnwho heis. . . .”

She had stopped breathing. “Are you sure?” she asked in ahushed voice.

“yes”

“What will hedo?’

“If I knew, I’d watch for it.”

“The Magic Fountain a Myrtleseee could tdl you who heis. He knows everything.”
Glystra searched his mind. Myrtlesse—aword on amap. “Where' s Myrtlesee?’

She gestured. “Far to the east. I ve never been there; it's a dangerous journey unlessyou ride the
monoline, and that costs much metal. My father told me of the oracle at the Fountain. He babblesin a
frenzy and answers any questions asked and then he dies whereupon the Dongmans select anew oracle.”

Glystrawas skeptical. “There have been smilar oracles on Earth. They are drugged and their ravings
are interpreted as prophecy.”

“It'srather strange. . . .”

Ahead of them Cloyville and Darrot stopped short. “Quiet!” hissed Darrot. “ There' s acamp ahead.
Fires”

The sighing branches of Tsalombar Forest shut off the sky and the darkness was near-complete. Aheed
atiny spark of red flickered past the ranked tree trunks.

“Would it bethe Tree-men?’ Glystra asked Nancy.

She said doubtfully, “No . . . They never come down from the trees. And they never build fires, they're
degthly afraid of fire...”

“Then,” said Glystra, “it is probably a party sent out to capture us.”
“Or gypsies” said Nancy.
Glystrasaid, “ Everybody come here, close.” Dark shapes stepped forward.

Glystrasaid in alow hurried voice, “1’m going ahead to reconnoiter. | want everyone to stay together.
Thisisemphatic. No oneisto move from this group or make a sound until I return. Nancy, you stand at



the center; the rest of you stand with your elbows touching. Make surewho is on ether side of you,
make sure he doesn’t move.”

He circled the group. “ Everybody touching two others? Good. Count off.” The names came softly
across the darkness.

“I'll be back as soon as possible,” said Glystra. “1f | need help—I’1l yell. So keep your ears open.”

The matted bracken crackled under hisfeet as he stole down the dope.

It was alargefire, aroaring blaze fed by logs, in the center of aclearing. Fifty or Sixty men sprawled
around the fire, completely at their ease. They wore aloose blue uniform of baggy breechestriced below
the knee, smocks gathered at the waist by ablack sash. On their chest they wore ared insgnia, atriangle
apex-down. They carried knives and catapultsin their sash; squat baskets heavy with darts hung at their
backs. Some of the men wore hats of black fdlt, bent, twisted, creased in flamboyant flaps and bellies;
others went bare-headed with their hats laid nearby on the ground.

They were arough crew—short and stocky with flat brown faces, little spade beards, narrow-lidded
eyes, hooked noses. They had eaten and now were drinking from black kidney-shaped lesther sacks.
Discipline at the moment was lax.

A little gpart, back turned to the noise, sood aman in ablack uniform. Glystra saw with unreasonable
surprisethat it was Abbigens. He conversed with aman evidently the officer-in-charge, apparently
ingructing him, emphasizing pointswith motions of hisbig pae hands. The officer listened, nodded.

Not far from Glystraatrain of odd-looking beasts waited restlesdy, swinging their long necks, snapping
a thear, mumbling and moaning. They were narrow-shouldered, high in the back with six powerful legs
and anarrow trustworthy-looking head, a composite of camel, horse, goat, dog, lizard. The driver had
not bothered to remove their packs. With sudden interest, Glystra examined the loads they bore.

One carried three metal cylinders, another asquat barrel and abundle of metal rods. Glystrarecognized
the mechanism: aknock-down ion-blast, afield-piece capable of smashing Jubilith flat. It was of Earth
manufacture, captured in amercilesslittle skirmish on an outer world, bought in blood, sold for young
flesh. .. Glystralooked behind, through the trees, suddenly uneasy. Strange that no sentries had been
posted.

A flurry of activity at one Side of the clearing caught his attention. A dozen soldiers stood with craned
necks, looking up, pointing, talking excitedly. Glystrafollowed their gaze. A hundred feet overhead wasa
village—anetwork of rude trestles, wakways swung on vines, pendant huts swaying like oriole nests. No
light showed, the huts were dark, but over the side of the trestles peered several dozen white faces
framed in atoude of brown hair. They made no sound, moved but little, and then like squirrels, quickly,
abruptly. Apparently the Beaujolais soldiers had not previoudy noticed the village. Glysira peered up
again. They had found a girl—whey-faced, bleary-eyed, but still agirl. They shouted up tauntsand
jocularities, to which the tree-men made no response.

Glystraeyed the pack-animas with interest, estimating the chances of leading them into the forest while
attention was diverted by the girl in the tree-village. He decided they were scant. Perhaps when they
bedded down for the night . . . For the night? Why should they bed down for the night? Jubilith was three
or four hours up-dope. Morelikely they had camped here to await nightfall before venturing out on the
moors where they could be seen from the village.



Where the soldiers were baiting the tree-men there was further activity. A young swaggerer with aspike
mustache was climbing arude ladder toward the hut from which hung the head of the datternly girl. The
way was easy; where a branch angled up, steps were cut into the wood. The soldier, spurred by the
approving hoots of his comrades, ran up the trunk, paused on arude platform. Here he was partly veiled
by the branches, camouflaged by the flickering firelight shadows. There was amotion, aswishing sound,
athud, asound of disturbed branches. A sprawling twisting body plunged down from the shadows,
landed with a heavy thump.

Glystrajerked back, startled. The event had taken him unaware. He looked up; there was no motion
from the tree-village. The faces stared down as before. Apparently the soldier had sprung atrap. A
poised weight had swept down, struck him from the platform. Now he lay moaning, writhing. Hisfellows
stood around him, watching dispassionately. There were glances turned up at the tree-men, but without
gpparent animus or hostility. There was no clamor for revenge, no thregts, no fury. The event had
occurred; it wasfate. . . .

Abbigens and the officer strode over, stood looking down at the fallen man. He choked back his
groans, lay slent, staring up white-faced. The officer spoke; Glystra could hear the tone of his voice but
could not distinguish the words. The soldier on the ground made areply, tried to riseto hisfest, an
anguished effort. But hisleg lay out at acurious angle; tilting his chin, gritting histeeth, helay back.

The officer spoke to Abbigens; Abbigens|ooked up at the tree-men. They watched from the walkways
with wary interest. Abbigens spoke, gesturing up at the tree-village. The officer shrugged, turned aside,
made amotion to one of the soldiers, turned away.

The soldier looked down at his comrade on the ground, muttered resentfully. He drew his sword from
the sheath, stabbed the fallen man through the chest, the neck, finaly up through the eye socket.

Behind the tree Glystra swallowed the lump in histhroat. After amoment he was once more ableto see
the clearing.

The officer strode back and forth through the camp, barking orders, and the words were loud enough
for Glystrato hear: “Up, up on your feet. Form ranks, double-quick, we' ve overstayed. Driver, seeto
your beasts—"

Abbigens came forward, spoke briefly to the officer. The officer nodded, crossed the clearing. Glystra
could not hear his orders, but the soldier who was tending the pack animals led aside the two beasts
bearing the knockdown ion-blast. He removed the packs, assembled the weapon.

Glystrawatched with narrow eyes. Was the ion-blast to be used against the tree-village? He looked up.
The faces were as before, white blotches peering down from the walkways. One of them looked at him,
stared closely amoment, then turned his head back to the clearing without further attention.

Theion-blast was assembled, mounted on itstripod. Firdight glinted on the smooth metal barrel. The
cannoneer swivelled the tube back and forth to test the bearing, rocked it up and down checking the
balance. He threw off the safety, set the valve, pulled thetrigger. A line of violet light lanced from the
nozzle, power cracked down the lane of ionized air, pattered into the turf.

Testing. The wegpon was ready for use.

The cannoneer set the safety, went to the line of pack-animals, selected the strongest beast, yanked at
the straps holding the pack to his back. The driver came forward angrily and the two fdll into dispute.



Glystramoved, hesitated, started up, fell back. He gathered himsdlf angrily. Boldness. Take a chance.
He stepped forward, heart in mouth, moved out into the firelight. He swung the weapon around, opened
the nozzle into anarrow gape, threw off the safety. It was so smple asto beridiculous.

One of the soldiers noticed him, uttered a sharp cry, pointed.

“Stand Htill!” Glystracaled out in aloud clear voice. “If anyone moves—I’ Il burn himin two.”

Capture

Around the clearing shapesfroze, sartled faces|ooked in hisdirection. Y dling in fury, the cannoneer
sprang forward. Glystra pulled the trigger; the fan of violet light soread out, power crackled aong the
conductive air. The cannoneer was shattered and with him five othersin the spread of the blaster’ sfan.

Glydralifted hisvoice. “Pianzal Cloyvillel”

No reply.

He caled again, asloudly as he could, and waited, watching across the sights of the blaster.

None of the soldiers moved. Abbigens stared with his pasty faceflat, hiseyeslikeapair of olives.
There was arustle of footsteps behind. “Who isit?’ asked Glystra

“Will Planza—and therest of us.”

“Good. Get around to the side, where you'll be out of range.” He raised hisvoice. “Now—you
Beaujolains. Moveto the center, thisside of thefire. . . Quick!” He charged hisvoice with the
push-button crackle of authority.

Glumly the soldiers sdled into the center of the clearing. Abbigenstook three quick steps aong with
them, but Glystra s voice hated him.

“ Abbigens—put your hands on your head, walk backwards toward me. Quick, now. . . .”

Glystrasaid asdeto Pianza, “ Get hisweapon.” He snapped to the officer who was quietly shifting
toward the rear of the cluster of men. “Y ou—come forward, hands on your head.” From the corner of
his mouth: “ One of you—Corbus—search him.”

Corbus stepped forward. Vallusser made asiif to follow. Glystra snapped, “Y ou others stand where



youare... Thisisticklish.”
Abbigens carried an ion-shine, the officer arocket-pistol.
Glystrasaid, “Put the guns on the ground, tie ' em up with pack ropes.”
Abbigens and the officer lay helpless. The soldiers stood swaying, muttering in the center of the clearing.
“Nancy,” cdled Glystraover his shoulder.
“Yes”—in atight breathless voice.

“Do exactly as| say. Pick up those two weapons—by their barrels. Bring them to me. Don't walk
between the blaster and the soldiers. | don’t want to kill you.”

Nancy walked across the clearing to where the wegpons glittered on the ground, bent.
“By the barrel!” ragped Glystra.

She hesitated, turned him an odd wide-eyed ook, the skin below the ridge of her cheek-bonestight and
pae. Glystrawatched her stonily. Trust no one. She bent, gingerly picked up the guns, brought them to
him. He dropped them into his pouch, looked warily into the faces of his companions. Behind one of the
faces was furious scheming . . . Behind which face? Now was a critical moment. Whoever it waswould
seek to get behind him, pull him away from the blaster . . .

He gestured. “1 want al of you to stand over there, to the side.” He waited till al his companions stood
to the side of the clearing. “Now,” he said to the soldiers. “One at atime, crosstheclearing ...”

Half an hour later the soldiers squatted in atight circle facing inward, asullen dack-faced group.
Abbigens and the officer lay where they had been tied, Abbigens watching Glystrawith expressionless
eyes. Glystrawatched Abbigens dso, watched the direction of his glances. Would they seek out hisaly?

Pianzalooked doubtfully acrossthe clot of prisoners. “This poses quite aproblem . . . What are you
planning to do with them?’

Glystra standing behind the blaster, relaxed atrifle, stretched. “Well—we can't let them loose. If we can
keep the news of this episode away from the Bgarnum, we gain abig head start.” Together they
surveyed the prisoners, and above the rumpled blue uniforms eyesfearfully reflected back the firdlight. “It
becomes achoice of killing them or taking them with us”

Pianza snapped his head around in darm. “ Take them with us? Istha—feasible?’

“Down the dope afew miles beginsthe steppe. Nomadland. If there’ sany fighting to be done, perhaps
we can persuade themto do it for us.”

“But—we have the blaster. We don't need swords and darts.”

“What good isablaster if we're ambushed? Jumped from two or three Sdes at once? The blaster isa
fine wegpon when you can see your target.”

Ranza shrugged. “1t may be difficult to manage them.”

“I’ve consdered that. Through the forest we'll tie them together. Once out on the steppes they can



march ahead of the blaster. Naturdly we' || have to be carefull.”

He st the safety on the blaster, nosed the barrel down into the bracken, then strolled to where
Abbigenslay. Helooked down. “Think it' s about timeto talk?’

Abbigens drew back the corners of hiswide flat mouth. “Sure, I'll talk, What do you want to know?’
Glysgtrasmiled thinly. “Who helped you aboard the Vittorio?’

Abbigenslooked down theline of faces. Pianza, placid, attentive; the bristling Darrot; Bishop, solemn, a
man ludicroudy out of place; Ketch; Corbus; Valusser; and lastly Nancy, standing wide-eyed by
Glygra sleft ebow.

“Flanza,” said Abbigens. “That' sthe man.”

Pianzaraised his mild white eyebrowsin startled protest. Somewhere else dong the line of facesthere
was a change of expresson—arflicker so faint asto be gone even asit manifested itself.

Glystraabruptly turned away. From the corner of his eye he sensed dark shapes disappearing into the
trees. The Beaujolais soldierst How many? Two, three, four? Taking advantage of the Earthman’s
preoccupation they had dipped across the clearing, disappeared into the woods.

Glystracursed. If even one got away, the advantage of their head-start was diminished. He snatched the
ion-shine from his pouch, dowly replaced it. It would be foolish wasting power on the tree trunks. The
footsteps died in the distance, and then there was silence.

Glystrastood till, trying to collect hiswits. At the moment there was only one person he was sure of—
himsdf.

He pointed to Darrot and Corbus. “Y ou two man the blaster. Neither of you trust the other. There' san
enemy among us, we don’t know who heis, and we can't give him the Opportunity to destroy usdl.” He
took a step backwards, held hision-shine ready. “| want to locate the weapons in the crowd. Pianza,
you have anion-shine?

“Yes. Oneof Cloyvilles”
“Turn your back on me, lay it on the ground.”

Pianza did so, without remonstrance. Glystra stepped forward, ran his hand over Pianza s body, into his
pouch. He found no other weapon.

Inagmilar fashion Glystratook theion-shine from Cloyville, the mate' s heat-gun from Ketch. Valusser
and Bishop carried only knives. Nancy carried no weapon of any sort.

Tucking the wegpons into his pouch he stepped behind the blaster, took the ion-shine from Corbus.
Fiveion-shines, counting Abbigens , and the mate' s heat-gun.

“Now we' re as toothless as possible, and | think we ought to try for some deep. Ketch, you and
Vallusser take a couple of swords, stand on each side of the clearing. Make atriangle with the blaster.
Don’t get in between the blaster and the soldiers, because if anything happens— you're gone.” He turned
to Darrot and Corbus. “Hear that? Use that blaster if there’ s even ahint of an excuse.”

“Right,” said Corbus. Darrot nodded.

Helooked at Nancy, Pianza, Bishop. “We |l try for some deep now and stand the second watch . . .



Right there by thefireisagood place, out of range of the blaster.”

The bracken was soft and comfortable under the blanket where thefirelight had warmed it. Glystra
gretched himself down, and fatigue came rising from his bones and muscles, and for an ingtant hewas
amost dazed by the pleasant ache of relaxation.

He lay ruminating, hands under his head. Above him the white blotches il peered over the walkways,
and for al he could see they had not moved since he had seen them first.

Bishop settled himsdlf nearby, Sghed. Glystraeyed him with amoment’ s pity. Bishop was a student,
fadtidious, with no naturd inclination for roughing it ... Nancy returned from the forest. Glystra had
watched her go with an instant suspicion and then had relaxed. It wasimpractical to supervise every
waking moment of everyone. He must remember, he told himself, to send her hometo Jubilith the first
thing in the morning. He closed his eyes, opened them acrack. Languor came & himin billows, ddightful
warmth leaching his consciousness. Helay on his side, one arm thrown over hiseyes. It was difficult
kesping himsdf awake.

“Awake or dead,” Glystrathought. “Awake or dead.” And heforced his eyes open. Darrot, Corbus,
Ketch, Valusser. It was not that he trusted them the less, but that he was ingtinctively sure of Nancy,
Pianza and Bishop.

Therewas no sound in the clearing other than the low mutter from the cluster of soldiers. Darrot and
Corbus stood giff behind the ionic blagter, Ketch paced dowly along one side of the clearing, Valusser
aong the other. Behind him Nancy lay still and warm, Bishop dept like ababy, Pianza tossed fretfully.

All indl, quiet and peaceful. But the air was heavy with someone' s private tenson—his misgivings, fear,
vacillation. The tension permeated the clearing, held Glystral slanguor at bay.

Thetension grew and Glystratried to placeit objectively. In Corbus' tight aertness, in Darrot’ srigidity?
Inthe fed of Nancy at his back? Some subtle wrongnessin the breathing of Bishop or Planza?. . . What
had aroused him he could not determine, but he sensed afocus of action forming. As soon as someone
could summon the courage. He tried to see whom Abbigens might be watching, without success.

Minutes passed, a quarter hour, ahdf hour. The air was brittle asice.

Ketch took a couple of stepstoward the blaster, sgnalled, muttered afew words, backed off into the
woods. Glystrawatched without seeming to watch as Ketch attended the needs of hisbody. The soldiers
noting Ketch’'s momentary preoccupation, reacted with asmadl ripple of motion. A curt monosyllable
from Darrot froze them.

Ketch returned, and now Vallusser stepped into the woods. Again from the captivesthe quiver of
dertness, and again Darrot’ s soft command and the dow subsidence of blue-clad shoulders, the sinking
of the grotesque black felt hats.

A sudden shape behind the blaster, a sweep of sword, astartled cry, abubble of purepain ... Thena
stamp of feet, astabbing flash of sted.

Teeth grinding together, Glystralegpt to hisfeet, ion-shinein hishand.

At the blaster there was now but one man, crouching, swinging the tube toward Glystra. Glystrasaw it
coming, saw the elbowstense. . . He squeezed the handle of hision-shine. Crackling electric streaks
down theviolet ray. Man's head charred, shriveled; blaster smashed, flung askew. Glystra sprang about
facing the soldiers. They had raised to their feet, stood poised, undecided whether to attack or flee.



“St down!” said Glystra, hisvoice rasping, deedly. The soldiers dumped ingtantly.

Glystrareached in his pouch, tossed weapons to Pianza, Bishop. “Watch ’em from here; we don’'t have
any more blagter.”

He strode to the shattered field weapon. Three bodies. Corbus was till dive. Darrot lay with his dead
face turned up, frozen in rage. Valusser’ s body, with the head like an oversized black walnut, sprawled
across Darrot’slegs.

Glystralooked down at the bent little body. “ So it was Vdlusser the man-hater. | wonder what they
bought himwith.”

Ketch had unpacked thefirgt-aid kit and they knelt beside Corbus. A thrust through the side of his neck
was bleeding profusaly. Glystraapplied a clotting agent, antiseptic and sprayed an elagtic film over the
wound, which when dry would grip the edges of the cut close together.

Heroseto hisfeet, stood looking down at Abbigens. “Y our usefulnessislimited. I’ ve found out whét |
wanted to know.”

Abbigens shook the thick yellow hair back out of hisface. “ Are you going to—kill me?’

“Walit and see” Glystraturned away. Helooked at hiswatch. “Twelve o' clock.” He tossed Corbus
ion-shine to Ketch, turned to Pianza and Bishop. “Y ou two deep; we' ll takeit till three” Hefdt dive,
refreshed. His enemy had been discovered and dealt with; the pressure of hismost immediate problem
had been lifted off hismind. Of course, tomorrow would bring new problems. ..

The Gypsies

Darrot and Valusser were buried in acommon grave with the Beaujolains: the young swaggerer who
had fallen from the tree and the six soldiers who had been killed when Glystra had first seized the blagter.

Abbigens heaved a great sigh when earth began to fal on the bodies. Glystragrinned. Evidently
Abbigens had expected to be one with the seven.

Shafts of sunlight, heavy and bright as bars of luminex, prodded down a adant through thefoliage. Pde
smoke drifted up from the ashes of the campfire. It was dmost timeto leave.

Glystralooked around the clearing. Where was Nancy? There she stood, by the pack-beadts, as
inconspicuous as she was able to make hersalf. Behind her the tree-trunks rose like the columns of a



greet temple, admitting brief glimpses of the sunlit dope.

Nancy felt Glydtra seye, turned him her quick wide glance, with ahopeful hesitant smile. Glystrafdt his
heart beating. He looked away. Corbus was watching him with an unreadable expresson. He
compressed hislips, strode forward.

“Y ou' d better be on your way, Nancy—back to Jubilith.”

Her smile faded dowly, her mouth drooped, her eyes became moist. She looked off into the forest.
“I'm— afraid,” she said in avoice which lacked conviction. “Those soldiers who escaped may be waliting
intheforest....”

Glystrasnorted. “ They’ re haf-way to Montmarchy by now—worse luck. Besides, you can dmost see
Jubilith from here, straight up the dope. I’ m sorry if you' re frightened. Y ou can take a catapult and darts
ifyoulike. ...

She apparently redlized the hopel essness of argument, turned away without aword, crossed the
clearing. At the edge of the forest she paused, looked over her shoulder.

Glystrawatched slently.

Sheturned away. He watched her afew moments, moving through the trees. He saw her come out on
the sunny bracken, listlesdy start up the dope toward Jubilith.

Half an hour later the column got under way. The Beaujolainswaked single-file, each tied to the man
ahead and behind by ankle ropes. They carried their swords and catapults, but the darts were packed in
panniers, on one of the pack-beasts.

The officer led the column; Abbigens was the last man. Then came the pack-beasts, with Corbuson a
litter between the first two. He was awake and cheerful, and guarded the rear of the column with the big
heat-gun.

Thevillage overhead was awake, watching. As the column passed through the forest, the thud of feet
sounded aong the walkways, dong with the cresk of fiber fastenings, sometimes amuitter of voices, a
child crying. Presently acealling of tangled and tattered vegetation, supported by a patchwork of
branches, vines and dried yellow fronds, cut off the sunlight. This second floor to the forest spread to a
surprising extent, dank on the bottom, trailing bits and shreds of rotting vegetation.

“What do you make of that?’ asked Pianza.

“Offhand,” responded Glystra, “it looks like ahanging garden . . . We don't have an ecologist with us
any more. Darrot probably would have known something about it. . .”

Shafts of sunlight ahead indicated the end of the suspended field. Glystrawent to the head of theline,
where the officer waked, looked sullenly straight ahead.

“What' syour name?’ asked Glystra.
“Morwatz. Leg-leader Zoriander Morwatz, 112th at the Champs-Mars Academy.”
“What were your orders?’

The officer hesitated, debating the propriety of answering the questions. He was a short man, with afull
round face, protuberant black eyes. He spoke in adightly different didect than did his soldiers, and



carried himself with atrace of self-importance. Apparently he was awarrior by accident of caste rather
than inclination, essentidly not abad fellow, Glystradecided. A man like Abbigenswould completely
overshadow him, reduce him to vacillation and querulousness.

“What were your orders?’ repeated Glystra.

“We were placed a the command of the Earthman.” He jerked his hand back toward Abbigens. “He
carried a cachet from Charley Lyssder, an insrument of great authority.”

Glystra digested the information amoment, then asked, “ An order addressed to you specificaly?’
“To the commanding officer of the Montmarchy garrison.”

“Hmmmm.” Where had Abbigens obtained this order, sgned by the Bgarnum of Beaujolais? There
was a pattern here which as yet he was unable to see in the whole. Certainly the fact of Vallusser’ sguilt
did not explain dl the events of the last few weeks.

He asked further questions, and learned that M orwatz had been born into the Guerdons, a caste of
lesser nohility, and was foolishly proud of the distinction. His home wasthe village of Pellisade, afew
miles south of Grosgarth, and he believed Earth to be the home of a mindless robot race, obeying the
sound of gongs and bells like machines. “We d die herein Beaujolais, before we' d let ourselves be
emasculated,” declared Morwatz with finefire.

Here was the obverse, thought Glystra, to the stereotype in Earth minds of the Big Planeter asa
flamboyant, reckless creature, totaly without restraint. Grinning he asked, “Do any of uslook asif our
powers of freewill were lacking?’

“You'rethedlite. Here in Beaujolaiswe have asinglelord, Charley Lyssider; never such tyranny asyou
experience on Earth. Oh, we' ve heard dl about it, from people who know best.” He nodded his plump
head severa times.

Now helooked at Glysirasddong. “Why do you smile?’
Glystralaughed. “ Naisuka. The reason that isno reason at dl.”

Morwatz said suspicioudly, “Y ou use an extremely high-caste word. Even | would not fedl proper
Speaking s0.”

“Wdl, well,” Glystraarched his eyebrows. “Y ou are not allowed to use certain words—but neither do
you live under tyranny.”

Morwatz pursed hislips. “ To be sure the Bgarnum is a harsh man, but he is conquering the barbarians
and forcing them to live correctly.”

“And they won't be able to use high-caste words either.”

“Precisdly. Asit should be.” And now Morwatz screwed up his courage to ask aquestion of hisown.
“And what will you do with us?’

“If you obey orders, you'll have the same chances we have. Frankly, I’ m counting on you and your men
to protect us on our march. Once we arrive at our destination, your lifeisyour own.”

Morwatz said with interest, “Where do you march for?’

“Earth Enclave.”



Morwatz frowned. “I don’t know the place. How many leagues?’

“Forty thousand miles. Thirteen thousand leagues.”

Morwatz fatered in hisstride. “Y ou are mad!”

Glystralaughed. “We have the same man to thank for our troubles.” He jerked histhumb. “ Abbigens.”

Morwatz found it difficult to shape histhoughts. “Firgt there is Nomadiand and the gypsies. If they
capture us, they’ Il roast us dive and eat us. They are men of adifferent race and they detest the
Beayjolas”

“They won't attack fifty men asreadily asthey might eight.”

Morwatz shook his head despondently. “Last Sx-moon Heinzelman the Hellhorse raided deep into
Beaujolais, and paved the way with the utmost in terror.”

Glystralooked ahead through the thinning tree-trunks, to the open dope ahead. “ There' s Nomadland,
ahead of us. What lies beyond?’

“After Nomadland?’ Morwatz wrinkled his brow. “Firgt, the River Oust. And then the swamps, and the
Ropemakers of Swamp Idand. And after the swamps—"

“What?”

“Directly east, | don’t know. Wild men, wild animas. Southerly isthe land known as Felissma, and
Kirgtendae, and the monoline to Myrtlesee Fountain and the oracle. Past Myrtleseeisthe Land of
Stones, but of this| know nothing, since Myrtleseeisfar tothe east.”

“How many leagues?’

“Severa hundred. But it is hard to determine exactly. From hereto the river is—five days. To crossyou
must use the Eddweiss high-line to Swamp Idand, or e se you must follow the River Oust south-west
back toward Beaujoiais.”

“Why can’'t we crosstheriver in boats?’

Morwatz made awise face. “ The griamaobots.”

“And what are they?’

“Savage river beasts. Horrible creatures.”

“Hm. And after the river? What then? How long to cross the swamps?’

Morwatz calculated. “1f you journey east, four days— if you find agood swamp car. If you chooseto
bear southerly, you may take the monoline which leads down past the March—the Hibernian March, that
is—to Kir-stendae. Possibly six days or aweek to Kirstendale. Then, if you're ableto leave—"

“Why should we not leave Kirgendae?’

“Somedo,” sad Morwatz with ady wink. “Othersdon’t . . . From Kirstenda e the monoline runs west
to Grosgarth, south through the Felissma trade-towns, east to Myrtlesee Fountain.”

“How long to Myrtlesee from Kirstendae?’



“Oh—" Morwatz made a vague gesture “—two days, three days on the monoline. A dangeroustrip
otherwise, due to the tribesmen down from Eyrie.”

“And beyond Myrtlesee?’
“Desart.”
“And beyond?’

Morwatz shrugged. “Ask the Magic Fountain. If you are wealthy and pay much meta hewill tell you
anything you ask.” He spoke with confidence.

Glystrathought it might be well to inquire the best way to convey himsdlf and his comradesto Earth
Enclave.

Overhead the foliage thinned and the column broke out into the blinding Big Planet sunlight. The dope
fell away ahead, avast windy moor, rolling dightly concave before them. No human habitation or artifact
wasin gght, but far to the north adense pillar of smoke bent eastward in the wind.

Glystra halted the column, regrouped the soldiers, arranging them in a square around the pack-beasts—
Zipangotes, so Morwatz called them. The beast carrying the darts was guarded by Corbusridingina
litter directly behind. He carried a catapult and dart in his hand, with the heat gun tucked inside his shirt
secure from any swift clutch. Abbigenswalked at the right forward corner, Morwatiz at the | eft rear.
Fanking as guardsto left and right were Pianza and Cloyville with ion-shines; behind came Bishop and
Ketch.

Two hours before noon they set forth across the moor, and as they marched the tremendous dope
behind them began to lose its bulk. The upper reaches became murked in the haze, the forest became a
dark band. The dope waslevelling out into the River Oust pene-plain.

A mutter from the soldiersreached his ears. They were fdtering in their step, the whites showed in their
eyes. Therewasagenerd nervous motion along the column, ajerking of arms, atossing of the grotesque
black fdlt hats.

Following their gaze Glystra saw along the horizon adozen tall hump-backed zipangotes, gpproaching
at a careless pace.

“Who are they? Gypsies?”’

Morwatz scanned the column, hisface set inrigid lines. “ They’ re gypsies, but not the Cossacks. These
are high-caste warriors, possibly even Politburos. Only Politburos ride zipangoes. We can fight off
Cossacks, they have little spirit, no discipline, no method, no mind. Only hunger. Assoon asthere area
few bodies, no matter whose, they are content. But the Politburos ...” His voice faltered, he shook his
head.

Glystra prompted him. “What are the Politburos?’

“They arethe great warriors, the leaders. When they appear the gypsiesfight like devils. The Cossacks
alone are mere robbers. When a Politburo leads them— demong!”

Glystralooked at Bishop. “Know much about these gypsies, Bish?’

“There sashort chapter in Vendome's Big Planet Lore on the gypsies, but the emphasisis on their
racid background rather than their culture. The stock was origindly atribe of Kirghiz herdsmen from



Earth. Turkestan, | believe. When Cloud Control increased trans-Caucasian rainfal, they moved out to
Big Planet, where steppes presumably would remain steppes. They shipped out third-class, and in the
same hold were atribe of old-fashioned gypsies and abrotherhood of Polynesians. On thetrip out the
aypsy leader, one Panvilsap, killed the Kirghiz head-man, married the Polynesian matriarch, and when
they were discharged on Big Planet, controlled the entire group. The ensuing culture was mingled Kirghiz,
Polynesian and Romany, and dominated by the personality of Panvilsap—an enormous man, akiller, a
butcher, as ruthless as he was single-minded.”

The column was now less than amile distant, approaching without haste.
Glystraturned to Morwatz. “How do these people live?’

“They herd zipangotes, hare-hounds, pechavies, milk-rats. They gather fungusfrom the cycadsin
Depression. Spring and autumn they raid into Beaujolais and Kerka-ten to the north, Ramspur to the
south. The Oust cuts them off from Felissmaand the Rebbirs of Eyrie. Ah,” sighed Morwatz, “what a
grateful war that would be, between the Rebbirs and the gypsies.”

“Typica nomadic society,” inserted Bishop. “Not agreat ded different from the ancient Scythians.”

Morwatz said fretfully, “Why are you so interested in the mannerisms of the race? Tonight, they intend
toeatus...”

Heinzelman the Hell-horse

The sun was at zenith, and the coiled gray-green vegetation of the steppe gave off asmoky aroma. As
the column approached, it was gradudly joined by groups of Cossacks, who fell in behind the

dow-jogging Zipangotes.
Glystraasked Morwatz, “Isthisther usua method of attack?’
Morwatz yanked at his black headgear. “ They observe no usua methods.”
Glystrasaid, “ Order your men to take five darts apiece from the pack and stand ready for action.”

Morwatz seemed to fill out, expand. His chest and shoulders becamerigid, hisface tightened. He strode
down the front of the square, barking orders. The Beaujolains straightened, formed harder ranks. In
groups of five, they passed beside the pack anima which carried the darts, marched back into ranks.

Bishop said dubioudly, “Aren’'t you afraid that—" he paused.



“I'm afraid to act afraid,” said Glystra. “ They’ d be off like jack-rabbits toward the forest. It's amatter
of morale. We ve got to act asif these gypsies were dirt under our fegt.”

“I guessyou're right—in theory.”

The mounted column halted a hundred yards across the moor, just out of catapult range. The beasts
were heavier than those in the pack train—sleek, sedl-brown, soft-padded creatures, with ridged convex
backs, long heavy necks. They were decked in trappings of shaggy leather painted with crude designs,
and each wore awhite rhinoceros-like horn strapped to its snout.

A tall burly man sat on the first of the zipangotes. He wore blue satin trousers, a short black cloak, a
peaked leather cap with cusped ear-pieces protruding at either side. A three-inch brass ring hung from
each ear, and on each sde of his chest he wore amedal of polished iron. He had around muscular
heavy-lidded face; his skin was maroon asif charged with aspecia strong blood.

Glystra heard Morwatz muitter, “Heinzelman the Hell-horse!” And hisvoicewas asflat asif he were
reading the hour of his own degth.

Glystrare-examined the man, noted his complete ease, an indifferent confidence more striking than any
arrogance. Behind rode adozen others smilarly garbed, and still further behind skulked a hundred men
and woman in be-ribboned and be-tasselled breeches of dull red, green or blue, heavy fustian blouses,
leather skull-caps, some of which were crested by complicated white objects.

Glystraturned to check the formation of the Beaujolains—thwinggg! something sang past histhroat
like ahornet. He recoiled, ducked, looked full in the flat face of Abbigens, lowering his catapult with a
curioudy black expresson.

“Morwatz,” said Glydira, “take the catapult from Abbigens, tie hiswrists together, hobble him.”
Morwatz hesitated afraction of an instant, then turned, spoketo apair of soldiers.

There was a scuffle which Glystraignored—for now Heinzelman the Hell-horse and his Politburos had
dismounted and were gpproaching.

Heinzeman hated afew paces distant, haf-amiling, toying with his quirt. “What is your thought
encroaching on theland of the gypsies?’ His voice was soft and fluent.

“WEe re heading for Kirstendale, past the svamps,” said Glystra. “ The route crosses Nomadiand.”

Heinzelman drew back hislips, displaying teeth marveloudy inlaid with minute bits of colored stone.
“Y ou risk your flesh, entering thisland of hungry men.”

“Therisk isto the hungry men.”
“From the soldiers?’ Heinzelman made a contemptuous gesture. “1 will kill each and drink hisblood.”

Glystraheard awhimper, acry. “ Claude—Claude—"

Hot blood pulsed in his brain. He stood swaying, then became conscious of Heinzelman's amused
scrutiny. “Who cdls my name?’

Heinzelman looked negligently over his shoulder. “A woman of the dopeswe found by the forest this
morning. She will be spitted at thisevening's camp.”



Glydrasaid, “Bring her forth, | will buy her from you.”
Heinzelman said lazily, “ Then you have wedth? Thisis afortunate day for the gypsies”
Glystratried to hold hisvoice steady. “ Bring forth thiswoman or I ll send aman to take her.”

“A man? Oneman?’ Heinzeman's eyes narrowed. “What race of man are you? Not Beaujolain, and
you are too dark for aMaquir ...”

Glystracasudly brought forth hision-shine. “1 am an eectrician.” And grinned a his own joke.
Heinzelman rubbed his heavy chin. “In what partslive they?”
“It'snot arace; it's an occupation.”

“Ah! There are none such among us; we pursue our own business. We arewarriors, killers, eaters. And
if | gave you the woman, tonight we should go hungry.”

Glystracameto agrim decison. He turned his head. “ Bring out Abbigens.” To Heinzeman:
“Electricians carry death in their every gesture.”

Abbigens had been thrust forward, and stood gill asapillar, his pale mouth sagging.

Glystrasaid, “If killing you did not serve apractica purpose, I’ d probably march you al the way to
Earth Enclave for de-aberration.” Heraised theion-shine. Abbigens' face waslike risen dough. He
began to laugh wildly. “What ajoke! What ajoke on you, Glystral” The violet ray snapped out, power
crackled down the conductive channdl. Abbigens was dead.

Heinzelman gppeared faintly bored.

“Give methewoman,” said Glysira, “or I'll bring this same desth to you. | give you the corpsein her
place.” He used the push-button rasp of authority. “ Quick!”

Heinzelman looked up in faint surprise, hesitated, then made amotion to hismen. “Let him have her.”

Nancy came limping forward, fell shaking and sobbing at Glystra s knees. Heignored her. “Take your
mest,” he said to Heinzelman. “ Go your way and we go ours.”

Heinzelman had regained whatever composure he had logt. 1’ ve seen those dectrica clubs before. The
Bgarnum of Beaujolais brings them down from the sky. But they kill no more certainly than our lances.
Especidly in the dark, when lances come from many directions and the club pointsin only one.”

Glystraturned to Morwatz. “ Give the command to march.”
Morwatz stood back, jerked his arm up and down. * Forward!”
Heinzelman nodded, haf-smiling. “ Perhaps we shal meet again.”

The Great Slope was a shadow behind the western haze; the steppe spread as wide as an ocean,
carpeted with blue-green bracken except where black-green furze filled the deeper hollows. And behind
were the gypsies, adark clot like flies on stale mest, the Cossacks squatting around the heavier mass of
the Politburos on their zipangotes.

In late afternoon a dark shadow appeared in the distance. “Looks like trees, probably an artesian
pond,” said Cloyville.



Glystralooked around the horizon. “1t ssemsto be the only shelter in sight. We' d better camp for the
night.” He looked uneasily toward the dark specksin therear. “I’'m afraid we' rein for more trouble.”

The shadow took on substance, became a copse of adozen trees. Underneath was a carpet of
blue-white moss and lush herbage. A dozen gypsy women scuttled from the shadows, hulking creatures
in dirty black robes, to disappear over thelip of anearby swale. A moment later aflock of fragile white
creatures rose up on trand ucent wings and wheeled down-wind.

At the center of the copse was a small pond bordered by fat rust-colored reeds. A scattering of
transparent bubbles, like jellyfish, lay in the mud of the rim. Glystralooked in suspicion at the water,
which seemed brackish, but the Beaujolainsdrank it with relish. Besde the pond was atal rick full of
branches loaded with acorn-like fruit; beside the rick were tubsfull of rank beer and a crude till.

The Beaujolains advanced eagerly to investigate the till. Morwatz ran shouting to stop them; reluctantly
they turned back.

Glystratook asmall cup from one of the packs, gaveit to Morwatz. “ Serve ameasure to each of your

There was awhoop of approva and akeg was broached. Glystra said to Pianza, “If we could serve
them grog every night we' d never need to guard them.”

Pianza shook his head. “ Just children. Very little emotiona control. | hope they don’t become
boisterous.”

“Liquor or not, we can't relax. Y ou and Cloyville take the first four hours, Bishop, Ketch and | will take
the next four. Keep asharp eye on the beast with the darts.” He went to change the bandage on Corbus
neck but found Nancy there before him.

The Beaujolains, snging now, built afire, and hegping on quantities of the branches from therick,
breathed in the aromatic smoke. Pianza called to Glystrain aworried voice. “ They’ re fighting drunk. |
hope they don’t get any worse.”

Glystrawatched in growing apprehenson. The Beaujolains were pushing and shouting, trying to
shoulder into the densest clouds of smoke, where they stood with faces wreathed in foolish smiles. When
they themselves had been pushed aside, immediatdly they raised angry outcries, cursed, pushed and
elbowed away back into the smoke.

“Must beanarcotic,” said Glystra. “Big Planet marijuana. Got to put astop toit.” He stepped forward.
“Morwatz!”

Morwatz, red-eyed and flushed from his own indulgence in the smoke, turned arductant face to the
cal. “ Get your men fed and bedded down; enough of the smoke breathing.”

Morwatz made a durred acquiescence, and turning on his men, after avolley of curses, succeeded in
bringing order to the camp. A tureen of porridge was prepared— wheat flavored with handfuls of dry
meset and fungus.

Glystrawent to squat beside Morwatz, where he ate alittle apart from histroops. “What isthat stuff?’
He gestured toward therick.

Morwatz looked alittle sheepish. “It’s called zygage— avery potent drug, very vauable.” He puffed
himsalf up. “Generaly only the lowest castesinhale smoke—very vulgar, the crudest sensations—"



“How do you usudly takeit then?’

Morwatz breathed heavily. “Normally | do not takeit at al. Far too expensivefor awarrior. The
Mercantils occasionally brew apotion, but its use leadsto deility, so | antold. The soldierswill deep
well tonight, so you will observe. Zygage saps much vitality; smoke, potion or nose-salve, the user pays
very dearly for hispleasure. . . But look you there, what manner of drug does your man take?’

Glystraturned his head. Bishop was swallowing his customary handful of vitamins.

Glystragrinned. “That’ sadifferent kind of drug. It haslittle effect—makes Bishop think he' s hedlthy.
He d never know the difference if someone fed him chalk.”

Morwatz was puzzled. “ Another strange and usdless Earth custom.”

Glystrargioined his companions. Nancy had served Corbus, then went to Sit by herself among the
Zipangotes, as inconspicuous as possble. Glystrahad not spoken to her since she had run to hisfeet from
behind the Politburos.

From thefire came a sudden tumult of hoarse quarrelling. A soldier had quietly cast anew armful of the
zygage branches on the flames, and Morwatz had come forward expostulating. The soldier, sumbling
and red-eyed, cursed him back.

Glystrasighed. “Now it' sdiscipline. Well—" heroseto hisfeet “—I suppose we' ve got to make an
example”

Morwatz was pulling the smoking branches from the blaze; the soldier lurched up, kicked him. Morwatz
fdll face down into the cods.

Cloyvilleran forward to pull at the screaming Morwatz; three soldierslegpt on his back, pulled him
down. Pianzaaimed the ion-shine, but held hisfire for fear of shocking Cloyville. Beaujolainscamea him
from dl directions. Heamed, fired: Shap—snap—snap. Three soldiersfdl flat, shrivelled flesh. The
others swarmed over him.

The clearing was suddenly alive with wild-eyed men, screaming and savage. One sprang a Ketch,
toppled him. Glystrakilled him with hision-shine, then ft vicioudy strong arms seize him from behind,
hurl him to the ground.

The Earthmen lay weaponless, arms lashed behind their backs.

Nearby Morwatz lay moaning from deep in histhroat. The soldier who had first kicked him came
forward, atall man with concave cheeks, a pocked forehead, a split nose. He looked down, and
Morwatz regarded him with glazing eyes and moans gradudly ascending in pitch. The soldier deliberately
drew his sword, punctured Morwatz' neck— once, twice, three times, asif he were prodding arock.
Morwatz, gurgled, died. He turned, cameto look at his captives, tapped Glystral s chin with the reeking
sword. He laughed. *Y our death will not be at my hands. It’s back to Grosgarth for you, and ther€' Il be
areward to set usup asnoblemen.. . . Let Charley Lyssder have hiswill withyou. . . .”

“Thegypsed” sad Glysrain achoked voice. " They’ Il kill usdl!”

“Pah. Dirty animalsl” He swung hissword in awild flourish. “Wé I kill them asthey comel” Hegavea
great exultant roar, awordless drug-addied cry of pure abandon. Leaping to therick, he threw armful
after armful of branchesinto the blaze. The smoke poured forth, the Beaujolainsinhded it in tremendous



racking gulps. Bresking freeto gasp for air, they fell to their hands and knees, crawled back to suck up
new lungfuls

Glystratugged at his bonds, but they had been well-tied, cinched up with no fegard for circulation. He
craned his neck. Where was Nancy? Nowhere in sight. Had she escaped? Where could she escape to?
Glystraground histeeth. The gypsies would take her and there would be no succor thistime. . . Unless
she could dip back to the forest during the night. She had clearly fled. The copse wastoo smdll to
conced her, and she was nowhere within the range of vison. Twilight was drifting down from the Grezat
Sope—awarm achingly beautiful time of luminous violet air with velvety black and gray shadows below
... Therewas adistant sound that he found himself listening to, afar chanting from the steppe, astave of
four notes on aminor scale, punctuated by arumbling bellow as of abrass horn.

The breeze shifted. Smoke from the smouldering zygage drifted through the rapt soldiersto float across
the bound Earthmen. Twigt, turn asthey might, avoiding the smoke was impossible. Pungent and swest, it
blossomed up through their nostrils directly into their brains. For amoment they felt nothing; then asone
man they lay back, succumbing to the irresistible power of the drug.

Thefirgt sensation was double, triple vitaity, a thousandfold perceptivenessthat saw, heard, felt, smelt
with minuscule and catholic exactness. Each leaf on the tree became an identity, each pulseasingular and
unique experience. Flitting swarms of pleasant experiences crowded into the mind: triumphs of love, zest
of skiing, sailing, space-boating, diving; thejoy of colors, the freedom of clouds. At the sametime
another part of the mind was furioudy active; problems beame smplicities; hardships—such as the bonds
and the prospect of death at the hands of Charley Lysidder—were details hardly worth attention. And off
in the distance the chanting waxed louder. Glystraheard it; surely the Beaujolains must hear it likewise. .

. But if they heard it they heeded it not at all.

The breeze shifted again; the smoke drifted away. Glystrafdt an ingtant resentment; he fought his
bonds, looked envioudy to the Beaujolains sanding quiet, quivering dightly in the rgpturous smoke.

The chanting was loud, close at hand. The Beaujolains at |ast heeded. They stumbled away from the
fire, black hats askew, eyes bulging, bloodshot, faces distended, mouths gaping and gasping for air.

Theleader raised hishead like awolf, screamed.

The cry pleased the Beaujolains. Each one threw back his head and echoed it. Scream after scream of
furious challenge rang out toward the gypsies. Now laughing, crying, they loaded themsalves with darts,
ran out of the copse toward the gypsy horde.

The leader cdled out; the soldiers, without halting, ordered themselvesinto aloose formation, and
shrilling the eager chalenge, charged into the afterglow.

The copse was quiet. Glystrarolled to his knees, struggled to hisfeet, looked around for meansto
loosen hisbonds. Pianza cdled in ahusky voice, “ Stand gtill; I'll seeif | can pull the ropesloose.” He
roseto hisown knees, raised to hisfeet. He backed againgt Glystra s hand, fumbled with the thongs.

He gasped in frustration. “My fingersare numb ... | can’t move my hands. . .”

The Beaujolains had crossed the twilight; now the gypsy chanting cameto ahalt, and only the deep
bellow of the horn sounded. Detail was blurred in the evening; Glystra could see men fdling, thena
convulsve Beaujolain charge which plunged into the gypsieslike aknife.

The battle was lost in the dusk.



A Matter of Vitamins

Glydtratried to break loose the knots on Pianza s wrists, without success. Hisfingerswere like
sausages, without sensation. He was suddenly week, lax; hisbrain felt inert. The aftermath of the drug.

Thelid to the gypsy still quivered, raised. Dripping, sodden, Nancy looked out—wide-eyed,
white-faced.

“Nancy!” cried Glydtra. “Come here, quick!”

Shelooked at him asif dazed, moved uncertainly forward, paused, looked out across the steppe
toward themelee.

The Beaujolain ululations rose shrill, keen, triumphant.
“Nancy!” cried Glystra. “Cut usloose—before they come back and kill us!”

Nancy looked at him with a strange contemplative expresson, asif logt in thought. Glystrafelt
hopelesdy silent. The drugged smoke or the fumes of the still had dulled her reason,

A throbbing chorus of bellows, degp-voiced, rich, rang like bellsacrossthe air. Therewas an
intermittent thudding sound, and the Beaujolain yelling choked off, ceased. A voicerose above dl others:
Heinzelman the Hell-horse. “I kill, | eat your lived ... I kill, kill, kill. . ..”

“Nancy!” cried Glystra. “ Come here? Untie usl They’ll be here any minute. Don't you want to live?’

She sprang forward, took aknife from her sash, cut, cut, cut. Earthmen stood about, rubbing their
wrigts, grimacing at the pain of restored circulation, torpid with zygage hangover.

Glystramuttered, “ At least we need worry no further about guarding the Beaujolains ... A load off our
minds. ...”

“Thegypseswill eat well tonight,” said Bishop. Alonein the group he appeared dert. Indeed, hewas
more than dert; he evidently retained the mental edge and physica tone which the others had felt under
influence of the zygage. Glystrawonderingly watched him prance up and down, like a boxer loosening his
muscles. Hisown frame fdt like asack of damp rags.

Ketch bent with the effort of an old man, picked up ashining piece of metd. “ Somebody’ sion-shine.”

Glystra searched the clearing, found his own weapon whereit had been cardlesdy flung. “Here smine.



.. They were too steamed up to care about anything.” The breeze brought awisp of smokeinto hisface;
new fingers of delight searched into hisbrain. “ Whew! That stuff is powerful. ...”

Bishop had flung himsdf to the turf and was doing pushups. Feding the stares of the others he jumped
to hisfeet. “1 just fed good,” he said, grinning sheepishly. “That smoke did me good.”

There was silence from the steppes. Overhead in the pale blue-black sky, starsflickered.

The gypsy war-chant rose up, loud, close at hand. Something whickered overhead, dashing through the
leaves.

“Down!” hissed Glydtra. “Arrows. . . Move awvay from thefire”

Loud came the chant: four notes on a querulous quavering scale, sung with syllables that carried no
meaning.

Loud came Heinzdman' s voice. “Come forth, you strange men, you miserable intruders, come forth.
Come crouch at my feet whilel kill you, whilel drink your blood; comeforth ... | an Heinzeman the
Hell-horse, Heinzelman the life-egter, | egt your life, | am thelt, the Pain-maker, Heinzeman. . . .”

They saw his shape silhouetted, and behind him were astring of zipangotes. Glystrasighted aong his
ion-shine, then hesitated. It waslikefelling an ancient tree. He called, “ Y ou’ d do better leaving usaone,
Heinzdman.”

“Bah!” A sound of immeasurable disdain. *Y ou dare not face me higher than your knees. Now | come
to kill you; put down your eectrical tricks, bow your neck, | cometo kill.”

Glystranumbly started to lay down theion-shine, then blinked, fought off the man’s magnetism. He
pushed the button. Purple sparks flashed at Heinzelman, buried into his chest, absorbed, defeated. “He's
grounded!” thought Glystrain sudden panic.

Heinzelman loomed on the afterglow, aheroic figure, larger than life. . . Bishop ran forward, closed
with him. Heinzelman bellowed, aringing bull-sound. He bent, Bishop twisted, rose up benesth.
Heinzelman performed amagjestic cartwhed, struck earth with aponderousjar. Bishop sat casualy on
him, made play with his hands amoment, then stood up. Glystra approached, still numb. “What did you
do?’

“Tried out afew judo tricks,” said Bishop modestly. “1 had an ideathe fellow won his battleswith his
voice, his hypnotic suggestion. Sure enough he was soft; no muscle around hismgjor chord. | killed him
dead asamackerd, onetap in theright place.”

“I never knew you were ajudo expert.”

“I'mnot ... | read abook on the subject afew years back, and it cameto me al at once—my word, al
those zipangoted”

“They must have belonged to the other Politburos, that the Beaujolainskilled. They’ re ours now.”
“Where are the other gypsies?’

Glystralistened. There was not a sound to be heard across the steppes. A far bray of the horn? He
could not be sure.

“They’ve gone. Mdted away.”



They returned to the copse leading the zipangotes. Glystrasaid, “We' d better get going.”
Cloyville stared. “Now?’

“Now!” Glystrasnapped. He was taut with weariness. “ Three Beaujolain soldiers got away last night.
They'll take the newsto Montmarchy. A new column will be sent out. They’ll be mounted on zipangotes,
they’ Il carry metal weapons. We can't take chances. | don't like it any more than you do but—" he
pointed to the zipangotes “—at least we can ride.”

Morning, midday, afternoon—the Earthmen dumped on the curved backs of the zipangotes, half-dazed
with fatigue. The gait was a smooth rocking pitch, not conducive to deep. Evening camewith adow
dimming of the sky.

A firewasbuilt in ahollow, a pot of whesat porridge boiled and eaten, two-hour sentry watches set, and
the column bedded down.

Glystrawastoo tired to fall adeep. He twisted and turned. He thought of Nancy, raised to his elbow.
Her eyeswere on him. Sweating, he sank back into the couch. 1t would be hard indulging what he felt to
be amutua passon without making themselvesridiculous. It would also beinconsderate.. . . Sighing,
Glystradumped back into his blankets.

The next morning Glystra opened his eyesto observe Bishop running lightly back and forth along the
sde of the dope. Glystrarubbed his eyes, yawned, hauled himsdf to hisfeet. Feeling dull and liverish he
cdled irritably to Bishop, “What in theworld's come over you? | never knew you to go in for early
morning exercise before.”

A flush mounted Bishop'slong homely face. “I can’t understand it mysdlf. | just fed good. I’ ve never
fet sowdl in my life. Perhapsmy vitaminsare taking hold.”

“They never took hold before we got al doped up with that zygage. Then they took hold like ice-tongs,
and you ran out and played hell with Heinzelman.”

“| can’t understand it,” said Bishop, now haf-worried. “ Do you think that drug has permanently
affected me?’

Glystrarubbed hischin. “If it hasit seemsto be agood thing—but why did it give the rest of us
hangovers? We all ate the same, drank the same . . . Except—" he eyed Bishop speculatively. “1 wish we
had more of those branches; I’ d make some experiments.”

“What kind of experiments?’
“It occurred to methat you' d crammed yoursdlf with vitamins—just before the smoke hit us.”
“Wall, yes. That'strue. So | did. | wonder if possibly there’ saconnection . . . Interesting thought . . .”

“If I ever lay my hands on any more of that zygage,” muttered Glystra, watching Bishop
absent-mindedly flexing hisarms. “I’ll find out for sure.”

Four days of steady travel passed, from dawn till sunset. They saw no human being until on the
afternoon of the fourth day they came upon apair of young gypsy girls, perhaps sixteen or seventeen
years old, tending a score of duggish animas, yellow-furred, the size of shegp— pechavies. They wore
tattered gray smocks and their feet weretied in rags. The freshness of youth was ill theirs, and they had
awild prettinessin no way diminished by their complete fearlessness when they found that the men of the
column were not gypsies.



They deserted their animals and ran forward. “Areyou davers,” asked the first happily. “Wewish to be
daves”

“Sorry,” said Glystradryly. “We rejust travelers. Why are you so anxious?’

Thegirlsgiggled, eyeing Glystraasif his question were obtuse. “ Saves are fed often and eat from
dishes. Slaves may step under aroof when the rain comes, and I’ ve heard it said that daves are eaten
only if no other food isavailable. . . We are to be eaten this winter, unless the pechavies fatten past
expectation.”

Glystralooked a them irresolutely. If he set about righting the wrongs of everyone they mest, they
would never arrive a Earth Enclave. On the other hand—a stedthy thought—if the other menin the
column were provided with women, it would be possible for him to advance his own desires. Of course,
camp-followers would dow up the column. There would be added supply problems, emotiona flare-ups
... Helooked over his shoulder. Corbus caught hiseyes asif divining histhoughts.

“I could useagood dave’ he said easly. “Y ou—what’ s your name?’
“I'm Motta. She'sWailie”

Glystra said weakly, “Anyone dse?’

Pianza shook hishead. “I’m much too old. Too old.”

Cloyville snorted, turned away.

Thiswas embarrassing thought Glystra. Here iswhere he should display firmness, leedership . . . He
passed over Ketch, who gloried in his misogyny, and would suffer the pangs of Saint Anthony before
yidding o edly.

Bishop said tentatively, “I'll take her.”

Glysrafdt quick relief, vindication of asort. And the problems of the future could be met asthey arose.
Now was the present, now was the time containing that sweet union of carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, spirit,
will and imagination named Nancy. He met her eyes, asif there had been asignd. She colored faintly,
gave an enigmatic jerk of the shoulder, looked away.

Three more days of riding the steppe, each exactly dike. On the fourth day the land changed. The
bracken grew taler and harder to ride through, dmost like Earthly manzanita. There were occasiona
flamboyant shrubs six feet tall, with leaves like peacock fans. Ahead appeared alow black blur, which
the gypsy girlsidentified asthe bank of the River Oust.

At noon they came upon afetish post driven into the earth—a round timber eight feet tall, topped by a
spherical gourd painted to represent aface.

The gypsy girls made awide circuit of the post. Wailie said in ahushed voice, “ The Magickers of
Edeweiss put that there, and only just now, to warn us away from theriver.”

Bishop patiently pointed out that in al the range of vision there was no living creature but themselves.
“Only just now,” declared Wailie stubbornly. “ See the moist dirt.”
“Doeslook fresh,” Bishop admitted dubioudy.



“If you touch the post, you will blacken and die,” cried Motta.

Glydtra, reflecting that many folk-beliefs were based on fact, searched the steppein al directions. . .
There! A flicker of white? Whatever it was, it disappeared over adistant swale.

In the middle afternoon they came upon Edelweliss, a stockaded fort, with three story blockhouses at
each corner.

Mottaexplained. “ Sometimes the South Cossacks raid the Magickers. They are not alowed at the
Rummage Sde, because the Sght of naked knees drives them mad and they run killing-crazy. But they
lovethe gray powder sat which comes up the river from Gammerel and the Magickers haveit in stock,
and that iswhy Edelweissisgirt up with such care”

The town wasillumined full-face by the afternoon sun, and across the clear distance appeared as atoy,
aminiature, colored dark and light brown, with black windows, light green and black roofs. From the
center of town rose atal pole, with acupola at the top, like the crow’ s-nest of a ship.

Motta explained the purpose of the pole. “The high-wire to Swamp Idand is made fast at the top of the
pole. And then the Magickers always watch the distance; they read the clouds as Sgns, and the wise
hags among them seethe future.”

“By watching clouds?’
“Soitissad. But we know little, being femaes and raised for use”

They continued to the river, and with the afternoon sun at their backs stood |ooking over the
tremendous Oust. It flowed from the far north, gppearing into sight out of the hazy distance, and
proceeded into the equally distant south, curving back toward the west. Cat’ s-paws vibrated the surface,
and at intervas came aroailing-up from below, asif amongter fin had set the water into turbulent motion.
The other shore, two or three miles distant, was low and flat, and overgrown with a dense forest of tall
polestwo hundred feet tall. These were silvery-green and stood like stripped and dead tree-trunks or
gigantic asparagus shoots. A few blots of color showed at their base— vermilion, blue, yellow—too far
distant to be resolved into detail. A long idand overgrown with festhery foliage split the center of theriver
like awedge.

“Look!” Cloyville cried hoarsd y—unnecessarily, for every eye was straining fascinated. Floating from
behind theidand came a black mongter. I1ts body was round and deek, its head waslike afrog, split by a
vast mouth. The head darted forward as they watched, chewed and champed at something in the water,
then lowered lazily, lay flat. The creature circled, drifted out of sght behind theidand.

Cloyville released his bresth. “Whew! That'sadevilish thing to have for aneighbor.”
Pianza searched the face of the river with concern. “1 wonder that anyone daresto cross. ...”
Corbus pointed. “ They usethe high-line.”

It was athin gray-white cable, swooping from the pole in the village to one of the spines of theforest on
the opposite shore. The low point at the center was only fifty feet above the surface of theriver.

Glystrasnorted in disgust. “ They’ ve got the river-crossing sewed up, and so ... | suppose we' d better
apply for trangportation.”

“That’ s how the Magickers acquire their wedlth,” said Motta.



Cloyville muttered, “They’ Il probably make us pay through the nose. ...”

Glystrarubbed his short black thatch. “It'sacase of takeit or leaveit. We ve got to take it if it breaks
us.” Helooked back across the steppe. “| don't see the Beaujo-lain’ s flying squad. No doubt it’ sthere.
.. Once we get past the river we can breathe easier. ...”

They set out dong the lip of the bluff toward the village.

Above them towered the walls of Edelweiss, two foot timbers, peeed, set into the ground like piles,
lashed at the top with coarse fiber and evidently fastened el sewhere with dowels or tree-nails. The wood
appeared punky and soft. Glystra thought that anyone determined on entry could easily chop hisway in
with ahatchet.

They stopped by the gate, which opened at the rear of arectangular alcove, well buttressed with extra
courses of timber. The gate was open, revealing a short passage walled on ether side and cut off at the
far end by another wall.

“Strange,” said Glystra. “No guards, no gate-keeper ... In fact—there’ sno one.”

“They'redfraid,” said Wailie. Sheraised her strident young voice. “Magickers! Come out and lead us
tothe high-ling”

Therewas no overt response. A stedlthy rustle sounded behind the walls.
“Comeout,” yelled Motta, “or we'll burnthe wals!”
“My God!” muttered Pianza. Bishop wore an agonized expression.

Wailie sought to outdo her companion. “Come out and give us welcome—or it’ sthe sword for all
within!”

Bishop clapped his hand over her mouth. “ Are you crazy?’
Motta shrieked, “We Il kill the Magickers and burn the Hags, and dide the town into the river!”

There was no motion in the passageway. Three old men, bald, feeble, came forward. Their bare feet
were blue-veined and bony, they wore only ragged G-strings, the ribs showed like corrugations down
their milk-colored bodies.

“Who areyou?’ quavered thefirst. “ Go your ways, disturb us not; we have nothing of value.”

“We want to crosstheriver,” said Glystra. “ Take us across on the high-line and we won't disturb you
any further.”

The old men engaged in awheezing colloquy, watching Glystra suspicioudy asthey whispered. Then: “It
istoo latein the year. Y ou must wait.”

“Wait!” demanded Glystraindignantly. “ Out here?’

The eyes of the old men fdtered, fell. A muffled voice came from behind the wall. The spokesman
cocked his head, listened, then said in aplaintive voice, “We are the quiet Magickers, innocent sorcerers
and trades-people. Y ou are men of the Savage Lands, and doubtless you cometo loot our valuables.”



“The eight of us? Nonsense. Wewant to crosstheriver.”

There were further ingtructions from within the wall. The old man said in aquavering voice. “Itis
impossble”

Glystralowered his head ominoudy. “Why?’

“Itisforbidden.” The old men withdrew. The gate dammed.

Glystrachewed hislip in frustration. “Why in the devil—"

Corbus pointed to the tower. “ There' s a hdliograph up there. It' s been shooting signals west. My guess
isthat they’ ve had orders from the Beaujolains.”

Glystragrunted. “In that case, it’s more urgent than ever to get across. Here we' re trapped.”
Cloyville advanced to the bank, peered over. “No boatsin sght.”

“Not even materialsto make araft,” said Pianza.

“A raft wouldn't help us,” Cloyville pointed out. “ There’' sno way to propd it, no sails, no sweeps.”

Glystralooked up at the walls of Edelweiss. Corbus grinned. “ Are you thinking the thoughtsI'm

“I’'m thinking that a piece of that wall—the section running pardld to theriver, right there, would make
afineraft.”

“But how would we crossthe river?” demanded Cloyville. “There' sagood current out there; we' d be
swept dl theway down to Marwan Gulf.”

“Theré saway staring you in theface” Glystramade alasso out of alength of pack-rope. “I’'m going
to climb thewall; you cover me from below.”

He tossed the loop around atimber, hauled himsalf up, cautioudly peered over the top, scrambled over.
Helooked down. “ There’ s no one up here. It'sakind of roof. One of you come up—Corbus.”

Corbus joined him. Behind were blank walls and shielded windows, al silent. Glystralooked skepticaly
a thewindows. “I suppose they’ re watching, but afraid to show themsalves.”

The Griamobot



There was a sound behind them; Ketch hauled himsdlf over thewall. “ Thought I" d see what the place
looked like.” He looked over the flat roofs. “Pretty dingy.”

“Noticethewall,” said Glystra. “It’ slashed aong the top with rope, secured aong the middle by
dowels. If we cut the rope, break the dowels—there, there, there—" he pointed up avertica crack
where the dowel s showed through— “and if aman were to shove at each corner, | think we could drop
thewadl right over into theriver.”

“How about those sea-serpents—the griamobots?’ Ketch asked.
“They’ re an unknown quantity. W€ |l have to take a chance.”
“They might come up under theraft.”

Glystranodded. “1t's a chance. Would you rather stay here?’
“No.”

Corbus stretched out hislong arms. “Let’ sget busy.”

Glystralooked at the sky. “An hour of light. Enough to get us across, if things go well. Ketch, you go
back down, take the whole party, zipangotes and al, down to the beach under the bluff. Naturally, keep
clear when things start coming. We |l send thewall down; if it landsin the river, makeit fast to the shore,
S0 it won't float away.”

Ketch siwvung himsalf back down to the ground.

Glystraturned back to thewall. “We ve got to get this over before they figure out what we' re up to.”
Helooked over the sde. Twenty feet below was the edge of the bluff, then another fifty feet, dmost
straight down, to the beach.

“Therewon'’t be any toe-hold to thewall. It should go over dmost of its own weight.”
“Fifty feet of it ought to be enough,” said Corbus. “Thewood islight stuff.”

“It' snot how much we need, it’s how much we can get. | don't think they’ll stand still when we get to
work.”

Along the beach below they saw the string of zipan-gotes, with Ketch, Pianza, Bishop, Cloyville and the
threegirls.

Glystranodded to Corbus, drew hisknife, dashed at the fiber rope binding the top of thewall. A
sudden outraged screeching came from behind. Apparently from nowhere appeared four old women,
white creatures with straggling pink-gray hair, howling and gesticulating. A number of Magicker men,
lean, white-skinned, daubed around their shoulders with green paint, appeared behind them.

The coarse rope parted. “Now,” said Glystra. He aimed hision-shine, squeezed the button.
Once—twice—three times. Three holes down the vertical crack took the place of the pegs. Setting their
shouldersto the top of the posts, they pushed out. Thewall leaned, creaked, moved no further.

“Below,” panted Glystra. “ There' smore lashings hafway down.” He crouched, peered into the dimness
under theroof. “We Il haveto shoot blind . . . You bresk your side, I ll do mine.”



Two shafts of pae purple light, crackling power. A tongue of fire licked up the punky side of the
timbers, died in acharred smoulder.

Thewall sagged, creaked. “Now,” panted Glystra, “before they get their asmy up here. . . Don't go
over withit!”

Thewall lurched, swept grandly out, fell, landed top-down on the beach, stood a second, sagged
outward, dapped into the river with a smash of foam.

Glystracaught aglimpse of Ketch scrambling out with abit of line, then turned to meet the onrush of a
line of the Magickers—gaunt men, naked except for the G-tring a their loins. They chattered furioudly,
but danced back like nervous prize-fighters when they met hiseye.

The women screeched, bawled, bellowed, wailed, but the men only made tentative movements
forward. Glystrathrew aglance down to theriver. The wall—now araft— floated free, pulling & the
rope Ketch had made fast. Cloyville and Pianza stood on the shore looking up. Glystrayelled down,
“Lead the animas aboard, tiethem in the middle.”

Bishop called up something Glystra did not catch; he had been distracted by the scene in the room
immediately below the roof where he stood, aroom now open to the air wherethewall had fallen away.
Glystra sthroat contracted, his ssomach twitched . . . Twenty children hung by their hair two feet off the
ground. Stone weights were suspended from their feet. Wide-eyed, slent, the children stared from
bulging eyesinto the new openness, silent except for ahoarse breething.

“Making tall ones out of short ones,” came Corbus' cool voice.
“Look farther down,” said Glystrain alow voice. “In the room next lower.”

Corbus threw aglance toward the prancing Magickers, peered down under the roof. “ Can't see too
wdl . .. It'sconfused .. .. Oh—"

Glystraturned avay. The Magickers were stedlthily diding closer. “ Get back! Back!” he said flatly. “Or
I’ cut your legs out from under you.” In alower voice he sad, “I guessit wouldn’'t make any difference
toyouif you'vedl gonethrough—thet. ...”

But hiswords were not heard, or if heard, not heeded. Goaded by the frenzied calls of the old women,
the Magickers, lips drawn back from their long teeth, were prancing forward, astep at atime. One
began to scream—a quavering fierce screech—which the entire line picked up. Suddenly they al were
brandishing four-foot pikes tipped with black horny barbs.

“Lookslikew€ Il haveto kill afew,” said Glystrabetween tight lips, “unlessthey’ll scare. . .” Heaimed
theion-shine at the roof, blasted aholein the roof at the feet of the nearest Magicker.

The Magicker never shifted his gaze. His eyes had become fixed, salivabubbled at his mouth.
“They’re crazy—hysterics” muttered Glystra. “ Poor devils, | don't likeit. . . .”

Step by step the Magickers advanced, jerkily, one motion at atime. Behind came the hoarse shrieks of
the Hags, and behind—the far glory of Big Planet sunset. Orange, flaring gold.

Too close. Suddenly desperate, Glystracaled in adeadly voice, “Two stepsmore, I'll kill thelot of
you...."”



One step—two steps—pikesraised in gangling arms.
Glystra squeezed the button. Gaunt forms flapped on the roof.

Hags screamed horror, legpt across the roof to the stairs, black warlock silhouettes, with tatters of cloth
flying behind.

Glystrawent to the edge, looked over. He yelled down, “Get aline ready, and makeit fast to what's
coming down next.”

Corbuswas looking up the pole. “We d better drop the whole works, pole and al. Otherwise the cable
will snap past so fast they won't be able to see it. Notice—three of those guy-linesrun to the top, three
to the buckle-point at the middle. If we cut off the three at top, the pole should snap off nice and neat.”

Glystraexamined the magazine of hision-shine, squinting in thefalling light. “ Got to go easy onthe
power. There' s not too much soup in thisone.” He aimed, squeezed the button.

Three gray cables sang, fell twisting like snakes over the roofs of Edelweiss. The pole snapped like a
carrot. From the cupola camewild shrieks of fright. “ God!” said Glystra. “I’ d forgotten al about them. . .

The pole crashed almost at their feet; the crying stopped aoruptly.
Corbus called over the side, “Hereit comes. . . Heads up!”
The tension of the cable dragged the stub across the roof, over the edge of the bluff.

“Lay hold of it!” Glystraydled. “Makeit fast to the raft!” He started to scramble down the wall, past
the strung-up children, past the first floor, where he would not look. Corbuswas at his hedls. They ran
aong the bluff, found a place to scramble down to the beach.

“Hurry,” yelled Pianza “ Our shoreline can't take dl the grain; it'll goinaminute.”
Glystraand Corbus waded out into the river, scrambled up on to the cool soft timbers. “Let " er go.”

Theraft drifted free. Behind them the bluff made ablack smear across the afterglow, and perched high
was Edelweiss, bereft and forlorn with the stump of its broken pole. “Poor devils” said Glystra.

The raft floated out on the river, carried downstream by the current but tethered to the opposite shore
by the cable of the broken high-line.

“Ah,” sghed Cloyville, dropping his heavy posterior to thelogs. * Peace—quiet—it’ swonderful!”
“Wait till you get to the other side before you rejoice,” said Ketch. “There still the griamobots.”

Cloyvillerose swiftly to hisfeet. “I’ d forgotten about them. My Lord! Wherearethey?. . . If it' snot
onething it sancther. . . .”

Glystra pointed across the glimmering water to the idand—afeathery pyramid sharp on the mauve sky
to the southeast. “Wewon't missthat idand fa—if at al. And there' s not adamn thing we can do about
it!”

“Look,” said Bishop in asoft voice. Heads turned asif activated by cams, eyes went to the object
inching over the edge of the raft—aflat glistening thing, solid and muscular. It quivered, jerked up on the
raft another six inches, becoming round in cross-section.



Ancther six inches. . . Pianzalaughed. Bishop moved forward. “1 thought it was the end of atentacle.”
“It' sabig fluke—some sort of leech or sucker.”

“Disgugting thing.” Bishop kicked it back into theriver.

The raft gave asudden lurch, swerved, twisted. Domes of water boiled up around them.

“Something below,” whispered Glystra.

Mottaand Wailie began to whimper.

“Quiet!” sngpped Glystra. They stifled the sound to athin whining in their throats.

The motion ceased; the water subsided.

Bishop touched Glystra'sarm. “L ook up on the Edelweiss cliff.”

A torch had gppeared. It shone, went out, shone, went out—time and time again for varying intervals.

“Code. They’retalking to someone. Probably across the river to Swamp Idand. Hope no one cutsthe
cable at that end.”

“Cloyville could swim ashore with amessage,” suggested Corbus. Cloyville snorted indignantly, and
Corbus chuckled.

From behind the idand came the griamoboat, its head high, questing. The dark conceded its features,
evident only were big segmented eyes. Water swished and gurgled past the black hulk of its body, from
which came aviscera growling sound.

The head wove, swayed back and forth, suddenly darted forward.

“It seesus,” muttered Glystra. He drew hision-shine. “Perhaps | can damageit or scareit away . . .
There' s not enough power herefor red effect if the bruteis determined. ...”

“Knock the head off,” said Fianzatremuloudy. “ Then it won't be ableto see us”

Glystranodded. The violet beam touched the head. It snapped off like a kicked paper bag. But the
neck continued to weave, back, forth, back, forth, and the beast never dowed or changed direction.

Glystraaimed at the body, fired. There was athin ripping sound and a black ragged hole appeared on
the dark hide. White objects like viscera seemed to boil up.

Glystragtared, fired again, a the water line. The monster cried out—in a babble of human voices.
The hulk wabbled, wallowed; long white shapes poured out through the hole.
“Duck!” cried Glydtra. “They’ rethrowing at us”

Thud! A pike plunged quivering into the wood bes de him. Another—another—then a sound unlike the
others: ashock and along throaty gasp.

Glystraraised up. “ Ketch!”

Ketch tore feebly at the shaft in his chest, fell forward on his knees, inched yet further forward, bowed
his head, with the shaft grasped between hishands, and in this position he froze quiet.



“They'reboarding ud” yelled Cloyville.

“Stand aside!” cried Pianza. He elbowed past Cloyville. Lavish plumes of orange flameissued from the
heat-gun, wreathed the thin shapes, who threw up their arms, fell backward into theriver.

The griamaobot hulk had settled low in the water, drifted down-current, past the raft and away.
Glystragently lay Ketch on hisside. His hands were locked on the shaft.

Glystrastood up, looked across the dusk toward Town Edelweiss; then after amoment, turned back to
Ketch. “Cloyville—hdp me”

Helay hold of Ketch'slax ankles. Cloyville bent, took the shoulders, hesitated. “What are you going to
do?’

“Drop himintheriver. I’'m sorry. We can't afford emotion.”
Cloyville opened his mouth, stuttered, sammered. Glystrawaited.

Cloyvillefindly said in asubdued voice, “Don’'t you think we should—well, give him aburia? A decent
burid?”

“Where? In the svamp?’
Cloyville bent to the body.
Ketch was gone.

Glystrastood looking up a Town Edelweiss. “ The griamobot was ahoax. A commercia enterprise, to
frighten people off theriver, to funne them through the Edelweisshigh-line. . . .”

Night lay heavy over Big Planet, and the shores were dark. There was silence aboard the raft. Little
black waves |apped at the timbers. Down-stream they floated, borne by the current; cross-stream, pulled
by the tether of the one-time high-line.

The spines of Swamp Idand towered above them. The chirping and rasping of myriad small insects
cametother ears. No lightswerevisible.

The raft bumped gently into aledge of mud, halted.
“WEll havetowait for light,” said Glystra. “Let’ stry to get somedeep...”

But al sat staring acrossthe black water, fedling the loss of dour Ketch as atongue fedsthe gap left by
adrawn tooth.

The River Oust moved quietly past in the dark, and somewhere now to the south was Ketch.

Dawn came to the water, seeping in from nowhere, moth-colored, the softest luminosity conceivable.
Firg the forest was black and the water black and the sky only less black, then the sky was charged with
dimness and theriver shonelike oil; and then the mother-of-pearl light spread from sky to the air to the
river, where it reflected back in odd-shaped |eaden plats and planes.

There was more air and water and sky than aman’s awareness could encompass. Theriver’ sfar shore



was alow black mark and Town Eddlweiss anubbin on the bluff. Theair was ill, held in animmense
cool quiet, smelling of mud and water and asmoke, spice, early-morning scent, which in al the universe
wasindividua to the one spot here on the shore of the River Oust on Big Planet.

To the east the Ky flared orange, yelow, behind the black spines of the Swamp Idand forest. They
were two hundred feet tal, crowding till in some instances the trunks touched.

Motta screamed, amindless piping. Glystraswung around; his heart expanded, hisblood caked. A
tremendous black body blotted out the river, overhead swung a barrel-size head, split by abony mouth.
The head siwung down, the eyes stared, the neck |ooped, the head plunged into the water, returned laden
with sodden yellow fiber. It gulped, belched, sank out of Sight into theriver.

Life returned to the raft. Hysterica women. . . .
Camnesswasrestored. Glystrareleased agreat pent sigh. “ Evidently the griamobots exist.”
“I'will vouchfor it a any time,” declared Cloyville.

“But—they’ re vegetarians. The Magickers arranged that they should be thought carnivorous, and that
wasdl that was necessary to confineriver traffic to the high-line.. . . Well, let’ s get moving.”

The raft floated flat and vacant on the river. The zipangotes stood |oaded and ready on the spongy
black humus, raised their feet up and down, swinging their long necks close to the ground.

Glysrawaked alittle way into the swamp, testing the footing. The round boles, ash-gray overlaid with
green luster, prevented a clear vision of more than ahundred feet, but so far as Glystra could see, the
ground was uniformly black peet, patched with shallow water. If Sght was occluded horizontaly,
verticaly it was wide open; indeed, the upward lines of the treesimpelled the eyesto lift dong the
multitudinous perspectives, up to thelittle blot of sky above. Walking gingerly across the black bog,
Glydgrafdt asif heweretwo hundred feet under water, an illusion heightened by the flying creatures,
which moved aong the vertical aideswith the ease of fish. Glystrasaw two varieties: along e ectric-green
tape with filmy green wings dong its body, rippling through the air like an ed, and little puffs of foam
drifting with no gpparent organs of locomotion.

Glystrareturned to the river. The zipangotes had been arranged in line, each long dog-like head under
the hindquarters of the beast ahead. “Let’sgo,” said Glystra

Theriver fdl behind, was quickly lost to Sght. The caravan wound like asnakein tall grass—now left,
now right, twisting, Sde-stepping, detouring the puddies of water.

The sun rose, and they rode through shafts and bars of heavy light, and zebra striping lay aong thetall
ines.
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The Monoline

About noon, there was a sudden opening before them—alake. Small wavesrippled and glinted at their
feet; clouds reflected between areas of deep blue. In the distance floated afew low boats with wide
double-lateen booms and baggy orange sails; and beyond was Swamp City. It sat up inthe air, on top of
thefores, likeamirage; it reminded Glystraof an old-world fishing village.

For severa momentsthe party stood staring at the city on dtilts ... A shrill squawking startled them: a
blue and yelow flying thing, besting duggishly through the air.

“For amoment,” said Cloyville, “I thought the Magick-ers were upon us.”

Back to the forest—more winding, squeezing, doubling back, occasiondly a straight run of twenty or
thirty feet.

The sun moved across the sky; at lagt, in the middle afternoon, Glysira saw overhead thewallsand
houses of the city. Five minutes later the caravan moved into the shadow of the deck.

“A moment, please” said an unhurried voice. A platoon of warriors stood beside them, stocky menin
mulberry coats.

The officer gpproached Glystra. “ Y our business, if you please.”
“No business. We' retravellers”

“Travellers?” The officer glanced at the zipangotes. “ From where?’
“From Jubilith, north of Beaujolais.”

“How did you get those beasts across the river? Certainly not on the high-line; our agent would have
reported you.”

“Weferried them over on araft. Last night.”
The officer fingered his mustache. “Did not the griamobots—"

Glystra smiled. “The Magickers have been hoaxing you. The griamobots are vegetarians, harmless. The
only dangerous griamobot was one the Magickers built and filled with soldiers.”

The officer swore under his breath. “Lord Wittelhatch will wish to hear this. Magicker regulations and
tariffs have long irked him, especialy since he strung up the cable to begin with.”

“Thecableinterestsme,” said Glydtra. “Isit meta ?’

“Oh no, by no means.” The officer laughed affably—a handsome young man with an expressive face
and ajaunty straw-colored mustache. “Come, I'll lead you to where your caravan may rest, and along
the way you'll see the working of our industry. We are rope-makersto the world; nowhereis cable equal
toours”

Glystra hesitated. “ Our wish was to continue as far along the way as possible before nightfal. Perhaps
you will direct us—’



“A wedthy maninahurry,” said the officer, thoughtfully eying the three girls, “would ride the monaline.
It would cost much metal, much meta . . . Best confer with Wittelhatch.”

“Very well.” Glystramotioned to the column; they followed the officer, and amoment later came upon a
scene of indudtry.

A series of rope-walks occupied an areafive hundred feet square, which had been partially cleared,
leaving only enough spinesto support the weight of the city above. Each rope-walk conssted of aseries
of frames. In the process of formation the rope passed through a hole in the frame and immediately
afterward passed through awhed, which rotated around the rope as an axis. Fixed at regular intervalson
thewhed werefivefat dugs, and from their positors white strands ran to the rope. Asthe rope pulled
through the frame, the whedl rotated and five new strands were added to the rope.

Glystrasighted up the rope-wak. Each frame had itswhedl, and each whed carried five dugs secreting
thread for therope. “Very clever,” said Glystra. “Very clever indeed.”

“Our ropeisunexcelled,” said the officer, with aproud twist for his mustache. * Flexible, weatherproof,
strong. We furnish rope for the monolines of Felissma, Bogover, Thelma, so thelong line to Grosgarth
in Beaujolais and the line out to Myrtlesee Fountain.”

“Hm . .. And the monolines are fast transportation?’
The officer ingpected him smilingly. “I assure you.”
“Just what isamonoline?’

The officer laughed. “Now you joke with me. Come, | will take you to Wittel hatch, and he will
doubtless feast you at hisevening wassall. | understand an excellent conger bakesin hisoven thisday.”

“But our packs, our luggage! And the zipangotes, they have not eaten yet, thereis nothing in this swamp
for them to eat!”

The officer sgnalled; four men stepped forward.  Service and groom the beests, feed them well, pluck
their sores, wash and bind their feet, set them out each adram of dympe.“ He said to Glystra. ”Y our
baggage will be secure, Swamp Idand knows no thieves. Merchants and industers we be, but robbers
no, it isagaing our rotes.”

Wittelhatch was afat man with round red face, half-petulant, half-jocular, with crafty heavy-lidded eyes.
He wore awhite blouse embroidered with red and yellow frogs, ared brocade surcingle, tight blue
trousers, black boots. In each ear hung agold ring and each finger was heavy with assorted metals. He
sat inaceremonid chair, apparently having just lowered himsdlf into place, for he was yet wrestling with
thefolds of hisgarments.

The officer bowed gracefully, indicated Glystrawith a debonair motion. “A traveller from the west,
Lord.”

“From thewest?” Wittel hatch, narrow-eyed, rubbed one of his sub-chins. “1 understand that the highline
acrossthe river has been cut. It will be necessary to kite it back into place. How then did you cross?’

Glystraexplained the Magicker hoax. Wittelhatch became shrill and angry. “Thelong white
muckers—and dl the business|’ ve sent them out of pity! Hey, but it discourages an honest community to
be set so closeto rascalsl”

Glystrasaid with restrained impatience, “ Our wish isto proceed on our way. Y our officer suggested



that we use the monoline.”
Wittlehatch immediately became business-like. “How many arein your party?’
“Eight, together with our baggage.”
Wittelhatch turned to the officer. “What do you suggest, Clodleberg? Five singles and a pack?’

The officer squinted thoughtfully. “Their baggage is consderable. Better might be two packs and two
sngles. And since they are unused to thetrolleys, aguide.”

“Whereisyour destination?’ Wittelhatch inquired.
“Asfar east aspossble”

“That'sMyrtlesee. . . Well now.” Wittelhatch calculated. “1 carelittleto let my trolleysjourney to such
vast extents; you must pay substantidly. If you buy the trolleys outright—ninety ounces of good iron. If
you rent—sixty ounces, plusthe guide s pay and areasonable return fee— another ten ounces.”

Glystra haggled politely, and reduced the rentd to fifty ounces plus the zipangotes, and Wittelhatch
would pay the guide. “Perhaps, Clodleberg, you would careto lead the party?” Wittelhatch inquired of
the young officer.

Clodleberg twisted his blond mustache.
“Ddighted.”
“Good,” said Glydtra. “We |l leave a once.”

Wittel hatch rang a hand-bell. A porter appeared. “ Carry the baggage of these people to the take-off
deck.”

Wind blew in sails and trolley wheels whispered down the monoline—a haf-inch strand of white
Swamp Idand cable. From the dome at Swamp City the line led from spine to spine across three miles of
swamp to arocky headland, crossed over the rotten basalt with only six feet to spare, swung in awide
curve to the south-east. At fifty-foot intervals L-brackets mounted to poles supported the line, so
designed that the trolleys did across with only atremor and dight thud of contact.

Clodleberg rode thefirst trolley, Glystrafollowed, then came apair of three-whed freight carriers
loaded with packs—food, spare clothing, the metal which represented their wedth, Bishop' svitamins,
Cloyville's camping gear, odds and ends from the Beaujolain packs. Thefirgt of the freight-carrierswas
manned by Corbus, Mottaand Wailie; the second by Nancy, Pianzaand Bishop. Cloyvillein aone-man
trolley brought up the rear.

As he examined the vehicle herode in, Glystrawel | understood Wittelhatch’ s reluctance to part withiit,
even temporarily. The wood was shaped and fitted with painstaking precision, and performed aswell as
any meta machine from the shops of Earth.

The big whedl was laminated from ten separate strips, glued, grooved and polished. Spokes of
hardened withe supported the central hub, whose bearings were wrought from a greasy black hardwood.
The seat support was anatural tree-crook, connecting to a datted floor below. Propulsion was achieved
by sails, set to alateen boom. The halyards, outhauls and sheets led to a cleat-board in front of the set.



Within reach was a double hand-crank, offset like the pedds of abicycle; turning the crank would drive
thetrolley up any dight dope at the end of along suspension which momentum and the pressure of the
sallswere unable to negotiate.

At noon the land changed. Hills heaved up and it became necessary to make portages, which involved
carrying thetrolleys and dl the baggage up to ahigher leve of line.

At the end of the day they dept in avacant cottage near one of the portages and the next morning set
off through the mountains—the Wicksill Range, according to Clodle-berg. The line swooped far across
valeys, from ridge to ridge, with the ground sometimes two thousand feet below. Thetrolleys, starting
out across such avdley, fdl into the sag of the cable with astomach-lifting swoop, faling amost free;
then out in the middle the speed would dacken and the trolley would coast on momentum up toward the
opposite ridge and presently dow dmost to astop. Then the sail would be trimmed to itsfullest efficiency
and the drive-crank would be put into use, and gradualy the trolley would climb up to the high point.

On the evening of thethird day Clodleberg said, “Tomorrow at thistime we should bein Kirstendale,
and you must be surprised by nothing you see.”

Glystra pressed for further information, but Clodleberg was disposed to be jocular. “No, no. Y ou will
seefor yoursdf. Kirstendadeisacity of great fascination. Possibly you may abandon your fantastic
journey and settlein Kirgendade.”

“ Are the people aggressive, unfriendly?’
“Not inthe dightest.”
“Who rulesthem?What istheir government?’

Clodleberg raised his eyebrows thoughtfully. “Now that you mention it, | have never heard of aruler in
Kirstendae. Indeed, they rule themsalves, if their life could be said to be governed by rule”

Glystra changed the subject. “How many days from Kirstendale to Myrtlesee Fountain?’

“I’ve never madethetrip,” said Clodleberg. “It isnot entirely pleasant. At certain seasonsthe Rebbirs
come down from the Eyrie to molest the monoline travellers, dthough the Dongmen of Myrtlesee are
Rebbir stock and try to maintain an open avenue of communication.”

“Whét lies past Myrtlesee Fountain?

Clodleberg made a gesture of disgust. “ The desert. The land of fire-eating dervishes; scavengers,
blood-suckers, so I'mtold.”

“And after?’

“Then the PAlo Mao Se Mountains and the Blarengorran Lake. From the lake the Monchevior River
runs east, and you might float a considerable distance on one of the river boats—how far | am uncertain,
becauseit flowsinto the obscure and unknown.*

Glystra heaved athoughtful sgh. By thetime the Monchevior River floated them out of Clodleberg's
ken, there would il be thirty-nine thousand milesto Earth Enclave.

During the night a rainstorm broke upon the mountain, and there was no escape from the roaring wind.



The travellers straggled up under the lee of aboulder and huddled under their blankets while the Big
Planet gde drove north.

Wet and cold they saw a bleared gray dawn come and for atime the rain stopped, though clouds
fleeted past on the wind almost within hand’ s-reach overhead. Climbing upon their trolleysthey set
handkerchiefs of sall and scudded dong the monoline with whedswhirring.

For two hourstheline led aong the ridge, and the wind pressed up and over the mountain likea
water-spill. The vegetation, low shrubs with tattered blue-green streamers of leaves, whipped and
flapped below. To the left was adark valey full of gray migt, to the right the clouds hid the panorama, but
when they broke and parted, a pleasant broken country could be seen—Hhills, forests, small lakes, and
severd timesthey glimpsed great stone castles.

Clodleberg looked back at Glystra, swept his hand over the land to the right. “ The Galatudanian Valley,
with the Hibernian March below. A land of dukes and knights and barons, stealing each other’s
daughters and robbing one another . . . Dangerous country to walk afoot.”

Thewind increased, buffeted the travellers until tears flew from their eyes, and afine driven spume stung
their cheeks. Hedling far to the side, the trolley skimmed southeast at sixty miles an hour, and they might
have travelled faster had not Clodleberg congtantly luffed wind from hissails.

For an hour they wheeled dong the line, swaying and jerking, and then Clodieberg rose in his sest,
sgndled tofurl sal.

Thetrolleys costed to a platform from which alineled at aright angle to their course, down into the
valey. Thefar anchor wasinvisble; dl that could be seen was the gradually diminishing swoop of the
white cable.

Nancy peered down the line, drew back with ashiver.

Clodleberg grinned. “ Thisis the easy direction. Coming back, a person must make atwo-day portage
fromthevaley floor.”

“Do we dide down—out there?’ asked Nancy in a hushed voice.

Clodleberg nodded, enjoying the trepidation which the prospect of the drop aroused in his charges.
“Well kill ourselvesgoing so fadt; it's so—gteep!”

“Thewind presses on you, brakes your fal. There snothingto it. Follow me. .. .”

Heturned histrolley down the danting line, and in an ingtant was afar dwindling shape vibrating down
thewind.

Glygradtirred himsdlf. “1 guessI’mnext. ...”

It was like stepping out into nothing, like diving headfirst over adiff. . . Thefirst milewasamogt free
fal. The wind buffeted, cloud-wisps whipped padt, the land below was an indeterminate blur.

Overhead the whed sang into high pitch, though it carried amost no weight. The white line stretched out
ahead, dways curving dightly up, away, out of vison.

Glystrabecame aware that the whirr of the whedl was decreasing in pitch; the line wasflattening out, the
ground below wasrising to meet him.



Acrossagreen and yellow forest he rolled and he glimpsed below a settlement of log cabins, with a
dozen children in white smocks staring up ... Then they were gone and the forest was dark and deep
below. Flying insects darted up past his eyes, and then ahead he saw a platform hung in the top of agiant
tree, and here waited Clodleberg.

Glysragtiffly climbed to the platform. Clodleberg was watching him with a crafty smile. “How did you
like the swoop?”’

“I'd like to move at that speed for three weeks. We d be at the Enclave.”

Theline began to quiver and sing. Looking back up, Glystra saw the freight-carrier with Corbus, Motta
andWallie,

“We might aswell start off,” said Clodleberg. “ Otherwise the platform will be over-crowded.” He
tested the wind, shook his head. “Poor, apoor reach. We' |l have to trim our sails closeby; the wind
blowsamost downtheline. . . However fair winds cannot be oursforever—and | believe theline veers
presently to the east, and we' [| make better time.”

They set off, close-hauled, sailing o near into the eye of the wind that the leach of the sail flapped
congtantly. The line ran from tree-top to tree-top, and sometimes black-green foliage brushed Glystra's
feet . . . Clodleberg had doused his sail, was beckoning him urgently.

“What' sthe trouble?’

Silence, sgndled Clodleberg. He pointed ahead. Glystratrundled histrolley forward, up against
Clodleberg's. “What' swrong?’

Clodleberg was fixedly watching something on the ground, through agap in thefoliage. “ Thisisa
dangerous part of theline. . . Bands of soldiers, starving forest people, bandits. . . Sometimes they wait
till atrolley isover ahigh space, then cut theline, killing thetraveller. ...”

Glystra saw movement through the leaves, ashifting of white and gray. Clodleberg climbed from the
trolley into the branches of thetreg, let himsdlf cautioudy down afew feet. Glystrawatched him quietly.
Behind camethe quiver of the next trolley. Glysirasigndled it to ahdt.

Clodleberg was mationing to him. Glysiraleft histrolley, climbed to the crotch where Clodleberg stood.
Through agap in the leaves he could see the floor of the forest. Behind alow orange bush crouched three
boys about ten years old. Bows and arrows ready, they watched the line like cats at amousehole.

“Here swhere they get their early training,” whispered Clodleberg. “When they grow larger they go to
raiding the towns of the March and al the Galatudanian Valey.” He quietly nocked aquarrel into his
cross-bow.

“What are you going to do?’ asked Glystra
“Kill thebiggest . . . I'll be saving the lives of many innocent people.”

Glystra struck up his arm; the bolt shattered a branch over the head of the would-be assassns. Glystra
saw their white faces, big dark eyes, open frightened mouths; then they were off, scurrying like rabbits.

“Why did you do that?’ asked Clodleberg heatedly. “ Those same skulkers may murder me on my way
back to Swamp City.”



Glystra could find no words &t first. Then he muttered, “ Sorry ... | suppose you' reright. But if thiswere
Earth, or any of the System planets, they’ d be at their schooling.”

A shaft of pure brilliance plunged down through the sky— Big Planet sunlight. The rain-washed colors
of theforest shone with aglowing clarity never seen on Earth: black-greens, reds, yellows, ochers, buffs,
the lime-green of low hangworts, the russet of bundle-bush. The wind blew high, blew low, the clouds
flew back acrossthe mountains, they sailed in afresh sunny breeze.

The monoline dropped down out of the forest, Sretched across ariver-valey, over aswift river which
Clodleberg named the Thelma. They made afifty foot portage up the opposite bank, and set off once
more across aland of peaceful farms and stone houses, undistinguished except for the fact that each
house carried on its gable an intricate tangle of brambles and spiny leaves.

Glystracalled to Clodleberg. “What on earth are those bristling thorn-patches?’

“Those are the ghogt-catchers,” said Clodleberg easily. “ This section of country abounds with ghosts;
there’ saghost for every house, sometimes more; and since they always give aquick jump which takes
them to the roof where they can walk back and forth, the traps discourage them sadly . . . The very home
of ghogtsisthis Mankelly Parish, and witchestoo. . . .”

Glystrathought that no matter how ordinary and uneventful aBig Planet |andscape might appear, it was
dill—Big Planet.

The monoline paralleled arutted earthen road, and three times the caravan, swinging aong briskly with
the breeze on the beam, passed big red farm-wains with six-foot wooden whedls, squesking and
groaning like scalded pigs. They were loaded with red melon-bulbs, bundles of orange vine, baskets of
green okra. The lads who walked barefoot a ongs de goading the longnecked zipangotes wore tall
conica hatswith veils of white cloth about their faces.

“Tofool the ghosts?’ Glystra asked Clodleberg.
“Tofool the ghosts”

Afternoon wore on; the country became verdant and the ground supported every kind of pleasant
growth. Thefarming region fdll behind; they seemed to be traversaing agreat parkland.

Clodleberg pointed ahead. “ See there, that white aquafer? Thereisyour first glimpse of Kirstendae, the
finest city of the Gdaudanian Vdley. ...
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For several minutes little enough of Kirstendae could be seen: splashes of white through the trees, apair
of stone causaways. Thetrolleys sailed across a pasture of red-green grass, the trees parted, and there
wasthe city, risng from agrassy plain with blue mountainsin the background.

It wasthe largest and most elaborate settlement the Earthmen had seen on Big Planet, but it was never a
city which might have existed on Earth. It reminded Glystra of the cloud-borne castlesin fairy-story
illugrations.

The linetook a sudden turn and they came upon a scene of gay activity, carnival color.

A gamewasin progress. On the field werefifty men and women in garments of remarkable complexity
and elegance: slks, satins, velvets, coarse tassalled weaves— tucked, flared, gored, bedecked,
be-ribboned, covered with tinsdl and lace. Thefield waslaid off into squares by lines of colored grasses,
cropped and tended with the nicest precision, and each player occupied asingle square. Sheets of silk
hung at each side from arow of moored balloons. Each sheet glowed a different color: peach-tan,
orange-russet, blue, sea-green, rippling, shining in the breeze. A myriad of small colored balswerein
use, balswhich half-floated, dmost aslight asair. The players caught ballsin amanner which seemed to
depend on the color of the ball, the color of the player’ s head-ribbon and the square where the player
sood. Bdlsfilled theair, little sunlit jewels, and sometimes a player would catch three bals at once and
toss them away with greet dexterity. When abal landed in one of the silken curtains, a score was
counted to the greet jubilation of certain players and spectators who cried, “Ohe, ohe, ohe!”

Severd hundred men and women watched the game from the sidelines. They were dressed in the same
extravagant fashion, and in addition wore headgear of fantastic complexity, confections most ingenioudy
designed and assembled. One young man displayed a shell like an overturned boet, striped in bright
green and scarlet. Balls of fluorescent blue clung here and there to the fabric, and tapes of golden taupe
fluttered below. A great puff of bright purple vell rose from the top, and imbedded in this vell were globes
of red, green, blue, ydlow, shining like Chrissmastree ornaments.... A young woman—very beautiful,
Glystra thought, supple as akitten, with deek yellow hair and long yellow eyes—worefirst a
cloche-helmet of soft leather from which rose atal antenna, and this antenna radiated prongs tipped with
gpangles of live fire—vermilion, scintillant green, molten gold. . . . Another—another—another: baroque,
unique, incredible

The monoline circled the field. The players and spectators glanced up casudly, returned to their game
with interest for nothing but the multiple flight of the colored balls.

Glystranoticed an attendant rolling a cart arrayed with pink and white pastries. “Planza—| ook what
he swearing ...”

Pianza snorted in surprise and amusement. “It’ s atuxedo. Dinner jacket. Black tie. Stripe down the
trousers, patent lesther shoes. Wonderful.”

Out on thefield aball fdl into the billowing russet-gold curtain, rolled softly to the ground. Therewas
joyous applause from the spectators.

Glysradacked hissails, histrolley coasted quietly along the line. The freight-flat behind, with Flanza
and Bishop, overtook him. Glystra spoke over his shoulder, “Bishop, what does the Almanac say about



Kirgendae? Anything interesting?”

Bishop came up to stand at the forward end of the flat, under the lead whedl. He looked in frowning
reflection toward the looping walls. “ Seems asif there samystery of sorts—*the Kirstendal e Paradox,’
that’ swhat they called it. It Startsto come back to me. A syndicate of millionaires established the town to
beat System taxes. A whole colony came out with their servants—twenty or thirty families.
Apparently—wdl,” hewaved hishand. “ There sthe result.”

The monoline veered once more, the breeze fell astern. Sails spread out like butterfly wings, the caravan
plunged through an arch into the city, coasted up to alanding.

Three quiet menin dark livery came foward, wordlesdy removed the packs from the trolley, put them
into carts with high spoked whedls. Glystra started to remonstrate, but catching Clodleberg’ seye,
desigted. “What' s happening?’

“They assumethat you are wedlthy,” said Clodleberg, “from the trolleys and the women.”
“Humph,” grunted Glystra. “Am | supposed to tip them?’

“Dowhat?’

“Givethem money.”

Clodleberg blinked, still perplexed.

“Money. Metdl.”

“Ah, metal!” Clodleberg twisted his natty mustache. “ That isas you wish.”

The head porter gpproached, atall solemn-faced man with carefully shaved cheeks, long sideburns
terminating in alittle puff of whiskers: aman comporting himsdf withimmense dignity.

Glystrahanded him three smdl iron washers. “For you and your men.”
“Thank you, gr ... And where will you have your luggage sent?’
Glystra shrugged. “What are the choices?’

“Wall, there' sthe Grand Savoyard and the Metropole And the Ritz-Carlton—all excellent, dl equaly
expensve.”

“How expensive?’

The head porter blinked, raised his black eyebrows the faintest trifle. “ Perhagps an ounce aweek . . .
The Traveller’ sInn and the Fairmont are likewise expensive, but something quieter. . ..

“What isagood inn of moderate rates?’
The head porter clicked hisheds. “1 recommend the Hunt Club. Thisway, gr, to the carriage.”

Heled them to alandau mounted on four éliptical springs of laminated golden wood. There were no
zipan-gotes hitched to the front, in fact the carriage appeared innocent of motive power.

The head porter swung open the door with aflourish. Cloyville, in thelead, hesitated, looked quizzically
back over hisshoulder. “A joke? After we get in, do you walk away and leave us sitting here?’



“No indeed, gir, by no means.”

Cloyville gingerly climbed up the two steps, lowered himsdlf into the soft seet. The rest of the party
followed.

The head porter closed the door with exquisite finesse, sgnalled. Four menin tight black uniforms
stepped forward; each clipped a strap to the front of the carriage, tossed it over his shoulder, and the
carriage was underway. Wooden planking rumbled below the whedls, the hangar-like buildings were
behind, they drove over granite flags through the heart of the city.

Kirstendale had been laid out with an eyeto striking vistas. It was a city clean as new paper, bright with
polished stone and glass, gay with flowers. Towers rose everywhere, each circled by a staircase which
spiralled up to meet the onion-shaped bulb of the dwelling.

They approached acylindrical building in the middle of the city, large as agas-storage tank. A lush
growth of blue-green vine with maroon trumpet-flowers, rows of large windows gave a sense of lightness
and deganceto an otherwise heavy building.

The carriage passed under amarquee roofed with stained glass, and the Big Planet sunlight, passing
through, puddled the flags with gorgeous color. A sign on the marquee read, “ Hotel Metropole.”

“Hm,” said Cloyville. “Lookslikeanice place. . . After the—well, inconvenience of the journey, |
could stand aweek or two in the lap of luxury.”

But the carriage continued around the building, presently passed another marquee. Thiswasdraped in
rich saffron satin, fringed with roya red tassels. A sign read “ Grand Savoyard.”

Next they passed a portico of somewhat classical dignity: columns, lonic capitals and entablature.
Chisdlled lettersread “ Ritz-Carlton,” and again Cloyville looked wistfully over his shoulder asthe
carriage swept by. “We |l probably end up on aflop-house on the skid-road.”

They passed avaguely Orienta entrance: carved dark wood, a dab of the same wood supporting tall
greenurns. Thesgnread, “The Travdler’ sinn.”

The carriage continued another hundred feet and stopped under an awning of green, red and white
striped canvas. A bold black and white sign announced “ The Hunt Club.”

A doorman stepped forward, hel ped them to the pavement, then ran ahead, opened the door.

The party of travellers passed through a short corridor pasted with green baize, decorated with black
and white landscapes, entered alarge central |obby.

Directly opposite, across the lobby, a corridor led outside. Through the door shone the many-colored
radiance of sained-glassin the sunlight.

Glystralooked around thewalls. At intervals other corridors led off like spokes from ahub, al evidently
leading to the outside.

Glystra stopped short. Grinning he turned to Pianza. “The Metropole, the Grand Savoyard, the
Ritz-Carlton, the Traveller’ sInn, the Hunt Club—they’re dl the same.”

Clodleberg made an urgent motion. “Quiet. Thisisvery red to the Kirgters. Y ou will offend them.”



“ But_n

Clodleberg said hurriedly, “1 should have informed you; the entrance you chose places you on the socid
scale. The accommodations areidentica, but it is consdered smarter and more fashionable to enter
through the Metropole”

Glystranodded. “1 understand completely. We'll be careful.”

The doorman led them across the lobby to acircular desk with a polished wood counter. Rods wound
with spiras of colored cloth rising from the edge of the counter supported a parasol-shaped top. A
centra pier continued up three feet, then extended in aten foot pole of pitted black wood. Around the
pole, veering in and out, flew ten thousand fireflies—swooping, circling, settling on the pitted wood of the
pole, flying out again in aswift current, ten, twenty, fifty feet from the pole.

The doorman took them to that section of the desk marked off by the Hunt Club colors. Glystraturned
around, counted heeds, like the father of atroublesome family. Cloyville, ruddy and flushed, wastaking
to atired Planza; Corbus and Bishop stood with Wailie and Motta, the girls excited, vastly impressed;
Nancy stood pale and rather tense by hisright elbow, Clodleberg at hisleft. Ninein al.

“Excuseme, Sr,” said the desk clerk. “Areyou Mr Claude Glystra, of Earth?’
Glystraswung around in surprise. “Why do you ask?’

“Sr Waden Marchion extends his compliments, and begs that you and your party honor him by
resding a hisvillathe period of your stay. He has sent his carriage for your use, if you will so favor him.”

Glystraturned to Clodleberg, spokein acold voice. “How did this Sir Wa den Marchion know of our
ariva?’

Clodleberg flushed, preened his mustaches furioudly.
“Who's been taking?’

Clodleberg said with immense dignity, “The head porter at the landing inquired your identity ... | saw no
reason to concedl it. Y ou had issued no ordersto that effect.”

Glystraturned away. If any harm was to result from the indiscretion, the harm was by now done; no
benefit would come of dressing down Clodleberg, for whom, in genera, he fdt ahigh regard. “News
certainly travelsfast in Kirstendale . . . What isyour opinion in regard to the invitation?”

Clodleberg turned to the desk clerk. “Exactly who is Sr Waden Marchion?’
“One of thewedthiest and most influential men in Kirstendde. A very digtinguished gentleman.”

Clodleberg fondled his mustache. “Unusud, but gratifying . . .” He surveyed Glystrawith anew
appraisa. “I see no reason to decline.”

Glystrasaid to the desk clerk, “We' ll accept the invitation.”

The desk clerk nodded. “I' m sure that you' |l find your visit pleasant. Sir Walden has served mest at his
table on severd occasions. . . The carriageisawaiting. Ah, Man-ville, if youwill ...” Hesignalled to the
clerk at the Grand Savoyard sector of the desk. This clerk nodded to ayoung man in arich black livery
with yellow piping down the sides, who clicked his hedls, bowed, stalked out the Grand Savoyard
entrance and amoment later regppeared in the Hunt Club corridor. He strode up to Glystra, clicked his



hedls, bowed.
“SrWaden'scariage, Sr.”

“Thank you.”

Careful not to commit the faux pas of leaving by the Travellers Inn entrance, the party returned outside,
climbed into along low brougham. The doorman closed the door, the carriage driver said, *Y our luggage
will be conveyed to Sir Walden's.”

“Such courtesy,” murmured Pianza. “ Such unbelievable punctilio!”

Cloyville sank back in the degp cushioned seatswith asigh. “I'm afraid that | likeit. Guess |’ m soft, or
possibly an anachronism. I’ ll have to admit that dl thisfeuddism finds a customer in me.”

“I wonder,” said Glystra, watching out the window, “what the desk clerk meant when he said that Sir
Walden often served mesat.”

Clodleberg blew out his cheeks. “Easly explained. By apeculiar fresk the Galatudanian Valley supports
no animd life other than the zipangotes, whose flesh isso rank asto beinedible. A parasiticinsect deadly
to creatures with fur, scaes or flossisresponsible. The zipangote, with his naked hide, is not troubled.
The Kirgters therefore subsist on vegetable food, fruits, yeast, fungus, an occasiona water-cregture,
certain varieties of insect, and on rare occasions, meat, imported from Codanvilli.”

The carriage, drawn by five runnersin Sir Waden’ s black livery, trundled across the pavement. They
passed arow of shops. Thefirst displayed ddlicate creations of gauze and puff, the second sold flagons
carved of green chert and mottled blue sogpstone. The next booth offered pom-poms of twirled green
and rose satin, the next was ajewd lery, with traysfull of glinting lights, next adisplay of
glassware—goblets exceedingly tall and dender, with tiny cups and long fine stems, and the window
glittered and glistened in vertical lines and diamond-colored griations.

“I’'m rather interested in the economy,” said Cloyville. “ Somewhere these goods are fabricated. Where?
By whom? Saves? It takeslots of production to support this kind of a set-up. Expensive leisure
classes—likethat.” He pointed to a plazawhere men and women in extravagant clothes sat listening to
seven young girls playing flutesand singing in clear seet voices.

Glystrascratched hishead. “1 don’t see how they do it. They certainly can't be supplied from Earth. . .

“Evidently thisistheir secret,” said Pianza. “ The Kirstendale Paradox.”

Cloyvillesaid with an air of findity, “Whatever it is, it Seemsto suit everybody; everybody seems
hmpy.”

“Everybody in9ght,” said Corbus.

Wailie and Motta had been chattering—bright-eyed, excited. Glystrawatched them amoment,
wondering what was going onintheir brains. . . They had filled out, their cheeks were no longer hollow,
their hair was glossy and well-tended, they were pretty girls. Corbus and Bishop were modestly proud of
them. Corbus patted Motta s head. “ See anything you'd like?’

“Oh, yes! Jewelsand meta and lovely cloth, and ribbons and spangles and those lovely sanddls. ...”



Corbuswinked at Bishop. “ Clothes, clothes, clothes.”
“Le plus dela différence, le plus de la méme chose” said Bishop.
The carriage turned among the towers—graceful spires swooping up to the onion-shaped dwellings.

The carriage halted by a pae green column; a servant swung wide the door. “ The castle of Sir Walden
Marchion ...”
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The party alighted, the carriage swept off.
“Thisway if you please. ...”

They climbed the stairs, spirdling up to the beetling shape of Sir Walden's castle. Buttress vanes sprang
out from the centra column, elbowing up and out to the outer flange.

Corbusfelt one of the vanes—a parchment-tan materia two inchesthick. “Wood . . . Lookslikeit
grows right out of the trunk.” He cocked his head up to where the floor swelled out in a smooth curve.
“Thesethingsgrew here! They’re big plantd!”

The servant looked back, hisblack browsin astraight disapproving line. “Thisisthe castle of Sir
Wadden, hismanse. ...

Corbuswinked at Glystra. “Guess| waswrong; it’s not a big acorn after all.”
“Certainly not,” said the servant.

The stairway made one last swoop far out from the central column, apparently supported by its own
structurd strength; then the party stood on awide plat, swept by the cool Big Planet breezes.

The servant flung open the door, stood aside. Sir Walden' s guests entered the sky-castle.

They stood in alarge room, light and airy, decorated with an unobtrusive intricacy. The floor was not
leve, but flared like atrumpet bell. A pool of water dyed bright blue filled the depression in the center.
I nsects with white gauzy wings and feders scuttled and ran back and forth across the surface, trailing
V-ripples which sparkled momentarily green. The floor surrounding the pool was covered by a carpet
woven from dark and light-green floss; the wals were bright blue, except where afriezein sharp black
and white, of blank-faced men with owl-insect eyes, occupied onewall.



“Beat your ease,” said the servant. “ Sir Waden is on hisway to welcome you; in the meanwhile
dispose yoursaves as you will. Refreshing ichors are at your disposd, in three vintages. maychee, worm,
vervaine, pray be so good asto enjoy them.”

He bowed, withdrew. The travellerswere alone.
Glystrasighed heavily. “Lookslikeaniceplace. . . Doesn't seemto beajail....”

Five minutes passed before Sir Walden appeared—atall man, sober-faced, rather gravely beautiful. He
gpologized for not being on hand to greet them, professing himsdf delayed beyond remedy e sewhere.

Glystra, when he found opportunity, muttered aside to Pianza, “\Where have we seen him before? Or
have we?’

Pianza shook his head. “Nowhere to my knowledge. ...”

Two lads of fourteen and sixteen wearing pink, yellow and green, with curl-toed sanda's of remarkable
design, entered the room. They bowed. “ At your service, friendsfrom Mother Earth.”

“My sons” said Sir Waden, “ Thane and Halmon.”

Glysrasaid, “We are ddighted to enjoy the hospitality of your house, Sir Wal den, but—bluntly—may |
inquire why it has been extended to us, complete strangers that we are?’

Sir Waden made an degant gesture. “Please . . . We will chat far and long—but now, you are weary
and travel-worn. So you shall be refreshed.” He clapped his hands. “ Servants!”

A dozen men and women gppeared. “Baths for our guests scented with—" he kneaded his chin with his
hand, asif the matter required the utmost nicety of judgment. He arrived at adecision. “—uwith Nigali
No. 29, that will be most suitable, and |et there be new garmentsfor their comfort.”

Cloyvillesighed. “A bath . . . Hot water. ...”
“Thank you,” said Glystrashortly. Sr Waden' shospitaity was ill amysery.
A servant sood before him, bowed. “ Thisway, gr.”

He was conveyed to a pleasant chamber high above the city. An expressionless young man in tight
black livery took hisclothes. “Y our bath isthrough thisdoor, Lord Glystra”

Glystra stepped into asmall room with walls of seamless mother-of-pearl. Warm water rose up around
his knees, hiswaist, his chest. Foam, bubbles surged up under hisfeet, rushed up past histingling body,
burgt into his face with a pleasant sharp fragrance. Glystrasighed, relaxed, floated.

The fragrance of the foam shifted, changed, always new, now tart, now sweet. Bubbles kneaded his
skin, flushed it free of grime and perspiration, toned, stimulated, and fatigue was gone, leaving behind a
pleasant soft weariness.

The water level dropped swiftly, warm air gushed around him. He pushed open the door.

The man had disappeared. A girl carrying atowel on two outstretched arms stood before him smiling.
Shewore ashort black skirt, no more. Her body was tan and lovely, her hair arranged in astylized loose
swirl.



“I am your room-servant. However, if you find me unpleasant or unsuitable, | will go.”

She seemed very sure that he would find her neither. Glystra stood still a moment, then seized the towe,
wrapped himsdf init.

“Does—um, everyone get aplaymate?’

She nodded.

“The women too?’

She nodded again. “ That they may welcome you with renewed pleasure when at last you depart.”

“Mmmph,” snorted Glystra. He wondered about the man now possibly standing before the naked
Nancy. “Mmmph.”

He said with abrusqueness and findity he did not dtogether fed, “ Give me my clothes.”

With no change in expression, she brought him Kirstendale garments, asssted him into the intricate
folds, tucks and drapes.

At lagt she pronounced him dressed. He wore agarment of green and blue in which he felt awvkward
and ridiculous. The firgt piece of head-gear she brought forward, atal tricorn dangling a dozen wooden
sound-blocks, he refused even to alow on hishead. The girl inssted that aman without a head-ornament
would be a spectacle for derision, and finally he alowed her to pull aloose black velvet beret over his
cropped black poll, and before he could protest she had fixed astring of scarlet beads so as to hang over
one edr.

She stood back, admired him. “Now my lord isalord among lords. . . Such apresence. ...”

“| fed like alord among jackasses,” muttered Glystra. He went to the door, but the girl was there
before him to sweep it open. Glystrafrowned, stalked through, wondering if Sir Walden had al'so
arranged to have him fed with a spoon.

He descended to the main hall. Sunset light poured in through the mullioned windows. A pair of lads
placed screens of violet and green satin where they would glow to the best advantage. A round table was
spread with heavy ivory cloth, and set with fourteen places.

The plates were marble, thin and fragile, apparently carved and worked by hand; the implements were
carved from a hard black wood.

One by one Glystra s companions arrived—the men sheepish in their new garments, the girls sparkling
and radiant. Nancy wore pae green, pink and white. When she entered the room Glystra hastily sought
her eye, hoping to read how she had disposed of the companion assigned her by the painstaking Sir
Waden. Shelooked away, would not meet his eye. Glystra clamped his mouth, scowled toward the blue
pool in the center of the room.

Sir Walden appeared and with him histwo sons, adaughter, and atall woman in billows of lavender
lace whom he introduced as hiswife.

Dinner was a splendid event, course after course, dishes of unfamiliar, odd-tasting food, al elaborately
prepared and served: greens, fibers, cereals, fungus, fruits, thistles, succulent stems, prepared in starchy
coveringslike ravioli, spicy goulashes, croquettes, padtries, jellies, sdads. The variety was such that it
came asadight shock when Glysiraredlized that the meal was entirely vegetarian— with the exception



of certain ambiguous hashes, which he took to be of insect origin, and avoided.

After dinner there was oil-smooth liquor and much talk. Glystral s head swam with the dinner wine, and
theliquor relaxed him completely. He leaned toward Sir Walden.

“Sir, you have not yet explained your interest in us casual passers-by.”

Sr Walden made addicate grimace. “Surdly it isatrivial matter. Since |l enjoy your company, and you
must rest your heads somewhere—what isthe difference?’

“Itisamatter which disturbs me,” protested Glystra. “ Every human act isthe result of someimpulse; the
nature of the impulse which caused you to send the messenger for us preyson my mind ... | hope you will
forgivemy insgence. .. .”

Sir Walden smiled, toyed with abit of fruit. “ Some of us here in Kirstendal e subscribe to the Doctrine
of lllogical Subgtitution, which in many respects disputes your theory of causation. And then thereisthe
Tempofluxion Dogma—uvery interesting, although | for one cannot entirely accept theimplications.
Possibly the centra postulates are unknown on Earth? The advouters claim that astheriver of time flows
past and through us, our brains are disturbed—jostled, if you will—Dby irregularities, eddies, in the flow of
the moments. They believe that if it were possible to control the turbulencein theriver, it would be
possible to manipulate cregtive ability in human minds. What do you say to that?’

“That | till wonder why you asked usto be your guests.”

Sr Waden laughed hdplessly. “Very well, you might aswell learn the inconsequentia truth—and learn
the inconsequentidly of our livesin Kirgendde.” He leaned forward, asif resolved on candor. “We
Kirgerslove novelty—the new, the fresh, the exciting. Y ou are Earth-men. No Earthmen have passed
through Kirstendale for fifty years. Y our presence in my house not only affords me the pleasure of new
experience, but so addsto my prestigeinthetown . .. You see, | am perfectly frank, evento my
disadvantage.”

“I see,” said Glystra. The explanation appeared reasonable.

“I was quick with my invitation. Undoubtedly you would have recelved a dozen othersinsde the hour.
But I have connections with the depot agent.”

Glystratried to remember the head porter at the landing, who must have relayed the information dmost
ingantly to Sr Walden.

Sir Waden cared little for answering Glystra s questions; he preferred to discuss contemporary Earth
culture, alead which Glystrafollowed, to please hishost.

The evening passed. Glystra, head spinning from the wine and liquor, was conducted to hisroom.
Waiting to undress him was the girl who had helped him into his clothes. She moved on soundless bare
feet, murmuring softly as she unclasped the buckles, untied the hundred and one ribbons, bindings,
tassels. Glystrawas drowsy. Her voice was warm and heady as mulled wine.

The morning attendant was a thin-faced young man, who dressed Glystraafter hismorning bath in
Slence.



Glystra hurried to the main hal, anxious to find Nancy. How had she spent the night? The question
throbbed at the back of his mind like abubble of stagnant blood. But she was not yet in evidence. Pianza
and Corbus sat alone at the table, eating pink melon.

Corbus was spesking. “—I think I’ [l trade Mottain on thisyellow-haired girl. That’sthe way to crossa
planet, wench by wench!”

Glystramuttered a greeting, sat down. A moment later Nancy entered the room, fresh, blue-eyed, more
beautiful than Glystra had ever remembered her. He half-rose to hisfeet, caught her eye. She nodded
casudly, dropped into the seat opposite him, began to dip into the pink melon.

Glystrareturned to his own food. Big Planet was not Earth. He could not judge aBig Planet girl by
Earth standards.. . . During breakfast he tried to fathom her mind. She was pleasant, detached, codl.

One by onethe party entered the hall, until at |ast everyone was present. Except—

“Where' s Cloyville?’ asked Pianza. “Doesn’'t he plan to get up?’ Heturned to a servant. “Will you
please arouse Mr Cloyville?’

The servant returned. “Mr Cloyvilleisnot in hisroom.”

Cloyvillewasnot seen dl day.

It was possible, said Sir Walden, that he had wished to explore the town on foot. Glystra, with no other
hypothesisto offer, concurred politely. If Cloyville had indeed wandered off, he would return when he
felt soinclined. If he had been taken againgt hiswill, Glystrawas unable to formulate aplan to retrieve
him. Wordswould avail nothing ... It might be wise, thought Glysira, to leave Kirstendae as soon as
possible. He said as much at lunch.

Wailie and Motta were downcast, and toyed with their food sulkily. “Best we should remain herein
Kirgendae,” said Wailie. “Everyoneis gay; thereis no beating of the woman, and agreat ded of food.”

“Of course thereisno mest,” Motta pointed out, “ but who cares? The fabrics and the perfumed water
and—" she glanced at Wailie and giggled. They looked at Corbus and Bishop, and giggled again.

Bishop blushed, sipped green fruit juice. Corbus raised his eyebrows sardonicdly. Glystra chuckled;
then, thinking of Nancy, asked himsdif ruefully, what am | laughing &t?

SrWalden said gravely, “I have arather pleasant surprisefor you. Tonight, at our evening med, there
will be meat—a dish prepared in honor of our guests.”

Helooked from face to face, haf-amiling, waiting for the expected enthusiasm. Then: “But perhaps for
you, meet isnot the galaevent it isfor us... Also, | have been asked to convey theinvitation of my Lord
Sir Clarence Attlewee to asoiree a his castle this evening. It has likewise been planned in your honor,
and he hopes you will accept.”

“Thank you,” said Glystra. “ Speaking for mysdlf, I’ll be ddighted.” He looked around the circle of
faces “I think we' ll dl bethere. . . Even Cloyville, if he showsup.”

During the afternoon Sir Walden took them to what he called a“ pressing.” It proved to be a ceremonia
sueezing of essence from avat of flowing petals. Two hundred of the aristocrats appeared, wearing
green and gray headgear, which Sir Waden described astraditiona for the occasion.



Glystralooked about the plaza, aong the ranks of gay carelessfaces. “A good proportion of the upper
classes must be present, | would imagine,” he said idly to Sir Walden.

Sir Waden stared straight ahead, and not amuscle moved on hisface. “ There are others, many others.”
“What isthe population of Kirsendde, Sir Waden?’

Sir Walden made anon-committal gesture. “It is at best aspeculation. | have no figures.”

“And what isyour speculation?’

Sir Wdden darted him abrilliant glance. “We are a proud race, proud and sensitive. And we have our
Secret.”

“Excuseme.”
“Of course.”

The booms which radiated like spokes from the press were bedecked like a maypole, and manned by
children. Round and round and round, chanting a shrill song— round and round. Flower fumesroseinto
theair, and trickle of yellow-green syrup dripped from the spout. Round and round. Essence of white
blossoms, lush yellow petdls, blue flake-flowers. . . The children boretiny cups through the crowd, each
containing afew drops of essence. Sir Waden said, “ Bring your tongue amost to the liquid, but do not
Quitetasteit.”

Glystrabent his heed, followed theinstructions. A wave of pungent fragrance swept through histhroat,
his nose, his entire head. His eyes swam, his head reded, momentarily dizzy in akind of floral ecstasy.

“Exquidte,” he gasped when he was able to speak.

Sir Wdden nodded. “ That was the Baie-Jolie press. Next will be aheavy Purple Woodmint, then a
Marine Garden, then aRose Thyme, and last my favorite, the fascinating Meadow Harvest Sachet.”

13

The Secret

Through the afternoon the travellersrevelled in perfume, and &t last, haf-intoxicated from gorgeous
odors, they returned to Sir Walden' s castle.

Inquiry reveded that Cloyville had not yet returned.



Glystra bathed with atroubled mind. Awaiting him with atowe wasthe same smiling girl who had
served him yesterday. Today she wore, in addition to her short black skirt, astring of red cora beads
around her neck.

Sighing, haf infrudration, Glysraalowed himsdf to be arrayed in fresh clothes.

Sir Walden was more attentive and gracious than ever this evening; repeatedly he toasted his guestsand
planet Earth in winesfirgt green, then orange, then red, and Glystra' s head was light before the first series
of courses was served.

Course after course: hot pickled fruit, dabs of nutty yeast spread with sweet syrups, salads, croquettes
garnished with crisp water-weed—and presently a great tureen was wheeled in, a pottery bowl glazed in
stripes of brown, black and green.

Sir Waden himsdf served the mest—dlices of pale roast swimming in rich brown gravy.

Glystrafound himself replete, without further gppetite, and merely toyed with his portion. Sir Walden
and hislady ate with slent concentration, for amoment quiet.

Glystra asked suddenly, “What kind of animal furnishesthe meat?’

Sir Walden looked up, wiped hislipswith angpkin. “A rather large beast, seldom seen in these parts. It
seems to have wandered down from the north woods; by rare luck we procured it; itsmest is
uperlatively delicious.”

“Indeed,” said Glystra. Looking about he noticed Pianza and Bishop had likewise |ft their plates
untouched. Corbus and Clodleberg still had appetite, and ate the meat with relish, as did Nancy and the

aypsy girls.

At thefinal course—arich cheese-like substance— Glystra said suddenly, “1 think Sir Walden, that
tomorrow we will take our leave of Kirstendale.”

Sr Waden paused in his eating. “What? So soon?’
“We have far to go, and the monoline takes us but a short distance aong the way.”
“But—your friend Cloyville?

“If heisfound—" he paused. “If hereturns, he possibly may be ableto overtake us. | fed that we had
better go before—ah, any of uswander away.”

“You're spailing usfor the tough life we have ahead,” said Pianza. “ Another week hereand | couldn’t
bring mysdf to leave.”

Sir Walden politely expressed hisregret. “I invited you as curiosities of the moment; now | look upon
you asmy friends”

A coach cameto convey the party to Sir Clarence Attlewee' s soiree. Sir Walden stood back.
“But do you not come with us?’ asked Glystra
“No,” said Sr Walden. “1 will be occupied thisevening.”

Glystradowly took his segt in the carriage. Automaticaly hefdt to his sde—but he had |eft hisweapon
in hisroom. He whispered to Corbus, “ Tonight—don’t drink too much. | think that we had better keep



our heads clear . . . For what—I don’'t know.”
“Right.”

The carriage stopped by a column painted blue-white, and the party was conducted up aspira
gaircase much like Sr Walden Marchion’'s.

Sir Clarence, aman with aheavy chin and snapping eyes, greeted his guests at the head of the Sairs.
Glystragtared at him. Somewhere, somehow, Sir Clarence’ sface was familiar to him. He sammered,
“Haven't we met, Sir Clarence? This afternoon at the pressing?’

“I think not,” said Sir Clarence. | was otherwise occupied today.”
“I fed I’ ve spoken to you before. Y our voiceisfamiliar-

Sir Clarence shook hishead. “I’'m afraid not.” He conducted them into hishome. “Allow meto present
my wife-” Hedid s0. “And Vaery, my daughter . . .” Glystra smouth fell open.

Here wasthe girl who, nearly naked, waited to serve him when heleft his bath.

Heleaned forward. Or was she? She regarded him with impersond interest, frowning dightly asif
puzzled by hisinterest. Glystramumbled, “ Charmed to make your aguaintance,” and she moved away.

Watching the swing of her body in its complicated wrappings of silk and toile and net, Glystrawas
certain that shewasthe samegirl.

Bishop nudged him. “ There' s something rather pecu-liar—"

“Wha?'

“Our host Sir Clarence—!’ ve seen him before.”

“So havel.”

“Where? Do you remember?’

“At the Hunt Club?’

Bishop snapped hisfingers. “That’sit.”

“Who ishe?’

“Sr Clarence is—or was—the doorman at the Hunt Club.”

Glystrastared, first at Bishop, then at Sir Clarence, who now was speaking with Nancy.
Bishop wasright.

Behind him he heard abooming laugh, agreat roar of merriment. “Haw, haw, haw! Look &t that!”
It was Corbus’ laugh, and Corbus laughed only rarely.

Glystrawhirled. He looked face to face with Cloyville.

Cloyvillewore ablack livery, with tiny gold epaulettes. He pushed a cart laden with canapes.



Glystrabroke into laughter, as did Bishop and Pianza. Cloyville blushed, atide of red rising up his bull
neck, over his cheeks. He darted an appeding glance toward Sir Clarence, who watched him

impassvely.

“Wadl, Cloyville” said Glystra, “supposeyou let usin onit ... Picking up alittle spare change during
your stay?’

“Carefor horsd oeuvres, sir?” asked Cloyvilletondesdy.

“No, damn it. No horsd oeuvres. Just an explanation.”

“Thank you, gr,” said Cloyvilleand rolled his cart away.
Glystraturned to Sir Clarence. “What' s going on? What' sthe joke?’

Sir Clarence wore a puzzled look. “The man isnew to my employ. He came to me well
recommended—"

Glystrawheded, strode after Cloyville, who seemed intent on rolling his cart out of the room.
“Cloyvillel” barked Glystra. “We re going to thrash this thing out right here.”

“Quiet!” hissed Cloyville. “It’ s not polite to create such adisturbance.”

“Thank God I’'m not an aristocrat then.”

“But | am—and you're hurting my prestige!”

Glystrablinked. *Y ou? An aristocrat? Y ou' re just aflunky pushing around atray of sandwiches.”

“Everybody’ sthe sameway,” said Cloyville dispiritedly. “ Everybody works. Everybody is everybody
else’ s servant. How do you suppose they keep up the front?’

Glysdtrasat down. “But—"

Cloyville said savagdly, “I decided | liked it here. | want to stay. I" ve had enough of tramping across
forty thousand miles of jungle, getting killed. | asked Sir Walden if | could stay. He said yes, but hetold
me I’ d haveto work like everybody else, and work hard. There' s not amore industrious peoplein space
than the Kirsters. They know what they want, they work for it. For every hour of swanking around as an
aritocrat they put in two working—in the shops, the factories, in the homes. Usudly al three. Instead of
living onelife, they livetwo or three. They loveit, thrive onit. | likeit too. I’ ve decided I' m built the same
way. Cdl measnob,” he shouted, voicerisng angrily. “1 admit it. But while you and the others arerotting
your bones out in the muck I'll beliving herelikeaking!”

“Thet'sdl right, Cloyville” said Glystramildly. “Or perhgps| should say, Sir Cloyville. Why couldn’t
you tell me of your plans?’

Cloyvilleturned away. “I thought you' d try to argue with me. Or talk about duty, rot like that—"

“Not at dl,” said Glystra. “Y ou're afree agent.” Heturned away. “1 wish you luck. | hopeyou'll likeit
here. If we ever get to the Enclave I'll send aplane back to pick you up. . ..” Hereturned to the main
hall.



Early the next morning acarriage called at the castle of Sr Walden Marchion. Scrutinizing the men who
pulled the carriage, Glystra recognized one of Sir Clarence' s sons.

Wailie and Mottawere missing. Glystra asked Bishop, “Where syour girl friend?’

Bishop shook his head. “ She had breskfast with me.”

“Did she know we were leaving?’

“Wel—yes”

Glystraturned to Corbus. “How about Motta?’

Corbuslooked a Bishop. “Let’sfaceit.” He grinned. “We re just not the men these Kirstersare ...”

Glystra could not prevent himsalf from glancing swiftly toward Nancy. There shewas, pae, rather
taut—but there she was. He smiled at her, uncertainly. There was il distance between them.

He turned back to Corbus and Bishop. “ Do you want to look for them?’
Corbus shook his head. “ They’ re better off here.”
“Let’'sgo,” said Bishop.

At the monoline station, the head porter reached into the carriage, unloaded the packs, to acart,
wheded them to thetrolleys.

Glystrawinked at hisfellows. The porter was Sr Walden Marchion.
With astraight face Glystratipped him once again, three smdl iron washers.
Sr Waden bowed low. “Thank you very much, Sir.”

Kirgendae dwindled in the west. As before Clodleberg rode in the lead, with Glystrafollowing. Then
camethefirg freight carrier with Corbus and Nancy, then the second with Bishop and Pianza. Cloyville's
trolley had been |eft behind at Kirstendae.

The party was dwindling. Glystra thought back acrossthe last few weeks. A desperate bloody time.
Ketch, Darrot, Valusser—killed. Cloyville had abandoned the trek. Abbigens, Morwatz, thefifty
Beaujolain soldiers— dl killed. Heinzelman, the Politburos, the Magickersin the griamobot—xkilled. A
trail of death speading behind like awake . . . Who would be next?

The thought hung in hismind like acloud, while they sailed dong the bank of aquiet river—the East
Fork of the Thelma. The countryside was clumped with Earth-type oaks, cypress, m and hemlock,
imported with thefirst settlers and now well-adapted; Big Planet flora: bell-briar, mutus weed,
handkerchief trees, with flowerslike strips of rag, bronzenbush, wire-aspen, ahundred nameless varieties
of low jointed furze. Truck-farms and paddies occupied the river meadows, the caravan passed neat
rows of thistle and legumes, tended by a moon-faced thick-necked people who paid them no heed
whatever.

Theriver presently bore to the north. The monoline continued east, and the country changed. The green
meadows and forest became adark blur to the left and behind; ahead was dry savannah and arange of
blue hillsinthefar Big Planet distance. Clodleberg pointed. “ The Eyrie.”



At noon on the third day Clodleberg pointed ahead once more. “We re coming to Lake Pdllitante.”
Glystra saw the sheen of water, alimpidity in the sky that told of reflection from alarge sheet of calm
warm water.

The ground became marshy, and presently the mono-line swung to the south. For haf an hour they
crossed dunes sparsaly overgrown with dry yellow grass, and the glare off the white sands combined
with the normal brilliance of the sunlight mede ordinary vison painful.

A high dune passed below, the dry grasslicking up at thetrolleys like spume at the crest of awave, and
they coasted down toward alagoon choked with brilliant yellow reeds.

Clodleberg, riding fifty yards ahead, suddenly dropped from sight. The yellow reeds boiled with life;
naked men, thin and tall as giraffes, painted in vertica yellow and black stripes, sorang forth. They were
immensdly tall— eight feet or more—and they camein greet bounds. A sharp cry like abugle-call
sounded; the men stopped short, stiffened back to heave spears. . . Violet light fanned out, crackling
with white sparks. Thetall men fell likerags. Three had not been killed, but lay thrashing their long arms
and legslike upturned insects.

Clodleberg picked himsdf up from the ground, stalked across the marsh, stabbed them with their own
spears.

The swamp was quiet. Nothing could be heard but arustle of the breeze in the reeds, the warm hum of
insects. Glystralooked at the power-bank of hision-shine, shook his head. “Donefor.” He dtarted to
tossit to the ground, then remembered the value of meta and tucked it under the seat.

Clodleberg returned to histrolley, still muttering and bristling. “The plague-taken reed-demons, they cut
theline!” Evidently, in Clodieberg’ sregister of evils, thiswas the most depraved crime of all.

“What race are these people?’ asked Bishop, who had clambered down one of the line standardsto
ingpect the bodies.

Clodleberg shrugged, and said in adisinterested tone, “They call themselvesthe Stanezi . . . They'rea
great nuisanceto travellers, snce they gain nothing from the monoline by way of trade.”

Bishop nudged one of the scrawny forms over on its back, peered into the open mouth. “Filed teeth.
Hamitic physiognomy ... A Shilluk tribe emigrated to Big Planet from the Sudan about four hundred years
ago—an irredentist group who chose exile rather than submission to World Government. Very possibly
here are their descendants.” He looked across the reeds, the dunes, the hot sheen of Lake Pellitante.
“Theterrainismuch likethe onethey left.”

“From the swamps of the Nile to the swamps of Lake Pellitante,” apostrophized Pianza.

From the tool-box in histrolley Clodleberg brought a block-and-tackle, and under his direction the
broken parts of the monoline were heaved together. Sitting on top one of the standards Clodleberg was
ableto sink barbed splintsinto both ends and secure the splice with three whippings of fine cord. Then
the tackle was rel eased and the monoline was once more whole,

Clodleberg’ strolley was hoisted back up into position; he set his sails and the caravan was once more
under way.

Asthey rounded the elbow of the lagoon Glystralooked back and saw crouching forms steal from the
swamp toward the yellow and black-striped bodies . . . What atragedy, thought Glystra. In ten seconds
the flower of the tribe wiped out. There would be wailing tonight in the Stanezi village, grovelling in the



ashesto the fetisheswhich had failed them, flagdllations, penances. . . .

The monoline took along gradud dant up into aline of trees bordering Lake Pellitante, and the sudden
shade was like darkness. The wind was light, blowing in vagrant puffs, and the trolleys ghosted hardly
fagter than aman could walk. The lake lay nearly mirror-cam, with a peculiar yellow-gray glisten on the
surface, like afilm of spider-web. The opposite shore waslost in the haze; far out three or four boats
were visible, manned, according to Clodleberg, by fishermen of atribe who held the land in supertitious
dread, and never in the course of their lives set foot ashore,

An hour later they passed avillage of house-boats—artriple row of barges floating a hundred yards
offshore. The central row was covered with vegetation, gpparently a community kitchen garden. There
was an air of warmth and contentment to the village, lazy daysin the sunlight. . . .

L ate afternoon found the party still drifting through the trees of the lake-shore, and at dusk a party of
traders gppeared, riding the monoline from the opposite direction.

Clodleberg halted histrolley, the lead man in the opposite caravan trundled cautioudy closer, and the
two exchanged greetings.

The traders were men of Miramar, in Coelanvilli, to the south of Kirstendae, returning from Myrtlesee
Fountain. They were bright-eyed wiry men in white linen suits, wearing red kerchiefs around their heads,
which detail of dressinvested them with apeculiarly piratica ar. Clodleberg, however, appeared to be at
his ease and Glystra gradually rel axed.

The trade caravan consisted of fourteen freight trolleys loaded with crystalized sugar. By an established
rule, the Earthmen, with only four trolleys, were obligated to drop to the ground and alow the traders
free-way.

Evening had seeped lavender-gray acrossthe lake, and Glystra decided to camp for the night. The
leader of the traders likewise decided to make night camp.

“Theseare sad times,” hetold Glystra. “Every hand isturned against the trader, and it iswise to band
together as many honest ams as possible.”

Glystra mentioned the Stanezi ambush by the lagoon of yellow reeds, and the trader laughed rather
weskly.

“The reed men are cowards; they are hardly resourceful or persistent, and run at any loud sounds. It is
different on the Pdari Desert, where two days ago we escaped the Rebbirs only because asquall of wind
drove us a great speed out of danger.” He prodded the earth with a stick, looked uneasily to the east.
“They are keen asthe Blackhelm panthers, as sngle-minded asfate. It would surprise me not at all to
find that a party has followed us down the monoline. For this reason we have kept our deep short and
our sentries double.”
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Treachery

It was il too early for deep. The traders sat by the fire, busy with agame involving arotating cage full
of colored insects. Nancy sat cross-legged, her dark-fringed eyeswide, the pupils big and black. Pianza
sat on alog, paring hisfingernails; Bishop was frowning over asmall notebook. Corbus leaned back
againgt atree, his spare body relaxed, his eyes dert, watchful. Clodleberg greased the bearings of the
trolleys, humming through histeeth.

Glystrawalked down to the shore, to watch evening settle over the lake. Immense quiet enveloped the
world, and the faint sounds from the camp only pointed up the stiliness. The west was orange, green and
gray; the east was washed in tenderest mauve. Thewind had died completely. The lakelay flat, with a
surfacerich asmilk.

Glystrapicked up apebble, turned it over in hisfingers. “ Round pebble, quartz—piece of Big Planet,
washed by Big Planet water, the water of Lake Pellitante, polished by the sands of the Big Planet shore
... Heweighed it in hispam, haf-minded to preserveit. All hislifeit would have the power to recreste
for him this particular moment, when peace and solitude and strangeness surrounded him, with Big Planet
night about to fall.

Nancy drifted down from among the trees, her hair aniist of pale gold. Thinking of the nights at
Kirgendde Glystrafdt apang, apressurein histhroat.

She came close beside him. “Why did you come out here?’

“Just wandering . . . Thinking. ...”

“Areyou sorry you left Kirsenda €7’

He was surprised at the tone of wistful reproach. “No, of course not.”

“Y ou have been avoiding me,” she said smply, looking at him with wide eyes.

Glystra had the uncomfortable fedling he was about to be put on the defensive. “No, not at al.”
“Perhaps you found the Kirgtendale woman more desirable than me?” Again the tone of sad accusation.
Glystralaughed. “1 hardly spoketo her . . . How did you find the Kirstendale man?’

She came close to him. “How could | think of anyone other than you? My mind wasfull of jedousy. ...”

Theweight lifted from Glystra’ smind, the pressure eased from histhroet . . . High from the sky came
the deep note of abell, asonorous vibrating chime. Glystralooked up in astonishment. “What on earthis
that?’

“Some kind of night-creature, | suppose.”

The note throbbed once more across the lake, and Glystra thought to see adark shadow sweeping



quietly past.
He settled upon alog, pulled her down beside him. “ After Myrtlesee there’ s no more monoline.”
“No.”
“I’ve been considering going back to Kirstendale—"
Hefdt her stiffen, turn her head.

“—and there build a sail-plane large enough to carry dl of us. And then | remember that we can’'t Stay
aoft indefinitely; that without proper power to keep us going we might aswell stay ontheground . . .
And then | consder fantastic notions: rockets, kites—"

She caressed hisface. “Y ou worry too much, Claude.”

“One scheme might work—aballoon. A hot-air balloon. Unfortunately the trend of the. wind is
south-east, and we would very soon be blown out to sea” He heaved adeep sigh.

Nancy pulled himto hisfeet. “Let’ swak up the shore, where we re farther away from thecamp. .. .”

When they returned, the traders had brought out a big green bottle of wine, and dl were sitting around
thefire, flushed and takative. Glystraand Nancy each drank asmdl quantity, and presently thefire
tumbled into coas and the night air pinched at their bones.

Sentry watches were arranged, and the party turned into their blankets. Sleep, under the grest trees by
Lake Pdlitante. . . .

Brilliant sunlight flooded the camp. Glystra struggled awake. Why did his mouth taste so vilely? Why
had not the last sentry aroused him?

He stared around the camp.
The traders were gone!

Glystrajumped to hisfeet. Under the monoline lay Pianza, face down—and his neck was ghastly with
blood.

Thetrolleys were gone. Four trolleys, ahundred pounds of metal, clothes, tools. . . .
And Pianzadead . . .

They buried himin ashdlow gravein utter silence. Glystralooked up and down the monoline, turned
back to his company.

“There’ sno usefooling oursaves. Thisisared blow.”

Clodleberg sad sheepishly, “The wine—we should never have drunk thewine. They rubbed theinsde
of our glasseswith deep ail. One should never trust traders.”

Glystrashook his head glumly, looked toward Pianza s grave. No more Pianza. It wasared loss. A
finefelow, kind, unassuming, cooperative. A wife and three children awaited hisreturn to Earth, but now
they would never see him again. The Earth cacium of his bones would settle into the Big Planet soil . . .



He returned back to the silent group.

“Clodleberg, there' sno reason for you to come any further. Thetrolleys are gone, our metd isgone.
There s nothing for you ahead. Y ou’ d best get back to Kirstendale and pick up Cloyville strolley, and
that should get you back to Swamp City.”

Therewould be Corbus, Bishop, Nancy and himsdlf |eft in the party. “ Any of you others can do
likewise. There' s hardship and death ahead of us. Anyone who wantsto return to Kirstendale—my good
wishesgowith him.”

Nancy said, “Why won't you turn back, Claude? There'll be all our life ahead of us—sooner or later
we can get amessage to the Enclave.”

“No. I’'mgoing on.”

“I'll stick,” said Bishop.

“I don't likeKirstendae,” said Corbus. “ They work too hard.”
Nancy’ s shoulders drooped.

“Y ou can go back with Clodleberg,” suggested Glystra.
Shelooked up at him sorrowfully. “ Do you want me to?’

“I never wanted you to come in thefirg place.”

Shetossed her head. “1’m not going back now.”

Clodleberg rose to hisfeet, twisted his blond mustache. He bowed politely. “1 wish you al the best of
luck. You d bewiser to return to Swamp City with me. Wittelhatch is not the worst master in the world.”
Helooked from face to face. “No?’

“No.”
“May you reach your destination.”

Glystrawatched him as he walked through the trees. His arms swung free. He had I eft his cross-bow on
thetrolley; thetrolley was gone.

“Just aminute,” called Glystra.

Clodleberg turned inquiringly. Glystra gave him the heat-gun. “ This should see you past the Stanezi.
Throw off the safety here, pressthis button. There' svery little power left in the bank, don't fireit unless
it' sabsolutely necessary.”

“Thank you,” said Clodleberg. “ Thank you very much.”
“Goodbye.”
They watched him disappear through the trees.

Glystrasighed. “Thetwo or three chargesin that gun might have taken us afew extramiles, or killed a
few more Rebhirs. It' | save hislife. .. Well, let’ stake an inventory. What' s |eft to us?’

“The commissary packs, with the concentrated foods, my vitamins, our blankets, the water-maker and



four ion-shines,” said Bishop. “Not very much.”

“Makesfor easer walking,” said Corbus. “Let’sget moving. We |l go crazy standing around here
rrmrg.”
“Good enough,” said Glystra. “Let’ sgart.”

The lake was forty miles wide—two days march under the quiet trees. On the evening of the second
day ariver out-flowing from the lake behind the south barred the way, and camp was made on the shore.

Next morning araft was contrived by cross-piling dead branches. By dint of furious poling and paddling
the clumsy construction was forced to the opposite bank, three miles downstream from the monoline.

Climbing up on the bank they looked across the landscape. Looming in the north-east were the crags of
the Eyrie, guarded by awall of greet cliffs running north to south.

“Looks like about another three daysto the cliffs,” said Bishop, “and no perceptible gap for the
monaline”

“Perhapsit’sjust aswell we' reon foot,” said Corbus. “1magine the portage to the top of the cliff!”

Glystraturned his head, looked along theriver bank toward the lake, looked again, squinted. He
pointed. “What do you see up there?’

“About adozen men on zipangotes,” said Corbus.

“Thetraders spoke of a party of Rebhirs. . . Concelvably—" he nodded.
Nancy sghed. “How niceto ride on one of those beastsinstead of walking!”
“The same thought had occurred to me,” said Glystra.

Bishop said dolefully, “Three months ago | was a civilized human being, never thought I'd turn out a
horse-thief.”

Glysgtragrinned. “Makesit less astonishing when you remember that five or Sx hundred years ago the
Rebbirswere civilized Earthmen.”

“Wdl,” said Corbus, “what do we do? Wak down and murder them?”’

“If they’Il wait for us,” said Glystra. “1 hope we can do it on less than a macro-watt, because—" he
scrutinized theindicator of theion-shine he had claimed from Pianza s body “—there’ sonly two
macro-waits | eft in the bank.”

“About the same here,” said Bishop.
“I’ve got about two good kicksin mine,” said Corbus.

“If they ride off peaceably,” said Glystra, “we Il know they’ re good citizens and their liveswon't be on
our consciences. But if—"

“They'veseen us!” cried Nancy. “They’' re coming!”

It was arace across the stretch of gray plain—men in flapping black cloaks crouched on the thundering



zipan-gotes. These were aspecies different from the string of beasts they had sold to Wittelhatch; they
were larger, heavier, and their heads were bony and white, like skulls.

“Demong!” muttered Nancy under her breath.

The men woretight helmets of awhite shiny substance, ridged over the tip and trailing scarlet plumes
behind. Crouched low, knees clamped into the horny black sides of their skull-headed chargers, the
foremodt flourished swords of gleaming metd.

“Up here, up on the bank,” said Glystra. “We want to delay the front onestill they’re dl within range.

The horny feet thudded furioudy acrossthe plain, the Rebbirs sang out cals of the wildest exultation.
The faces of the foremost were clear: bony aquiline visages, jut-nosed, the lips drawn back in strain.

“I count thirteen,” said Glystra. “Bishop take four on the left; Corbus four on theright; I'll get five from
themiddle”

The riders deployed in a near-perfect line in front of the outcrop where the four stood, asif they had
lined up to be killed. Threeflickers of violet, acrackling of power. Thirteen Rebbirslay blasted and
smouldering on the ground.

A few minutes later they set off acrossthe plain toward the line of cliffs. They rode the four strongest
Zipangotes; the others had been st free. The Rebbir swords, knives and metal were secure behind their
saddles. They wore black cloaks and white helmets.

Nancy found little pleasurein the disguise. “ The Rebbirs smell like goats.” She made awry face. “This
cloak isabominable. And the hdmet isgreasy insde.”

“Wipeit out,” advised Glystra. “If it getsusto Myrtlesee, it' s served its purpose.. . .

Theland, risng in along dope, became rocky and barren. The flat-leaved vines and cregpers near the
lake gave way to stunted thorns of aparticularly ugly orange color. Thetides of sunlight glared and
dazzled, and snow on the Eyrie glittered like whitefire.

The region was not without inhabitants. From time to time Glystra, glancing to the side, found white eyes
inapink wizened face saring into hisfrom out of the thorn, and occasondly he saw them running,
crouched low, bounding over the rocks.

On the morning of the second day a caravan of six freight-carriers gppeared in the distance ahead,
salling swiftly down thewind. From a covert fifty yards off the trail the four travellerswatched the
caravan whirl past— six swift shapes swinging to the press of white cloth— then they were gone
downwind, and soon out of sight toward Lake Pellitante.

On the third day, the escarpment loomed big ahead. The monoline rose in a tremendous swoop, up
toward thelip of the dliff.

“That' s the way you come down from Myrtlesee,” said Glystra. He turned his head, followed the hang
of the cable across the sky, up, up, and dong, till it disappeared against the chalky front of the cliff.
“Going up wouldn’t be so easy. That' salong portage. But down . . . Remember the ride down into the



Gaatudanian Valey?
Nancy shivered. “Thiswould beworse. ...”

They cameto the landing a the end of the monoline, where the portage must start. Thetrail led off to
theleft, danting up over the basal detritus of crumbled boulders. Then it cut back, into away dug out of
the very side of the cliff and curbed with cemented masonry. Two hundred yardsin one direction, then
back, traversng— right, left, right, left—and the shoulders of the zipangotes rubbed the inner wall, so
that it was necessary to St with the inside leg looped over the pommel of the saddle. The zipangotes
swept up thetrall easily, gliding on six legswith no suggestion of effort.

Up, up, back, forth. The face of Big Planet dropped bel ow, spreading wider and wider, and where an
Earthly eye might expect a horizon, with adivison into land and sky, there was only land, and then il
more land. Lake Pdllitante glanced and gleamed in the distance. A feeder river came down from the
north, circling out of the Eyrie, and stained the earth yellow with its swamps. The outlet river, which they
had crossed on rafts, swept broadly south-east, presently breaking into a series of exaggerated
meanders, like acrumpled slver ribbon, and then vanished into the south.

Up, up. Wind drove ascud of clouds at the cliff; suddenly thetrail was cloaked in damp gray twilight,
and the wind swept up the mountain with the sound of aroaring torrent.

Thefog glowed ydlow, dispersed in trails and wisps; the sun shonefull on their backs. Glystra' s beast
shoved its horny face over the last hump, surged with itsfour hind feet, and stood on flat ground.

They halted near the edge of the dliff, with the wind pressing up over the rim. The plateau was bare
limestone, scoured and free of dust. Gray-white, featureless, it stretched twenty milesflat as a sheet of
cardboard; then became mottled, aregion of gray shadows. The intervening areawas empty except for
the monoline: the tandards &t fifty-foot intervas and the cable dwindling to nothing like an exercisein

perspective.
“Wadl,” sad Glydra, “nothing in sght, so—"
“Look,” said Corbusin aflat voice. He pointed north, along the rim of the cliff.
Glystradumped back into the saddle. “ Rebbirs.”

They came dong the verge like acolumn of ants, gtill severa milesdistant. Glystra estimated their
number at two hundred. In athick voice he said, “We d better get moving . . . Wecan't kill them all. If
we ride aong the monoline—not too fast—perhaps they won't bother us. .. .”

“Let’'sgo!” said Corbus.

At a careless|ope the caravan started east, down the copy-book perspective of the monoline. Glystra
kept an anxious watch on the company to the north. “They don’t seem to be following—"

“They’re coming now,” said Corbus.

A dozen of the cavalry spurted forward out of the ranks, raced out at a dant evidently bent on
interception.

Glystra clenched histeeth. “We ve got to runfor it.”

He dug hiskneesinto the sde of the zipangote. It moaned and mumbled and flung itself ahead, bony
face straining against thewind.



Twenty-four heavy feet pounded back the limestone. And behind came the Rebbirs, black cloaks
flapping out behind.

15

The Rebbirs

Nightmare flight, thought Glystra; was he adeep? Nightmare steeds, nightmare riders, the gray-white flat
given depth only by the diminishing monoline: anightmare vista permeated by fear and strangenessand
pitilessness. . ...

He broke free of the sensation, cast it away. Turning, he watched the Rebbirs over his shoulder. The
whole army had streamed out, asif stimulated by the excitement of the chase. The first dozen had not
gained gppreciably; Glystra stroked the horny side of his mount with an emotion amost like affection.
“Gotoit, boy...."

Miles, changelessmiles: flat gray plains, thunder of pounding feet. Looking ahead, Glystra saw that they
were near the region of mottled shadows—dunes of sand, white as salt, crystalline and bright as broken
glass.

The Rebbirs had drawn closer, apparently able to extract the most frantic efforts from their mounts.
Ahead—the dunes. sand swept off the flatland and piled in huge rounded domes.

Looking behind, Glystra saw a sight which thrilled him, one which might have been beautiful in other,
less persond circumstances. The Rebbirsin the van had risen to their feet, standing in wonderful balance
on the backs of their plunging mounts. And each, throwing back his cloak, fitted an arrow to aheavy
black bow.

The bows bent; behind the arrows Glystra glimpsed keen faces: eagle cast to nose, forehead, chin. A
chilling wonderful sight ... Heyelled, “Duck! They’re shooting at us” And he crouched over the Sde of
his beedt.

Thwinggg! The shaft sang over hishead. The dunestowered above. Glystrafet the feet of his mount
sound with a softer thud, a scuffing, and they were coursing acrosswhite sand . . . The cresture was
laboring, bresth was seizing in itsthroat. Very few miles|eft in the clogged muscles, then they would be at
bay, the four of them. Their ion-shineswould kill ten, fifteen, twenty, fifty— then there would be asudden
surge of hawk-faced men, araising of swords, achopping. . . .

Over the dunes, down the soft round valleys, up to the milk-white crests. Then looking back to view the
surge of black-cloaked riders pouring across the swells, like black surf.



The dunes ended, washed againgt black obsidian hills. Behind, the rumble of multitudinous feet, hoarse
war-cdls. .. Out of the dunes, into an old water-course through the flint, where possibly once or twice
yearly water foamed. The zipangotes stumbled over chunks of fractured black volcanic glass with sagging
necks, bent legs.

To ether sde gulliesdraining the Side areas opened. Glystraswerved to the lft. “In here!” He was
panting, in sympathy with the gasps of the zipangotes. “ Quick! If we can lose them, we' ve got a chance.

He plunged into the gully; behind came Nancy, pae, white around the mouth, then Bishop, then Corbus.

“Quiet,” sad Glydtra. “Back into the shadows—" He held his breath asif he could control therattling
sobs of his beast.

Thudding sounded out in the main watercourse. Black things hurled past the opening. War-cals
sounded now loud, now dim.

There was a sudden dackening to the sounds, an ominous change of pitch. Galls vibrated back and
forth— questioning tones, answers. Glystraturned, looking behind. Theravine doped at a
near-impossible angle up to aridge.

Glystrabeckoned to Nancy. “ Start up the hill.” To Bishop and Corbus. “After her.”
Nancy kneed her mount. It moved, mumbled, stopped short at the dope, lowered its skull, tried to turn.

Nancy hauled the reins, kneed the beast desperately. Coughing and whimpering, it set itsfirst pair of
feet aboveits head on the dope, scrambled up.

“Quick!” said Glygtrain aharsh whisper. “They’ Il be here any minute!”

Bishop and Corbusfollowed . . . The yeling sounded closer. Glystraturned his mount up the dope.
Steps sounded behind him, asnuffling. Silence. Then acry loud and brilliant, the loudest sound Glystra
hed ever heard. From dl directions came answering calls.

Glystrakneed his mount up the dope. Behind came the Rebbir, leaning forward with his sword
out-gtretched, waving it like an eager antenna.

The gully was choked with hot-eyed men and their horny black beasts. The stegp dope was a mass of
clawing legs, hulking shoulders.

Nancy breasted over the ridge, then Bishop, then Corbus, then Glystra.

Corbus knew what to do. He laughed, hiswhite teeth shining. Hision-shine wasready. Heaimed it at
thefirst Rebbir zipangote, squeezed. The white skull-head shattered into a scarlet crush. The beast threw
up itsfront legs like apraying mantis, poised briefly, svung gradudly over backwards, fell into the beasts
behind.

A tangle of writhing flesh. White skull-faces, despairing eagle-men, ahorrid tangle at the bottom of the
dope—atausof hot jerking flesh, the horny bodies of the zipangotes, the softer snews of men, clotted
together like hiving bees.

Glystrawhirled his mount, led the way dong theridge. They rode with al the speed lft to their beasts,



threading the line of the ridge past theincursons of gullies, ravines, gulches. Caves and blow-holes
opened under their fedt.

After five minutes Glystra turned down one of the gullies, halted behind a heavy wal of vitreous dag.

“They’ll be along time finding us now, if they even bother tolook . . . We Il be safe until dark, at any
rate.”

Helooked down at the heaving shoulders of hismount. *Y ou’ re not much of alooker—but you' ve
been quiteafriend. .. .”

After nightfal they returned to the ridge and stole eastward through the dark. Theridge crumbled into
rotten gray rock, disappeared under adim ocean of sand.

Asthey started acrosstheflat, from far behind came acdl, an eerie hooting which might or might not
have been human. Glystra hdted his zipangote, |looked up toward the Big Planet constdlations, listened.
Silence everywhere.

The zipangote shuffled itsfeet, snorted softly. The distant cal came once more. Glystrashifted in his
saddle, kneed the zipangote into motion. “We d better put distance between us and the Rebbirswhileit's
gl dark. Or at least until we find concealment of some sort.”

They st off quietly acrossthe glimmering sand. Glystrawatched over his shoulder. A spatter of
meteorites scratched bright lines down the sky. From far back came the mournful call once more.

Big Planet rolled on through space, twisting its shoulder back toward Phaedra. Dawn came, apink and
orange explosion. By thistime the zipangotes were barely able to sumble and their heads swung on long
necks, sometimes striking the ground.

The light grew stronger. A silhouette, low in the east, appeared—vegetation, waving fronds, bearded
daks, tendrilstrailing from splayed branches.

Phaedra burst up into the sky. Plain to be seen now was an idand of vegetation ten mileslong in awhite
sea. From the center rose a hemispherical dome, glistening as of pae metal.

“That must be Myrtlesee,” said Glystra. “Myrtlesee Fountain.”

There was no area of trangtion. Desert became oasis as sharply asif aknife had trimmed away any
extraneous straggles of herbage. Blue moss grew fresh and damp; an inch away the clay lay asdry and
arid as any twenty milesto the west.

Passing into the cool gloom was like entering the Garden of Paradise. The air smelled of ahundred
flord and leafy essences, damp earth, pungent bark. Glysiradid off his mount, tied the reinsto aroct,
helped Nancy to the ground. Her face was pinched and white, Bishop’slong countenance was loose and
waxy, Cx&gt;rbus eyes gleamed like moonstones and his mouth was pulled into athin paeline.

The zipangotes nosed and snuffled in the moss, lay down, rolled over. Glystraran to remove the packs
before they should be crushed.

Nancy lay at full length in the shade, Bishop dumped beside her.
“Hungry?’ asked Glystra.



Nancy shook her head. “Just tired. It's so peaceful here. And quiet . . . Listen! Isn’t that abird
snging?’
Glysralistened, and said, “It sounds very much likeabird.” A shadow crossed hisface; he frowned,

shook his head. He dismissed the odd ideawhich had suddenly been inserted in hismind. And
yet—hmm. Strange.

Corbus opened the commissary pack, mixed vitamin concentrate with food powder, moistened it,
dirred it into aheavy paste, scraped it into Cloyville's cooker, squeezed down thelid, waited an instant,
lifted the lid and withdrew a cake of hot pastry. He contemplated it gloomily. “If we ever get back to
Earth I’'m going to eat for amonth. Ice cream, steak, gpple pie, swiss cheese on rye with lots of mustard,
strawberry shortcake, corned beef and cabbage, fried chicken, spare-ribs—"

“Stopit,” groaned Bishop. “I'm sick asitis. ...”
Glystralay down on the moss. “Let’ s hold acouncil of war.”
Corbus asked lazily. “What' s the problem?’

Glystralooked up into the blue-green foliage, tracing the white veins of alesf. “ Surviva . . . Therewere
eight of usthat left Jubilith, not counting Nancy. Y ou, Bishop, me, Pianza, Ketch, Darrot, Cloyvilleand
Valusser. Nancy makes nine. We ve come athousand miles and there’ sonly four of usleft. Ahead of us
isfirg of dl more desert, the main part of the Paari. Then mountains, then the lake and the Monchevior
River, then God knows what-all.”

“Trying to scare us?’

Glystra continued asif he hadn’'t heard. “When we left Jubilith, | thought the chances pretty good that
we d dl makeit. Footsore, bedraggled—>but dive. | waswrong. We velost five men. Our weapons are
just about donefor. | don’t know whether I’ ve got acharge left in mine or not. Big Planet is meaner and
tougher than we alowed for. The chances are that we' |l be killed if we go on. So— now’ sthetime.
Anyone who wantsto return to Kirstenda e on the monoline has my blessing. Thereé smeta enoughin
those Rebbir swordsto make usal rich men. If any of you fed that you' d rather be alive Kirgter than a
dead Earthman—now’ s the chance to make up your minds, and no hard fedings."

He waited. No one spoke.

Glystratill looked up into the leaves. “We |l rest herein Myrtlesee aday or so, and then—whoever
wantsto start eas—" He left the sentence hanging in mid-air. His eyelidswere heavy. Thewarm air, the
cool shade, the soft moss, fatigue—all induced drowsiness. He aroused himsdlf with ajerk. Bishop was
snoring. Nancy was lying on her sde. Corbus sat with his back to atree, eyes half-closed.

Glystraroseto hisfeet. “Looks like we re planning to deep,” he said to Corbus. “I’ll take first look-ouit.
Y ou can have the second, then Bishop, then Nancy. . . .”

Corbus nodded, stretched out full length.

Glystra paced up and down, clenching and unclenching hishands. It was asif his brain were ahouse
and knocking on the door was aboy with abarrowful of thoughts. Somehow he could not find the key to
the door.

He waked softly across the moss, looked down at his companions. Bishop snored, Corbus dept like



an innocent child, Nancy’ s hands trembled, quivered asif in anightmare. He thought: the traders had
killed Pianza, the man on watch, why had they stopped? It would have been perfectly safeto kill the
entire party, and the traders apparently lacked qualms of any sort. The Earthmen wore vauable clothes,
with many metal accessories. The ion-shines aone represented fortune beyond dreams. Why had not the
entire party been daughtered in their degp? Wasiit that the traders had been prevented by someone who
carried enough authority, perhapsin the shape of an ion-shine, to enforce his decisons?

Glystrakneaded hisknucklesin hispams. . . Why? Had his enemy calculated that without trolleys,
they might turn back to Kirstendae? If Pianza had been killed while someone stood acquiescently by,
one of these three deeping before him was not only a spy and a saboteur, but a murderer.

Glystraturned away, the ache of grief and uncertainty in histhroat. He walked back into the grove. The
moss was like adeep rug of marvellous softness. The air was murmurous, restful. Big Planet sunlight
trickled through layers of leaves and open spaces, fell around him with the richness of light in afairy-tae
forest. Through the air came a swest trilling, soft-flute-like. The song of a bird— no, probably an insect
or alizard; there were no birds on Big Planet. And from the direction of the dome he heard the mellow
chime of agong.

There was a soft sound beside him. He jerked around. It was Nancy. Hesighed inrelief. “You
frightened me”

“Claude,” shewhispered, “let’ sgo back—all of us.” She went on breathlesdy, “1 have no right to talk
thisway, I’'m an uninvited guest . . . But—you'll surely die, | don't want you to die. . . Why can’'t we
live, you and 1?If we returned to Kirstendale—we could live out our livesin quiet. . . .

He shook his head. “Don’t tempt me, Nancy. | can’t go back. But | think that you should.”
She drew away, searched his face with wide blue eyes. “Y ou don’t want me any more?’

Helaughed wearily. “ Of course | do. | need you desperatdly. But—it’samiracle that we ve comethis
far. Our luck can’t hold out forever.”

“Of course not!” shecried. “ That’swhy | want you to turn back!” She put her hands on his chest.
“Claude, won't you give up?’

11 NO_”

Tearstrickled down her cheeks. He stood awkwardly, trying to formulate words of comfort. They
stuck in histhroat. Finally, for want of anything better, he said, “ Y ou' d better rest,” aware that the words
sounded 4tiff and formdl.

“I'll never rest again.”

He looked at her questioningly. But she went to the verge of the oasi's, leaned against atree and stood
looking across the white desert.

Glystraturned away, paced up and down the cool blue moss.
An hour passed.

Hewaked down to look at Nancy. She lay outstretched, head on her arms, adeep. Something in her
posture, in the siff turning-away of the back, intimated to Glystrathat never again would their reationship



be quite the same.
He went to where Corbuslay adeep, touched his shoulder. Corbus' eyesflicked open instantly.
“Y our watch. Call Bishop in an hour.”

Corbus yawned, roseto hisfeet. “Right.”

A sound. Hoarse throbbing sound. Glystrawas very tired, very comfortable.

A harsh yammering penetrated the world behind hiseydids. It was adistant urgent sound. Danger, he
must awake. He must awake!

Hejumped to hisfeet, wide awvake, clawing at hision-shine.

Corbuslay beside him, adeep.

Bishop was nowhere in sight. Neither was Nancy.

A crackle of harsh voices. A thud. Another thud. Further voices, dying, fading out.

Glystraran through the foliage, through vines with heart-shaped leaves, through aclump of red
feather-bushes with green flowers. He tripped on abody, stopped short, frozen in terror.

The body was headless. Blood still pumped from the stump. The head was nowhere visible. The body
bel onged to Bishop’ s head.

Where was that round head with its brain so full of knowledge? Where was Bishop, where had he
gone?

Hefdt agrasp of hisarm. “Claude!” Hefdt astring on his cheek. He looked into Corbus' face.
“They'vekilled Bishop.”

“S0o | see. Where' sNancy?’

“Where s Nancy? Where' s Nancy ?’

He turned to look, then halted his gaze, turned to look at the ground at his feet.

“Whoever killed Bishop took her with him,” said Corbus. “Looks like her tracks, herein the moss—"

Glystratook a deep breath, another. He looked down at the tracks. Sudden energy fired him. Heran
off toward the dome. He passed acircle of dim cypresses, branches laden with golden fruit. He came out
on apaved walk, leading straight to the greet centrd dome. The whole face of the building wasvisble as
well asthe columned arcadesto either sde. Neither Nancy nor her captorswerein sight.

For an ingtant Glystra stood stock till, then started forward once again. He ran through the gardens,
past along marble bench, afountain spraying up six jets of clear water, down awakway paved with
diamond-shaped blocks of white and blue-gray stone.

Anold maninagray wool smock looked up from where he knelt with atrowe in flower-bed.

Glystra stopped, demanded harshly, “Where did they go? The men with the girl?’



The old man gazed blankly at him.

Glystratook ashort step forward; the old man cringed.
“Where did they go? Answer me, or—"

Corbus came up behind. “He's deaf.”

Glystraglared, swung away. A door opened into awall at the end of the walkway; this was the door
Nancy must have been taken through. Heran over, tried it. It was as solid as a section of the stonewall.

He pounded on it, yelling, “ Open up! Open! Open!”
Corbus said, “Pounding on that door won’t get you much but aknifein your neck.”

Glystrastood back, stared at the stone building. The sunlight had lost itstingle, the gardens were drab
and dismd. In abitter voice he said, “ There' s nowhere on this planet where aman can walk in peace.”

Corbus shrugged. “1 guess anything goes anywhere— so long asthey can get away withit.”

Glystraclenched histeeth; the muscles corded around his mouth. “ There' s power in thisgun to kill alot
of them, and by heaven, I'll seethe color of their blood!”

Corbus' voice wastinged with impatience. “We' Il do better if we go a the matter rationaly. First we'd
better take care of our beasts before they’re stolen.”

Glystraglared defiantly up at the sonewall, then turned away. “Very well . . . You'reright.”
For amoment they stood by the headless body. “Poor old Bishop,” said Glystra.
“We probably won't outlive him more than aday,” said Corbusin hisflat voice.

The zipangotes stood grunting and growling, bumping the white cargpace of their heads againgt the
tree-trunks. Wordlesdy Glystraand Corbusloaded the packs, handling the pathetic belongings of Bishop
and Nancy with heavy fingers.

Corbus stopped in hiswork. “If | was running this outfit, do you know what we' d do?’
“What?’

“We'd ride out of here due east asfast as we could makeit.”

Glystrashook hishead. “1 can’'t doit, Corbus.”

“There' s something fishy going on.”

“I know it. I've got to make surewhat it is. I'm fighting alost cause now . . . Y ou can still drift back to
Kirgendde.

Corbus grunted.
They climbed into the saddles, rode toward the dome.
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The Search

Theair wasfull of lazy sounds: thefar bird-liketrill, ahum of small insects, the rustle of warm wind.
They passed aclump of gardeniatrees; here stood agirl playing with adiabolo. She had atriangle face,
big dark eyes, she wore green satin trousers and red dippers. Wordlessy she watched them pass, mouth
alittle parted, her toy forgotten, and contemplating her shining cleanliness Glystra became warmly aware
of hisown brigling filth.

They rode out of range of the girl’ s curious eyes, past alow wal topped with spheres of polished stone
overgrown with colored lichen. Behind came the sound of soft Singing. The wall merged into the Sde of
the main dome; skirting the building they rode down anest lane. A ditch with clean water flowed to the
left; to the right was aline of small shops. It was abazaar like hundreds of others Glystra had passed
through whiletravelling among the dars.

Rugs, shawls, quilts hung over rods; fruits and melons lay heagped in neat pyramids; pottery crocks and
vessalslay sacked, their glaze misted by afilm of dust; baskets hung from ropes. No one heeded them
asthey rode past on the moaning zipangotes. In the shadows afew heads were turned and Glystra saw
the flash of eyes, but there were no voices raised to greet or .

One shop, dightly larger than the others, displayed awooden sword as aguild-mark. Glystra pulled up
hismount. “I’ve got anidea” He did free apair of the swords they had taken from the Rebbirs, carried
them into the dimness of the shop.

A short fat man leaning against a heavy table looked up. He had abig pale head, black hair shingled
with gray, asharp nose and chin, the face of a Rebbir changed and rendered devious by civilization.

Glystraflung the swords down on the table. “What are these worth to you?’

The fat man looked at them and hisface changed. He did not try to conceal hisinterest. “Where did you
get these?”” Hereached out, gingerly felt the metd. “ These are the finest stedl . . . None but the South
Rebbir hetman carry sted likethis”

“I'll part with them cheap,” said Glysira

The armourer looked up with quick light in hiseye. “What isyour wish? A sack of perddines? A
four-tier helmet, mother-of-pearl perhaps, crowned by aMagic Mountain opa ?’

“No,” said Glydtra. “It’ s easier than that. An hour ago my woman was taken into the big dome, or
temple, whatever you cdl it. | want her back.”

“Two sted swords for awoman?’ demanded the merchant increduloudly. “Do you joke? I'll furnish you
fourteen virgins beautiful asthe morning sun for the two swords.”



“No,” sad Glydtra. “I want this particular woman.”

The merchant absent-mindedly felt of his neck, stared into the shadow of hisshop. “Intruth, | covet the
swords. .. And yet | own but one head.” He stroked the shiny metal with areverent hand. “ Still—each
of these blades represents a thousand heads—a thousand bits of iron, melted and annealed, cleared of
dross, heated and quenched, honed for haf ayear.” He picked up one of the swords. “ The Dongmen are
unpredictable; at timesthey seem foolish and old, and then one hears of their craft and crudlty, so that an
honest man never knowswhat to believe. . . .”

Glystrafidgeted. Time was passing; minutes kneaded dull fingersinto his mind. Nancy—hismind
wavered sdewiseinto the possibilities. Thenfafloor of hardness seemed to rise up under his misgivings.
Suppose she were bedded, raped; if that were the worst, there was no irreparable harm done. . .
.Possibly she might be dlowed arespite. One hour, two hours? Perhaps bathed, perfumed, clothed? It all
depended upon the fastidiousness of her captor.

He became aware of the merchant’ s caculation. “Wdl?’
“Just exactly what do you want of me?’

“I want thiswoman. Sheisyoung and beautiful. | imagine she has been taken to someon€e' s private
chamber.”

With an expression of surprise at hisignorance, the merchant shook his head. “ The priests are cdlibate.
Only the hierarchs alowed themsalves the use of women. More likely she has been taken to the pens.”

“I know nothing of the temple,” said Glystra. “I want the help of someone who does.”
The merchant nodded. “I see. Y ou want help. You'll risk your own head then?’
“Yes” sad Glystraangrily, “but drop the idea that you won't be risking yours along with me.”

“I won't,” said the merchant coolly. “But there is one who will.” He pushed with hisfoot under the
counter. A moment later achunky young man with aface harder and bonier than hisfather’ s entered the
room. Hiseyesfell on the swords; he uttered a sharp exclamation, took astep forward, halted, looked at
Glydra

“My son Nymaster,” said the merchant. He turned to the young man. “One of the bladesisyours. First
you must take this man through Nello’s crevice into the temple. Wear robes, take an extra robe with you.
Thisman will point out awoman he wants, no doubt she'll bein the pens. Y ou will bribe Koromutin.
Promise him a porphyry dagger. Bring the woman back outside.”

“Isthat thedl of it?’

“Thet’ severything.”

“Thenthe bladeismine?

“Thebladeisyours.”

Nymaster turned, motioned to Glystrawith an air of cam execution. “Come.”
“One moment,” said Glystra. He went to the door. “Corbus.”

Corbus douched into the room, looked around expressionlessly.



Glystra pointed to the two blades. “If | return with Nancy, this man receives the two swords. If neither
of usreturns—xkill him.”

The merchant voiced an inarticulate protest. Glystraglared at him, “Do you think | trust you?’

“Trugt?’ said the merchant with a puzzled expression. “Trust? What word isthat?” And he tested it
severd timesmore.

Glystragave Corbusawaolfish grin. “If | don’t see you again—good luck. Set yoursdlf up asan
emperor somewhere.”

The merchant conferred earnestly with his son, gesticulating with the palm of one hand. The son wore a
subdued expression.

Nymaster beckoned to Glystra; they |eft the shop, walked around the building, entered an aley between
two fences over which fern fronds fell. Nymaster stopped at alittle shed. He pressed heavily on onefoot,
the door swung open. Hereached in, tossed abundle to Glystra. “Wear this.”

It was awhite gown with atall peaked hood. Glystra pulled it over his head. “Now this” said
Nymaster—a maroon deeveless smock an inch shorter than the first garment. “ And this’—aloose gown
of black still shorter, with a second hood.

Nymaster dressed himsdf smilarly. “1t’ sthe wear of aDongman Ordinary—alay priest. Onceinsde
the temple no one will look at us.” Hetied athird set of robesinto aneat bundle, looked up and down
thedley. “Thisway— quickly,”

They ran ahundred feet to aporta in the fence, passed through into arank garden of fern. The ground
was marshy and quivered underfoot. The ferns crackled and snapped in the wind.

Nymaster halted, then stole forward carefully, stopped once more, held out a hand admonishing silence.
Looking past him, through a screen of wirevine, Glystirasaw atall spindly man with agray concave face
and a crooked nose standing idly in the sunlight. He carried aquirt in along gnarled hand, which he
dapped idly againgt hisblack boots. A little distance away six children of varying ages squatted in atruck
garden, grubbing weeds with sharp sticks. Their ankles were knotted together with greasy twine, their
only garment was aloose smock of coarse cloth.

Nymaster |eaned back, whispered, “ To reach the wall we ve got to pass Nello; we can't let him see us,
hewill raise an outcry.”

He bent, picked up aclod, flung it hard at thelittle boy at the end of the line. The boy cried out, then
quickly silenced himsdlf, bent furtively to hiswork.

Nello uncoiled like alazy python, sauntered yawning across the sunny garden to the quivering boy and
raising hiswhip, carefully and without haste striped the child’ s buttocks. Once—twice—three times—

Nymaster pulled at Glystral sarms. “Now while he' s absorbed in hisenjoyment. ...”

Glystralet himsdf be pulled across the patch of open space, behind awall of crumbling stone,
Nymaster scurried now at top speed, the skirts of his garment flapping in three-col ored flashes.



By athick cycad with atrunk like the skin of apineapple he paused, looked in dl directions, and finaly
peered through the fronds at the top of Myrtlesee dome.

“Sometimes apriest gands in the turret watching across the desert. Thisis when they expect important
guests, and wish to ready the oracle.” He peered, squinted. “Hah, there heis, scanning the wide world.”

Glystra saw the dark shape in a cage atop the dome, standing stiff asagargoyle.

“No matter,” said Nymaster. “Hewill never notice us; hisgazeisout inthe air-layers.” He climbed the
wadll, using chinks and crevicesin therock for foot and hand holds. Hafway up he disgppeared from
view, and Glystra, following him up thewall, came upon anarrow gap invisible from below.

Nymaster’ svoice came from below. “ Thewall was built for show, and hollow. Thereis an avenue
within”

Glystraheard aclink, aclick and sparks flew through the darkness. A line of hot smoulder pulsed as
Nymaster blew, burst into atongue of flame, from which helit atorch.

Nymaster strode ahead confidently, alord in his own realm. They waked a hundred yards, two
hundred yards, across damp well-packed clay. Then thewall ended against blank stone. At their feet
was apit into which Nymaster lowered himsaif.

“Careful,” he muttered. “ The footholds are only cut into clay. Get agood toe-grip.”

Glystra descended eight feet, ducked under the foundations of aheavy wall, crawled up adanting
passage.

“Now,” said Nymagter, “we re under the floor of the Main College. Over there’—he pointed—"“isthe
Veridicarium, wherethe oracle Sits”

Footfalls sounded above—hasty yet light, with an odd hesitancy. Nymaster cocked hishead. “That’s
the Sacristy, old Caper. When he was young amalicious dave poisoned her teeth, and when he made
demands on her, she bit histhigh. The wound never healed and hisleg is no thicker than awand.”

A second mass of rock barred their way. Nymaster said, “ Thisisthe oracle' s pedestal. Now we must
be careful. Hold your head away from thelight, say nothing. If we are halted and recognized—"

“What then?’

“It depends on who the villainis, and hisrank. The most dangerous are the novicesin black fringes,
who are over-zeaous, and the Hierarchs, with gold baubles on their hoods. The ordinaries are less
conscientious.”

“What do you plan?’
“This passage |eads to the pens where prisoners, daves and exchanges are pent before processing.”
“Processng? Do you mean serving as an oracle?”’

Nymaster shook his head. “ By no means. The oracle needs the wisdom of four men to guide his
thoughts, and for every dissertation of an oracle three men besides himsalf must be processed. He himsdlf
serves as fourth man, for the next oracle.”

Glystra, gripped by asudden impatience, waved hishand. “Let’s hurry.”



“Now—absolute quiet,” warned Nymaster. He led around the rock, up a rude wooden ladder, from
which herolled off on to ashelf. Hefixed the torch in arope socket, and crawled off on his tomach
through the darkness. Glystra came after. Overhead a stone floor pressed into his back.

Nymaster siopped and Glystraran into hisfeet. Nymaster listened, then jerked forward.
“Follow me, swiftly.”

He disappeared. Glystraamost fell into adim hole. He swung himsalf down, stood on a stone floor at
Nymaster’ s back. Vile-smeling water gurgled past hisfeet. Nymaster strode toward the light, a shaft of
feeble yelow shining down aflight of steps. He climbed the steps and without hesitation stepped out into
thelight.

Glystrafollowed.

The air was hot and reeked with an oily stench that knotted his somach. From awide archway came
sounds of indugtry.

Nymaster marched past without pause. Glystrafollowed on hishedls. He turned his head, looked into a
bin—into the blank dead eyes of Bishop.

Glystra made a moaning coughing sound, stopped short. He felt Nymaster’ shard arm, heard his
petulant voice.

“What' sthe trouble?’
“That isthe head of my friend.”

“Ah.” Nymagter was uninterested. “Beyond is the extraction room where the head is tapped of its
wisdom. . . .Itisapreciseart, so | am given to understand, and not easily mastered.” He looked
sardonicdly at Glysra “Wel—?

Glystra pushed himsdf away fromthewal. “Yes. Let’ sget it over with.”

By aheroic effort he restrained his gorge. Nymaster impatiently hurried off down the corridor.

Men in robes passed—two, three, four—without paying them heed. Then Nymaster stopped short.
“There, behind thiswall are the pens. Look in through the chinks and pick out your woman.”

Glystra pressed close to the stone wall, peered through an irregular hole a about eye-level. A dozen
men and women, completely naked, stood in the middle of the room, or sat limply on stone benches.
Their hair had been shaved, and their pates daubed with paint of either blue, green or yellow.

“Well—which oneis she?” snapped Nymagter. “ That one at the far end?” Thiswas along-headed
creature with pendant breasts and ayelow wrinkled belly.

“No,” said Glydtra. “She' snot here.”

“Ha,” muttered Nymaster. “Hm, thisposesaproblem . . . Very difficult—and | fear past the scope of
our agreement.”

“Nonsensel” said Glystrain adeadly voice. “ The agreement was to find the woman and bring her out,
wherever shewas ... So now take meto her, or I'll kill you here and now.”



“| don’t know whereto look for her,” explained Nymas-ter in a patient voice.
“Find out then!”

Nymaster frowned. “1I’ll ask Koromutin. Wait here—"

“No. I'll comewith you.”

Nymeaster growled under his breath, and turned off down the passage. He thrust hishead into alittle
chamber. The man within was fat and middle-aged. He wore a spotless white tunic and an immacul ate
collar of ruffled lace. He appeared soft, pompous, petulant, effeminate, capable of irresponsible spite. He
was not surprised to see Nymaster and resentful only to the extent that as an important official, histime
wasvauable.

Nymaster spoke to him inalow voice, which Glystra bent forward to hear. Koromutin's eyes rested on
him, probed under his hood.

“—he says she' snot in the pen; hewon't leavetill hefinds her. She must own the key to hislife; she
must be awitch. No woman isworth such effort and expense. But in any event we must have her.”

Koromutin frowned judicioudy. “ Thiswoman evidently must be pent upstairsfor persond use. If
so—well, how much does your father put forward? Now | mind me of a certain dagger of good
Philemon porphyry. . .."

Nymaster nodded. “It shall be yours.”

Koromutin rubbed his hands, bounded to hisfeet, examined Glystrawith anew speculation. “The
woman isevidently arich queen. My dear gr,” he bowed, “1 sdlute your loyaty. Allow meto assst your
search.” Heturned, not waiting for Glystra s answer, flounced down the hall.

They climbed aflight of curving stairs. From above came the sound of footsteps descending. Koromutin
bowed with vast obsequiousness.

“Bow!” hissed Nymaster. “ The Prefect Superior!”

Glystra bowed low. He saw the hem of priestly robes, exceedingly rich. Thewhitewas asilky floss; the
red, afur soft asthe pelt of amole; the black, aheavier fur. A peevish voice said, “Where are you,
Koromutin? An oraculation will shortly bein progress, and where isthe wisdom?Y ou are remiss.”

Koromutin spoke resonant apologies. The Prefect Superior returned upstairs. Koromutin trotted back
to his cubicle, where he donned a high-collared garment of stiff white brocade embroidered with scarlet
pidersand atall white conica hat with ear flaps and cheek guards which amost hid hisface.

“Why the delay?’ hissed Glystra.

Nymaster shrugged. “Old Koromutin holds the post of Inculcator, and thet is his ceremonid regaia We
will be ddayed.”

Glysrasad fretfully, “We have no timefor it; let’ s get about our business.”

Nymaster shook his head. “Not possible. Koromutin is bound to the oraculation. In any event, | wish to
witnesstherite; never have | watched an oracle at hisrevelations.”

Glystragrowled threats but Nymaster could not be moved. “Wait till Koromutin leads us to the woman.
Sheisnot in the pens, you saw as much yoursdlf.”



Glystra, fuming and disquieted, was forced to be content.
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TheOracle

Koromutin continued his preparations. From alocked cabinet he brought ajar of amurky yelow fluid,
from which hefilled arude hypodermic.

“What' sthat stuff?’ demanded Glystra contemptuoudly.

“That iswisdom.” Koromutin spoke with unctuous complacency. “ The head glands of four men go into
each charge; the materid is concentrated sagecity.”

Hormones, pined fluid, thought Glystra; God only knew what nastiness.

Koromutin replaced the jar of fluid in the cabinet, clamped the hypodermic to the front of hishat likea
holy emblem. “Now—to the Veridicarium.”

Heled Nymaster and Glystra down the corridor, up the stairs, along awide passage to the central hall
under the dome—alarge twelve-sided room panelled with mother-of-pearl and swvimming with pae gray
color. In the center rose adais of black wood holding asingle chair.

Therewere only two dozen priestsin the hdl, arranged in a semi-circle, chanting alitany of
monosyllabic gibberish uninteligible to Glystra, and, he suspected, equally meaninglessto the priests.

“Only ascore,” muttered Koromutin. “The Lord Voiv-ode will not be pleased. He bases the va ue of
the oracle’ swisdom by the number of priestsinthe hdl ... | must wait here, inthe alcove.” Hisvoice
came muffled asif from under the robes. “By custom, | follow the oracle” He glanced around the hall.
“Y ou two had best go by the Bored Wall, lest some stripling novice peer under your hood and raise an

outcry.

Nymaster and Glystra took inconspicuous positions against agreat carved screen. A moment later an
egg-shaped palanquin curtained with peach satin and fringed with blue tasselswas borne into the hdll.
Four black men in red breeches served as porters; two girlsfollowed with achair of withe and clever
pink bladder cushions.

The porters set down the equipage; ared-faced little man hopped out from between the curtains, seated
himsdlf in the chair which was hurriedly thrust under him.

He beckoned furioudy, to no onein particular, to theworld at large. “ Haste, haste!” he wheezed. “Life



isrunning out! Thelight leaves my eyeswhilel St herel”

The Prefect Superior approached him, bowed his head with nicely calculated respect. “ Perhapsthe
Lord VVoivode would careto refresh himsdlf during the preliminary rites.”

“Devil take the preliminaries!” bawled the Voivode. “1n any event | note but aniggardly score of priests
here to honor my presence; such makeshift preliminaries| can well spare. Let usto the oraculating; this
timelet him be astdwart in his prime—a Rebbir, aBode, a Juillard. No morelike that senile Deltaman
who died two minutes after the spasmsleft him.”

The prefect bowed. “We will seek to oblige you, Voivode.” Helooked up at asound. “The oracle
comes.”

Two priests entered the room supporting between them a black-haired man in awhite smock. He
gtared back and forth like atrapped animd, digging his hedsinto thefloor.

The Lord Voivode roared in contempt. “Isthis the creasture who is to advise me? Faugh! He appears
unable to do more than empty hisbowelsin fear!”

The prefect spoke with imperturbable suavity. “Let your misgivings vanish, Lord Voivode. He speaks
with the wisdom of four men.”

Thewretch in the white smock was hoisted to the chair on the dai's, where he sat trembling.

The Lord Voivode watched inill-concedled disgust. 1 believe | can tell him more than he can tell me,
even with hiswisdom quadrupled; al he knowsisfear. And once again the preciousingtants of my life
arewadted futilely; wherewill | find just trestment?’

The prefect shrugged. “ The world iswide; perhaps somewhere oracles exist superior to ours here at
Myrtlesee Fountain. The Lord Voivode might with advantage put his questions to one of those other
omniscients.”

The Voivode spluttered, abruptly lapsed into silence.

Now appeared Koromutin, stately and ceremoniousin his stiff gown. He climbed the dais, lifted the
hypodermic down from his hat, plunged it home in the oracl€’ s neck. The oracle tensed, arched his back
like abow, flung hiselbows out, thrust his chin hard into the air. For amoment he sat rigid, then dumped,
limp as seaweed into the chair. He put his head into his hand, rubbing his forehead.

There was dead silencein the chamber. The oracle rubbed his forehead.

Hisfoot jerked. His head bobbed. Sounds came from his mouth. He raised his head in bewilderment.
His shoulders quivered, hisfeet jerked again, his nose twitched. A swift babble poured from his mouth,
risng in pitch. He yelled, in ahoarse bawling voice. His body quivered, jerked—faster, faster. Hewas
vibrating asif the dais were rocking.

Glystrawatched with fascinated eyes. “Isthat the wisdom? | find no sensein this screaming.”
“Quiet.”

The man wasin wildest agony. Moisture dripped from his mouth, his face muscles were knotted into
ropes, hiseyesglared likelamps.



TheLord Voivode leaned forward, smiling and nodding. He turned to the prefect who bent respectfully,
put aquery inaudible over the yammer of the oracle. The prefect nodded calmly, straightened, teetered
back and forth on his hedls, hands behind his back.

The oracle sprang to hisfeet. Hisback arched, the bresth rattled past lips which were pulled back from
teeth . . . Then he settled limply into the chair. He sat till, clm and serene, asif agony had purged away
al thedrossin hissoul and left him with avast meditative coolness.

In the slence the prefect’s murmur to the VVoivode was clearly distinguishable: “He snow on the sttle.
Y ou have perhaps five minutes of wisdom before he dies.”

The Voivode hitched himsdf forward. “ Oracle, answer well, how long have | to live?’

The oracle smiled wearily. “Y ou ask trividity—and | shall answer. Why not? So—from the position of
your body, from your gait, from certain mental consderations, it is evident that you are eaten by an
internal canker. Y our breath reeks of decay. | judge your life a ayear, no more.”

The Voivode turned a contorted face to the prefect. “ Take him away; heisaliar! | pay good davesand
then hetellsmelies....”

The prefect held up acalm hand. “Never come to Myrtlesee Fountain for flattery or bolus, Voivode;
youwill hear only truth.”

The Voivode turned back to the oracle. “How may | extend my life?’

“I have no certain knowledge. A reasonable regimen would include bland foods, abstinence from
stimulating narcotics and gland revitaizers, aprogram of charitable deedsto ease your mind.”

The Voivode twisted angrily back to the prefect. “Y ou have gulled me; this creature voids the most
odious nonsense. Why does he not reved the formula?’

“What formula?” inquired the prefect without concern.

“Themixing of the dixir of eternd life!” roared the Voivode. “What € se?’

The prefect shrugged. “ Ask him yoursdf.”

The Voivode dictated the question. The oracle listened politely.

“Thereisno such information in my experience, and insufficient datato synthesize such aformula.”

In more gentle tones the prefect suggested, “ Ask only such information asliesin the realm of the naturdl.
The oracleis no seer, like the Witthorns or the Edelweiss Hags.”

The Voivode s face turned amottled purple. “How may | best secure my son hisinheritance?’

“In agtate isolated from externd influence aruler can rule from tradition, by force or by the desire and
acquiescence of his subjects. The last of these guarantees the most stablereign.”

“Go on, go on!” screamed the Voivode. “ Timefleets: Y ou will die a any moment?’
“Strange,” said the oracle with aweary smile, “when now for thefirst time | have sarted to live.”

“Speak!” said the prefect sharply.



“Y our dynasty started with yoursalf when you poisoned the previous voivode; thereis no tradition of
rule. Y our son might therefore maintain himsdlf by force. The processissmple. He must kill al who
dispute hisleadership. These actswill win him new enemies, and he must kill these likewise. If heisable
to kill faster than his enemies are able to gather their strength, he will remainin power.”

“Impossible! My sonisapopinjay. | am surrounded by traitors, preening cock-0’' -the-walk underlings
who walit the time of my death asthe sgnal to rob and pillage.”

“In this case your son must prove himself aruler so ablethat no onewill desireto berid of him.”
The Voivode s eyes grew dim. His gaze went far away, perhapsto the face of his son.

“Tofogter thisStuation, you must ingtitute a changein your own paolicies. Examine every act of your
officidsfrom the viewpoint of the least privileged members of the state, and modify your policies
accordingly; then when you die, your son will be floated on areservoir of good will and loyalty.”

The Voivode leaned back in hischair, looked quizzicaly up at the prefect. “And it isfor thisthat | have
paid twenty sound daves and five ounces of copper?’

The prefect was disturbed. “He has outlined a course of action to guide you. He has answered your
questions”

“But,” the Voivode protested, “ he told me nothing pleasant!”

The prefect |ooked blandly up along the mother-of-pearl panelling. “ At Myrtlesee Fountain you will
hear no flattery, no spurious evasions. Y ou hear exactitude and truth.”

The Voivode swelled, puffed, blew out his cheeks.

“Very wdl, another question. The Delta-men have been raiding dl Cridgin Vdley and seding cattle.
My soldiers flounder in the mud and reeds. How best may | abate this nuisance? What can | do?’

“Pant bush-vine on the Imgidiption Hills”
The Voivode sputtered; the prefect said hagtily, “Explain if you please.”

“The Ddta-folk subsist by preference on clams. For centuries they have cultivated clam beds. Y ou have
grazed your pechavies on the Imsidiption dopes so steadily that the vegetation is gone and therain
washes great quantities of st into River Pannasic. This st is deposited on the clam beds, the clams die.
In hunger the Delta-men raid the cattle of the valey. To abate the nuisance, remove the cause.”

“They have been impudent and treacherous; | want revenge.”
“You will never achieve your wish,” the oracle said.

The Voivode legpt to hisfeet. He seized astone jar from his palanquin, threw it vicioudly at the oracle,
struck him on the chest. The prefect held up an outraged hand; the VVoivode darted him alook of black
malice, flung asdethe girls, jumped into the palanquin. The four black porters silently lifted the polesto
their shoulders, started for the door.

The oracle had closed his eyes. His mouth drooped. A tic twisted hislips. He began to gasp—qgreat
gulping breaths. Hisfingers clenched, unclenched. Glystra, watching in fascination, started forward, but
Nymaster clutched him, drew him back.

“Areyou mad? Do you not value your head?’



Koromutin marched past, motioned significantly. “ Await mein the corridor.”
“Hurry!” said Glystra.

Koromutin gave him a glance of wordless contempt, disappeared down the passage. An endlessten
minutes later he returned, wearing his usua white and blue robe. Without aword or glance he turned up
the stleps glowing with vermilion lacquer, which gave on an arcade circling the dome. Through tall arches
Glystra could see across the oasis, past the shimmer of the desert to the black hills, now hazy in the
afternoon light.

Koromutin turned up another flight of stairs, and they came out into another corridor circling the dome.
Thistime the openings overlooked the hall below. Koromutin turned into asmall office. A man amogt his
twin sat at adesk. Koromutin waved Nymaster and Glystra back, approached the desk, spoke with
great earnestness, and presently received an answer of equal import.

Koromutin beckoned to Nymaster. “ Thisis Gentile, the Steward Ordain. He can help us, if your father
will part with a second dagger of workmanship likethat | am to receive.”

Nymaster grumbled and cursed. “It can be so arranged.”
Koromutin nodded and the little man at the desk, asif waiting the signal, arose, stepped out into the hall.

“He has seen thewoman in question,” said Koromutin in aconfidential undertone, “and can take you to
her quarters. | leave you in his care. Walk discreetly, for now you tread in high places.”

They continued, with Gentile the steward in the lead— a ong interminable corridors, up another flight of
gairs. Glystraheard a sound which caused him to halt in his tracks—alow-pitched steady hum.

Gentile turned impatiently. “Come now, | will show you the woman, then my task is done.”
“What causes that sound?’ asked Glystra.

“Look through the grating; you will seethe source. It isaglassand meta organism that talksin distant
voices—athink of potency, but not of our present interest. Come.”

Glystra peered through the grating. He saw modern €l ectronic equipment arranged and hooked together
in amanner that suggested knowledgeable improvisation. A rough table held a speaker, amicrophone, a
bank of controls, and behind, the twenty paralel finswhich carried the printed circuits, served as
condensers, resstances, impedances. . . Glystrastared, the sight opening an entirely new range of
posshilities.

“Come, come, come!” barked the steward. “1 wish to keep my head on my shoulders, even if you care
nothing for yours.”

“How much further?” snapped Nymaster. The affair was taking him farther afield than he had bargained
for.

“A few steps, no more, then you shal see the woman; but mind you, take care not to make your
presence known or elsewe' | all dangle and our heads will be drained.”

“What!” barked Glystra savagely. Nymaster gripped hisarm, shook his head urgently. “Don’t
antagonize the old fool,” he whispered. “ Otherwise we Il never find her.”
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Charley Lysidder

They continued, walking on heavy green carpet along a corridor which constantly curved out of sight
ahead. At last Gentile halted at a door of heavy wood. He looked furtively behind, then stooped with the
ease of much practice, peered through the crack where the hinges dented the jamb.

He turned, motioned to Glystra, “ Come now, look. Assure yoursdlf of her presence—then we must
leave. At any moment the High Dain may appear.”

Glystra, smiling grimly, looked through the crack.

Nancy. She sat in acushioned chair, head back, eyes haf-closed. She wore loose pgjamas of dull
green brocade; her hair was bright and clean, shelooked asif she had only just finished scrubbing herself.
Her face was blank, expressionless; or rather, she wore an expression Glystra could not identify.

With hisleft hand Glystrafdt for thelatch of the door. In hisright hand he held hision-shine. Thefat
steward squawked. “ Stand back, stand back! Now we must depart!” He plucked Glystra s deeve with

angry fingers
Glystrashoved him away. “Nymaster, take care of thisfool.”
The door was not locked. He flung it open, stood square in the doorway .
Nancy looked up with wide eyes. “Claude. . . .”
She dowly put her feet to the floor, stood up. She did not rush to him in gladness and relief.
“What' sthe trouble?’ he asked quietly. “What' s happened to you?’
“Nothing.” Her voicewaslidless. “I'madl right.”
“Let’sget moving. There snot too much time.”
He put an arm around her shoulders, urged her forward. She seemed limp, dazed.

Nymaster held the steward negligently by the nape of the neck. Glystralooked deep into his frightened
and outraged countenance. “Back to the radio room.” The steward jerked around, trotted whimpering
back aong the amber-lit corridor.

Downgtairs, back aong vaguely remembered ways. Glystraheld hision-shinein one hand, Nancy’sarm
inthe other.



A hum, an dectric susurration.

Glystra pushed into the room. A thin man in ablue smock looked up. Glystra said, “ Stand up, be quiet
and you won't get hurt.”

The operator dowly roseto hisfeet, hiseyeson Glystra sion-shine. He knew it for what it was. Glystra
sad. “You'rean Eathman.”

“That’ sright. What of it?’
“Y ou set up this equipment?’

The operator turned a contemptuous glance dong the table. “What thereis of it ... Anything wrong with
that? What' s your argument?’

“Get me Earth Encdlave”

“No, gr. | won't doiit. | value my life pretty high, mister. If you want Earth Enclave, cal it yoursdf. |
can't stop you with that heater on me.”

Glystratook asnister step forward, but the man’ s face changed not aflicker. * Stand againgt the wall,
next to the steward . . . Nancy!”

“Yes, Claude?”
“Comein here, stand over by thewall, out of theway. Don’t move.”

She walked dowly to where he had indicated. She was trembling, her eyes roved around the room, up
and down thewalls.

Shelicked her lips, started to speak, thought better of it.

Glystrasat down at the table, looked over the equipment. Power from asmall pile—asmple
short-wave outfit like that owned by amillion high school boys on Earth.

He snapped the“On” switch. “What’ sthe Enclave frequency?’
“Noidea”

Glystra opened afileindex, flipped to E. “Earth Enclave, Official Monitor—Code 181933.” The
control panel displayed six tuning knobs. Under the first was the symbol “0,” under the second “ 10,
under thethird, “100,” and s0 by multiples often to the sixth. Evidently, thought Glystra, each knob tuned
adecima place of the frequency. He set the sixth knob to “1,” the second to “ 8"—he looked up,
lisened.

Footsteps sounded along the wall, heavy hard feet, and Nancy wailed, a wordless sound of
desperation.

“Quiet!” hissed Glystra He bent tothe dias. “1"—*9"—

The door swung open. A heavy black-browed face looked in. Instantly the steward was on hisbelly.
“Holy Dain, it was never my will, none of my doing. .. .”

M ercodion looked over his shoulder into the corridor. “Insde. Seize those men.”



Glygtrabent to the dials. “3”—one more did to go. Burly men trooped into the room; Nancy staggered
out from the wall, her face drawn and bloodless. She stood in theline of fire. “Nancy!” cried Glystra. “
Get back!” Heamed hision-shine. She stood between him and the High Dain. “I'm sorry,” whispered
Glystrahuskily. “It' sbigger than your life. .. .”

He sgueezed the button. Violet light, ghastly on white faces. A sigh. Thelight flickered, went out. No
power.

Three men in black robes rushed him. He fought, wild and savage as any Rebbir. The table tottered,
toppled. In spite of the operator’ sfrantic efforts the equipment crashed, jangled to the floor. At this point
Nymaster bolted from the room. His feet pounded down the corridor.

Glystrawas fighting from the corner, using elbows, fists, knees. The black-robed men beat him to the
floor, kicked his head, wrenched hisarms up hard behind his back, punishing him.

“Trusshimwel,” said Mercodion. “Take him down to the pen.”
They marched him dong the corridors, down the sairs, aong the arcade overlooking the oasis.

A black speck streaked low across the sky. Glystra uttered ahoarse cry. “ There' san air-car! An
Earthmaen!”

He stopped, tried to pull close to the window. “An Earth air-car!”

“An Earth air-car,” said Mercodion easily, “but not from Earth. From Grosgarth.”

“Groggarth?” Glystra s mind worked duggishly. “Only one man in Grosgarth would own an air-ca—"
“Exactly.”

“Doesthe Bgarnum know—"

“The Bgarnum knows you' re here. Do you think he owns an air-car and no radio?’

He said to the black-robed men, “ Take him to the pens, | must greet Charley Lysidder . . . Watch him
carefully, he'sdesperate.”

Glystrastood in the middle of the stone floor, naked, damp, miserable. His clothes had been stripped
from him, his head was shaved, he had been drenched in an acrid fluid smdlling of vinegar.

These were the pens of Myrtlesee Fountain. The air was grue-thick with latrine reek and
daughter-house odors, seeping in with the steam from the processing rooms. Glystra breathed through his
mouth to escape awareness of the stink. Horrible odor—but it was a poor time to be fastidious. He
frowned. Strange. A component of the stench was a heavy, pungent, dmost sweet, smell which tickled

hismemory.

He stood quietly, trying to think. Difficult. The stone floor oozed under his bare feet. Four old women
crouching beside the wall moaned without pause. A thin red-eyed man vilified ablowsy woman with
waist-long blonde hair, which for some reason had not been shaved. She sobbed into her hands, without
apparent attention to the curses of the man—guttural throat-catching sobs. Steam and stench poured in
from the processing room through chinks and cracks in the stone, likewise bars of ydlow light flickering
through the steam. With the light and the steam came the sounds of the processing: boiling, pounding,



rasping, loud conversation.

Eyeslooked in at him, through the hole to the corridor, blinked, passed on ... Unredlity. Why was he
here? He was waiting to have his head boiled. Like Bishop's head. Planzawas lucky; helay buried
beside the yellow reeds of Lake Pdllitante. Cloyville was luckier yet. Cloyville wore a grotesque puff of
purple lace on his head, and played at being both master and servant.

Thiswasthelow ebb. Nearly the low ebb. Much of aman’sdignity went with hishair. There was one
more notch to dip—from naked humiliation into the anonymous soup of the processing pots. It was
amost foreordained, thislast notch. It had been a steady progress down a dope toward lesser and lesser
life, morale, power ... A whiff of the pungent sweet odor came from the processing rooms, stronger than
ever. It was definitely familiar. Lemon-verbena? Musk? Hair-0il? No. Something clicked in Glystra's
mind. Zygage! He went to the wall, peered through a chink.

Almost under hisface atray held four neatly arranged heads, with their brain-pans sawed off to display
the mottled contents.

Glystratwisted away his gaze. To the right a cauldron bubbled; to the left abin held acorn-shaped
fruits. Zygage, indeed. He watched in fascination. A man, swesting and palid, in clammy black leather
breeches and a blue neckerchief, scooped up a shove-full of the zygage acorns, sprinkled them into the
cauldron.

Zygage! Glystraturned away from the hole, thinking hard. If zygage were a congtituent for the
oracle-serum, why, then, the brain-extracts? Probably no reason whatever; probably they were added
only for their symbolic potency. Of course he could not be sure—buit it seemed unlikely that pituitary and
pined soup would cause wild contortions like those he had withessed in the Veridicarium. Much more
likely that the zygage was the active ingredient; such would be the parallel with Earth plant-extracts:
marijuana, curare, opium, pejote, adozen otherslessfamiliar.

He thought of his own experience with zygage: exhilaration, then hangover. The oracl€ sreaction was
the same, on avastly exaggerated scale. Glystra pondered the episode. A miserable terrified wretch had
undergone torment and catharsis to achieve amagnificent calm and rationality.

It had been an amazing transformation, baring the optimum persondity apparently latent in every human
being. How did the drug act? Glystra’ s mind veered around the question: aproblem for the scientigts. It
seemed to achieve the results of the great de-aberration ingtitutes on Earth, possibly by the same essential
methods: a churning through the events of alifetime, the rejection of al subconscious obsessons and
irrationality. A pity, thought Glystra, that a man only achievesthis supreme sateto die. It waslikethe
hang-over after his smoke-breathing ... In his brain there was a sudden silence, asif amentd clock had
stopped ticking. Bishop had felt no hangover. Bishop had—he recdled Bishop' sintensified well-being
after the zygage inha ation; apparently his habit of ingesting vitamins had warded off the hangover.

Vitamins. . . Perhapsthe oracle died from exaggerated vitamin depletion. And the idea gave Glystra
much to think about. He walked dowly back and forth across the damp stone floor.

The woman with the yellow hair watched him dully; the red-eyed man spat.
113 % .”

Glystralooked toward the wall. Hostile eyes gleamed through the hole. He crossed the room, peered
out into the corridor.

It was Nymaster. His tough round face wore an expression of angry discomfort. “Now you lieinthe



pen,” hesaid inalow urgent voice. “So now you die. What then for my father? Y our man will take away
the swords, and possibly kill my father, for so you ordered.”

True, thought Glystra. Nymaster had served him faithfully. “Bring me paper,” he said. “1 will writeto
Corbus.”

Nymaster handed through a greasy scrap of paper, abit of sharp graphite.
Glystra hestated. “ Have you heard anything of—"

“Koromutin says you will be oracle. For Charley Lys-idder himsdf. So the prefect told him while he
was begting Koromutin.”

Glystra pondered. “Can you bribe me free? | have other metd, other swords like yours.”

Nymaster shook his head. A ton of iron would effect nothing now. Tonight Mercodion has ordained
that you burn up your mind for the Bgarnum.”

Thewords sank into Glystra' s mind. He stared at Nymaster scratching his cheek with aruminative
finger. “ Can you bring Corbus back with you? For another sword of fine stedl ?’

“Aye,” said Nymaster grudgingly. “1 can do so0 ... A morta risk—but | can do so.”

“Then take him this note, and bring him back with you.”

Now the sounds and the stenches of the pen had no meaning for him. He paced up and down, whistling
thinly through histeeth.

Up, down, up, down, looking across the room at each turn, watching for Corbus’ face.

A chilly thought struck him. He had guessed something of the mechanics of the plot against him. After
Morwatz had failed, after he had eluded the second expedition by crossing theriver Oust and dropping
the high-line, he had been Ieft to go hisown way to Myrtlesee, but dl thetime, dl the weary milesfrom
Swamp City, he had merely been taking himself to a prearranged trap. The Strategy was clear. He had
been left to execute it himself. Suppose Corbus was part of the machinery? At this moment nothing was
unthinkable.

“Glydra”

He looked up, turned to the hole. It was Corbusin priest’ s robes. Glystra glanced right and | eft,
crossed the room.

Corbuslooked ina him quizzicaly. “How goesit?’
Glystra pressed close to the hole. “Did you bring it?” he asked in awhisper.
Corbus passed alittle package through the hole. “ And now what?’

Glystrasmiled thinly. “I don’t know. If | wereyou I’ d start back down the monoline to Kirstendale.
You can't do any more here.”

Corbus said, “Y ou haven't told me what you plan to do with the vitamins.”



“I plan to eat them.”

Corbus eyed him questioningly. “They been giving you bum chow?’

“No. Just anideal’ve got.”

Corbus glanced up and down the corridor. “With abig hammer | might make aholein thiswal—"

“No. There' d be ahundred priests out here at the first click. Y ou go back to the sword-maker’s, wait
till tomorrow. If I'm not there then I’ m never coming.”

Corbus said coolly, “There' sone or two chargesin theion-shine. I’ ve been half-hoping”—his eyes
glistened— “to meet someone we know.”

Glystra sthroat condtricted. “| can't believeit,” he muttered.
Corbus said nothing.
“She never had Bishop killed, I'm sure of it ... It was an accident. Or hetried to stop her.”

“No matter how you look at it—she' s part of the picture. Four good men killed—Bishop, Pianza,
Darrot, Ketch. I’'m not counting Vallusser; that little rat wasin up to his neck. I’ ve been watching her a
long time—ever since sheindsted onjoining our little suicide club.”

Glystralaughed shortly. “1 thought al thetime it was—that she—" he had no wordsto finish.

Corbus nodded. “I know. Onething I’ll say for her, she put her life on the line dongside ours. She came
out on top. She' s up there’—hejerked his thumb—"and you’ re down here. What a stinking hole. What
arethey cooking?’

“Brains” sad Glysraindifferently. “They digtil out some kind of nerve juice which they mix with zygage
and feed the oracles. It works on the oracles like the smoke worked on the Beaujolain soldiers, only a
thousand times more.”

“Andit killsthem?’
“Dead as amackerd.”
“Tonight you'rethe oracle.”

Glystra held up the package Corbus had brought him. “I’ ve got this. | don’t know what’ s going to
happen. From here out I'm playing strictly by ear. And,” he added, “1 may be wrong, but | have ahunch
there'll be afew unforeseen developments here a Myrtlesee Fountain and I' m not worrying.”

Nymaster appeared behind Corbus. “Come, there’ s a prefect on hisway down. Come quick.”
Glystra pressed close to the hole. “ So long, Corbus.”

Corbus waved his hand non-committally.
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Wisdom for Lysidder

The sun dropped behind the fronds of Myrtlesee Fountain. A mesh of cirrus cloudsflared goldenin the
sky. Dusk drifted in from eastern lands where night had aready falen over peoples and cities and tribes
and cadtles il unseen.

A marble pavilion extended to the east of Myrtlesee Dome, enclosed by a colonnade of ornate design.
Behind the colonnade was apond of still water, dimly reflecting the afterglow with the fronds and ferns of
the grove silhouetted in reverse. Four blond and dender youths bearing torches came from the dome.
Their hair was cut in effeminate bangs. They wore skin-tight costumes sewed of red and green diamonds,
black satin dipperswith curled toes. They set the torches in tripods of dark wood, returned within.

A moment later Ssx men in black kilts carried forth a square table which they placed in the exact center
of the pavilion. The blond boys brought chairs, and the men in black kilts marched away inasnglefile.

The boys spread the table with a gold and brown-striped cloth, giggling like girls. At the center they
arranged aminiature landscape—M yrtlesee Fountain in exact detail, complete with dome and pavilion,
even to atable on the pavilion, where five persons sat to the light of tiny candles.

Hagons of liquor and wine were bedded inice, trays of crystalized fruits, tablets of insect gland-wax,
cakes of pressed flower petals werelaid exactly in place, then the boys went to pose under the flaming
torches, conscioudy beautiful.

Minutes passed. The boysfidgeted. Dusk gave way to feather-soft Big Planet night. Stars gleamed. A
syrup-smooth breeze drifted through the colonnade to flutter the torches.

V oices sounded from the dome. Out on the pavilion came Mercodion, the High Dain of Myrtlesee
Fountain and Charley Lysidder, Bgarnum of Beaujolais. Mercodion wore his richest robes, with astole
woven of pearlsand metd. The Bgjarnum wore agray jacket of heavy soft cloth, red breeches, soft gray
boots.

Behind came the Prefect Superior and two nobles of the Beaujolais empire.

Charley Lysdder remarked with pleasure at the table, glanced appreciatively at the statue-like youths,
seated himsdlf.

Winewas poured, food was served. Charley Lysidder wasin high spirits and Mercodion extended
himsdlf to laugh gracioudy at hisjovidities. Whenever therewas sllence agirl blew chordson aflute,
When one of the diners spoke, she stopped instantly.

Ices and sorbets were brought in glass goblets, and finaly pots of fuming incense were placed before
each of thediners.

“Now,” said the Bgarnum, “now for our oracle, Claude Glystra. Origindly | had planned to question



him under torture, but the oraculation will prove easier for al concerned. Heisaman of wide experience
and knowledge; he will have much to impart.”

“A pity that such brief opportunity existsto plumb hiswisdom.”

The Barjarnum shook afinger. “It isamatter you must concern yourself with, Mercodion—the
maintenance of longer lifein your oracles”

The High Dain bowed hishead. “Itisasyou say . .. And now | will order the oracle prepared and we
will go to the auditorium.”

The hall was crowded with the rustling black-gowned priests. By custom hoods were not worn at night,
but the characterigtic motivation of reducing individuaity to the lowest common denominator was
expressed by awhite head cloth banded loosaly around the forehead, around the nape of the neck,
forward under the chin.

Special ceremonia chants had been ordained. Twelve choirs situated each to awal, mingled their
voicesin atwelve-part polyphony.

The Bgarnum, Mercodion and their retinue entered the hall, strolled to benches before the oracle' s
dais. A serious-faced girl with shining blonde hair appeared at aside door. She wore black silk
pantaloons and a gray-green blouse. For amoment she paused in the doorway, then dowly crossed the
room, the only woman among hundreds of men, a peacock among crows. Eyes covertly followed her,
tongues moistened cdlibate lips.

She stopped beside the Bgjarnum, looked down at him with an oddly searching expression. Mercodion
bowed politely. The Bgarnum smiled acold tremble-lipped smile. “ St down.”

The expression of intentness vanished, her face became blank. She sat quietly beside the Bgarnum. A
whisper, abuzz, arustle of garments rose from the spectators. By rumor the woman was the new toy of
the High Dain. Eyes curioudy probed hisface, but the sallow skin was set like the rind of apudding and
No emotion appeared.

A sad chime sounded; a second tremor ran through the hall, ashifting of stance, amotion of eyes. The
Bgjarnum suddenly seemed to become aware of the assemblage; he muttered to the High Dain, who
nodded, rose to hisfeet.

“Clear the hdl. All must go.”

Murmuring, dissatisfied, the priestsfiled out the great doors. The hal was now near-empty, and
reverberated with echoes of every movement.

A second chime sounded; the oracle appeared. Two prefects stood by his side, the Inculcator in his stiff
white gown and tal hat followed closeto therear.

The oracle was wrapped in arobe of gray and red, and white swathing veiled his head. He walked
dowly, but without hesitation. At the dai's he paused and was lifted to the oracle’ s sedt.

The sllencein the hal waslike theinsde of anice-cave. Not abreath, not asigh, not awhisper could
be heard.

The prefects held the oracl€' s arm, the Incul cator stepped close behind. He took the hypodermic from



his hat, he swung hisarm.
The High Dain frowned, squinted, jumped to hisfeet. “ Stop!” His voice was harsh.
The watchers sghed.
“Yes, Dan?
“Remove the head-swathing; the Bgiarnum would look on the man’ sface.”
The prefect hesitated, then reached forward, dowly unhitched the white burnoose.

The oracle looked siraight ahead, down into the eyes of the Bgjarnum. He smiled grimly. “If itisn't my
old shipmate, Arthur Hidders, dedler in leather.”

The Bgarnum made adight inclination of the head. “More people know me as Charley Lysidder.” He
examined Glystrawith anarrow scrutiny. “Y ou appear nervous, Mr Glystra”

Glystralaughed, rather shakily. Enormous overdoses of vitamins, amino and nucleic acids were reacting
on hismotor system like stimulants. *'Y ou do me an honor of which | hardly fed mysdf worthy—"

“We shdl see, we shdl see,” said the Bgarnum dl too easly.

Glydtra s eyes went to Nancy. She met his eyes amoment, then looked away™ He frowned. Seenin the
new context beside the man he had known as Arthur Hidders, she took on a new identity—one not
unfamiliar. “Thenun,” he excdamed.

Charley Lysdder nodded. “ Rather a clever disguise, don't you think?”
“Clever—but why wasit necessary?’

The Bgarnum shrugged. “A fur-and-leather-deder might conceivably accumulate enough Earth
exchange to make the old world pilgrimage—»but hardly likely that he would bring histaented young
concubinewith him.”

“She'stdented dl right.”

Charley Lysidder turned his head, examined Nancy with dispassonate appreciation. “A pity, redly, that
she had to become abase tool of policy, sheisapt at finer things. . . But that fool Abbigens dropped the
ship too far from Grosgarth and | had no one a hand to serve me. Yes, apity, sincel will never usea
woman fresh from another man’'s couch. And now she must find another patron.” He glanced humoroudy
at Mercodion. “I fancy that shewill not need to seek far, eh, Dain?’

Mercodion flushed, darted an angry glance at Lysidder. “My tastes are perhgps as nice, in some
respects, asyours, Bgarnum.”

Charley Lysidder settled back in his seet. “It' sno matter; | have usesfor her in Grosgarth. Let us
proceed with the oraculation.”

Mercodion waved his hand. “ Continue.”
The Inculcator stepped forward, raised the hypodermic.

The point stung deep into Glystra s neck. Therewas afeding of injection, of pressure.



The prefect’ s grip tightened on hisarms, tensing in anticipation of hismotion. He noticed that Nancy had
turned her face to the floor; the Bgarnum of Beaujolais, however, watched the proceedings with lively
interest.

A great dark hand clamped on his brain. His body expanded enormoudy; hisarmsfelt twenty feet long;
his feet were at the bottom of acliff; his eyeswere like two long pipesleading out on the world. The
Bgarnum’ svoice camelike asibilant whisper in avast cave.

“Ah, now he squirms. Now it takeson him.”
The prefects held Glystrawith practiced ease.

“Look!” exclamed the Bgjarnum ddightedly. “L ook how heflailsabout . . . Ah, he has caused me
much trouble, that one. Now he paysthe price.”

But Glystrafdt no pain. He had passed beyond mere sensation. He wasrdliving hislife, from earliest
foetus up through the years, rdliving, re-experiencing, re-knowing every detail of his existence. Reviewing
these events was a great super-consciousness, like an ingpector watching abelt of fruit. As each distorted
concept, misunderstanding, fallacy appeared, the hand of the ingpector reached down, twitched events
into rationa perspectives, smoothed out the neura snarlswhich had clogged Glystrai shbrain.

Childhood flickered past the super-awareness, then early life on Earth, histraining among the planets of
the System. Big Planet bulked outside the space-ship port, again he crashed on the Great Sope of
Jubilith; again he set out on the long journey to the east. He retraced his route through Tsalombar
Woods, Nomadland, past Edelweiss, the River Ougt, Swamp Idand, down the monoline through the
Hibernian March, Kirstendale, across the desert toward Myrtlesee Fountain. Present time loomed ahead,;
he plunged through like atrain coming out of atunnel. He was once more aware and conscious, with the
whole of hislife rearranged, dl hisknowledge ordered into compartments, ready for instant use.

The High Dain’ svoice cameto hisears. *Y ou see him with his brain purged and clear. Now you must
hagten; in afew minutes hislife-force dwindlesand he dies”

Glystra opened his eyes. His body was a once warm and cool, tingling with sengtivity. Hefdt strong as
aleopard, agile, flooded with potential.

He looked around the hall, studied the troubled faces of the people before him. Victimsthey were, the
result of their inner warps. Nancy was pale as eggshell, her eyesfull and moist. He saw her asshewas,
divined her motives.

The Bgarnum said doubtfully, “He looks perfectly happy.”

Mercodion answered, “ That’ s the common response. For a brief period they float on a sea of
well-being. Then ther vitdity failsand they go. Hurry, Bgarnum; hurry if you wish knowledge.”

Charley Lysidder spokein aloud voice. “How can | buy wegpons from the System Arms Control ?
Who can | bribe?

Glystralooked down at the Bgarnum, at Mercodion, a Nancy. The situation seemed suddenly one of
vast humor; hefound it hard to control hisface.

The Bgjarnum repested the question, more urgently.



“Try Alan Marklow,” said Glydira, asif imparting a precious secret.

The Bgarnum leaned forward, excited in spite of himsdf. “ Alan Marklow? The chairman of the
Control?’ He sat back, a pink flush, half-anger, haf-anticipation, on hisface. “So Alan Marklow can be
bought—the sanctimonious scoundrel.”

“To the same extent as any other member of the Control,” said Glystra. “That is the reasoning behind
my advice: if you plan to bribe any of them, the best person to subvert isthe man at the top.”

The Bgarnum stared. The High Dain’ s eyes narrowed. He jerked upright in his sedt.

Glystrasad, “As| understand it, you want weapons so that you may extend your empire; am | right?’
“Inessence” the Bgarnum admitted warily.

“Whet is the motive behind this desire?

Mercodion raised his head, started to bellow an order, thought better of it, clamped his mouth in atight
whiteline

The Bgjarnum reflected. “I wish to add glory to my name, to make Grosgarth the queen city of the
world, to punish my enemies.”

“Ridiculous. Futile”
Charley Lysidder was nonplussed. He turned to Mercodion. “Isthisausua manifestation?’

“By no means,” snapped Mercodion. He could contain hisfury no longer. He leapt to hisfeet, black
brows bristling. “ Answer the questions directly! What kind of oracle are you, evading and arguing and
asserting the ego which you must know has been numbed by the drug of wisdom? | command you, act
with greater pligbility, for you will die in two minutes and the Bgjarnum has much hewantsto learn.”

“Perhaps my question wasinexact,” said the Bgarnum mildly. He returned to Glystra. “What isthe
most practical method for me to acquire metal wespons at alow cost?’

“Join the Star Patrol,” said Glystrawaggishly. “They’ll issue you asheath-knife and an ion-shine free.”

Mercodion exhaled adeep breath. The Bgjarnum frowned. Theinterview was not going at dl as he had
expected. Hetried athird time. “Isit likely that Earth-Central will forcibly federate Big Planet?”’

“Highly unlikely,” said Glystra, with complete honesty. He thought it was amost time to die, and sank
limply into the chair.

“Most unsatisfactory,” grumbled Mercodion.

Charley Lysdder chewed hislip, surveyed Glystrawith his deceptively candid eyes. Nancy sared
numbly; for dl his sharpened perceptions, Glystra could not fathom her thoughts.

“One more question,” said the Bgarnum. “How can | best prolong my life?’

Only by the sternest measures could Glystra control his features. He responded in aweak and doleful
voice, “Allow the Inculcator to shoot you full of wisdom-gtuff, ashehasme.”

“Faugh!” spat Mercodion. “ The creature isinsufferable! Were he not three-quarters dead, | swear |
would run himthrough . . . Indeed—"*



But Glystrahad dumped to the dais.

“Drag the hulk to the 'toir-room,” roared Mercodion. He turned to Charley Lysidder. “A miserable
mistake, Bgarnum, and if you wish, a second oracle will be prepared.”

“No,” said the Bgarnum, thoughtfully surveying Glys— tral sbody. “1 wonder only what was his
meaning.”

“Aberrated mish-mash,” scoffed Mercodion.
They watched the prefects take the body from the hall.

“Strange,” said Charley Lysidder. “He seemed completely vita—aman very far from deeth ... | wonder
what he meant...”

A naked man stole through the night, trailing the odor of death. He came through Nello’s garden plot,
ducked into the dley, quietly approached the street.

No onewasin sight or ear-shot. He trotted quietly through the shadows to the house of the
sword-smiths.

Light glowed yelow through the shutters. He knocked.

Nymaster opened the door. He stood stock-till, hiseyesbulging. A second man came to look
suspicioudy over his shoulder—Corbus, who stared a breathless moment. “Claude,” he said huskily,
“Y ou're—you’' re—" hisvoice broke.

Glystrasaid briskly, “We ve got to hurry. First abath.”

Corbus nodded wryly. “Y ou need something of the sort.” He turned to Nymaster. “Fill atub. Get some
clothes”

Nymeaster turned away wordlesdy.

“They hauled meto their abbatoir,” said Glystra. “They threw mein abin full of corpses. When the
head-boiler came with hisknife, | jumped out a him, and he went into afit. | escaped through the wall.*

“Did they pump you full of nerve-juice?’

Glystranodded. “It’ s quite an experience.” During his bath he gave Corbus and Nymaster an account
of hisadventures.

“And now what?" Corbus asked.
“Now,” said Glystra, “we do Charley Lysidder oneinthe eye.”

Half an hour later, dipping through the gardens, they looked out on the marble courtyard where the
Bgarnum’sair-boat rested. A man in ascarlet tunic and black boots lounged against the hood. An
ion-shinea hiswad.

“What do you think?’ whispered Glystra.

“If wecangetinit, | canfly it,” said Corbus.



“Good. I'll run around behind him. Y ou attract his attention.” He disappeared.

Corbus waited two minutes, then stepped out into the court-yard, levelled hision-shine. “Don’'t move,”
hesad.

The guard straightened, blinked angrily. “What' sthe—" Glystra gppeared behind him. Therewas adull
sound; the guard sagged. Glystratook hisweapon, waved to Corbus. “Let’'sgo.”

Myrtlesee Fountain dwindled below them. Glystralaughed exultantly. “We re free, Corbus—we ve
doneit.”

Corbuslooked out acrossthe vast dark expanse. “I won't believe it until | see Earth Enclave below us.”
Glystralooked at himin surprise. “Earth Enclave?’
Corbus sad tartly. “Do you propose to fly to Grosgarth?’

“No. But think. We rein abeautiful position. Charley Lysidder is marooned at Myrtlesee
Fountain—without hisair-car, without hisradio to cal for another, if he ownsone.”

“There salwaysthe monoline,” said Corbus. “That’ s fast enough. He can be back in Grosgarth in four
days”

“The monoline—exactly. He Il usethe monaline. That' swherewe Il have him.”
“Maybe easier said than done. He won't venture out unless he goes armed to the teeth.”

“| don’t doubt it. He might conceivably send someone e se back to Grosgarth, but only if he owns
another air-car. W€ ll have to make sure. There saspot, as| recal, where the monoline passes under a
bluff, which should suit usvery well.”

Corbus shrugged. “I don't liketo play astring of luck too far—"

“We don't need luck now. WEe re not the poor hagridden fugitives that we were; we know what we're
doing. Before the Bgjarnum was hunting us; now we' re hunting him. Right down there—" Glystra pointed
“—that bald-headed bluff. We' Il settle on top and wait out the night. Early tomorrow—if he’ s coming at
al—we should see Charley Lysidder scudding west under full press of sail. He' Il want to get back to
Grosgarth as soon as possible.”

20
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Some two hours after dawn awhite speck of sail came drifting across the desert from the green smudge
that was Myrtlesee Fountain.

“Here comesthe Bgarnum,” said Glystra, with evident satisfaction.

Thetrolley drew closer, swinging and swaying with the changing force of thewind. It was along
pack-car, equipped with two long lateen booms, and flew down the line gracefully as awhite swan.

With ahum and spin of great wheels the contrivance of wood and canvas did under them, whirled on
into the west. Four men and one woman rode the platform: Charley Lysidder, three Beaujolain noblesin
scarlet tunics, e aborate black felt hats and black boots—and Nancy.

Glystralooked after the diminishing sail-car. “None of them wore pleasant expressons.”
“But they dl woreion-shines,” Corbus pointed out. “1t'll be arisky business going near them.”
“| don't intend to go near them.” Glystraroseto hisfeet, started back toward the air-car.

Corbus said with mild testiness, “I don’t mind chasing after you if | know what you' ve got on your
mind; but if you ask me you' re carrying this superman business alittle too far.”

Glystrastopped short. “Do | redly givethat impression?’ Helooked reflectively across the sandy
wastes toward the green paradise of Myrtlesee. “ Perhapsit’sthe normal state of the psyche after such a
traumatic shock.”

“What' sthe normd state?’
“Introversion. Egocentricity.” Hesighed. “I'll try to adjust mysdf.”
“Maybe 'l take adose of that poison too.”

“I’ve been thinking aong the same lines. But now— let’ s catch Charley Lysidder.” Hedid into the
ar-car.

They flew west, over the tortured hills of obsidian, the mounds of white sand, the rock flat, over the
verge of the grest cliff. They danted down, skimmed low over the tumble of rock and scrub, aready
shimmering in the morning hest.

Themonalinerising to the lip of the cliff etched avast flat curve, a spiderweb line againgt the sky.
Glystraveered west, flew amile past the bottom platform, landed under one of the stanchions. “Here we
violate thefirst of Clodlieberg’'s commandments: we cut theline. In fact we excise ahundred feet—the
length between two of the stanchions should be enough.”

He climbed one pole, dashed the line; Corbus did the same at the second.
“Now,” said Glydtra, “we double the line, tie the bight to the under-frame.”
“Her€ saswingle-bar; that suit you?’

“Fine. Two round turns and a couple ha f-hitches should do the trick—" he watched while Corbus
made the line fast. “—and now we go back to the bottom anchor.”

They returned to the platform from which the monoline rose to the lip of the dliff. Glystralanded the
air-car in the shadow of the platform, jumped to the landing. “ Pass up one of those ends from under the



Corbus pulled one of thetrailing lengths clear, tossed it up.
“Now,” said Glystra, “we make fast to the monoline with acouple of rolling hitches.”
“Ah,” said Corbus. “I begin to catch on. The Bgarnum won't likeit.”

“The Bgarnum isnot being consulted . . . Y ou get into the car, in case the weight of the monoline garts
todrag . .. Ready?”

“Ready.”

Glystra cut the monoline at apoint four feet past the first of hishitches. Theline sang apart, the
connection to the air-car took hold, and along wave swerved up the line and out of sight. The air-car
now served as the bottom anchor to the monoline.

Glystrajoined Corbus. “1 give them about an hour. A littlelessif thewind isgood.”

Time passed. Phaedra shouldered huge and dazzling into the dark blue Big Planet sky. Off into the
brush afew abino savages lurked and peered. Insects like eds with adozen dragonfly wings did easily
into the air, threading the harsh gray branches. Round pink toads with eyes on antennae hopped among
therocks. At thetop of the cliff appeared a spot of white.

“Herethey come,” said Corbus.
Glystranodded. “Theride of their life coming up.”

The white spot at the top of the cliff dipped over the edge, started down thelong curve. Glystra
chuckled. “I'd like to watch the Bgjarnum’ sface.”

He pushed down the power-arm. The car lifted from behind the platform, climbed into the air—up, up,
ashigh asthelip of the cliff. Thetrolley rolled down into the lowest section of theloop, dowed, hung
suspended, helpless. Five black dots were the passengers—agitated, outraged, uncertain.

Glystraflew abovethetrolley to the monoline landing at the top of the cliff, settled on the platform. The
second length of line under the air-car he made fast to that section of the monoline which led over the
cliff. He cut it, and now the trolley with its five occupants hung entirely suspended from the air car.

Glystrapeered over the brink. “There heis, the Bgarnum of Beaujolais, trapped fair and square, and
not ahand laid on him.”

“They’ve dill got their guns,” said Corbus. “No matter where we set ’em down, they ill can shoot at
us—even if wetake them asfar asthe Enclave.”

“I’ve conddered that. Dousing them in alake will cool Charley Lysidder’ stemper aswell as short out
hision-shines”

The Bgarnum’ sface, as he stood dripping on the sand beach, was pinched and white. His eyes glinted
like puddies of hot quicksiver; helooked neither |eft nor right. His three noble companions somehow
contrived to maintain their dignity even while water sucked squashily in their boots. Nancy’ s hair clung
dankly to her cheeks. Her face was blank as a marble mask. She sat shivering, teeth chattering audibly.

Glystratossed her hiscloak. Draping it over her shoulders and turning away, she dipped out of her
sodden garments.



Glystrastood holding theion-shine. “Now one at atimeinto the car. Corbus will search you for knives
and hooks and like unpleasantness on the way.” He nodded to the Bgiarnum. “Y ou first.”

One by onethey passed Corbus, who extracted three daggers, the sodden ion-shines, and adeadly
little poison dap-sack from the group.

“Back inthe car, gentlemen,” said Glystra, “asfar back as possible.”

The Bgarnum said in avoice soft asthe hiss of sk, “ There shdl be requiting, if I must live two hundred
yearsto seeit.”

Glystralaughed. “Now you spit nonsense, like an angry cat. Any requiting to be done will befor the
hundred thousand children you ve sold into space.”

The Bgjarnum blinked. “ There has been no such number.”
“Wel—no matter. A hundred or a hundred thousand—the crime isthe same.”

Glystra climbed up into the seat beside Corbus, sat looking down into the five faces. Charley Lysidder’s
emotions were clear enough: serpent-spite and fury behind the mask of the smdll featuresin thetoo-big
head. The three noblemen were uniformly glum and apprehensive. And Nancy? Her face was rapt, her
thoughts were clearly far away. But Glystra saw neither fear, anger, nor doubt. Her brow was clear, the
line of her mouth was naturd, dmaost happy; her eyesflickered with the passage of her thoughtslike the
flash of dlver fishin dark water.

Here, thought Glystrain sudden insight, isthe conflict of multiple persondities resolved; she has been a
war with hersdlf; she has been caught in aflow too strong to resst; she submitswith relief. Shefedsquilt;
she knows she will be punished; she awaits punishment with joy.

They weredl settled. He turned to Corbus. “Let’ sgo. Think you can find the Enclave?’

“Hope s0.” He rapped his knuckles on ablack cabinet. “We can find our way along the radio-beam
after we get around the planet.”

“Good.”

Theair-car roseinto the air, flew west. The lake vanished astern.

Charley Lysidder wrung water from the hem of his cloak. He had recovered something of his suavity
and spokein athoughtful voice. “1 think you wrong me, Claude Glystra. So indeed | have sold starving
waifs, but asameansto an end. Admittedly the means was uncomfortable, but did not people die before
Earth became federated?’

“Then your ambition isto federate Big Planet?”’

“Exactly.”

“To what purpose?’

The Bgarnum stared. “Why—would not there then be peace and order?”’

“No, of course not—as you must know very well. Big Planet could never be unified by
conquest—certainly not by the Beaujolain army mounted on zipangotes, and not in your lifetime. | doubt



if you carefor peace and order. Y ou have used your army to invade and occupy Wale and Glaythree,
both quiet farm-countries, but the gypsies and the Rebbirs roam, ravage, murder at will.”

Nancy turned, eyed the Bgarnum dubioudy. The three nobles glared truculently. Charley Lysidder
preened aring in hismustache.

“No,” sad Glystra, “your conquests are motivated by vanity and egotism. Y ou are merely Heinzelman
the Hell-horse in better-looking clothes.”

“Tdk, tak, tak,” sneered Charley Lysdder. “ Earth commissions come and go, Big Planet swallows
them dll; they drown like gnatsin Batzimarjian Ocean.”

Glysgtragrinned. “ This commisson is different—wheat there sleft of it. | inssted on complete power
before | took the job. I do not recommend; | command.”

The Bgarnum’ stight features squeezed even closer together, asif he were tasting something bitter.
“Assuming al thiswere true—what would you do?’

Glystrashrugged. “I don't know. | have ideas, but no program. Onething is certain: the daughter, the
daving, the cannibaism must stop.”

“Hah!” The Bgarnum laughed spitefully. “ So you'll call down Earth warboats, kill the gypsies, the
rebbirs, the nomads, the steppe-men, al the wandering tribes across Big Planet—you’ |l build an Earth
Empire where | would build a Beaujolain Realm.”

“No,” said Glystra. “Clearly you do not grasp the crux of the problem. Unity can never beimposed on
the peoples of Big Planet, any more than a state could be formed from a population of ants, cats, fish,
monkeys, eephants. A thousand years may pass before Big Planet knows asingle government. An
Earth-dominated Big Planet would be unwiddly, expensive, arbitrary—amost as bad asaBeaujolain
Empire”

“Then what do you plan?’
Glystra shrugged. “Regiona organization, smal regiona guard-corps...”

The Bgarnum sniffed. “ The whole decrepit pargpherndiaof Earth. In five years your regiona
commanders become petty tyrants, your regiona judges are soliciting bribes, your regiond policy-makers
are enforcing uniformity on the disparate communities.”

“That indeed,” said Glydtra, “iswhere we must tread warily. ...”

He looked out the window across the sun-drenched Big Planet landscape. An endless vista, forested
mountains, green valeys, winding rivers, hot plains.

He heard amuffled nervous cry. He twisted to find two of the men in red tunics on their feet, crouching
to legp. He twitched the ion-shine; the men in the damp red tunics sank back.

Charley Lysidder hissed aword Glystra could not hear; Nancy shrank to the side of the boat.

Therewasten minutes of acrid sllence. Findly the Bgjarnum said in a crackling self-conscious voice,
“And, may | ask, what you plan with us?’

Glystralooked out the window again. “I'll tell you in another couple of hours.”

They flew across an idand-dappled sea, agray desert, arange of mountains with white pesksreaching



angrily up into dark blue sky. Over apleasant rolling country dotted with vineyards, Glystrasaid to
Corbus, “Thisisfar enough, | think. We'll set down here.”

The air-boat touched ground.
Charley Lysidder hung back, his ddlicate features working. “What are you going to do?’

“Nothing. I'm turning you loose. Y ou’ re on your own. Y ou can try to get back to Grosgarth if you like,
| doubt if you'll makeit. If you tay here, you'll probably have to work for aliving—the worst
punishment | could devise.”

Charley Lysidder, the three noblemen, sullenly stepped out into the afternoon sunlight. Nancy hung
back. Lysidder gestured angrily. “1 have much to say to you.”

Nancy looked desperately at Glystra. “Won't you let me out elsewhere. . . .”

Glystrashut the door. “Take " er up, Corbus.” He turned to Nancy. “I’m not setting you down
anywhere,” he said shortly.

Charley Lysdder and his three companions became minute shapes, mannikinsin rich-colored clothes;
rigid, motionless, they watched the air-car swing acrossthe sky. Charley Lysidder raised hisfist, shook it
inafrenzy of hate. Glystraturned away, grinning. “Now there’ sno more Bgarnum of Beaujolais.
Vacancy, Corbus; need ajob?’

“I believe I’d make amedium-to-good king . . . Cometo think of it,” Corbus ruminated, “I’ ve dways
wanted anice little feudal domain in agood wine country . . . Fancy uniforms, operettas, beautiful women
..." hisvoicetraled off. “ Anyway, put my name down for thejob.”

“It'syours, if I’ ve anything to say about it—and | have.”

“Thanks. My first official act will beto clean out that den of fakers, Myrtlesee Fountain. Or does my
empirerun that far?’

“If you want Myrtlesee Fountain you' ve got to take the Palari Desert and the Rebbirsaong with it.”
“Draw the boundary along the River Ougt,” said Corbus. “I know when I'm well off.”

Big Planet landscape, swvimming in the halcyon light of |ate afternoon, dipped astern. Glystrafinaly
found it impossible to ignore the quiet figure in the rear of the car. He stepped down from the control
platform, settled upon the seet beside her. “ Asfar as|’m concerned,” he said gruffly, “I’m willing to
believe that you were an unwilling accessory, and I’ [l seethat—"

Sheinterrupted himin alow and passionate voice. “I'll never be able to make you believe that we were
working for the samethings”

Glystragrinned awry sad smile, remembering the journey east out of Jubilith. Darrot, Ketch, Pianza,
Bishop: al dead, and if not by her direct action, at least with her connivance. An angel with bloody
hands. In order to win his confidence she had feigned love, prostituted hersdif.

“I know what you' rethinking,” she said, “but let me spesk—and then you may drop me anywhere, in
the middle of the oceanif you like.

“The gypsies burnt my homewith al insgde,” sheadded inadull voice. “I told you so; itistrue. |



wandered to Grosgarth, Charley Lysidder saw me a the Midsummer Festival. He was crying crusade
againg al the outsde world, and here, so | thought, was how Big Planet might be made safe and evil
beings like the gypsies exterminated. He called meto his chambers; | did not refuse. What girl refusesan
emperor? He took me to Earth; on the way back we learned of your plans. Apparently you projected
nothing more than the persecution of Charley Lysdder. | was bitter againgt Earth and all its people. They
lived in wedlth and security, while on Big Planet the great-grandchildren of Earth were murdered and
tormented. Why could they not help us?’

Glysdtra garted to speak; she made aweary gesture. “1 know what you will say: ‘ Earth can only wield
authority over afinite volume of space. Anyonewho passes through the boundaries forfeits the protection
of those within.” That might have been vaid for the first onesto come out from Earth, but it seems crud
to punish the children of these thoughtless onesforever and ever . . . And it seemed that while you would
do nothing to help us, you wanted to thwart the only man on Big Planet with vison and power: Charley
Lysidder. And much asit hurt me, because—" she darted him a brief look—"1 had cometo love you, |
hed to fight you.”

“Why didn’'t you?’ asked Glystra

She shuddered. “I couldn’t. And I’ velived in misery ... | can’t understand how you failed to suspect
m"

“When | think back,” said Glystra, hiseyes on the padt, “it seemsasif | knew al thetime, but could not
make mysdlf believeit. There were ahundred indications. Morwatz' troopers had us bound and helpless;
you refused to cut us loose until it was clear that the Beaujolains were dead and the gypsies were coming.
Y ou thought the Fountain insects sounded like birds. There are no birds on Big Planet. And when Bishop
waskilled—"

“I had nothing to do with that. | tried to dip off to the dome. He came after me and the priestskilled him
and took his head.”

“And Pianza?’

She shook her head. “ The traders had already killed Pianza. | kept them from killing everyone else. But
| et them take the trolleys, because | thought that if you would only return to Kirstendae we could live
together safe and happy ...” Shelooked at him and her mouth drooped. “Y ou don't believe anything of
what I'm saying.”

“No, on the contrary, | believe everything ... | wish | had your courage.”

Corbus' voice came raucoudy down from the control platform. *'Y ou two are beginning to embarrass
me. Clinch and get it over with.”

Glystraand Nancy sat in silence. After amoment Glystrasaid, “ There' salot of unfinished business
behind us.... On our way back we'll drop in at Kirstendae and hire Cloyvilleto pull us around the streets
inabig cariage”

“Count mein,” said Corbus. “I'll bring along whip.”



