Dean Koontz — The Dark Symphony

[Version 2.0 by BuddyDk — Septenber 17 2003]
[ Easy read, easy print]
[ Compl etely new scan]

THE ARENA

Of the six who had gone before Guil, only three had made it through the tests. Were the
odds always this grim? Quak-ing, he walked before the bench, bent his neck so he could
see the judge far above.

“Are you prepared to begin your test?” He wanted to shout. No, but he said, “Yes.” He
accepted the three weap-ons from the attendant: the sedative whistle, the sonic knife, and
the deadly sound rifle. He retreated a hundred paces into the Arena, then turned to face the
first test. The hundred-foot monolith that was the judge's bench shim-mered, then an opening
appeared . . . a hole fifty feet across and seventy feet high. Guil shivered, wondering what
within could be so big.

And then the dragon came forth, yellow, with scales as large as shovel blades and eyes as
red as blood.

The test had begun.



DEDICATION:
To Bob Hoskins, without whom . . .



THE DARK SY MPHONY

Dean R.Koontz

OOOOOOOOOOO



[

A LANCER BOOK

THE DARK SYMPHONY

Copyright © 1970 by Dean R. Koontz.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or trans-mitted to any form or by any means, electronic or

mechanical. In-cluding photocopying, recording, or by any Information storage and retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the Publisher.

All the characters and events portrayed in this story arefictitious.

LANCER BOOKS, INC. » 1560 BROADWAY
NEW YORK, N.Y. 10036



“There is a music for Death and a music for Life. Some-how, | find the music of that other
world more interest-ing than that which is played in this one. The music of Death is of peace
and rest and love. It is only the music of Life that is a Dark Symphony.”

... Vladislovitch writing in
The Primary Testament



THE FIRST MOVEMENT:

The Arena

FIRST:

Loper hung five hundred feet above the Street, his twelve fingers hooked like rigor-mortised worms
over the glassy, featurdess ledge.

The wind was brisk but not bully, a piper not a trum-peteer. It chirruped down the canyon of the
street and swept over the facade of the Prima Chord, the genetic enginearing center of Musician society,
teasing the birds that lived in the offd and straw nests anchored dtickily to the precarious shelves.

Searching, he could fed no crevice for his fingers, just as he had found none on the previous
forty-seven ledges. And now he had logt his rope and grappling hook. The hook had dipped as he had
pulled himsdf up, and he had legped convulsvely, catching the last inch of the ledge as the rope and hook
tumbled away into the night. Now he hung as the wind piped the darkness and tickled the hairs on his
thick legs

Blinking away perspiration, Loper put dl his srength into his arms. He would have to muscde himsdlf
up, rey soldy on the corded flesh of wrigts, then arms, then broad shoulders. He had done it before,
except . . . But he had not been dead tired before. And now every ounce of hisflesh ached and throbbed
dully.

No sensein dday. Push damn you! he told himsdf.

For a moment, the weaght of his huge body pulled his sweat-dicked hands over the stone. He was
plagued with visons of dropping, calliding in one bright yet unfdt mo-ment with the cold shimmer-stone
pavement. Then his pams were dill, his wrigts cording. Soon, his enormous biceps were brought into
play, and he forced himsdf to waist levd with the ledge. He swung a knee up, skinned it, svung again
and got it on the shelf. Then he was up and safe.

He rested, hislegs dangling over the side, and he watched the nine phdlic towers of the Musidian part
of the city-state, dl of them gimmering brightly orange or red or blue or green. It was odd to think of
them as sound waves, as structures condtituted of interlatching waves that formed a solid substance. They
looked more like glass. He tore his gaze away from the city and looked down &t the streets so far below.

Now what? he wondered.

There was no way down but to jump. And though it was five hundred feet to the dtreet, it was
another two thousand to the roof. When the Musicians built, weaving their wals and floors of sound, they
ignored the laws of gravity, the doctrine and dogma of enginesring, denying the old lexicon and
edablishing tharr own dictionary of the possible. He had no rope to dimb it. His best chance was to enter
awindow here and ascend to the floor he wanted through the insde.

Moving dong the ledge, he found a corner window that looked promisng. The sheet of dightly
opaque glass hummed and tingled his fingers when he touched it. It too was a creation of sound. Yet
Strong had assured him that it would cut like ordinary glass, would give him en-trance. Loper reached
into the leather sack tied to his breechcloth and took out the diamond. He placed it againg the glass,
stroked hard. A thin, frogty line fol-lowed the movement of his hand. Strong was right.

He made a tape-hinged doorway in the glass, svung it inward, and stepped into the room. He pulled
the tape loose and lifted the cut square out. It vanished from his hands the moment it became undigned
with the rest of the window, and a new section appeared whereit had been. Humming . . .

Loper's heart thumped despite his avowed goicism. He was very likdy the fird Popular to enter a
Musdan build-ing, the fird mutant on what might be considered holy ground. He saw that this was a
chapd, and that made the excitement dl the worse. Up front was a bust of Chopin. He went to the atar
and spat onit.



Asde from the thrill of the danger of his position, only one thing impressed him here: dl the objects in
the chapd were made of common substances. They were not sound configurations, but red objects that
would not cease to exid if the tranamitters and generators were shut off. But, of course, this was a
chapd, and the Muscians wanted to make it something specid. He spat on Chopin again, stalked to the
rear of the room where the door to the cor-ridor lay. He was a dozen feet from it when it opened. . . .



CHAPTER ONE

The boy Guillaume, whom everyone cdled Guil for easly understood reasons, looked to the
white-faced clock, saw that there were only four minutes—only four unbdievably agonizing
minutes—until the session would be over. In turning his eyes from the piano, however, he missed the last
third of an arpeggio and heard the famil-iar tech-tech-tech of the ingtructor's tongue as it clicked againgt
the roof of his mouth. Involuntarily, he shuddered, for he knew that that sound invariably meant trouble,

He turned his eyes full on the keyboard and concen-trated on his exercise. It would not have been
too horrible to have been a Class IV Musidan if only hisingructor had been someone undergtanding like
gentle Franz, someone not so demanding and able to see the boy's dde of it when an occasiona note
was missed or a chord durred. But this was Frederic, and Frederic had been known to use the leather
gting-strap on young knuckles when he felt a boy had not been practicing. Guil, not daring to look away
agan, approached the next arpeggio with care. He had the span to reach the keys, to do things boys
born with even dightly smdler hands could never do. Indeed, perhaps that was his very problem.
Perhaps the genetic engineers had erred and given hm hands too large for the keys, fingers too thin and
long and bony to be graceful or adept on the board. Clumsy hands, he thought. | was born with cows
for hands and big, floppy teats for fingers!

Despite his teatlike fingers, he made it through the trouble spot without difficulty. Ahead lay easy bars
of music, things he could cope with. He risked a glance at the clock, careful not to move his head from its
bent and proper angle. Two more minuted In dl that infernd, godawful self-ingpection and tricky finger
work, had no more time passed than that?

Suddenly, his fingers sung with the bite of Frederic's strgp. He tore them from the gleaming
ivory-white keys and sucked them to draw off the pain.

“You murdered that chord, Grieg!” The voice was thin, yet harsh, strained through a scrawny throat
and sharp, pointed teeth.

“I'm sorry, gr,” he said, licking the two fingers that had taken the brunt of the blow. He was snivding
agan, act-ing miserably subservient, and he was ashamed of himsdf. He longed to wrench that strap
from the old weasdl's hands and use it across his face for awhile. But there was his father to think about,
dl of the things his fether ex-pected of him. A word from Frederic to people in the right places, and Guil's
future was so much gray ash. “I'm sorry,” he said again.

But Frederic was not to be appeased with gpologies this time—he rardy was. He stood, his thin,
long-fingered hands folded behind his back, and began pacing behind Guil, reappearing on the right for a
few steps, turning again and stepping out of Sght. His face, a bird face, was drawn tight in sour disgust.
Did you get a bad-tasting worm, you old crow? Gul thought. He wanted to laugh, but he knew the
strap would ging neck, cheeks, or head as eesly as fingers “This is perfectly smple” Frederic sad.
“Totdly fundamenta. Nothing new in this exercise, Grieg. A review lesson, Grieg!” His voice was like a
dill reed insdrument, piercing, somewhat panful to hear.

“Yes gr.”

“Then why do you persst in your refusd to practice?’

“l do practice, Sr.”

The strap burned a red wdt across the back of his neck. “Nonsense, Grieg! Damned, utter
nonsense!”

“But | do, gr. | redly do! | practice even longer than you say to, but it does no good. My fingers
are—stones on the keys” He hoped he sounded distressed. He was distressed, damn it! He was
supposed to be a Musdan, a complete master of sound, a child of universd harmonics, born to
understand and to use sound, to perform the rituds of music in a passable—no, a beautiful—manner.



Though it might make his fingers a trifle too long, the gene juggling chamber should not fall in giving him
the basic oneness with rhythm that was his birthright, the harmony with universd harmony that was his
legacy, the blending with melody that was the core of every Musi-cian's soul and the most basic of things
required to gain a Class. And what the genetic enginearing didn't do cor-rectly, the Inundation Chamber
should have compen-sated for. The Inundation Chamber was a huge room in which the Musicians
Ladies who were pregnant were placed in a weaving symphony of sound that carried sublimind
suggedtions even into the developing forebrain of the fetus. That treatment should have smoothed the
rough edges on the genetic engineers work. It should have made him want desperately to be a good
Muscian of ahigh Class. But, somehow, even that had failed. The only reason he cared to do wel in the
ganing of a Class in the ceremonies on Coming of Age Day was so0 that he would not embarrass his
fathe—who was, after dl, the Grand Meistro, the chief-of-gate of the city's government.

Unfortunately, the piano was a great, ugly, unrespon-sive monger to his touch.

Frederic sat on the shimmering ydlow bench before the shimmering white piano and looked the boy
inthe eyes. “You are not even a Class IV Musician, Grieg.”

“But, Sr—’

“Not even Class 1V. | should recommend your disposa as an error of the engineers. Ah, what lovey
lightning that would touch off! The Grand Meistro's son aregject!”

Gul shuddered. For thefirg time, he began to think what would happen to himif he were not given a
chance for any Class whatsoever. He would be put to deep with a sound weapon of some sort, then
taken to the disposa furnaces and burned. Not only his father's pride, but his own existence depended
on hisgaining at least a bottom classfication in this Snk-or-swim society.

“But | will not recommend your rejection, Grieg,” Frederic continued. “For two reasons. One, though
you fumble mongtroudy over these keys and have done so for the past thirteen years, ever since you
were four, you show tdent elsewhere.”

“The guitar,” Guil said, feding a moment of pride that did a little to erase the discomfort of the last
two hours a the piano.

“A fineindrument in its own right,” Frederic admitted. “An insrument for lesser senshilities and of a
lower socid order, to be sure, but perfectly respectable as a Class IV ingrument.”

“You sad there were two reasons,” Guil said, somehow senang that Frederic wanted him to didit the
last, wanted him to draw it out so thet the saying of it would not be just Frederic's doing.

“Yes” The pedant's eyes brightened like those of a craggy eagle Soying a succulent lamb left done in
afidd. “Tomorrow your class will be awarded their stations after each has faced the tests and the
Ultimate Sound. | have a strong feding that you will be dead before tomorrow night. 1t would be foolish
for me, then, to risk the Me s-tro's wrath when the naturd course of Coming of Age Day will weed you
out of the sysem.”

It was his last day of lessons under Frederic, and Guil suddenly fdt some of the power of his
impending freedom. The strap had logt its fearsome qudities when he redlized that it could never touch
him again once he had left this room. And the clock showed that it was five &fter the hour. He had
dready stayed beyond his time. He stood. “WEell see, Frederic.” It was the fird time he had caled the
teacher by name, and he saw the irritation his familiarity had caused. “1 think I'll surprise you.”

He was pushing open the door to the hdl when Fred-eric answered. “You may do that, Grieg. Then
again, maybe youll get the biggest surprise of dl.” His voice, his tone, the gleam in his eyes sad that he
hoped this would be so. He hoped Guillaume Dufay Grieg would die in the arena.

Then the door was humming shut behind.

Free.

Free of Frederic and the strap, free of the piano and its keys which had been just a bitter punishment
over the years. Free. Hisown man. If . . . If he lived through the Coming of Age Day rituds. A great
many ifs wrapped up in that one, but he was flushed with the confidence of youth and it boiled without
congderation within his mind.

He clicked his heds on the wavering colors of the floor, trying to ssomp on a particularly brilliant
comma of Sl-ver that spun through the crimson shimmer-stone. It kept dodging his foot as if it were



sentient, and he turned down a side hdlway of the Tower of Learning, chasng it and smashing his foot
into it again and again, only to see it goin out from beneath his shoe even before he had struck the floor.
He leaped, came closer to touching it than ever. Then it swam through a rouge-cinnabar swirl and came
out ocher ingtead of dlver, and the game had logt its interest for him.

He turned to walk back to the man corridor, paying no atention now to the congantly shifting hues
and patterns of the floor, when the glorious reverberations of a well-played piano boomed down the
acoudticaly perfect corridor. It faded, became more pastoral. He searched through the practice studios
until he found the pianigt. It was Girolamo Frescobadi Cimarosa—Rosie, as the other boys caled him.
Gently, Guil opened the door and closed it behind.

The musc was Chopin's Etude in E Mgor, Opus 10, Number 3, one of the composer's more
beautiful works. Rosie's fingers flitted like insects across the keys as he hunched over the long board, his
shoulder-length, coal-dark hair fluffed magnificiently over the collar of his cloak. The pink tip of one large
ear showed through the harfall.

Gull dumped to the floor, back againg the wal, and listened and watched.

The upper fingers of Rosies right hand toiled with the degant mdody while the lower fingers
articulated an accompanying figure. A difficult thing. An impossible thing for Guil. But he did not take time
to brood on that. He let the music flow through him, stir his mind with ri-diculous fantases of viaud
conceptudization.

Rose threw his body at the board, made hisfingers bayonets of attack that were determined to rend
from the keys the complete essence of the beauty contained on the Sterile, white sheets of music.

Hair flew asif windblown.

Then the lyric section was over and the brilliant pas-sage based on extended broken chords was
flashing by expertly under Rosi€'s large hands. Before he knew it, Rose was through the curtailed
restatement of the firgt section and sent the keys pounding toward the rigng dimax. Guil's heart thumped
and did not dow until the last of the gentle subsiding notes had been played.

“That was excellent, Rose” he said, sanding.

“What are you doing here?’ The voice was quick, knife-edged with unassurance.

Then Guil was conscious of the hunched back that was bent even when the keyboard was not before
the boy, of the two tufts of har on the edges of his forehead that had been combed inward in an
unsuccessful attempt to con-ced the tiny horns under them. The stigmata. The mark-ings Rosie carried
with him to show his place. “I just stopped in to ligen,” Guil said, spesking a little more quickly than he
hed intended. “I heard it from the hdl. It was beautiful.”

Rosie frowned, unsure of himsdf, searching for some-thing to say. He was a rarity: a mistake of the
gendtic enginears, a dip of the gene jugdling chamber. When you are toying with thousands of
micro-micro-dots that rep-resent bodily and menta characteristics, you are bound to make a mistake
now and again, turn out something that is, in some smdl way, a freak. Never before had a deformed child
ganed any didinction or even recogni-tion among Musicians. Always, they had died on Coming of Age
Day after thirteen years of impossble fumbling with every insrument and of ingbility to grasp the
fun-damentas of the Eight Rules of Sound. Rosie, on the other hand, had become the most accomplished
Musdan in the entire Tower of Learning. Some said that he was a better pianis than even the Grand
Meistro, Guil's father. Guil thought this was very true, though he knew he was limited in his own criticd
capabilities and dismissed his own opinions as irrdevant. But Rosie, despite his achieve-ments, was
touchy. He looked for durs, for references to his deformitiesin everything that was said. He was hard to
make friends with no matter how much one vaued his friendship, for he anadyzed even the words of his
loved ones.

Now, having andyzed Guil's words and expressions, Rosie answered uncertainly. “ Thank you.”

Gul crawled on top of the shimmering orange piano, dangling his legs only an inch from the floor.
“Tomor-row came fad, didn't it?’

“What do you mean?’ Rose asked, crossing his hands uncomfortably on the keyboard.

Ah, yes, Gul thought, the hands. Tiny hooks of bone-hard cartilage jagged upward an inch on the
back of each hand. “I mean, thirteen years and | don't remember what happened to me since | was four.



Frederic and the lessons and the strap and going to bed and getting up and suddenly I'm seventeen. Al
too fast.”

Rose relaxed visbly. When the conversation was not about him directly, when it was focused on life
in gen-eral, he could manage to suspend alittle of his doubt and suspicions. “1 hope you make it, Guil.”

“l hope so too.”

“l won't.”

Gul looked up, startled, not certain that he had redly heard what he thought he had. Then he amiled.
“Oh, you're kidding, of course.”

“No.” There was something dark behind Rosi€'s eyes, something that made Guil want to turn away.

“That'sdlly! You're better than the ot of us”

Rose shook his head, setting his hair to bouncing. “I'm afraid, Guil.”

“Everyone is. Good Heavens, we dl might die to-morrow!”

“You don't understand.” His head hung in the hollow between his gristled shoulders, his piercing eyes
caching the light of the glowing pand's above their heads.

“Try me”

“I'm scared to death, Guil. I'm so scared that food won't stay down, and my gut ison fire dl the time,
spitting flames up my throat. | can't deep, because the dreams wake me up screaming and give me chills
for the rest of the night. So | play and practice things that | don't need to practice and—and do other
things urtil 1 collgpse and am too tired to dream mysdf awake.”

“You musgt know you have a better chance than the rest of us”

“There are some things you don't know about, Guil.”

“Tdl me, then.”

For one, short moment, he seemed ready to spill what-ever it was thet filled him with liquid misery.
Then he clamped hislips shut, forced a 9gh through them that made them flutter like butterfly wings The
shel had dipped back into place. Rose was isolated again, a world unto himsdf. He would suffer done
with whatever it was that made him afraid. “No, you are better off not know-ing yet. Youll find out
tomorrow—during the rituas”

“You sure can keep a fdlow in suspense,” Guil said, dropping to his feet. “And if you don't want to
tdl me now, then | guess | just have to wait. Besides, I've got to be going. Father says that plenty of
good food and sound degp—and maybe alittle of his last minute advice—is what | need to prepare me
for tomorrow. | don't want to disappoint him.”

“Tomorrow,” Rose sad, turning to the piano and launching into a furious torrent of notes that rattled
the wals. As Guil opened the door and stepped into the hal, he thought he recognized the music as part
of Flight of the Bumblebee from Rimsky-Korsakov's Tsar Sultan. Then it took a twist and a turn and
was something he did not recognize. As the music faded behind him, he thought about that. If there was
one thing he was good at, it was identifying tunes, memoarizing styles so that he could at least recognize
the composer. In this case, he could come up with nothing.

On hisway home to the Congressional Tower where his father's gpartments were, he passed by the
neon stone gardens which were dull and dmost colorless in the bright daylight. Giving way to an
unexplainabdle urge, he waked into the garden, the pavement humming benesth his feet, for it too was a
sound configuration. At the end of the garden where a row of crimson stones (dull pink now) lay as a
border, he stopped and looked beyond into the ruins that had once been a city of men. It was there, in
those ruins, that the Populars lived. The mutants. The condemned.

He wondered, as he looked at the tumbled buildings, at the puddles of broken glass, the twisted and
melted sted girders, why the Musicians had built so close to ruin, so close to the mutants. Word had
come, spreading out through the colonized worlds of the gdaxy, that Earth had been destroyed in a war,
that the mother planet was reverting to savagery. The councdil of Musician Elders on Vladidovitch, the
Musicians own colony world, had decided to send a ship of Muscians back to reestablish Earth. Other
colony worlds with vadly different socie-ties had the same idea. The Elders dreams of owning Earth
were shattered, but this city-state had been set up as, a least, a toehold. Maybe one day the dozens of
other city-states sprinkled over the globe would leave or col-lapse. Then the Musicians would have the



honor of own-ing the mother world. So, when there were so many thou-sands of other sites, why build
the aty next to the Pop-ulars, the mutants who lived in the ruins?

True, the Populars bothered no one. They had long ago learned that Musicians were too powerful for
them. But there seemed no necessity for building a showplace colony next to these twisted men and
women.

Not for the firg time, Guil thought that perhaps he did not know much at dl about Muscian society.
Perhaps, actudly, he knew next to nothing, for something in the pit of his somach and the pit of his mind
told him that the Populars were somehow tied more closdy to the Mu-sicians than the Congress cared to
admit.

While he watched the ruins, a dark and featureless form crossed the top of a rubble pile, glided dong
a broken wal on swift, long feet, and disappeared into deep shad-ows where severd buildings had
collgpsed on one another. Featureless, smooth, facdess it had been. Each Popular was different than the
other, and some were naturdly easier to look upon. But a faceless, obsdianmen . . .

He shivered and |eft the neon gardens, heading back into the city, back toward hishome. . .

Later, they were dining a the low Orientd table in the Chinese Room, gtting on plush pillows of
synthe-foam. Tapestries imitating ancient Chinese threadwork hung about the wadlls, giving the room an
exotic and at once close and comfortable feding. The robot orchestra stood before them, its intangible,
swirling color body pulsating with every possible hue and every reasonable shade as the musc throbbed
full-bodied from it. To himsdf, Guil sang the words that went with the tune:

Who rides so late through night and wind?
It is the father with his child.

He holds the boy within his arm,

He clasps him tight, he keeps him warm.
“My son, why hide your face in fear?”
“See, Father, the Erlking's near.

The Erlking with crown and wand . . .”

Hisfather spat out an orange seed that went spinning off the plate, across the table and onto the floor
where the pin-point waves of the sonic-sweeper disposed of it ingantly. He swalowed the juicy segment.
He had been digpensing his advice, some ussful, some ridiculous, ever snce they had sat down to est.
“Rely on your sound-sedative whistle more than your gun, Guil. That dways impresses the judges.”

“The judges are romantic fools,” his mother said, arguing as she dways argued, pouting her pretty
mouth and launching into the start of a disagreement. She knew that his father was the boss, in the end,
but she enjoyed see-ing how far she could push before having to make up to him.

“Exactly,” hisfather said, trying to escape bickering this specid night. “The judges are romantic foals,
and only an equaly large fool would not use that knowledge to his benefit.”

Gull was paying only hdf attention to his father, the other hdf of his mind trying to think of the words
to the song the robo-orc played and wondering what it was that Rosie had planned for the following day,
the thing that was upsetting the hunchback so much that he could not even deep properly.

“Dear son, 'tis but a misty cloud.”

“Ah, sweet child, come with me!

Quch pleasant games I'll play with thee!
Such pleasant flowers bloomin the field,
My mother has many a robe of gold . . .

Could Rosie be giving up without a fight? It was pos-sible to forego the tests completely, to admit
defeat even before you had been tested. You were given a sedative and carted away to the disposal
furnaces jugt the same— but you didn't have to swest through the chores in the arena. Was that what



Rosie had in mind? No. That was not Rosi€'s way. His entire life had been a continuation of proofs of
himsdf, an effort to show dl that he was more than they were, worthier, able to accomplish more. He
would not just give up, throw everything away without a fight—not after dl these years of fights

“—you would use it agang?’ hisfather finished asking.

He swdlowed a lump of cheese and washed it down with wine as he sorted through the hdf of his
mind that had been paying atention and tried to find what his father had asked. “Firgt my whigle. Then
the sonic-knife. If neither worked, 1 would use my sound-rifle as a lagt dternative. The judges frown on
udng the heaviest arma-ment firg.”

“Very good,” hisfaher said. “Didn't you think he was good with that one?’ he asked Guil's mother.

“Umm,” she said, nodding, not particularly interested.

“Now,” hisfather began, “the next thing—"

“Oh, father, father do you not hear

What the Erlking whispersin my ear?”
“Be dtill, my child, be calm;

Tis but the withered leaves in thewind . . “

“Now, Judge Scarlatti is an egomaniac. If you are chosen a sextuple—’

His mother shifted, sghed. “The boy told us he was only a Class V.

“Damn it, don't undersdl your son! He—"

“HeisaClass IV,” she sad, sucking on a plum. “He is a Class V. Building hopes will only lead
to—"

“Oh Father, Father see you not

The Erlking's daughters in yon dark spot?”
“My son, my son, the thing you see

Isonly the old gray willow tree . . .”

The robo-orc swirled colorfully with the Snister musc of Der Erlkonig, and Guil suddenly redized
thet there was something in this song gpplicable to the Coming of Age Day ritud. Usudly, their dinner
music was light, airy, nothing a dl like this So there must be some reason for the change. He
concentrated on remembering the last lines asiit drew to a close.

“I love thee, thy form enflames my sensg;
And art thou not willing, I'll take thee hencel”
“Oh Father, Father, he grasps my arm.

The Erlking has done me harm!”

Srange, Guil thought. It isa very dark vision, this song. The robo-orc swirled on, full instrumented
and misty-bodied.
Hisfather watched.

The father shudders, he speeds ahead,
He clasps to his bosom the sobbing child,
He reaches home with pain and dread;
In his arms, the child lay dead!

Goethe by Schubert.

Wer reitat so spat durch Nacht und Wind?

... Inseinen Armen das Kind was todt . . .

There was something about the German language that made the words even more sSnigter.



Gul shivered, turned to hisfather and saw the Meistro was watching him expectantly, his mouth now
empty of fruit, his eyes cloudy and unreadable. It was obvious that he expected his son to say something,
though Guil was not exactly sure what would be proper. * Father, the song, Der Erlkonig . . .”

D

His mother bused hersdf dearing the table dthough the sonic-servants could have done the job
quicker and easier. She disappeared into the kitchen with a stack of dishes in her hands. His father
watched her go, then turned back to Guil.

“Itisvery srange,” Guil said, “that you should want to program it for tonight—a night when we are
supposed to be having a celebration.”

“No,” the Meistro said. “It is perfect for tonight. For tonight, there isredly no other song.”

And then he understood. His father knew that it might be hard for him in the arena, knew that there
was a drong posshility that he would not make it. In a way, his father was trying to tdl him that he
understood this and that he would be able to accept it if his son were to be sent to the disposal furnaces.
For amoment, Guil fdt rdief of a sort. His father could accept, could maintain his pride even if he faled
them. Was that not a wonderful thing? Then came a second wave of emation. Yes, damn it, maybe his
father could accept it, but then it was not his father who was going to die. It was not his father who would
be torn and muitilaied in the arena and later fed to the licking flames of the disposa furnaces. The high
soirits that he had just attained sunk quickly into black-ness and despair.

Later, donein hisroom, he fdl adeep with the last line of the song Hill on hislips. Fel adegp into a
dream that he had had ever since he could remember, a dream aways the same. Like this

Above the bleak banks of the river, there is a barren wall of jutting sone to a shdf of polished black
onyx a hundred feet overhead. It is an indeterminate hour of the night. The sky is neither blue nor black,
mottled in-stead, an odd brown and rotten tan. Where these two colors overlap, it looks much like blood
that has dried and grown flaky. At a bend in the river, the onyx shdf juts completely across the water,
forming aroof, and on this roof is a purple building fronted with massive col-umns that are rimmed with
black stone faces at their tops. Thereisa great and profound slence that does not just hang upon things
but which radiates from the land-scape. The moon is a motionless gray disc. He seems to be gpproaching
the shdf and the building—as dways—float-ing up from the river on a black lesf, which is strange,
consdering the totd lack of wind. Then, passing over the columned sStructure, he agan floats down,
down to the river once more. Gently, with a cradidike rocking, he floats toward a Stygian sea that
engulfs him, towing him toward the lightless bottom where a river of ar moves him dong the sea floor,
past the same purple building, the same promontory, into the same sea where, a the bottom, he is
greeted by the exact same river, exact build-ing, dark ocean, and . . .

He woke swesting, his eyes aching asif they had ac-tudly looked upon the impossiblity of the dream.
His heart pounded with fear that was at the same moment indescribably delicious and desirable. He had
been hav-ing that dream ever since, as a three year old child, he had been with his father in the arena,
ingpecting prepa-rations for a Coming of Age Day ceremony. The Rllar of Ultimate Sound had been
humming darkly in the cen-ter of the floor, the gateway to that land beyond life where everything is
different. He had been very interested in the pillar and, after bresking away from his father, had gone to it
and reached through, had placed his head in-side and had seen the sirange land beyond.

He did not know whether he was afrad or whether he welcomed his meeting with the pillar
tomorrow &t the end of the ceremonies.

Tomorrow . . .

Thearena. . .

Suddenly, he wondered if he was not going to have a difficult time getting back to deep.

At the same moment, in a darkened tower room, glow-ing orangdly: a piano.

There were hands upon the keys like froth upon waves.

Madly pounding, tossing, whirling, beating the keys with a frenzy of hatred that boiled through his
eyes, the bent figure wheezed bregth into the cramped, dry rooms of hislungs, tears on his cheeks.

He pounded the keys. He could possibly become the ruler of dl Musician society in this city-state of



his Or he might become a corpse. It could go ether way in the arena.
He cursed the keys and hisfingers
He rammed his feet againg the pedds until his toes fdt asif they would break.
And dl the while, the piano sang tomorrow . . .



FIRST:

In the chapel of the Primd Chord, the genetic engi-neering tower, Loper crouched, facing the dowly
operring door that he had been about to use himsdf. His nostrils widened, seeking odors, tdltde
perfumes.

The Musician who opened the door did not see the Popular where he hunched next to the last pew,
and he closed the door and turned to the dtar. In ritud, he touched his fingertips together before his face,
drew them gpart into the pogtion from which a conductor might begin the symphony. Then he saw
Loper.

The Musidian opened his mouth to scream. Loper legpt. He crushed the Musician againg the wall,
bring-ing dl of his three hundred pounds to bear. The Mus-cian, in amoment of concerted effort brought
to a peak by wildy pumping adrendin, wrenched himsdf free and took one Saggering step. Loper
grasped one fig in the other, making a dlub of flesh and bone, and swung hard into the Musician's neck.
The man's spine snapped, and he pitched forward onto his face, his head tucked werdly benegth his left
am.

Loper hid the body behind the dtar, then went back to the door and risked a look at the corridor
beyond. Celing glow-lights highlighted the brown and black swirls within the shimmer-stone green wals
S0 that it seemed as if living creatures composed these partitions, scrambling over one another like a
swvarm of lice, froth-ing in an attempt to break the bonds of the magic mor-tar, gnashing ther teeth in fury
as the mortar held. The corridor was empty. He stepped into it, dosing the chapel door.

Clutching his knife, he crept down the gleaming hdl-way urtil he came to an devator sheft. It was
unlike the inoperative shafts in the ruins of the Popular sector of the dity, for it was clean and free of
spiderbats. Also, this lacked any identifiable car or cable lift system. It ap-peared as if one stepped in
and was carried upward by ar or fdl and was cushioned by ar. He did not like it, but he had no choice.
He punched out the number of the floor he wanted and stepped into the tube.

There was a playing of dissonance and consonance in his bones. Sound swirled through him, crashed
over him like awind, lifting him up the shaft. Abruptly, he ceased to rise and was floating before the exit
onto the top floor. He pushed againg the walls like a man in a gravityless environment, turning into a
ganding position, and shoved into the corridor, a little of his terror draining out of him as the eevator
whined to a stop behind.

He moved down the corridor to the firg door and stopped. He held the knife before him, ready to
gut any-one who discovered his presence. He was looking for the nursery, but he did not know wha
door it lay behind. PAming the door activator, he tensed as the porta did open.

Over a hundred naked women floated in a gleaming metd bowl a least a hundred and fifty feet
across and twenty stories deep. They were hed up by coursing, d-most visble sound that gurgled from
rim to rim and mouth to bottom of the incredible Structure. They drifted, now with legs wide-spread, now
drawn together in maidenly modesty, now with arms dangling loosdly, faces split with axe wound grins of
absolute pleasure as the duple, triple, quadruple, and sextuple-metered con-certos laced their wombs.
They were dl pregnant, for this was the Inundation Chamber. Here, after the genetic engineers had done
their work, had helped to fagh-ion the fetuses, the women were brought to subject the advance’ stages of
ther unborn children to the hypnotic Inundation music. The musc carried subliminds in primitive picture
concept quantums that “brainwashed” the unborn children, smoothed the rough edges of the genetic
engineers work by indoctrinating the fetus with alove and respect of musc and authority.

Agang his will, Loper looked away from the bird women, suppressing his desire to legp into the
bowl, mount them in flight, fornicate as together they plunged to the bottom of the bowl and swooped
upward agan, crescendoing to adimax with the pounding swirl of sound. He should not be thinking such
things he knew. He hated Mudcians and their Ladies. Still, it is not un-common to find a relationship
between lugt and hate, and he struggled with alust so bred. Stepping into the halway, he closed the door
to the Inundation Chamber, knowing what his dreams would aways be from this day forward.



Farther down the hdl, he pushed open another door and found the nursery. Waking hurriedly to the
cradles of the babies born that day, he began checking names. Not just any child would do. It had to be
a newborn babe, fresh from mother's bely that very day, and it had to be the child of a rddivey
important Musician, a least a Class Il. Findly he came to a tag that caught his attention: GUILLAUME
DUFAY GRIEG. Could it pos-sibly be the blood, in any way, of Johann Stamitz Grieg, Grand Meistro
of Vivddi, this city-state? He snatched it up. Even if it were only a nephew, its parents should be, with
any luck, a least Class lIs.

The baby dept. It seemed so smdl and slly in his hands. He wondered what they would cdl it for a
nick-name. Guil? He fought down a moment of tenderness. Tenderness could not be permitted at this
dage of the game. Carefully, he dipped into the corridor and found the eevator. Waking into its surging
grings, he fdl down the wel of noise, dutching the babe to his hair-matted chest.

When he stepped into the hdlway on the ground floor, however, there were three Musicians waking
toward the evator. . . .



CHAPTER TWO

The processond, Pomp and Circumstance, gorged the hdl. Sowly and in perfect time with the
musc, the eight boys of Guil's class marched haughtily into the vast chamber of the Grand Hall, their full
velvetlike shimmer-cloth capes glowing with contained purple flashes as they fdl behind ther shoulders
likewings. Purple was the color of a boy, of the uninitiated. When the Coming of Age Day rituds were
completed, and if they were then lucky and resourceful enough to ill be dive, they would never agan
wear that color, but would trade it for the reds and oranges, yelows and whites of adulthood.

Gul swalowed hard as they walked, finding his throat more and more congtricted the deeper they
went into the arena. He had never imagined the Great Hall to be like thid The floor swept away from him
in a dight upward curve that would have been unnoticegble in any lesser chamber. It was, he judged, a
thousand yards long. Far, far away, the judges were only dots in the tiny crimson chairs that topped the
hundred foot vaulting facade of the Bench, which was a blacker black than any he had ever seen. The
floor between here and there was a bril-liant copper, laced with free-form shots of cream and black that
shimmered and intertwined, curling through the dmost transparent background of the stone. He turned his
eyes on the floor nearby, careful to keep his head properly erect so as not to break the symmetry of the
formation, and saw that the stone was transparent. Only lightly copper tinted, it dropped for a least a
hun-dred feet, and only this great depth gave it that heavy coppery hue it seemed to possess a a casud
glance—just as a cupful of water is clear but an oceanful is blue.

He looked to the tiers of spectators next—fully five thousand on a side, stretching up and up to the
nearly limitless reaches of the wadls that thrust upward in a dight outward curve and blended with the
adling and the shimmering green beams. Each spectator had a comfortable, padded lounge char on a
avivd base to make his job of watching that much easier. Before each char was aamdl tdevison screen
S0 that the spectator might see the action close up when it strayed to distant parts of the arena during
heated moments of bettle.

“My heart isliterdly in my throat,” Rose said next to him, his voice strained and based on a tremor.

“I'l help you guff it down once I've swalowed my own,” Guil said, dill marvding & the tiers, at the
im-mense spaces, a the lovely transparent floor.

A wave of cheering moved through the stands as the boys progressed, but they dared not look up
any farther than they could manage by draining ther eyes around in ther sockets. Heads mugt reman
front, for theritud of entrance cdled for them to face only the judges who would soon decide their fates.

It was an unbearably long walk consdering the ten-sion that was dready building in each of the boys
and which would have ther hearts thumping by the time they had reached ther degtination, but it did, a
least, give Guil time to think. Suddenly, his adility with the guitar seemed as nothing. The Grand Hal
gretched to dl ddes, and the grandeur made him quesion himsdf, made hm fed amdl and
inggnificant—and doomed to falure. What if he were an inferior product of the genetic engineers and the
Inundetion Chamber, worse— in his way—than even Rosie? Would he die today during the tests, or
when he had to face the Rillar of Ultimate Sound—or in the disposa furnaces where the rgects were
carted, shoved through an iron grate door and burned? Maybe Frederic would be right: maybe he would
receive the biggest surprise. Maybe hewould die. . . He forced himsdf out of this usdless funk just as the
procession reached the foot of the Bench and spread out in a semicircle before the judges.

The orchestra performed the invocation usang ancient indruments of brass and sted and wood rather
then the modern synthetic indruments. The judges sat solemn and dignified, their white robes shidding dl
of their bodies but their heads, the orange ring of the judicid branch encirding therr necks. The boys
genuflected to the sound-portrait of Vladidovitch, the Firs Muscian, the Finder of the Way of Sound.
Sarting on the right of the semicircle, each boy recited aline of the Coming of Age Day Litany inturn.



“Vladidovitch, Father of the World, Musician Supreme,” the firg boy intoned.

“Vladidovitch, Finder and User of the Eight Rules of Sound, Opener of the Way . . "

“Vladidovitch, Meistro and Patron of All Towers. . "

“Vladidovitch who played his cadenza before the very gods of old and brought them tumbling
down,” Guil said bresthlesdy.

“Bless us, bless us, bless us,” the next boy chanted.

Thelitany spun on to conclusion. The crowd said, “Ah-ah-ah-men.” The tests were ready to begin. .

They were taken to an isolation chamber to await ther individud tests so that none might see what
awaited them and thus prepare for it—or collgpse from fear of it. Although each boy knew a bit of what
would happen (for the father of each had, surely, recounted the nature of previous Coming of Age Day
rituds), he could not know dl, for the exact pattern of the tests was changed every four months, changed
for every Coming of Age Day ritud. One by one, the others I€ft to face ther fu-tures. There were only
Gul and Rose |eft when the at-tendent in light green robes and aydlow scarf came to the door and said,
“Grieg. You're now.”

“Wait!” Rose cried as Guil reached the door, fol-lowing the attendent.

“What?’

“Good luck, Guil.”

“Thanks, Rogie. I'll be waiting to shout for you when it's your turn.”

But when he stepped outside, he was not so sure he would be around to cheer anyone. Of the Sx
boys who had gone before, only three had made it. Ffty-fifty chances. Were the odds aways this
gruesome? He could think of no time when anyone had mentioned the per-centage of those who survived
and those who were daughtered or taken off for cremation, and he was abruptly ill. Some of the boys
who had logt had been good musicians, better than Guil. Much better. And what did that mean, he
wondered, trembling.

The winners sat on golden chairs on a plaiform above the arena floor, below and to the right of the
judges, ready to watch the misfits—Guil and Rose. Guil looked for some sgn of the three losers, could
find none. No bodies meant that dl three mugt have buckled early, must have been carried away right off.
No, not necessar-ily. A sound creature, after dl, did not leave Sgns of its victims. It engulfed them whole,
negated the molecular vibrations that congtituted them, and vanished with them, effectively cancding them
out of existence.

Quaking, he walked before the towering Bench, bent his neck so he could see the judge cdled
Handd peering a him from the centermost throne. “ Guillaume Dufay Grieg?’

| want to run, he thought. | want to get out of here, out of here and far away. “ It is I, your
honor,” he said.

“Are you prepared to begin your test?’

No, no, hethought. I'm not prepared. I'm afraid. I'm more afraid than a baby in the dark. “ Yes,
your honor,” he said.

“Do you have any particular statements or requests to make at thistime?’

Let me out! Let me the hell out of here! Thisis like the prisoner receiving his last meal, only my
terminal privilege will be to speak a few pieces of wit, of wisdom. But he could not say any of that,
for there was his father to consider. And, besides, they would not let him go as he wished. They would
burn him. “No specid requests or statements, your honor.”

“Very wdl,” Handd said. He coughed, wiped a hand across his mouth. “Let the tests begin!”

The orchestra struck the proper note and swept off into a complicated piece written by the
originators of the rituas to gtir excitement among the spectators while the preparations were being made.

It was an oddly eerie tune,

An attendant dressed in traditiond white shimmer-cloth with a pulsating flash-fabric collar crossed to
Guil; the callar threw angdlic glare over his face, obscuring his features. All that was visble was his eyes,
bright with reflected throbbings of light. He brought Guil three wegpons: the sound-sedative whidle, the



sonic knife, and the deadly sound rifle.

No longer trying to suppress the tremors that shook him like a dry leef, Guil strapped the knife to the
waistband of his leotard suit, hung the whidtle about his neck by the glisgening shimmer-metd chain, and
cradled the rifle in his arms. With a nod to the judges, he took a hundred paces into the arena, turned
back to the hundred foot mondlith that was the Bench, braced himsdf mentdly and physcaly, puffed out
the gde ar and took in clean, and nodded once again.

Themusc subsided, was gone.

“Y ou have been chosen Class 1V,” Judge Tdlis boomed. He was a hawk of a man, wizened, with a
beak nose, his two eyes like the eyes of a predatory bird. His hands appeared out of the robe to push
back at the sides of his hair, then disappeared into the folds again.

Class IV. The echo of the words throbbed a moment before the soundproofing wals negated their
patterns.

Father will be disappointed, Gul thought. But there was nothing to say except: “I accept my
daion.”

“Have you chosen an identisong?’

A phrase from your identisong was recorded on a smdl lape badge and had merdy to be activated
to dlow you the use of dl machines used by your gation and to give you entrance into dl places your
class was permitted entrance. Fourth Class identisongs had to be duple-metered. He redized, as he
scanned what hundreds of tunes he knew, that he should have had one dready in mind. Then he thought
of a choice tha would please his father with its irony and its connection with Der Erlkonig from the
previous evening. “I chose Schu-bert's Marche Militaire.”

Tdlis confirmed the choice.

The orchestra began muted music.

“Let usbegin!” Talis said.

Thewadl of the Bench shimmered, opagued in the cen-ter, then dissolved in part to form a hole fifty
feet across and seventy feet high. For a moment, there was slence that hed like smoke in air, asif there
would never again be a noise of any sort. Except for the dmogt inaudible sweetness of the orchestra.
And Guil wondered, looking at the hole in the Bench, just what could be so damned big! Seconds |ater,
he got his answer. From the porta came a ydlow dragon with white-white teeth, scaes as large as shove
blades and eyes as red as blood with tiny clotted black pupils. Drool collected on the dragon's lips and
dipped down itschinin rivulets.

The tenson in the orchestra's music increased.

Gul fdt the riang urge to flee, but gripped himsdf with hisfear and used it to hold him there. He tried
to tdl himsdf that it was only sound, that it was not redl. Not red at dl. Not in the sense of flesh and
blood. It was a man-structured sound configuration, a weaving of mo-lecular vibrations to form a fase
entity—jugt like the ten towers and the piano Rose had played yesterday and, yes, even the cape and
leotard suit he wore. Then his fa-ther's words of the night before fled through his mind: “They will only be
creatures of sound directed by men, brainless on their own. But remember, they can kill you just as surdy
asif they were red.”

He was very much afraid.

The dragon snorted, blew piercing sound waves from its nodtrils instead of the conventiond fire of
fary tdes and legends. It looked over the gdleries, roaring its defiance. And incdentdly putting on a
show for those who expected horror and pain. It waved its mighty head on the top of its thick, scaed
neck, and gnashed its teeth, ssemingly pleased with the response of the audience. Then it saw Guil, and
though only a sound configuration directed by technicians behind the Bench, it licked its thick, black lips
inhunger. . ..

Gul refrained from getting it over with in one quick blast of the sound rifle. It was tempting to leve
the big weapon and pulverize the dragon, shatter its arrange-ment of sound patterns and dissipate it. But
if he chose the easy way out and did not prove to the judges satis-faction that he was the master of
sound and a competent user of the Eight Rules, then they would most certanly not let him out of the
arenadive. Or if they did, it would be only to let the proper attendants take him to the disposa furnaces



and ash him. He dipped the sound-sedative whigtle between his teeth, bit down on it until his teeth ached,
waiting for the dragon to make its move.

But the dragon fancied itsdf a cat and decided he was a mouse to be played with. It prowled around
the end of the arena, watching the gdleries asif it did not see him, asif its confrontation would be with the
spectators. However, he could tdl when its eyes flicked for short moments in his direction, gauging the
distance and the chances so the engineers guiding it could know when to leap. It roared at the wdls, and
the roar echoed briefly before the wals negated it. Guil waited, weary with waiting and wishing the action
would start. He shifted from one foot to the other, the gun Hill clenched in his hand, his free aam across
the other, forming a cradle to hold the gun. Seconds passed in an agonizing crawl. Then minutes.

And suddenly the dragon leaped. . . .

Gul jumped in surprise despite himsdf. Sweat popped out on his face, and his nose watered dightly.
At fird, it appeared as if the beast were going to cross the distance between them in that Sngle leap. It
hung impossibly in the air, huge, covering dozens of feet with itsfal back to the floor. But it did not make
the entire distance and crashed ponderoudy to the stone twenty feet away. Guil backed hurriedly, for he
could see that the long neck could just about make up for the remaining distance. As he backed, he blew
the whigle until his face reddened and his ears grew hot with rushing blood.

The dragon snorted again, shaking its massive head in wild fury.

Gul continued to blow the whigtle.

The sound was amogt inaudible,

The dragon's eyes widened for a moment, then grew heavy. Its floppy ears raised like greet tents as if
grain-ing to pick up each Sill note of the sound-sedative, then withered back like dying flowers.

He blew again, longer this time, holding out until his chest screamed for ar and he had to stop and
suck vio-ently for breath before continuing.

The beast legped, crashing short again, unsteady. 1ts massve legs seemed to vibrate like jely. It tried
to run, wobbled sideways, and fdl down dumsly on its rump.

Gul blew and blew.

The dragon shook its head again, ears dgpping loudly againg the sides of its skull, and struggled to its
feet. The process was dow and arduous, but it managed to raise itsdf again. The engineers fighting to
hold the mo-hility pattern of the configuration mugt have let out a amdl cheer a this find rdly of thar
robot. When it was erect once more, it Started after the boy, wobbling drunkenly, obvioudy on its last
legs

This is too easy, Gul thought. Still, he blew the whistle, dways backing, his eyes fixed to the
tremendous jaws and the saberlike teeth of his adversary—and to the feet that were as big around as the
sumps of felled oak trees.

The dragon tried to legp once more, but it could not cope with the sound-sedative whidle and fdl
onto its Sde. Ashcan lids did aily down its gargantuan orbs, and it fdl into deep.

There was appreciative gpplause from the gdleries

Gul was rductant to beieve the mongter had redly ceased to battle and was not just playing a
shrewd game of possum in preparaion for jumping up and gouging Guil's heart from his chest. He
continued to sound the whidtle. His cheeks ached, and his eyes fdt as if they would pop out of ther
sockets and rall across the floor to become logt in the cream and black swirls splashing the copper. An
uwilling Oedipus. He had a flegting vison of everyone crawling around on the arena floor looking for his
eyes, the tests momentarily suspended until his vi-son could be restored.

Fndly, the dragon emitted belches that tried to emu-late snores. A touch of comedy by the sound
engineers

Gul dropped the whidtle from his mouth, let it dgp back againg his chest, and worked his lips to rid
them of a cramped sensation. Proudly, he turned toward the sec-tion of the tiers where his father would
be seated with his entourage. As he did s0, turning his back only frac-tiondly on the arena, the crowd
screamed . . .

Gul whirled, his mouth open, choked, and started to run. Then he remembered that he was in an
arena and that running could take him to no place of safety and could only tire im instead. He stopped



and turned to stare at what had frightened him. The body of the dragon was shredding dong the spine,
didfigured now with seven and eght foot dashes as if it were a Chinese paper condruction. The kin
flapped open and rustled, curled back and showed dark holes boring away into the body. There was
something innately sinigter about those dark tunndls, something ugly and disgugting. He was re-minded of
worm burrows in rancid megt. Then, from these holes came the devils.

That was the only fiting term he could find for them: devils. They stood four feet tal, were
two-legged, had triple-elbowed arms that dragged on the floor. They were extremdy hairy, their heads
warty, greasy, four-eyed mongrosties dashed by wide mouths that had been cram-jammed ful of
razor-honed ydlow teeth that splayed over green lips and dripped drool. Their chests were barrels under
thick, short necks, and they were powerful runners if their overly-muscled legs were any indication. Guil
thought he could have laughed had the Stuation not been so perilous. These were creatures out of some
test master's nightmares, not things that could possibly ever exist on their own. He gtifled his laughter with
little trouble, however, for he knew these things could kill—aughable or not.

He counted ten.

He stuffed the whistle back in his mouth and blew hard.

Absolutely nothing.

The devils did not cease in their exit from the dragon’s body, did not blink their eyes, did not show a
gngle 9gn of weariness.

Of course, hethought, they aren't going to throw one test at me that is essentially like the lagt,
even if 1 am battling for a mere Class I V.

The test magters were shrewd. What would come next would not be anything like what had gone
before. The whistle would not work here. He drew his sonic knife, pointed it at the devils dimbing down
the dragon's skull, and made the mation of cutting. One of the devils screamed. The invishle keen edge
of the sonic blade had caught him, diced him. His sscomach suddenly split wide, dumping entrails and
blood over the dragon's chin. The devil twirled dightly as if unable to believe what was happening, as if
wanting to turn away from the scene and collect its senses. Then it fl, twisting its neck on the floor.

Gul was disgusted with the thousands in the tiers who wanted blood and who demanded it in the
ceremonies, even if it was not real. They cheered and gibbered and waved their aams. Vampires, they
were, thirging after the forbidden liquor.

Another roar of approva. Louder. Deep. Guiturd.

He swung the tip of the blade toward another of the animds, sawed off its left hand. The member fel
wetly to the floor, and the fingers convulsed wildy for a few seconds before admitting defeat. Then the
hand disappeared. The engineers had no use for it, no reason to maintain its existence.

He approached the other eight devils, svinging the blade menacingly. But, of course, he could not
drive them away. They were not redl with a fear of their own, could not experience pan, and had been
especidly con-structed to kill him. Vidoudy, he svung the tip of the blade, not redly touching them, but
adng it across two devils. One, cut nearly in hdf, wobbled a angle step, jerked epilepticdly, and
bounced to the floor in a shower of red that—despite its unred source—spattered Guil's face. He wiped
it off as best he could when he redlized the engineers were going to keep it intact. A bubble of it caught in
his nose, and he blew it free. The second devil, his head split, did gently to the floor.

Vomit tickled the back of Guil's throat with its acid fingers. The test masters were a little too careful
with the detall, a little too generous with the sadism for the spec-tators. They splashed gore and pan
around like children with water and sand. Guil wondered whether the red reason they did not want to
see sound rifles used except as a lagt resort was because sound rifles were dean and left no blood or
mangled remains when amed correctly. Was the purpose to gan a sation and prove manhood— or to
thill the Musicians and their Ladies with horror by the bucketful?

The 9x remaining devils separated and gingerly tried to surround him. They closed in from three
Sdes, teeth foam-flecked, eyes hideous and wild. But it would not be those teeth, no matter how horrid
they looked, that would kill him. The devils would smply grasp him in a deeth embrace where their null
waves would negate his pogitive waves and wipe him off the face of the earth. He arced the point of his
knife and smoothly haved dl of them in ten seconds. There was a tremendous amount of blood on the



floor, lesking away indl directions like a thousand-fingered hand with an irregular pam.

Gul searched the arena for 9gns of the next test. For atime, as the seconds ticked by, he thought
that it might be over and that he might have won. But the Sllence of the crowd and the gaze of the judges
told him this was not so. Then what? Was it now a war of nerves, sretch-ing seconds into minutes,
dretching minutes into scores of minutes until he was ready to crack from the stress— then throwing
another horror a him? But he did not have time to follow that course of thought any further. The next test
was upon him.

Suddenly he saw that the gore from the past battles was shivering, not just as al sound configurations
shim-mered, but with a purpose. The blood from the ten dev-ils began to draw together, defying
gravitationd laws, surging up the curved floor like crimson tides, forming a deep, high-sded puddle.
Coagulation occurred rapidly as black clots formed, meshed, tangled to clot more and more of the sticky
fluid. He could dmogt fed as wdl as hear the shudders of disgust in the tiers. Still, they loved it with a
savage lud. It was an awful and delicious thrill they would never dlow themsalves to miss

Abruptly, the blood coagulation was fed by gdlons of red fluid that erupted from the dashes on the
patialy deflated hulk of the dragon—blood stored, saved, wait-ing for this moment. It gushed down the
floor to the pul-sating mass, splashed around it and held to it magicaly. The jelly-mass quivered, now a
dozen feet high and nine feet thick, a pillar of congedled blood with a strange life of its own. All at once, it
ghrank down to 9x feet, Flit into two pillars, each stretching back to its origind height of twelve feet with
anew thickness of four and a hdf.

The crowd roared, thumped the bleachers. Guil could see their faces without even bothering to look:
red, bloated dightly out of normd perspective, perspiring, sa-liva wet in their open mouths and glisening
on ther lips, their noses quivering like the noses of wild animas senang a teemind battle. Eyes wide and
pupils dilated. And why? What was it they had that he lacked? What ugly longing boiled in them that did
not bail in him, thet drew them to this spectacle?

The two pillars trembled asif about to move.

More noise from the crowd . . .

Gul waved the sonic knife, dashed them in two, waved it back a a lower levd and made eight
pieces. Then he saw the terrible consequences of acting without thinking. Each part ill lived, burbling,
dopping, sretching to dmogt Sx feet, shrinking width-wise to two feet. They were not dead, but merdy
multiplied. They lashed out with pseudopods, dl eght of them, dosing the gap between test and testee . .

He threw the sonic knife from him in fury, bringing the rifle into play now. Fdling to one knee, he
amed through the glass bubble on the deek, gray barrel, cen-tered on the jelly-mass, and fired. The thing
vibrated, seemed to flame into amillion flecks of seething ash, and was gone, its sound patterns disrupted
and dispersed by the bolt from the rifle. This was good. This was better. No blood, no gore, no ruined
bodies. Smple and clean. He turned toward the remaining seven pillars of blood jely, grinning.

While he had concentrated on the firg of the crea-tures, the others had moved frighteningly close. He
danced backwards, firing as he went. He blasted two more of them out of existence before he suddenly
dipped and fdl backwards in a tangle of legs and arms. The gun tumbled out of his hands and rattled
across the floor, oinning to a stop a dozen feet away. . . .

His head spun as the gun had spun, aching with brushburns where flesh had skidded over stone.
Every nerve in his body tensed and began screaming, for this was, just possbly, the end of Guillaume
Dufay Grieg. He launched himsdf dizzly after therifle, rolling across the floor and dutching it, losng it in
his panic and hav-ing to dutch it again. Tuming to stand, he found a blood beast towering over him. The
clots churned through it as it gurgled even closer to him. A pseudopod snaked out and wrapped around
hisleg, sung and tightened there.

The crowd moaned.

He fdt the tingling as his naturd molecular patterns were disturbed. He swung the rifle up, heaving
frightful sobs from his chest, and blasted point blank at the blood beast. There was a rich humming as
sound pattern can-celed sound pattern, and the blood beast was gone. The tingling sensation in his leg
was gone too, but it left be-hind a dull aching as his molecular patterns protested the near obliteration.



But the blood beast was gone!

The other four were not.

And they were closer.

Reeching out . . .

Clutching the sound rifle, he rolled sdeways until he dammed againg the arena wall. Sill dizzy, he
stood and braced his back againg the low barrier of cool shimmer-stone. His ribs ached, as did his leg
and the sde of his head. He fought to clear the multiple images from his mind while panic boomed in him
and warned him that he didn't have time to straighten himsdf out, didn't have enoughtimeat dl . . .

The crowd was roaring again, and the sharp bellow of noise seemed to help flush away the dizziness.
Hefdt his breathing return to some semblance of normdity, though the damming of his heart agang his
chest wall did not decrease. He brought the gun up and played it on the four blood beasts. They could
not move as fast as he could shoot. They sank rapidly into nothingness.

The screams of the crowd indicated a knowledge of what was coming next.

But his head ached and his vison was now blurred by sweat and blood and he could not, for the
moment, see anything. Through the watery haze, the arena seemed empty, save for the body of the
dragon and some scat-tered members of the devils he had cut with the sonic knife. Hugging the wadl, he
darted back toward the Bench so that there might be room behind him for running when the next
chdlenge was thrown at him. He fdt asif he would have to run, for there was <0 little energy left to fight
with.

His legs did not hurt. Contrariwise, they held no fed-ing whatsoever. They were like dull, senseless
hunks of sted that had been welded to his hips and moved on some distant, involuntary robot control
mechanism. Up and down, up and down . . . He redized that he could not even fed the dap of his feet
agang the floor. He was s0 very, very tired. Only the pumping of his naturd sup-ply of adrendin was
keeping him going, and that seemed periloudy close to exhaustion. He searched again for an opponent as
the crowd screamed and had its millionth paroxysm of horror-filled joy, its millionth orgasm of ter-ror. He
blinked swesat out of his eyes, raised an am to wipe away some of the blood. His hands were dill dive,
but he redized the hdf paralyss that had invaded hislegs was cregping down his ams in an effort to turn
himinto a complete zombie. He knew that, if he were to sur-vive, the next test would have to come soon
while he il had some energy, dill adroplet of strength. Thenhesawit . . .

... wriggling in the paper skin of thedragon . . .

...canlinginthere. . .

Something . . .

The dragon was a Pandora’s Box filled with night-mares. This one was a snake—a giant of a snake.
It reared its truck-sized head with washtub green eyes, rose from the carcass of the Lizard, its forked
tongue hissng in and out of its mammoth jaws. How many coils lad in the dragon? How many feet could
the dragon possibly contain? Then he redized the test masters could make as many feet of coils as they
wished come out of the dead dragon. Logic played no part in dl of this. Logic and physcd laws had
been set aside. Thiswas ther night-mare they were sharing with him, and they could dream anything they
liked. A thousand feet of snake could come boailing out of there. Two thousand. Ten thousand. They
could fill the arenawall to wal with it and smother him with its scaly body.

And how many other things might follow the snake, out of the carcass—assuming he could kill the
snake? Could not countless terrors be swarming indde? Enough to keep him fighting here until he
dropped and was de-feated?

Then he saw it dearly and smply. The one thing he was supposed to grasp. The firg rule of sound
was to un-derstand the ampliaty of dl the other rules. Sound con-trol was easy, dmogt within the
powers of an idiot. Pandoras Box was the answer. If he destroyed the drag-on's carcass, the Pandora's
Box would be smashed to splinters. He had ignored the corpse in his wariness of active adversaries.
Now he saw that the dragon was the source. He could afford to ignore dl else and destroy the dragon.

The snake focused phosphorescent green saucer eyesonhim. . . .

Weaily, he raised hisrifle

Rasditupandupandup. ..



Coail after coil unwound as the snake reared above the dead dragon, weaving and bobbling, coming
out of it like a dow jack-in-the-box, out of it and out of it and out of it.

He sghted on the dragon's body, ignoring the menac-ing snake that was only a secondary adversary.

The snake wasfifty feet above the dragon's body now, great fangs bared and dripping.

He destroyed the dragon.

The snake crashed onto the floor like alimp rope, now only haf a beast. The part that had ill been
coiled in the dragon had not survived, and only fifty feet of the monster now writhed in the arena. Kicking
without legs, screaming without a voice, it wriggled in its deeth strug-gle toward him. The giant jaws
opened. He saw smdl, snigter forms within the throat, grublike things that were ralling toward the mouth
in an attempt to fdl out and take over where the snake had falled. The test mas-ters were clever—and
mad. Without hestation, he destroyed the snake with a prolonged bolt from the sound rifle, thus
demalishing the te<t, dissolving the dugs and whatever ese had been in that throat.

The Great Hdll was quiet. The arena floor was empty —save for him.

Suddenly the crowd bellowed like a mighty animd, applauded, shouted, jumped up and down. The
cheer, like amighty wave, swept into the arena and bore him toward the Bench. . . .



FIRST:

Loper stopped a few feet from the elevator, holding the child he had kidnapped, watching the three
gp-proaching Musicians and wondering, desperately, what he could do. A fat Musician on the end of the
trio saw Loper fird, and he shouted, started running. Loper looked for doors. At the farthermost end of
the corridor, avay from the Musicians, four huge, milky glass pandls waited like cataracted eyes.

The Musidan reached him, his arms extended as if he would grope for the child. Loper swung his
dagger, plunged it through the man's neck, ripped it loose. The Musician wobbled sideways, his eyes
suddenly very large, and collgpsed to the shiny floor, lesking dl over the beatiful tile.

One of the others reached for his sound-sedative whis-tle.

“No whigles” Loper shouted, holding the baby above his head with one hand, showing his intent to
kill a the drone of the sound-sedative.

The Musicians stopped, faces suddenly milky white like the doors, threatening to dissolve here and
regppear on some oddity shelf as porcdain figures of rare perfec-tion.

Sowly, Loper backed away. A dozen yards later, he turned and ran, his wide, six-toed feet dapping
loudly againg thetile. His leg muscles snaked under his skin like sted cables, thrusting him on. He burst
through the doors, smashing one outward againg a pillar, shattering it. It hummed in fragments, then
disappeared. By the time he had reached the bottom of the steps and was in the neon stone gardens, the
grens were walling and out-raged shouting had erupted behind.

The baby was awake and screaming. He hdd it againgt his chest to dull its outcries.

Neon stones glowed on dl sides, cagting up auroras that nearly blinded him when he strayed from the
regu-lar pathways between them.

Burgting blue ashimmer: a sea dfire. . .

Red, red, crimson, rouge, cinnabar: blood . . .

He raced from the gardens, stopped to look back. A sound rifle beam sang into a tree next to him,
puffed a huge limb out of existence. Then a Mudcian shouted an order not to shoot for fear of harming
the child. Loper turned and—Ioped.

When he reached the Popular Sector, he discovered he was 4ill not safe, for the Musicians snapped
on ther brilliant amber sound shieds and came on. He turned into a litter-strewn dleyway, turned again
and again. Suddenly, panic-stricken, he redized he had made a cru-cid blunder. He should have sprinted
directly into the ruins where reinforcements lay; he should not have tried to lose them. Here in the
dley-maze, they could divide to surround and findly corner him. That was something he could not dlow
to happen, especidly snce he had the child and it had been to sted a child that everything had been
risked in the firgt place.

He would have to act now, before they retrieved the child and the chance of subdituting Strong's
perfect baby, his unmutated baby, was lost. He held the baby at am's length and was struck by the
gentle, soft lines of it, the pink coloration, the tiny features. . . . No! He had to hurry, had to act. This
baby must never be found.

He reminded himsdf that it was this babe's great-great-great-multigreat grandparents and every
relative on down who had made the postwar Earth what it was. In the future, this child would perpetuate
the wrongs of his ancestors. With anger for what the Muscians had made the Populars, Loper snapped
its thin neck between three fingers, turned and duffed the raglike corpse into a drain pipe where the
patter of rat feet echoed scratchrily. . . .



CHAPTER THREE

There were four on the winner's platform now, and the arena was tling down, the crowds meking
less and less noise as the time drew near for the start of the find test. Guil fdt the bandage on his head,
decided it was too amdl to worry about, and grinned. He had made it! At least through the firs stage,
through the arena cha-lenges. There remained only the Rillar of Ultimate Sound, the courting of Degth
Himsdf. But he could not envison anything worse than the arena, more trying than the dragon’'s Pandora
Box, more horrifying than the blood beasts—or the forms that had attempted to dither from the snake's
throat. The Ultimate Sound would only be a formdity; he had beaten the Erlking! While he re-joiced that
his life was now set and molded and without further complications, Rose approached the Bench,
shoulders hunched. He remembered the boy's words from the previous day, and he turned to watch
carefully for whatever gartling thing Rosie had planned.

Rosie stopped and looked up.

“Girolamo Frescobadi Cimarosar?” the judge asked.

“Itis|, your honor.”

“Areyou prepared to begin your test?’

“No, your honor.”

No.

Nol! It took time to register and have meaning. The mind was prepared for the standard reply, the
reply given by dl boys, and now something different had been uttered; it required a menta adjustment. A
mumble of astonishment went through the thousands in their tiers as neighbor turned to neighbor to
confirm what they thought they had heard—but could not believe. Guil hunched forward though he could
see and hear perfectly Well.

“Before we go any further,” the judge said, obvioudy perplexed as anyone in the audience, “1 should
tdl you that you have been recommended by your ingtructor for a Class | gation.”

The audience gasped. Hdf came to ther feet, and the other hdf followed suit. The gStuation
demanded a direct view of the Bench no maiter how much better they could see it on their individud
televisons. Guil had expected Rosie to place high, but had not been anticipating aful Class | atus. He
hed been limited to a Class |V chiefly because of hisrebdlious nature and his innate musicd inghility, not
because he was any more incompetent a using the Eight Rules than any of the other boys. Smi-larly, he
had expected Rose to be named for a low class amply because of his sigmata. But now the judge had
offered the highest place in society.

“l do not accept,” Roge said. He did not say it with disdain or in fear. There was something dse in
his voice —pride, perhaps.

“You do not accept?’ the judge croaked, furious now, his hands flitting out of his voluminous robes,
his scrawny neck sretching out of the orange judicid ring on his collar.

Roge stood, waiting, a pathetic figure on the vast floor, done and very amdl before the Bench.
Redizing the boy was waiting for the continuation of the traditiond ques-tions, the judge cleared his
throat and said, “Do you have any particular statements or requests to be made at thistimer

“l do.” Rose seemed suddenly to stand Straighter, to break some of the twisted grip of his bones and
muscles. Guil had never seen him effect a smilar posture.

“That is?’

“l wish to forgo the tests of the Four Classes in order that | may try for the Meddlion of the
Composer.”

The roar of unrestrained excitement that coursed through the tiers was far greater than anything the
Musi-cians and their Ladies had loosened during the tradi-tiond tests that had preceded this moment. It



rebounded from the wals, shook the stands with its tumultuous booming and proved too much even for
the thirsty acoudtical wadls to drink in and negate. Guil fdt swa-lowed by it, like a morsd of food
dropped into a giant's throat. Somehow, he fet more dive under its pounding echo. He was exhilarated
as he had never been. Not only his own success, but now thid Did Rose redly think he could make it?
Only fourteen had tried in four hundred years, and only Aaron Copeland Mozart had made it. That had
been—how long?—two hundred and twelve years ago. And | know him, Gul thought. And no matter
whether he makes it or not, he will go down in Vivaldi's city history.

The gigantic key orchestra was brought into the arena after a dday of some minutes. The audience
quieted as the hunchback approached the indrument, drew the stool before it, ran his hands over the
hundred and twenty keys, drifted feet over the eeven pedds, and cast his eyes up and down the three
rows of blue and red toggles stretched twenty to aline above the keys.

Rose sucked in his breath and befit over the board like a nearly blind man over a book. The
audience took its seats with a whump! like the wings of a huge bird thumping in heavy air. Guil redized
he had not been bregthing. He breathed. And Rosie began his origind compostion. . . .

The opening theme was proud and chivaric. It was piano only, but promising more later. The octaves
for the left hand approached the limits of what a piano could do. It seemed asif only the full orchestra
with its trum-pets and drums could do judtice to the marvelous con-ception. Then, abruptly, as he threw
toggles and pumped pedds, there was aful orchestra

Lul. ..

An interminably long lull. Finished? Guil wondered. Finished aready?

No!' An atless tune, much like a folksong, was played by a solo bassoon andantino and
capriccioso, happy-go-lucky. The Great Hal was tomb-slent except for the music. The people might
just aswel have died or faded away into some other continuum.

Tenson began to increase in the middle of the move-ment. There were tremolos on the srings and
ominous pronouncements by the trombones and trumpets . . . Vi-dlins.. . . Then a repetition of the theme
by cdllos and woodwinds.

Sound coursed magnificently through the Great Hal, whirlpooled the recesses of Guil's mind, sung
his teeth with irresigtible vibration, forced him through the womb-waves of its theme and countertheme as
indrument was played agang insrument, hand againgt hand, shadow orchestra againgt main orchestra,
dissonance againgt con-sonance—for one thing is nathing without the other.

Strings, drings, a wire waterfdl of gtrings. Vidling, viola, violoncdlo, contrabass playing legato,
staccato, now legato again. Suddenly a piccolo cadenza without lessening the plunge toward dimax . . .
bugles, bugles, brass chalenges at midnight . . . whirling, flashing, crashing, bone-rending and. . . Slence.

Gul stood, panting, his entire body sheking, his fingers gripping the platform ralling asif he would split
it be-nesth his grasp. His legs fdt like rockets that would send him shooting into the celling, flame trailing
behind. He started to shout a bravo, but the crowd beat him to it, tearing his own voice away in the flux
of the greater roar. Still he cheered and waved his ams madly, tears on his face as Rose stood, those
damned hunched shoulders nonexigtent in the face of this absolute and resounding triumph. The years and
years of the mutants battling had terminated in this, a find reward that more than compensated for the
rigors of his childhood. Guil, vison blurred, turned to the Bench and saw that the judges too were
overwhemed. Handel was pounding his fists on the Bench top, pounding and pounding until they must
have been bruised, pounding in joy, not in acdl to order. The boom sounded even above the cheering as
his flesh ham-mers struck squardly, unheeding of their own condition. Just when Guil was certain the
sound configuration of the Great Hal must be disrupted and fade into nothing-ness, Rose drew himsdf
up and turned, bowing to the audience. The shouting doubled, tripled impossbly, quadrupled as ten
thousand pairs of lungs wrenched themsdlves apart to congratulate. The sound blasted Guil until his ears
ached. Neverthdess, the screaming continued and would continue until lungs were dfire, throats
cracking. Rose was a Composer. One of the greatest of dl time if this sdection was any indication. And
he was theird

Intime, the fury died.



Rose received the Meddlion of the Composer which could change the vibrations of any mechanism
or any porta to dlow him use or entrance. It did not merdly key locks, it effectively dissolved doors for a
moment to let him pass, set machinesin tune with his own patterns so they worked for him asif they were
a part of him. He had only to render the products of his taent in return. Findly, when dl the rituas
demanded by the Stuation had been run through to completion, the judge asked if Rose had any requests
to make now that he had been freed of the tests and the Rillar of Ultimate Sound.

Then came the bombshell. . . .

He asked that his sster be dlowed to try for a gation in the arena

It was a preposterous request. Women were Ladies. Women were never Mudcians. It was a thing
that had never been, a thing tha had no place in thar ordered so-ciety. It was like asking a
twentieth-century man to ac-cept a porpoise for his Presdent Smply because science had proved that
the porpoise was intdligent. Vladido-vitch, the Father of the World, had seen the function of women as
procreation and nothing more. He had made it explidtly clear that women were to be the bearers of
children, those who carried on the race and the immor-tdity of Vladidovitch's own name, but that they
were never to be gationed. Never. The gation was a Sgn of masculinity, and a stationed woman would
destroy the very basics of the order of things.

Still, though the request was preposterous, so was the Stuation. They had their firs Composer in two
centuries. The higtories told of the glory of the age of the laa Com-poser, of the magnificence of the
society he had inspired during his lifetime. The rise of a Composer acted as an inexplicable aphrodisac
on society, turning it on to itsdf until it blossomed colorfully. There wasn't a soul in the Great Hal who
did not long for another such Golden Era. Rose, therefore, was nearly a god to them. Indeed, after his
death, he would eventudly be canonized and then proceed from sainthood to godhood as the years
passed. Tomorrow, they might fed a bit less sure of the move, but today they were exuberant, and they
agreed to his request.

Besdes, what woman could possibly survive in the arena? There was dmost no chance of her
success. So there would be no problem later on. Would there?

The crowd, jabbering, found seets again. Guil sat down as Rose dimbed the plaiform stairs and sat
beside him. “I didn't even know you had a ster,” Guil said, trying to suppress his awe o that he might
tdk to Roge as afriend, as he would have before the bestowing of the Medallion.

“Oh, yes, Guil. A sgter.” Rosie grinned broadly. “Youll see. Here comes Tisha now.”

Gul squinted, trying to make the girl out from his po-gition across the vast arena. Her indructor came
to the left and dightly behind her, hobbling a hit. It was white-haired Franz! The gentle face, cdm
manner, and proud carriage told him that it was the old man who had trained him on the guitar, who had
been so patient with his fumbling (unlike Frederic) and who had shown him that he did have at least the
minmd taents of a mus-cian. He fought down an urge to wave and looked back a the girl. He
swdlowed hard, fdt his Adam's apple bobble in his throat like a trapped anima. Had he been expecting
a hunchback like Rose? A warped mutant, an-other error in the gene juggling chambers? But she took
his breath away with her beauty, burned his dready sore throat with a strange longing he could not quite
define.

She is magnificent, Gul thought.

Rose amiled.

Beautiful. Five foot three, dight but awe-inspiring. She was dressed in a wine-colored leotard suit and
matching dippers. The suit dung tightly, too tightly to the sweet contours of her body. Long and sunning
legs for so short agirl, flaring hips of perfect breadth, atiny waist that looked asif hands might encircle i,
pert and upthrust breasts, and her neck, a hand-carved polished curve of nut brown. Her face was
delicate as fine Chi-nese embroidery, framed with a burst of black hair and punctuated with two eyes as
blue-green as those of a cat Even from across the arena, her face shone with a radi-ant loveiness that
dirred his nerves into a frustrated dance. Surely, the genetic engineers had been perform-ing contrition
for past mistakes when they had formed this sunning girl-woman.

“Shes...shes...

“lsn't he?” Roge chuckled.



The duo reached the Bench and hadted—Tisha with her feet drawn together, her back arched, very
pert and very pretty, old Franz stooped and looking weary but game nonetheless. The litany progressed,
and the crowd sucked in a collective bresth that must have drained hdf of the ar from the room when
Franz sad tha—being her tutor and being proud of what she had accomplished under him—he
recommended her for aClass I. It had been daring enough a request on Rosi€'s part, but to ask for Class
| seemed to be pushing it further than the bounds of decency.

The judges looked skeptica too.

However, Guil thought, it would probably be better to win a Class | than a Class IV, He could see
thet if Tishawon a Class IV gation, the ridicule heaped on other Class Vs from those higher in the socid
order would lead to much unrest and bad fedings “Why, even a woman can win one of your damn Class
IVd” So it had to be the top or nothing. Reluctantly, the judges agreed to let her try for it. They had
committed themsealves to Rose. Besides, there was the dmogt positive assumption that she could only
fal.

But she did not die.

She performed pefectly agangt more horrors than Guil had had to face, usng her weapons
expertly—an array of fourteen that a Class | had to understand and master. For hdf an hour, she camly
took whatever was thrown at her, usng bolo-sonics, sound rifles, and sonic tropic dart systems. It was
plan that the judges intended to baance the weght againg her, that the test masters behind the Bench
would force her to confront twice as many spectres as any other Class | candidate would have to endure.

She dew the wolfmen that spewed from a shower of wriggling worms.

She disposed of the scorpion-tailed dragonflies that rose from the corpses of the wolfmen.

When at lat the test masters could not decently con-tinue tests without publidy admitting they were
gtacking things againg her, and when the tests were finished, she received a shdlow spatter of applause,
modly from the Ladiesin the stands. The men were too busy ruminating on what dl of this would mean
to them. She was es-corted to the platform where she hugged Rose and kissed Guil on the cheek
because Rose had cdled hm his only friend.

At lagt, it was time for dl but Rose to face the Rllar of Ultimate Sound. Guil led Tisha from the
platform, chest puffed a bit at having her arm for even this brief momert.

Then, moaning from a sudden break in the floor, came the Rillar of the Ultimate Sound. . . .

As the swirling, umbrageous column towered above them, humming with a bleak and ugly steadiness,
athou-sand subme odies intertwined among amillion synco-pated rhythms playing againgt one another in
near ca-cophony, he knew without a doubt that the Rillar of the Ultimate Sound was worse then the tests
in the arena. He tried to argue himsdf out of that viewpoint by re-minding himsdf that he had stuck his
head into the pil-lar that day he had been with his father, had experi-enced the eerie world thet the pillar
was a gateway to. There should be nothing frightening now about the pillar, should there? Yes. Yes there
should. When he had been a child and had looked into the redm beyond, he had been too young to
understand what it was, whet it meant. Now, older and with the benefit of stories about researchers who
hed ventured beyond and had never re-turned, he knew that the land beyond the pillar was Desth.
Knowing made a great ded of difference. His somach churned madly, anxious to empty itself.

The pillar played hymns.

But black and malevolent were ther themes. . . .

The order of chdlenge was settled on by the drawing of lots. Guil was to be last, Tisha just before
him. He fdt his ice hands contracting, cracking the bones of his fingers as his flesh tried to crawl in on
itsdf. The people in the stands fdt the terror too. They were quiet, solemn, perhaps a bit nervous. An
invighble graveyard breeze swept through the place, ratling the spectators like ten thousand teeth in the
jaws of the Great Hall.

The judges peered over the bench, watching intently.

The doctor came onto the floor, followed by two assist-ants. He was a psychiaris; the assgants
were medicd doctors. The chief doctor's function would be to examine each boy—or girl—after he—or
she—had come out of the pillar, then pass judgment on his emotiond ability. Some of the contestants



would be broken by the experi-ence. Others would pass it without much trouble. It de-pended on
whether one was il a child, holding onto the beliefs of hisimmortdity.

Thefirg boy stepped forward & the direction of the doctor and entered the pillar. He was ingde for
only moments, and came out looking chipper enough. The psychiatrist attached the sengtive bands of his
scanner to the wrigts of the boy, dipped the mesh cap over his head. In seconds, the scan had been
completed, and the psychiatrist announced that this one had passed the tet, had not built up an undue
amount of pattern ingability in his thought waves.

A second one followed the firgt, entered the pillar hes-tantly. When three minutes had passed and the
boy did not emerge, the psychiaris went forward and stepped patidly into the pillar, found him and
brought him out. His lips were loose, dimed with drool, and his eyes were vacant. The boy had dipped
into a schizophrenic state so deep that there would be no getting im out, ever. An-other body for the
disposa furnaces.

Then, after severd more tests, it was Tishas turn. She stepped forward without a moment's pause,
did into the humming brown wall of sound. Guil wanted to reach out for her, to stop her, but he could
not. This was her fight. A minute later, she came out, amiling, and approached the psychiatrist. It was
obvious that the experience had not deranged her, that her mind was capable of accepting the
atmosphere beyond the pillar without losing control of itsdf. She was able to die for a short moment and
come back with usliving and not lose her sanity.

But the psychiatrist proclaimed her disturbed.

She protested, turned to the judges and demanded to be cross-checked by another psychiatrist with
another scanning meachine.

The judges only nodded.

The psychidrist stated that it would not be necesssary for her to be relegated to the disposd
furnaces, for the ingability was not that serious.

“Why, then, isit serious enough to keep mefrom gain-ing a Class?’ she asked, placing her hands on
her hips and facing him with dl the determination she could mugter.

“l have made my statement,” the doctor said. He turned away from her.

“Digmissad,” the judge said.

“You can't do thisto me” she said.

“Yes” the judge said. “Dismissad.”

Gull watched her wak off the floor, back into the rooms beyond the arena where she would change
and leave. Rosie had been influentid enough—in the heat of the moment, at least—to get her a chance to
try for a Class, but his influence had not lasted. He was a Com-poser, but it would take more than a
future saint and god to change the order Vladidovitch had established. The judges had seen ther mistake,
hed redlized this could open the door to more women seeking Class, and had found a way to dam that
door in her face.

He was next.

For amoment, he considered the wisdom of refusng on the grounds that the girl had been cheated.
Then he decided that would be decidedly unwise, stupid even. Who was he, dfter dl, to disoute with the
judges? And who was he to say that the ways established by Vladido-vitch should now be overturned?
Ahead of him lay a peaceful life within this pleasant society. There was no reason to strike out and
demoalish his future. He could not snglehandedly change the masculinist policy, and he would succeed
only in bringing his own ruin. He stepped forward.

The pillar hummed, pulsated from dark brown to light brown and back to dark again.

He had faced it as a child. He must remember thét.

He stepped into the pillar, through the gate into an-other world, the world of Degth from which the
re-searchers had never returned. . . .

There was before him a raven sky, black from horizon to horizon, sung with faint brown stars. To his
right was arow of chocolate-hued mountains cut by a gem-glistening river that was very dark green and
terribly wide. Abruptly, he thought of his dream:

Above the blesk banks of the green river there is a barren wal of stone jutting to a shdf of polished



black onyx a hundred feet overhead. It is an indeterminable hour of the night. The sky is clear, but it is
nat blue. As he watches, it threads from black to lighter shadows, an odd brown and a rotten tan tha
approximate the color of dried blood where they overlap. At a bend in the river, the onyx shdf juts
completely across the water, forming a roof, and on this roof is a purple building of massve columns
rimmed with black stone faces & their tops. Drifting on a lesf, he approaches the building . . .

Then he elaborated on the dream, took it one step fur-ther:

Within, he sees for the firg time, what seem to be ca-vorting, dancing figureswhich . . .

Then he redlized he was standing too long in the col-umn. It was best to get out in the norma time
length, to give the psychiatrist and his machines no chance what-soever to ban him from adulthood. He
stepped back into the Great Hdl.

For a moment, he was sruck with a mdancholy, ad-most ovewheming sense of loss. The
psychiatrist came forward, dipped the bands on hiswrists and the mesh pick-up cap on his skull. He was
not found wanting. He had passed the find test. It was over. Done. But a sick-sweet feding within told
him thet it was far from over, along, long way from done. Singlefile, they left the Great Hal, the totem of
the pillar roaring a siren song behind.

In the rooms behind the Great Hal, he found a dress-ing and shower cubicle. He tossed off his cape,
grabbed his chest and hugged himsdlf. He thought of the Fillar of Ultimate Sound, of the throbbing desires
to return there, and he vomited over the pretty blue floor which had been programmed—due to past
experience with testees on Coming of Age Day—to sound-annihilate just such avilefluid. . . .

The sound shower, activated by his identisong meda, “washed” away his perspiration, pelleted him
with tune-ful dleansing. But it could not reach wet fingers down through the muck of him and cleanse his
soul. And that was the thing that was dirtied, much more blackened than his skin. In just one day, s0
many things had hap-pened and the world seemed so suddenly wrong. First, he had seen the savage
blood lugt hidden just below the surface of the Musicians who damed to be the height of dvilized
exigence. That frightened him as much as the pillar. He no longer fdt that he knew those people he had
lived with al these years. Suddenly, they had taken off masks and had shown jackal faces underneath.
Then, too, there was the pillar and the indescribable magnetism of that landscape. He wanted to go back.
Part of hismind longed for the brown-black sky and the ethereal, dusky landscape.

“You were very brave,” avoice said behind him.

A little voice, little and soft.

Her voice.

He turned, shocked a her nakedness, franticdly won-dering what he might grab—and from
where?—to cover his own body. She seemed unconcerned, however, as if mutud bathing were a thing
the two of them had shared a thousand times. And his thoughts went to her beauty, to the curves and
prominences of the body that matched in every degree the loveiness of that indescribable face.

She stepped under a second shower broadcaster. “Rode was afrad for you.”

“l was afrad for Rose,” he said, then laughed, his ten-sion draining just alittle.

“l know what you mean. Rose doesn't need pity. I've dways known that.”

“You were rather brave yoursdf,” he said, searching for some way to keep the conversation going so
thet there was not as much awareness of her body.

“Not redly.” She took hismedd and lifted it to her shower head, turning it on as the bars of Marche
militaire played.

“You were chegted,” he said.

She shrugged her shoulders. Her breasts bounced.

He turned his face to the shower speakers, closed his eyes. Invigble fingers squeezed new
pergpiration out of his skin, and he needed to have it sung away.

“Do you think thiswill encourage other girls?” he asked.

“How?'

“I meen to gpply for a gation.”

“What's to encourage them?’ she asked. “It will be ru-mored dl over the dty how thoroughly | was



humiliated and turned away. And no other girl will have a brother who is a Composer to get her even as
far as Rose got me”

“l guess 0.”

“You were different,” she said, turning more toward him.

His eyes traveled down the front of her. He pulled them back up to her face, blushing. “What do you
mean?’

“Y ou were hoping | would win.”

“Of course”

“No one else was. Except Rose. They were dl waiting for me to be killed in the arena or crack up in
the pillar. They wanted me to end up in the disposa furnaces”

“l don't know if you can make that sort of generdization.”

“It'strue, and you know that it is”

He stood for a moment, trying to find something to say that would not deny the honesty of the society
of which he was now a part. But there was nothing but the truth. “You're right,” he said.

She laughed, teeth sparkling, then cut it short “Y ou saw the black and brown sky?” she said.

“Which became especidly distorted and mottled over the chocolate mountains” he said. He turned
to the shower and closed his eyes again.

“And the ichorlike river.”

“All of it,” he affirmed, filled with horror and ddlight at the same time. Thefeding of sick-sweet desire
flooded back.

“Guil,” she said, putting a finger on his left eye and prying the lid open. 1 came to you because you
were the only one that wanted me to win. You cared about what happened. And because I'm afraid that
they may have me marked now that | have tried to upset things”

“Afrad? You?

She looked at him, shook her heed.

And with the sound playing prestissimo fals upon their anging flesh on the shimmer-stone floor, they
found an epiphany of soul, moving together in time, giving to each a moment for cadenza. . . .



FIRST:

Loper had disposed of the child's body just in time, for a moment later, the purang Mudcians entered
the far end of the dley. He turned, started to run the other way. Suddenly, Musicians blocked that
entrance too.

He drew his knife, tossed it. It bounced off the ydlow shidd as he knew it would. He turned,
searching the wal behind. A window ledge and a shattered window lay fifteen feet above. He leaped,
caught hold of a hole where a brick had once rested, kicked his feet againgt the wall, brought afoot up to
share the hole, raised a hand, grasped the window ledge, and pulled himsdlf up.

“He doesn't have the child!” someone shouted.

Ydlow light danced on the dull crimson walls.

He dashed his hand on the fragments of glass dicking out of the bottom of the Sil. He hooked
bleeding fingers over the rotting wood.

“Dont let him—"

“Stop him or—"

“Someone shoot the goddamned—"

Hisfoot burst like an over-ripe fruit under the knife of the cold sound beam. Every bone reverberated
like tun-ing forks set end-to-end. Desperately, he pulled over the sl and sprawled on the floor of the
abandoned building. The voices outsde subsided to murmurs.

A musty odor hung in the air. Reaching to examine his foot, he found only a sump. He wouldn't think
about that. Gritting his broad teeth, he struggled out of his breechcloth, used it to make a tourniquet to
day the worst of the flow. Although he was resigned to dying for the cause, he didn't want to cash in his
chips before he absolutey had to. He pushed up, moving on both hands and one leg, the wounded
member held out so that he looked like a dog searching for a place to make its water. His head spun,
toppled, dimbed back to darity, boiled, bubbled, ached.

The building was a warehouse, long abandoned now, the floor rotting in places. Indeed, he fdt sure if
the Mu-scians crowded in after him they would dl plummet to the cdlar. Grimly, he made his way across
the room to a set of dairs leading to a platform that ringed the main chamber and gave access to second
floor doors.

Thewadl adjoining the dley erupted in a shower of brick and dust, ydlow light filtering in as Musicians
shoved through, pulled others after them.

He doubled his efforts, holding to the rickety raling that could collapse a any moment, hopping from
step to step on his good leg. The Musicians came onto the main floor just as he swung onto the platform.

“Up there!” And they were after him.

But the floor gave way beneath them. Fve of the tweve plunged through the rotting wood,
screaming, even ther shidds unable to absorb the shock of athirty foot fal onto old rusted beams, trash,
and ral posts. But seven remained.

The survivors srung themselves out and approached the gtairs from severd directions to distribute
their weight. They saw Loper moving aong the rall towards one of the doors, and they raised their rifles.

“Jugt wound him!”

Loper fet three fingers tear loose of his right hand. He fdtered, wobbled, baancing on one leg, and
crashed through the ralling and the rotten floor below, breaking his bull neck in the spokes of a rusted
bicyde lying on the basement floor.

At leadt, he thought in that very last ingtant, the plan will be initiated. We wiill get our subgtitute child
into the Musician towers in place of the red Guillaume Dufay Grieg. Then there was only blackness.

The seven Musicians searched the dleyways for the child, but their search here was a fruitless one.
The rats were very hungry that night. . . .



CHAPTER FOUR

When Tisha had gone from the cubicle, Guil dressed dowly, dill sunned by the reationship that now
exised between them, trying to sort out what it meant. She had said many things to him. She had said
that they were two of akind, two rare onesin this society, midfits of a sort, and the rare ones that had a
capacity for tenderness toward other human beings. Rare Ones . . . She said that Rose had some of it.
Tha she and Guil had it. That old, white-haired Franz was compassionate. But that she could not recall
having ever met anyone ese who cared for anyone other than himsdif.

“No,” he had sad. “Y ou're wrong.”

“AmI1?

“Of course”

“| rather think it's a case of your not noticing what the world isredly like. You mugt lead a somewhat
consarvartive and sheltered existence as son of the Grand Meistro, after dl. Name me one person who
has a genuine com-passion for others—aside from the four aready men-tioned. Go on.”

“My father,” he said.

“Present for examination one instance when this com-passion showed.”

He started to speak, then redized there was no ingance that he could recall. He had dways been
aware that his father thought first of his own interests, of his own image. They had never been close, and
now he saw why. It was not merdly because they were of different generations, but because they were
totaly different types. Tisha was right.

And now, as he l&ft the rooms behind the Great Hall and went out into the early evening air, his mind
ram-bled over the other faults he had recently begun to see in this supposedly Utopian world. The blood
lug of the spectators in the arena. The crookedness of the judges in ther handiing of Tisha—and the
ready acceptance of such crookedness by the audience. The crudty of the rit-uas themsdves, the
barbarous percentage of hedthy young boys who were fed to the disposa furnaces. And, for some
reason, he dso connected the ruins of the Popu-lar Sector with the gtring of fallures of Mugcian society.
He did not know exactly why this should be. The Popu-lars were mutated Earthmen, twisted and warped
as aresult of their own foolish wars. And yet . . .

He turned away from the streets that led deep into the Congressona Tower and his father's
gpartments, walked instead toward the ring of the neon stone gardens that marked the boundary between
Musdan city-state and Popular Sector. The fird ring of stones was white, just beginning to shimmer in
these firg minutes of semi-darkness. The next ring was pae green, then darker green, then blue, then
purple, then deep ydlow, orange, and lagt of dl, fiery red. He paused at the last ring and looked at the
ruins as he had the day before on hisway home from his lessons.

Thiswas a different section of rubble. There were three buildings sanding within the mounds and
piles of debris, three weary sentinds. Two of them, buildings of plagtic and sted, had mdted dightly and
now leaned againg each other like drunken comrades, offering mu-tual support without which both
would have cracked and fdlen to join the mangled mess of mortar and materids at their feet. The third
building, one of stone—he vagudy remembered tha these square, red blocks were caled bricks—stood
amog unscathed. There were even a few windows 4ill intact, though they were crusted with grime. As
he concentrated on one of those windows, he saw that there was something inside, looking out a him. . .

He could not didinguish any of its details, for the dirt on the pane was too thick. Then, as he
watched, it disap-peared

The thought returned that the Musidan society was somehow responsible for the Popular Sector.
Why didn't they rebuild it? Why didn't they offer dvilization to the Populars, the mutants? Oh, he knew



the reasoning. The mutants were savages. They could not be dvilized. The radiation had done things to
ther minds as wel as ther bodies. The Muscians were being medful by not exter-minding them
dtogether. Yet ... Yet . ..

He caught a blur of movement on the roof of the in-tact structure. He shifted his gaze to see what it
was. On the roof, saring down and across a him, was the black figure without a face.

It's the shadows, he thought. | just can't see any face because of the shadows. It really has a
face; it has to!

Or did it have to?

He shuddered.

There were no rules that proscribed the limits of di-vergfication in the Populars. He had seen some
examples of things that had once been human but no longer remotely resembled a man. There were the
dugform muta-tions that bore a human face a the end of a pulpy, seg-mented body. This faceless man,
certainly, was no siranger than that.

He tried to look away. He could not.

And the faceless man waved to him.

Involuntarily, he waved back.

Then the faceless man was gone.

A while later, he turned away and waked back through the neon stone gardens, back from the rich
col-ors to the primary border of white, beyond that into the shimmer-stone pavement of the streets.

When he got home, he had to suffer through a celebration staged by his father, a mammoth,
nothing-lacking extravaganza with one of the highly expensive primitive orchestras that used red rdic
ingruments ingtead of moog machines. The robo-orc had been stored in a closet somewhere. There were
two hundred well-wishers and fredloaders present, al wearing partid or ful fase faces of sequined
shimmer-clath that stretched snugly over their festures and was somehow unable to conced (for Guil, a
least) the beadtidity that lurked on the true ex-pressions that had leered from the tiers of the Great Hdll
only hours earlier.

His father grasped him by the arm, just above the elbow, his fingers digging into Guil's flesh. Thus
chained, he was dragged about the room from one guest to an-other, here to be congratulated, there to
be dapped on the back. “And here)” his father said, “you must know who this is, even though he is
wearing a mask.”

It was Frederic. Guil knew that even without a clear view of the bird face. The eyes were unveled,
and that would have been enough by itsdf. They glisened, red-rimmed, and bored into him, searching for
hisvitd areas. But it was not the eyes, firg of dl, that told him this was his old ingtructor. It was the
ging-sirap. Even now, away from lessons, in a socid Stuation, the vicious pend-ant carried the lesther
ging-strap looped through the belt of his robe. It dangled next to his left hip, much like the gun of an
ancient cowboy.

“Congratulations” Frederic said, though it was obvious that he did not meen it. Indnceity
literdly dripped like venom from his words.

“Thank you,” Guil said.

“The Rillar didn't frighten him at dl,” Guil's father said. He grinned, pinched Guil's am even tighter.
“He walked into one when he was just a child. Did you know about that?’

“No,” Frederic said.

“Waked right into it. Didn't bother him then either.”

“It was just my head,” Guil amended.

“What?’

“l just put my head in, Father.”

“Sill,” the Grand Megtro said. “Still, for a mere child of—"

“What do you intend to do with your life now that you've earned it?” Frederic asked.

“I haven't thought much about it.”

The eyes shone brighter, bored more deeply. “Teaching is out, of course. Unless you teach guitar.



But that is a limited field. Y ou could go into maintenance.”

Guil's father choked.

“Keeping the Towers and dl the other configurations in form and operative is a noble enough task,”
Frederic amended, shifting his gaze to the Meistro.

“l had thought the boy might go into a biologicd area,” the Mestro said. “He was aways keen on
sciences outside of sound science. We need good biologigts to track down the new developments in
Popular mutations, to dissect them.”

“Or he could go into entertainment,” Frederic said. “He could work with the filming crews who do
those fea-ture lengths on the Populars.”

“l don't think s0,” Guil said. “1 have a year to think, by custom. I'l take my time”

“Certainly, certanly,” hisfather said.

“Certanly,” Frederic echoed. Guil noticed that the teacher's hand had strayed to the sting-strap. His
bony fingers stroked it asif so doing brought him some pleas-ant stimulation.

Then it was over, and he was done with his father, danding againg the mantle of the smufire
fireplace where sound-flames wavered behind the shimmering brasdike grill.

“Der Erlkonig,” Gul said, swalowing some of the green wine that had flowed fredy throughout the
eve-ning.

“Jug asong,” hisfather said uneeslly.

“No.”

“Jug asong!” The Mestro's face was allivid, ugly mask like a corpse frightened even after death.

“Vladidovitch didn't understand the ninth rule of sound, | guess” Guil said.

“Thet's heresy.” The Meistro forced down his rage and sipped the wine, the tensed musdes of his
neck denying hisfront of cam. “Thereis no Ninth Rule”

“The pillar? The land beyond?’

“A sound configuration. Nothing more. Like the other sound configurations.”

The unred flames sputtered, throwing off cold. “Do you know the higtory of the pillar, father?’

“Created as afind test for the Coming of Age Day rit-uds so that—"

“No. | doubt dl thet.”

His father swalowed the wine, picked up another glass that was haf empty and rimmed with blue
lipgtick. “ Created as afind test by some test master who thought—"

“By Vladidovitch. He created it, but that is a caefully concedled fact, forgotten through the
centuries—or nearly o. | think that isthe red truth. Vladidovitch was trying to conquer the Ninth Rule of
Sound, the Ninth Rule of Everything. Cdl it immortdity. But he could not beat Deeth. It defeated him
instead.”

“You better just shut up. Just keep quiet about it.”

“What about the researchers who never came back?’

“There weren't any researchers. That's a fary tde. There isnt a world beyond the pillar, just the
illuson of one”

“The legends say the researchers were red.”

“Jud fairy tdes”

“Why don't we send more researchers? Why are we afraid of what is beyond there?’

“Youll have your own room,” the Meistro said, trying to change the subject.

“And so we have to prove we respect Vladidovitch's courage—even though he falled to conquer the
Ninth Rule—by imitating, in some smdl way, what he did. Be-cause he was one of those who never
came back from the other side of the pillar, one of those researchers who—"

“Youll have your own room and your own sensonic.” Some of the blue lipstick had rubbed off the
glass and now lined his lips with a grotesque trim.

“Sensonic?’ Guil had heard the term aways used in a mydic sense before, dways as a subject
denied exigtence in the presence of children. But he was no longer a child in any sense of the word.

“Youll see. Youll see shortly. It makes dl of this worthwhile, Guil. It redly does.”

“Even knowing of the Erlking?’



The Grand Meistro crossed the few feet between them, smashed an open pam across Guil's face.
“Shut up! Shut up!” Sdiva seemed to have clogged his throat so that he could hardly speak, could only
make frus-trated burbling and gurgling sounds like a drowning ani-md. He grabbed the boy by the frock
coat he wore and shook him urtil both could hardly see for flying hair, until both were red faced. He
tossed him againg the shimmer-stone wings of the fireplace and stalked across the room. He opened a
bottle of wine, filled a glass When he turned, his face was void of anger, filled in-stead with a
conspiratorid grin. “Come on. I'll show you your new room.”

His room was a hundred feet long, eighty wide, the wals lined with empty bookshelves waiting for
discrimi-nating fulfillment. The caling was a plangtariumlike re-production of the night sky of early June.
Even with the lights off, the unred stars were refracted in the black crystd walls so that the room was
bathed in mdancholy gray light.

“And your sensonic—now that you are aman.” His fa-ther, dearly intoxicated now, waved the bottle
of wine toward the bed.

“Jug a bed?’

His father grinned, but there was something in that grin that was a scream of agony. Guil looked
away.

“I'l leave you to seeif it is just a bed or something more,” he said, backing out of the room like a
dave be-fore a king, bowing dightly, head nodding. The door did shut like a guillatine, chopping the head
from view if not —in redity—from the shoulders.

Gul surveyed the chamber briefly, then succumbed to his exhaustion. He undressed in the
pseudogtarlight, vi-sons of a soft body againgt hard shower tiles fleaing lark-like through his mind. The
bed was soft, downy smooth againg his weary flesh. He lay looking at the stars for a time before he saw
the red console embedded in the headboard. He rolled to it, punched the firs button. The bed revolved
to the left. The second button moved it to the right. The third stopped it. The fourth button brought the
dreams. . ..

Anorgy of sexud sensation filmed his body, seeped into every crevice and brimmed him with fierce
joy. Vague shapes began to take form as mig entities. Then from mig to fog . . . From fog to a thick
cloud . . . From thick cloud to the haze of a memory and from there one step further to redity . . . Redity
.. . Huge-breasted women, lusty and naked and eyes dmost mad with what seemed to be desire, came
from nowhere, eager to stidfy . . . Sound configuraions . . . They were only sound configurations like the
buildings they lived in and like the beasts he had fought in the arena. But like the beasts, they could affect
him. The beasts could kill. The sound women could gtir him to desire and culmination. They pulled him
down and smothered him with mountains of flesh, swept him down skin-surfaced rivers toward the ocean
that lay dark and waiting so that he thought it was the land within the pillar until he plunged into it and
discovered it was the womb instead and that dipping wetly across it spirded him toward an orgasm of
physcd and psychologicd sdf that would drain him of dl semen for millenia . . .

Choking, he sruggled toward the headboard, punched the fifth button, cutting off the warm and
sensuous sound configurations before they could lead him to dimax and shut themsalves off. The women
disappeared in stages, their breasts and mouths hanging grotesquely in the air after dl else had vanished.

The brown nipples swelled, burst, and left holesin the pendulous breasts. . . .

Then the breasts were gone too. . . .

Only the mouth, hungry tongue licking sharp teeth, curling and uncurling, curling and uncurling,
beckoning to him. . . .

Then he was done again and unfulfilled, the wine forcing a bitter trail up his throat. With an effort he
did not think he could possess in his utter weariness, he forced it down. Sensonic! So this was it. The
great mydti-ca experience, the thing that made life worth living—as his father had assured him not very
long ago. Electronic lugt. This was why there were separate bedrooms for mother and father—so that the
redity of the spouse did not intrude on the id-satisfying plunges into the sonic whore bodies. It was as
sad as it was digguding. Guil fdt an unbearable despair that weled up in his bones and geysered into
every cdl, despair that would nevertheess have to be borne.



Electric sex. Procreation was just a duty, athing to be done now and again to replenish the race. And
had Vlad-idovitch been able to conquer the Ninth Rule, had he gained the means to immortdity through
sound manipu-lation, then procrestion would not have been necessary ether. Indeed, taking the logicd
next step, red women would no longer be necessary. If no one ever died, there could be no use for
births. The race could dways reman steady and powerful without resorting to biologica func-tion.

For thefird time, he redlized the position of the woman in Musician society. Not much above thet of
the Popular. She was a useful tool, something to insure recid continuation, nothing more. Now, too,
Tishds danger was more relevant. When the judges and the congress-men redlized that a breasted and
vaginaed creature had attempted—and dmost successfully—to enter their do-minion, they would take
steps to see that such a danger-ous, ambitious creature was diminated. Most assuredly, she would not
be permitted to live for long. They would not dispose of her immediaiely. That would be too suspi-cious.
But in aweek, or two weeks. Inamonth . . . A year. . . Thefurnaces. . .

His heart thudded. He wanted to find her and warn her. But she would be adeep, after dl, and he
could not know where. And the tests, the pillar, the love-making in the shower, the party, and ladly the
sensonics, had taken too much out of him. Despite panic, he found the arms of deep . . .

And ill more dreams. . .

Somewhere in his brain, a message tape, implanted long ago, decided tha the proper number of
years had passed. The chemicd redtrictive bonds dissolved, and it spieled its message to him as he dept .

YOU ARE NOT GUILLAUME DUFAY GRIEG. YOU ARE NOT THE NATURAL SON OF
JOHANN STAMITZ GRIEG. YOU ARE GIDEON, SON OF STRONG THE POPULAR. YOU
ARE A POPULAR. YOU WERE BORN UNMUTATED. A POPULAR NAMED LOPER . ..

And s0 on.

Much later, he woke up screaming. . . .



THE SECOND MOVEMENT:

The Decision

FIRST:

Strong sat in the ruins of the west wings, tossng stones into a pond that had once been a well-used
svimming pool when the normd, prewar and preMusician men had existed, back four hundred years
when the differences of the twenty-second century were many and wondrous,

A pebble skimmed the water, touching four times.

Now the pool was a blue eye in the white marble ruin of the pavilion that had once housed it. Its only
patrons were afew ydlow and green lizards. Its mgesty had dipped from it as it had become, chiefly, a
place for mos-quitoes to breed in the summer when they found ther way through the cracked caling to
the wet rubble pock-ets of damp shade.

Three times this one touched water, snking with a bullup . . .

Strong examined the lamps in the calling. They burned four hundred years after the war, for the
power source of this section had not been damaged. It ran on and on, perhaps endlesdy, giving light even
when the building the light illuminated was a debris-strewn disaster area. Men had built wel in those days
with a science that was now just so much magic to Strong's kind. Almost as wel as the Musicians buiilt . .

One, two, three, four, five bullup . . .

Could they, in dl honesty, believe that the Musicians could be overthrown? If they could not even
begin to conceive of what made these lights work, or what made the dill operative robo-doc treat
illnesses, if these things were such a mystery, how could they fathom and topple the mighty towers of the
Muscians? Could they over-throw dl this through just one boy?

One, bullup . . .

Yes, damnit, they could! Loper had not died without cause. When they got their boy into the towers

“There you are,” Dragon said, twiding his lightly scaled head around the corner from the broken
halway. “You hide in the darndest places”

“If | wanted to hide, you wouldnt find me”

“What, then?’

Tossng stones in the water. What does it ook like?’

“Oh, thinking, huh?’ Dragon sat next to the bigger man, his squat legs drawn up againg his chest,
clawed feet dug into the rubble, gligening ams folded on his knees. He picked up stones and began
lobbing them. He snorted. “Wdl, if you're just Stting here being morbid and mdancholy and like that,
there int much useinit. | might aswel tdl you what | came to tdl you.”

Strong waited, findly said, “What's thet?’

“Blue” Dragon said casudly. “Old lady Sparrow says her time has come.”

“Whet!”

“She's ready to give birth. | was trying to make it anti-climactic, but you wouldn't play dong.”

Strong stood, scrambled up the dope of powdered and broken marble, his thick arms rippling even
more vi-brantly than those of his dead brother Loper had when he had dimbed the Pima Chord. The
child was on its way. And none too soon. Any longer, and it would have been too late to let the
Musidansthink they had recap-tured the child Loper had kidnapped.

Dragon tossed a handful of stones into the pond and ran after him.



CHAPTER FIVE

He could not get to deep until dmaost dawn, and he woke only sx hours later, just before noon. The
ingde of his mouth tasted as if something amdl and furry had crawled indde and died while he dept. His
entire body ached, and his thoughts were strangely muddled. He got out of bed and padded into the
bathroom, looked into the three dimensond mirror at his drawn, swollen-eyed face.

| am Guillaume Dufay Grieg, hethought. | am Guil.

The three dimensond image looked back a him, seeming to be another person rather than a
reflection. And it seemed aso to be saying: You lie. You are not Guil. Guil died last night. You are
Gideon. You don't even belong here. You are a Popular.

He looked away from the reflection then and decided not to pay any attention to it. He went on with
his morn-ing toiletry, then dressed and went into the kitchen for breskfast. His father was downdairs
somewhere in the offices of the Congress, attending to the afairs of the city-state. His mother was a a
medting with other women, discussng their sensonics. The club was caled The Experience Sharers.
Now, after dl these years, he understood clearly what the purpose of the club was. WWomen got together
to exchange ther ideas for sexud experiences so that ther individud sensonic programs could be as
varied as posshle. He had a meager breskfast, for he was not paticularly hungry. At least the food
chased away the sour taste in his mouth. The only prob-lem was that it left behind a sweet, doying taste
that was dmogt as bad.

After bregkfast, he did not know whet to do. He sat a the table, saring at the changing patterns of
the shimmer-stone wall, and he was suddenly thinking of his new name. Gideon. . . A Popular . . .

Agan, he tried to suppress the thoughts, tried to deny that they even existed. But it was a losng
battle. At last, when he redized there was nothing to do but face up to the Stuaion, he moved into the
main living room, dumped into a contour chair that shimmered and re-molded to fit him, and he rambled
over what he had learned lagt night.

Seventeen years ago, a Popular by the name of Loper, a big, burly brute of a creature, had managed
to gain en-trance to the Primd Chord, the tower that housed the genetic engineers, nursery, and sound
research laborato-ries. Once there, he had kidnapped a newborn child. Thet child had been the Meistro's
son, the red Guil. He had killed the child, then had been killed by Muscians pursuing him. But the
Musicians had not known that the baby was dead. They thought other Populars had it. They searched the
ruins. They found a baby that was human, unmutated, and they brought it back, rgoicing that it had not
been injured. But the baby had not been Guil. It had been the son of a Popular: Strong's son named
Gideon. Months before Gideon's birth, the robo-doc reported the child would be human, and the plan
for subdtituting im for a rea Mudcian baby was hatched on the ingant. So the fake Guil had grown up
thinking he was a Musician. Now a message tape (surgicaly im-planted by the robo-doc) had gone off,
hed told him that he was a Popular, and had stated tha he (Guil-Gideon) must help the Populars
overthrow the Musicians. The message tape damed that the Muscians had caused the Earthmen who
hed survived the war to mutate and were responsible for the Populars.

If that was true, then the Mudicians were every bit as Sniger as he had suspected. Y et, why would
they create mutants of the survivors of the nudear war? And why hide the fact that they had created
them?

Evenif it were not true, it should be enough that he was the son of a Popular. With that knowledge
aone, he should go to them and arrange the detalls of the sabo-tage and espionage they expected of him.

But Populars were not intdligent. And not sane. They were savages.

No, that was quite obvioudy a Muscians lie

He sat thinking for a while longer, redized that he was only poring back over these few facts and



assump-tions. He had only so much information, only so much to judge by. Of course, he could not go
running off to lay out plans for arevolution.

Was he a Popular by birth? Yes—but a Muscdan by environment. He could not that eesly throw
away the lagt seventeen years. Besides, his future was set. He had reached manhood. Why throw it away
for strangers, warped and twisted hdf men? And yet he could not ignore the Populars any longer. Not
only was there his naturd curiogity about his true parents, but a need to find out more about the message
tape's assartions that the Musicians had caused the mutation of Earthmen into Populars. He had begun to
suspect that the foundetions of this city-state were somehow unnaturd, thet this society was sick, rotting
behind the thin veneer of shim-mer-stone. This was his chance to find out. When he had gone over the
gtuation hdf a dozen times, he pushed out of the chair and left the gpartments. If he chose the proper
area of the neon stone gardens, he could pass into the ruins of the Popular Sector without being seen.

Twice, as he wandered dong the fringe of the neon stone gardens, he was ready to trot across the
weeded, strewn no man's land between cultures, but was drawn up short when he encountered another
Musdan wan-dering through the stones and the trees. At last, when he had stationed himsdf where he
could see dl ways for a aufficient distance to know he could cross over unob-served, he stepped out
beyond the crimson stones and into the wais-high weeds. Moving quickly, sumbling over broken chunks
of concrete and sheets of twisted plastic, he made for the cracked and partidly de-demolished facade of
abuilding whose other three walls had collgpsed. Once behind that, he could move without fear of being
seen by any Musicians. The Popular Sector was drictly off limits, and intruson there was punishable in
the Musicdian courts. Only licensed biologists and filmders could penetrate the ruins.

He was hdfway toward the wal when he saw the black figure standing hdf in the shadow the
partition threw. It was waiting for him, its arms folded across its chest. He drew up, stopped.

The figure beckoned to him.

After a moment, he continued, more hestantly this time. He kept tdling hmsdf that this was one of
his peo-ple. This was more his brother than any Musician. Then he wondered if this were Strong, his
father. The thought jolted him as severdy as if he had been struck with a sound rifle beam. Then he
whisked it out of his mind. The Populars got their names according to ther physicd characteristics.
Strong would be a huge, hulking man— or haf man. This black figure was thin and wiry, tawny like a cat.
He was thirty feet away now, and he stopped. This close, and he could 4ill not see any features on the
obsdian face.

The black man beckoned again, more inggtently thistime,

He took haf a dozen more steps. Stopped again. There were no eyes. He could not see the shine of
teeth. There was no hump of a nose.

Thefigure hissed a him. The sound was low and hoarse.

He dtrained to see better.

He could 4ill see no face.

No face a dl.

The cresture hissed.

He took another step.

The creature started forward, reaching out its hands.

Without thinking, Guil turned and fled, back over the broken concrete, the weeds lashing at his legs,
ginging them through the black |eotards he wore. He tripped over atangle of cable and sted beam, went
down hard. The wind was knocked out of his body as if a hammer had dammed into the pit of his
somach. He did not think he could move, not for minutes. Then he heard the approach of the faceess
mutant, heard its light catlike steps in the high grass. He sucked in ar so fast that his lungs ached even
worse, pushed up, and went on. When his feet dapped onto the neon stones, he fdt an inde-scribable
wave of relief.

Twenty feet into the garden, back among the light or-ange stones, he turned. The faceless Popular
stood hdf-way across the no-man's-land, facing hisway. He knew it was looking at him, though he dso
knew it had no eyes. After afew long seconds, it turned and dunk back into the ruins, leaving him done
with hisfear. . . .



For atime, he contented himsdf with wandering through the city, exploring parts of it that he did not
know wel and rediscovering the sections he was famil-iar with. It was as if, by loang himsdf in the
inanimate, he could forget the pressures being placed on him by other men. Stll, he avoided londy
places, stayed with the ditizens who used the main concourses. Those few times that he did find himsdf
without companionship, he fdt as if he were being watched by something sinister, something waiting for
the proper moment to legp out of hiding and pounce on him. He tried to imagine what this fictitious enemy
would look like, tried to kid himsdf out of his parancia. But every time he tried to envison this fantasy
assallant, he came up with a faceless, dark figure with long arms and thin but powerful fingers, fingers like
ded tongs. Then he would have to shift his chain of thoughts to something very commonplace that was
not associated with his terror.

An hour of thiswrestling with himsdf was plenty. He had aways been one for action, one for taking
theinitiative. Indeed, it was this propensty that had gotten him labeled as a rebe quite early in Me. He
thought it must be the Popular blood in him, for Musicians were mosily passive. When he had amost run
out of places to wak, two hours later, he found himsdf before a ground en-trance to the main commerce
tower. He pushed through the anging doors into a foyer where a chart hung from the cdling on long,
brasdike chains, liding the hundreds of stores in the tower. He located what he wanted, found the sound
elevator, and ascended to the eighty-second floor and the toto-experience theeter.

At the theater entrance, he used his medd, his identisong, to get indde. He pressed it againg the
activator on the theater door and waited while the few bars played to a finish. The guard mechanism
ligened, recorded the piece, checked it agang the credit files in the city's man status-tap credit
department in the Congressond Tower. When it was sdtidfied that he was finenddly solvent ether
through private accounts or parental accounts, it swung open the door and alowed him to enter.

He walked through into the dark theater, stood in the back urtil he was able to see wdl enough to
continue down the aide. Fifteen rows from the back, and thirty-five rows from the front, he moved in to
the fourth seat and dipped into one of the heavily padded chairs. Al-most before he touched the fabric of
the seat, he fdt the nerve-tapping needles of sound singing into him. He dipped on the mesh sengtizor
cap and drew it tight to his skull by means of asmdl drawstring on the left side. Now, he was ready.

For fifteen minutes, nothing but soft musc drifted through his flesh, carried by the sound needles and
the mesh sengtizor cap until it seemed asif he were floating in a pool of sound—no, pleasantly drowning
in it. As he relaxed, he thought about the toto-experience film. It was not exactly like the sensonics,
though related. For one thing, the toto-experience theater did not concern itsdf with sex. Adventure,
patriotism, suspense, and horror— yes. Sex, no. For one thing, the toto houses could not possibly
compete with the sensonic sexua experience avalable to every adult in the city-state. Secondly, the
theaters catered largdly to children, boys not yet at their manhood, girls not yet married into the status of
Lady. But for pure escape when sex was not enough—and there were many times, many cases where
Musicians needed something more than an orgasm—the theaters were a welcome diversion.

Sowly, the musc began to fade.

It was time for the festure.

Gul tensed as the soundtrack of the film replaced the intermisson music, and his palms grew sweaty.
He knew what he had come to see. Today's film was the latest re-sults of the researchers who poked
through Popular ruinslooking for new mutations. He wondered, briefly, if the Stygian phantom would be
inthe feature. . . .

Then the vagt cinerama screen lit up, and figures came on in colors brighter than they should have
been, colors so bright that they sung at his eyes s0 that he was forced to squint to see a dl. The sound
rushed by him like a greet flock of birds, an endless, flapping parade of them irring the air and making
his eeardrums rever-berate. Although he knew that he did not move from his seat, and that his seat did not
remove from its place on the shimmer-stone floor, it fdt very much asif he were risng, drifting across the
other seats and toward the screen itsdf. The colors and sounds grew more redl,

He noticed, for the fird time, that there was a cut-out spot on the screen, a white blank in the film in
the shape of a man. The other researchers addressed it, explaning to it what they were hoping to



discover by the dissection of the creature on the operating table. Then he was mov-ing through the
screen, passing through the thin molecu-lar compression of the screen, farther back into the red-ity of the
filmitsdf. He swept in toward the nothingness spot, the white man-shape, and filled it. Toto-experience
now. He wasin thefilm as wdl as watching it.

There were dso smdls Antisgptics, modly. But some-thing else, too. He sniffed, caught it good this
time. 1t was the odor of the firg stages of tissue decay. For the firg time, he looked at the thing on the
table; the Popu-lar the doctors were dissecting, and his somach did som-ersaults.

It was one of the hideous dugforms that had devolved from Man. There were not too many of this
species, and each individud worm differed dightly from others of its sort. This one was a cherry red and
pulsated with post-mortem muscle spasms, o thet it looked amogt like the primary stages of a dot
forming in the bloodstream. Only, this clot was four feet long and weighed in a a hundred pounds. Its
body was bristled with sharp spines that jutted out on both sides and from its segmented back. Hafway
up each of these spines was a bulbous projection, light blue in color and gpparently only thinly shelled
with a rubbery, wet, glisgening membrane.

Though the dugform was dead, one of the doctors in-formed Guil (who now understood that he was
taking the part of avidgting Congressman ingpecting the facili-ties of the researchers), it was dill possble
to display, for the Congressman, what the purpose of the blue ten-nis ball-sized spheres was. The doctor
turned back to the dugform and used a scape to dice away putrid dug mesat from the base of a spine.
When he found what he wanted, he beckoned Guil—or the Congressman, which-ever way one looked
a it—to him.

“Thisisanerve trigger that receives impulses both from the brain and from the point of this spine. If
some-thing attacks the dugform, the points pick up the sensation, relay it to the nerve. The nerve trigger
breaks the internd shdll of the poison sac (the blue bulb) and sends the toxic liquid up through the interior
of the spine to lesk out the pin-point holesin the end. Or, if the enemy has not yet attacked, but the dug
sees that he will shortly, the dug can send impulses from the brain to trigger the nerves and be ready for
its assailant.”

“Fasdinating,” Guil said.

“Wethink s0.”

Then he was retching. He could not help himsdlf. He was gagging, trying to difle the vomit and trying
to scream at the same time.

The next indant, he was dissociated with the film and was gtting in his seat. The monitoring
computers had sensed his great revulson and had kicked his cir-cuits open. Tired now, his entire frame
shaking, he un-tightened the mesh cap and dropped it onto the seat, stood up, swaying. The sound
needles withdrew from his nerves, stopped tapping his sengtive centers. He sum-bled up the ade and
into the corridor of the immense shopping tower. In the light and the fresher air, he fdt somewhat better.
He shoved his hands in the dit pockets of the short cloak he wore over his leotards and walked to the
eevator shafts.

As hefdl to the ground floor and left the building, the questions began arisng again. Was the nuclear
war responsible for the Populars—or were the Musicians the culprits? But how could the Musicians be
responsible? They surdy didn't have the power to warp thousands of—

Then he remembered the genetic engineers and the gene juggling chamber in the Primd Chord. Still,
that explained nothing. The men from the ruins would not, surdy, willingly submit to such atrocities. They
would not willingly amble into the Prima Chord of ther own free will and come out mongters. Some
would escape, hide, evade. . . .

It made no sense, none a dl. And now, hours and hours after the message tape had been triggered,
he was no closer to a solution of his dilemma than he had been moments before the end of the tape when
the firs awe and terror had swept into his mind.

What was the solution then? Run away? To another of the city-states that dotted Earth? But he could
remember times when representatives from those other city-states had been to Vivddi. From what he
heard and read, their own cities were patterned after the socid order of Vi-vddi, on a gladiator rite of
passage and on a drict class system. More than likdy, he would fight his way across vast distances to



another city-state and find it as bad or worse than this one.

What, then?

He needed someone to discuss the Stuation with, someone to garner an opinion from. If he could
gather new indghts, perhaps the problem could be easly solved. But he could not imagine whom he
could tdl of his Popular origins without getting himsdlf shipped to the disposa furnaces. Anyone he told
would have him carted away within the hour. Except . . . Except, Tisha

He went to the directory at the nearest vidfone station and located the address of her parents. This
time, buoyed by his distinct purpose, he found that the wak-ing was even enjoyable. He thought about
Tisha, about her face, her ful body, the way she taked and moved. She would help him. She would
prove his bdm to sdve the tensonsin him.

Though he could not know it, the path of action he had chosen and would continue to choose would
lead him directly to the featureless black man who waited in the ruins, watching . . .



Frg:

Strong burst into the Heding Room with Dragon close behind. He crossed quickly to Blue Blue. . .
It was a fitting name. Truly, other features came to mind when one caught sght of he—such as her
breasts (now high and distended with milk), her lovely, smooth brown legs, her feet like tiny feet on
porcdan figurines—but two things were most impressive: firgt, the eyes blue and pen-etrating; second,
the fine, semitrangparent web mem-branes between the fingers, the sigmata that kept her from passing as
an exceptiondly beautiful Mudician's Lady.

“| thought you wouldn't make it,” she said, reaching for his hand.

“Dragon plays games—a treacherous reptile.”

“Out of the way,” Sparrow snapped, moving bird-fashion before the prone girl-woman. “It's time.
The pains. | know when it'stime”

Asif on cue, Blue convulsed with labor pains, her face so twigted that it frightened Strong to look a
her. But her nails dug the callused flesh of his pams, and he was forced to look.

Sparrow pushed them to the door, then turned to the audio receptors of the giant robo-doc computer
system embedded in the wdl. “ She's with child, doctor. Can you hed her?’

“An gbortion will require—"

“No! No, abortion is out. Can you ddiver it?’

“May | be presented with the patient?’ it asked in its husky, no-nonsense voice.

Sparrow did the operating table into the dot in the robo-doc's middle. Blue was gone from sght
now.

“l can doit,” the computer said.

“Wdl?" Strong asked Sparrow.

“Wdl what?' she asked in return, her black eyes ringed with hairlines of weariness and age, the
chitinous, beak-like rim that replaced her lips faded from black of youth to gray of age.

“Wdl, what do we do next?’

“We gt on the floor,” Dragon said. “And we just wait.”

They .



CHAPTER SIX

Gul searched her eyes, trying to find some hint of what her true thoughts were, and he wondered
whether he had any right dragging her into this. After dl, it was his red father who had given hm away to
fogter a revolution, his past that needed discovery, and his problems that needed solutions. The world
hed turned topsy-turvy in asingle day, had whirled and left im upside down and gasping for breath. The
Muscdans were, he now knew with a certainty, a warped and disgusting lot; however, might not the
Populars who could so esslly give away a son and then just as eeslly upset his new life seventeen years
later be worse than the Musicians? Did not this basic calous-ness shed some light on an ugly side of the
Popular char-acter every bit as foul as that of the Muscians? Well, whatever the case, whether the
problems were his own or merely the focad point of larger problems for society in generd, he had had to
tdl her, had had a duty to tdl her and include her in his plans. They had shared, so rapidly, bodies and
souls and minds that they had be-come a gestdt with the sum equaling more than ether of the parts. In
the end of his explanation, he said, smply, “I'm not necessarily asking you to get involved in a
revo-lution—though you wedl may. Chiefly, | just want to have you next to me”

“Of course” she said.

He sighed, cupped her chinin his hand, was going to kiss it when he thought that might be too cheap
amove-ment. Instead, he said, “1 thought you'd be afraid.”

“Neither of us has anything to fear snce the pillar,” she said.

“The Erlking,” he said, tangling hisfingersin her hair.

“The what?’

“Schubert's Der Erlkonig. The Goethe poem set to music.”

“l don't think | understand,” she said.

“The Erlking is Death.”

“Oh,” she sad. “Inmy case, it was Night on Bald Mountain.”

“That would do.”

They reached the neon stone gardens and lost them-salves in a copse of trees so that they would be
out of sght of any casud passers-by. When they seemed to be done and unnoticed, they stepped across
the last row of stones, the crimson glow just beginning to pulsate in these first hours of evening, and into
the barren waste between the city and the ruins. Here, they could yet hes-tate, could turn as Guil had
turned earlier in the day, turn and run, run back to the safety of the neon stones and the ordered society
they represented. But they did not turn, hardly even hesitated.

They entered the ruins, hand-in-hand, wary for the dightest movement, the barest whisper of sound
beyond the functions of their own bodies. The night was very dark among the broken buildings, brick
dust and the stench of rotting food heavy on the air. Guil turned to look back over the ten gentle hills and
ten towers where the descendents of Vladidovitch laid in ther sensonics, gerile and pae as the black
grip of passon tore ther loins in fase sensation. Too much wrong there. As he watched, he could not
understand how he could ever have faled to understand his lack of compatibility with Musician society.
He was not a good Muscian (smdl m or capitd M) smply because his blood was not of thar culture, his
genes not subject to their manipulation. He had never even known the smoothing finish of the Inundation
Chamber.

“Maybe wed better use our shidds” Tishasad.

“They're expecting me” he said. “They mus be. We aren't in any danger.”

“But the Populars are—"

“Supposead to be savage,” he concluded the statement. “But we have been taught wrong. They must
be friendly, intdligent, and dvilized in their own way. Come on, the night's going to go by fast enough asiit



IS”

They advanced into the ruins, Sepping across the frame of the metd glider sofa, rusted and twisted
over the centuries but ill a recognizable skeleton. They had gone no more than a hundred feet when the
faceless Popular stepped in front of them, his hands out-stretched in what he obvioudy hoped was a
friendly gesture.

Tishajumped. Guil hdd her aam and kept her beside him. He had insulted this poor cresture earlier
by run-ning from him in panic. He did not intend to be so grody ill-mannered again. Besides, the
phantom was obvioudy walting to escort m somewhere,

“I'm Guil,” he said to the creature. He fdt somehow absurd, like a man taking to the wind or to a
tree.

“I'm cdled Tar,” the black figure said.

“Tidha” she said, her voice somewhat uneven.

“If youll follow me” Tar sad, “I'll take you to your people.”

Guil nodded.

The phantom turned and glided off through the de-bris. They had to push themsdves to keep up with
him. He took them across dmog unimaginadle ruins colossal piles of stone and mortar and metals,
gprouts of fungus and mushrooms that had welled up from rotting timbers, puddies of glass (some of
different colors, some that was not transparent). There were mashed unrecognizable things, some
ganding obvioudy upside down, others squashed againg the sides of Hill standing buildings as isthey had
been crawling insects beaten with a gargan-tuan flyswatter.

In time, they moved under the demolished city, down into the underground thoroughfares that ill
contained a few scattered lighting panels aglow in the frosted white celing. It was by this dim but
aufficient illumination that Guil saw the phantom's face close up for the firg time. He had been patidly
right about what it must look like—but dso partialy wrong. There were no eyes as a normd man would
think of them, though there were two lighter shades of black where eyes should have been, smoother
textured than the rest of hisfadd tissue, re-sembling taunt, black drumheads. The nose was a mere dit in
his face, his mouth a lipless afar without teeth— only dark, homy-looking gums. For some reason, he
was no longer afraid of the phantom. It was not just because Tar had seemed friendly (in point of fact, he
had seemed more cold and withdrawn than anything), but because he was faced with the minute pores of
the redity here, where he had only seen the vague outline of the phantom on his earlier attempt to cross
from city to ruins. With some of the mystery gone, the fear drifted off too.

They went from the corridor to a shabby blue door upon which the phantom Tar knocked. The door
buzzed, did open, and they went indde. Tar left them. A hand reached out, grasped Guil's hand, its
surface thrice as large as his The face beyond the am was as large as the mouth of a bucket. A big
bucket. “Son?

Gul stared a moment before comprehension came. He had been expecting to meet a Popular that
was his father, and he should not have been shocked. Yet, somewhere in the dregs of his mind barrd,
there lingered a hope thet this wasnt true, that his father would be normd, un-mutated. “Yes” he sad at
last. “I'm Guil. Or—Gideon.”

“And this?” Strong asked, indicating Tisha

“Tisha Cimarosa,” Guil said. He was about to go on to say that her brother had won the dation of
Composer a the rituds the previous day. Then he remembered that these were Populars. Even if Strong
did understand Musician society enough to fathom the meening of the Meddlion of the Composer, it was
amog a surety that he would not therefore think highly of Tisha He might be able to accept her as a
girl-not-yet-a-Lady, but he would never ook favorably on her if he knew she had connections high within
the city-dtate.

“Tisha” Strong said, swalowing both her handsin one of his

There had been a time, years ago, even before the birth of Guil-Gideon, when Strong had come
across the saven volumes of the Universal Church. At the time when he uncovered these books in the
ruins, he was a a par-ticularly depressive dump in his manic-depressive per-sonaity. He was looking for
something, then, something to give shape and meaning to things. When he found the haly books, he



knew, if only subconscioudy, that these held the answer, these hed a dogma and doctrine that made the
injudices of life bearable.

The Universd Church had come into being some eighty years before the find war that wiped out
tradi-tiona dvilization on Earth. For centuries, the rdigions of the world had been seeking to establish
linkages, at lagt, they founded thar individud ways into a conglom-erate rdigion that encompassed most
of the man bdiefs of Mankind. The Universd Church had perished in the war with everything
else—though a fragment of it now lived in Strong. He raised up the old banners, read the old words, and
somehow only managed to take the spit and the fire and the brimstone and the vengeance. He I€ft the
mercy and kindness behind.

Now, it ssemed dmog divindy appointed that he should play a mgor role in the destruction of the
city-date of Vivadi. And then, perhaps, of dl the other city-states that had come back from the stars to
throw chains around the mother planet. He was the father of the one who would bring about the changes.
He saw it as a haly, divine, preordained Stuation. It was his paranoia. The completion of the plan was
good. Anything that stood in its way was, of necessity, evil. And any sort of romantic entanglement
between the boy and this Tisha person was bound to affect Gideon's fighting powers, his wit, his
ingenuity. Indeed, might it not be possible, in the pe-nultimate hour, for this Lady-to-be to persuade him
to turn againg hisrea people and work againg the Pop-ulars?

Should he kill her now? Ingantly? There was a prob-lem in that the boy had been raised in the
Musicians world. He would not understand that Strong's purpose was divine. After dl, Gideon had been
taught to worship Vladidovitch. He was a pagan. No, the killing of the girl would have to wait for a more
opportune time, for a time when Gideon was so0 involved in the revolution that he could not withdraw his
support. Then, when Strong killed her, he could explan to Gideon-Guil that the boy's pur-pose was
diving, tha he mug not filthy himsdf with women. It was tha way in the Seven Books of the
Com-pendium; dl the great prophets were chaste.

Later, he would get her. She was very dight. She would crumple eesily between his fingers. He
redized, suddenly, that he had been quiet for too long, that they were look-ing a him drangely. “She's
beautiful,” he said, trying to smooth over his hesitation.

Tisha did not blush. She knew she was beautiful, and she could see no benefit in denying her
sdlf-awareness. “Thank you,” she said.

“My—my mother?’ Guil-Gideon asked.

Strong looked gtartled. “Oh, of coursel She's degping. She waited for over a day. We expected you
sooner. But then | guess you couldn't just up and run away at the firs moment.” He led them through
another diding pand, aydlow one this time, and into a room where a woman lay on a clean but rickety
cot. “Blue” Strong called, shaking her shoulder. “Blue, he's here”

His mother was the second most beautiful creature he had ever seen, only a shade less gunning than
Tishathough she was a leadt fifteen years older than the girl at his Sde. Had they been of equa age and
hedth, he mused, Tishawould have had to take second place to this genuindy lovdy woman. He saw the
webs under her arms, for she wore a deeveless toga afar now, and he saw them, aso, between her
fingers. They may have contributed to her name, but the chief reason she was cdled Blue lay in her eyes
which were as brilliant as neon stones. They shone.

For a moment they stood awkwardly, looking a each other, like amdl children deciding whether or
not to make friends. Then Blue dmog floated into Guil-Gideon's arms, arying and hugging him, kissng
hmwetly. He didn't likeit, but he held her too and tried to find some-thing in dl of this to sort things out
and show him the way, show him why they could twice disrupt his life and seem to fed <o little sorrow
over it. The Musicians con-signed ther children over to the arena, not too disturbed if haf of them died.
And these people, smilarly, had given over their son to a cause, dso unconcerned about what he would
fed and what it would mean to him.

The higtory of Man, what little he knew of it, was studded with philosophers that said individud lives
were not as important as certain idedls. They had helped to cram the idedls down the throats of ther
young soldiers, had sent them marching off to war in colorful uniforms like a bunch of bespangled
monkeys. And when the sol-diers didn't come back, the same men who had urged them off in the first



place (and who had stayed behind their desks, writing more of their toilet dop propaganda prose) wrote
eulogies for them and praised ther names and taked some more about ideds. But what did a
god-damned ided mean to any one of those soldiers? Lying there in the mud, rotting, maggots eating out
the ingdes of thar gray husks, how could they fed a lofty pride in ther ideas? Would an ided even let
them see amovie again? Not with thar eyebdls burst and running down their faces. Would an ided, then,
help them to eat a holi-day dinner? Not with ther teeth cracked and ther tongues hdfway down ther
throats and colored like dung. Would any ided let them, help them, give them one more chance to make
love to someone? Y ou're damn right it wouldn't. There had never been, in the history of Earth, an ided
worth dying for. Because men dways corrupted the ideals anyway. Now and then, there might be a good
concrete reason having to do with economics or subjugation. But not even that very often. Only life was
worth dying for, and there was no sense in that.

Standing there with his mother embracing him and his father behind her, beaming a him, he fdt very
cold, reemote. He suddenly saw that no child owed anything to its parents. Children were the end
product of passion, of carelessness during that passion—or, if the child was a planned child, the result of
adesire for immortdity, for your name and reputation to go on one or two more generations—and in the
Muscians case, duty. A passion, carelessness, or duty could not repay debts even if there were debts.
Confuson baoiled in hismind again. The wadls of the room were dien and distant, seemed to sway dightly,
asif thiswere a ship on a rough sea. The woman drying her tears before him was only a statue that had
come to lifewith dl the attitudes and desires of a human being—except for true mother love. Blue lacked
that.

They came to an end of the corridor where a bomb pocket had opened a mouth into caverns benegath
the old city. The darkness in the caverns was dl but impene-trable, so thick it seemed as if it could be
touched and poured into a pitcher. They had left Tisha behind with Blue, had come this far done. Guil
was glad of that, for he did not want her to see him shaking. His hands trem-bled, and his lips twitched.
He was, somewhat, afraid of this man who clamed to be his father.

It had not taken long for him to find that Strong was a rdigious fandic, for the big Popular was
congantly spouting off homilies and prayers from some source he cdled the Seven Books. It seemed to
have been a world rdigion sometime before the holocaust, but Guil could not be certain. He had never
heard of it, but then again he was not particularly well-schooled in Earth history.

All he knew was that Strong wanted him to fight for an idedl. He had not said as much yet, but the
trend of his discusson headed in that direction. He was going to ask Guil to fight for something in those
Seven Books, to take up weapons for ardigion four hundred years dead. And he did not think he could
do it. It would be the same thing as if he had joined the Mudcdans in a bloody war agang the
Populars—supposedly under the blessing of Vladido-vitch. No, he would not risk everything for a mere
ided. Some practicdity, yes. If Strong made the point that the Populars had been hideoudy treated,
deserved aright to a place of power—then, he might join battle. Even that, however, was not a certainty.
It would have been so much easier, he thought, if he had liked them immensdy. But he did not.

Strong led the way down through the hole in the floor, dutching at projecting rocks and beams, came
out on alevd area again. When Guil was beside him, he stepped forward and disappeared. There was
the sound of skin and cloth scraping over sand.

Gul went to the edge where the plain dropped abruptly, could see for a few inches. It seemed like a
long dope of sand that could not be traversed any way but by crude tobogganing. If hetried to stand and
run down, the steep dope would probably pitch him forward onto his head just as he reached a more
solid-flooring. He held his bregath, pushed off from the edge, and went dithering down five hundred feet of
fine-grained earth. He was glad that he had a leotard suit on that covered mog dl his body, and he briefly
wondered how Strong had been able to withstand the brush-burning without screaming.

Strong was waiting for him, grasped his shoulder and squeezed it affectionately. He turned then and
led the way over more rubble toward the two luminous moth-like eyes that shone in the darkness and
gave off alittlelight to ther left. In the backwash of the ocular glow, Guil could see a man hanging upside
down from a beam, his toes gripping some precarious perch in the shadows above. Guil and Strong



stopped at an out-cropping of cement barely visblein the gloom, sat down facing the specter.

The hanging man flapped leathery wings, wrapped them around himsdf and surveyed the man and
boy, his lantern eyes washing them with green light. There was a haughty ar about him, a mild look of
disdain on hiswizened, ugly features. “Him?’ he asked.

“Yes” Strong said. There was pride in his voice, and he was purposefully accentuating it to let the
manbat know that he thought Guil a fine specimen of a son.

“You're certan?’ the manbat asked.

“Pogtive. Heismy son.”

“They could have found out, could have switched someone on you.”

“l know my son!”

The manbat fluttered, and his clawed toes scraped as he readjusted his purchase on the ruging stedl.

Gul coughed, wondering how long it would take one of them to think of induding him in ther
conversation. After dl, he was the focd point of this whole business.

“Oh,” Strong said, “Gideon, thisis Redbat.”

“Redbat,” Guil said courteoudly.

“An oddity,” the upside-down hdf-man said, blink-ing dow, furry lids over his magnificent eyes. He
smacked his thin lips together and made a Sghing sound. “For some reason, I'm red-skinned and
red-furred. Doesn't redly matter to some bats, cause some of us mutated to a point where we see in
black and white or in radar blips. But | have radar and my human sght, and | saw that | was red and
different. And | knew.”

“Knew what?" Guil asked.

The manbat showed fangs as large as thumbs. In the light wash from his eyes, they too were green,
though a softer shade. “1 was meant to lead, of course! | knew that right away.”

“Lead what?’

“Manbats!" Redbat exclamed, fluttering dl over with consternation, his eyes even a little wider than
they had been.

Strong pinched his son's am between his thick fingers to warn the boy. One such admonition was
enough, Guil decided. He had a sngle, snapshot-clear vison of thumb-sized fangs snking to the gumsin
aven, tearing flesh, foam-flecked and crimson. . . .

“Redbat,” Strong said, turning the manbat's attention away from Guil, who was relieved to see the
mutant's green gaze shift from his face, “we came to meet with your council. The Day is only a week
ahead.”

“So soon?’

“The boy has aready told me that what | want can be done quite eesly.”

True, Gul thought, but | did not say | would do it.

“They won't suspect him of sabotage,” Strong con-tinued. “He can go fredy dmost anywhere he
wants. And where he cannot go is of no consequence to our plans. So we might as wdl begin
coordinating things”

The manbat was slent for a time, thinking. Guil tried to imagine what the workings of such a mind
would be like, what patterns the thoughts would follow, what prej-udices would exist, what memories. It
was a little too much for him. He could accept the Populars on a phys-cd levd, but could never
extrgpolate from that to a thought process pattern that might be typicd of them. “Come on,” Redbat sad
aleg.

Redbat disengaged his daws and flopped to the floor, managing to come to a danding postion
before he hit. He turned, scrambled over the ruins, farther back into the darkness, hdf flying and hdf
waking through the narrow passage whose sides were formed of broken chunks of concrete, broken
glass, twisted wires, and oddly intact ceramic tiles.

“Father,” Guil said, the word thick and bad-tasting on his tongue, much as if a fat insect had flown in
his mouth, “why didn't you use Redbat instead of Loper to sted the red Guillaume from the Primd
Chord?’

Strong clambered over stone and plastic and metd, reached back and helped Guil over the hillock.



“It's 2,500 feet to the top of the Primd Chord. True, manbats can fly, but they are ill men. Their bone
Sructure is not completely adapted to flight. A red bat's bones are nearly hollow, but manbats have to
wak on the ground and support therr weight, so hollow bones are out. Therefore, they can only get up
about two hundred feet. And even if they would have flown up the Primd Chord that far, they would not
have had well-devel oped muscles to scale the rest of the distance in a conventiond manner.”

Darker it got.

And colder.

They came to another dope that was negotiable only . by diding down it. Redbat was fortunate in
that the calling here was high enough to dlow him to fly to the bottom. Strong went first. Guil looked at
what he could see of the dope, ligened to his father's descent. This one was not made of sand. He could
hear heavy materid ralling here. But, again, it was too steep to permit walk-ing. He tensed, pushed off. . .

Rocks and skin on atoboggan ride. The rocks came out the better for it. Guil grimaced as the tip of
hislittle finger rasped over another rock. Then he was diding down along stretch of loose stones, kicking
and squed-ing as the dugt rose to choke and blind him. When he came to the bottom, he lay dill a
moment, then pushed up before Strong (aways motherly in fear his divine tool would be damaged) could
come running to assay his wounds.

“You'e certan he can do it?' Redbat asked, fluffing hiswings in the gloom, his face screwed into an
amog comic scowl. But Guil remembered what thet same face looked like with fangs plitting the lips
and could suddenly see nothing remotely comic aboutt it.

“He can do it,” Strong said. “But we have to remember that he was raised by Muscians He it
prepared for the kind of life we lead.”

Gull wondered how these two would have fared in the arena. Probably would have dropped under
the dragon, been sung out of existence by a sound creature or, if not that, carted off to the disposa
furnaces benegath the arena. Still, what Strong said was true. He was not out of his dement. It seemed,
recently, asif he were dways and forever out of hiseement. . . .

“Still—" Redbat tried to argue.

“Y ou would not have survived in hisworld, in the city-state. Y ou would not have learned their sound
rules and would have died in the arena”

Redbat 1ooked angry for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe s0,” he said. “Come on.”

The endless tunnds twisted and retwisted, rose and fdl through the dusty dimness of the rubble
stacks into mo-ments of absolute pitch that pained the eyes with its in-tengty. Rubble sometimes filled the
way o that they had to turn Sdeways and press their backs againg the rugged wall to squeeze by. Other
times the floor rose dowly until they findly had to struggle on their somachs between cdling and ruins.
Redbat seemed to have the least diffi-culty, hiswiry, lesthery form able to dhrink to sartling compactness
whenever the stuation demanded. Guil decided that there was more than likdy another way and that this
one was being used to show him how rough this life could be. Because of this suspicion, he refused to
groan or complain, but took the punishment with admi-rable soicism—athough an occasond muiter
would involuntarily escape hislips. Findly, in one of the black-est places, they stopped. This was a room
agan. Thewdls swept away to either Sde, and the caling was ten or eeven feet high. Guil was aware of
the presence of other creatures, heard the faintest thin whisper of rattly breeth-ing.

“He brought the boy Gideon,” Redbat said.

There was arudling that echoed thinly in the damp chamber. A row of four huge eyes appeared and
was immediady broken by a staggered line of four more as the manbats turned completely around on
ther perches to face him.

“l don't like hislooks,” athin voice whined, sandpaper over glass.

“Of course you don't,” Redbat hissed. He fluttered his wings in annoyance. “You don't like him
because he looks like a Muscian.”

“Redbat's right,” another of the four said. His voice was so gentle and kind that Guil was immediady
reminded of the tender gentle Franz who taught him the guitar. Lacking the bat's red name, and so he
would be able to think of the creature as something with a persondity, he named him &fter the old



teacher. Franz cleared his throat, made a scraiching, dry sound. “We mus not let our pre-udices
influence us. If we do, we're lidble to lase the only chance we have.”

“Wdl sad,” Redbat answered. “I don't like hm ether.” He turned to stare a Guil. His fangs
appeared for a mo-ment, curled over hislower lip, then withdrew to the dinking hole of his mouth. “But
he's the best chance we've got.”

Strong's hand was on Guil's arm again, goplying a somewhat painful pressure as awarning to be quiet
and accept. Guil did not need awarning.

The bat that hed first stated his didike for the boy scrambled around on his perch, dill upside-down,
and faced the other direction. Now there were only Six eyes before them.

“Tdl us what you would have us do,” Franz said to Strong.

“Gideon will go back to the Muscians asif he did not know his true nature, and he will carry on this
act for another week. He does not need that much time to do his part, but we will require it to ready our
forces for the Day. Then a week from tonight he will see to it that the generators which maintain the
sound configurations of the towers are destroyed—all except the Meistro's Palace and the Congressond
Hadl in the adminigretive tower. We will keep that Structure intact in order to start our own government
from there—a symboal, if you will, of our power. The other buildings will fade. When the deterioration
begins, we will attack and kill any Muscian left dive and in the open. Y our part will be to attack from the
ar. Asl seeit, this sort of attack will be espe-cidly effective asit will come as a surprise.”

“They will have their sound rifles” another bat said.

“We can't wait for perfect conditions” Strong argued. “We expect to have our share of casudties.
We had long talks on the matter, if you remember correctly, and we decided casudties would be worth it
if we had a chance for success. And now we have such a chance.”

“Hummpphh!” the bat with his back turned said.

Everyone ignored him.

“And whidtles?” Franz asked. “The sound-sedatives?’

“Whidles can't have any effect on you unless you are within fifteen yards. You can swoop down
before they can effectivdy use them,” Guil sad, taking chiefly to make it known that he was not
completely atool that they could lay back on the shef any time they wished. Besides, he had not said he
would do any of this He was not yet sure. And the longer he was around these people, the more
inimately he came to know his father, Strong, the less sure he became. . . .

The three pairs of eyes shifted to him, watched him a moment, then moved back to Redbat. It was
impossible to read anything from those eyes, impossble to tdl what they thought of him—how deep their
hetred ran.

“It's settled then?” Redbat asked.

Three blinks.

“How many can you provide?’ Strong wanted to know. There was a keen edge of excitement to his
voice, and his breath came faster and in shorter, more gasping in-hdations.

“Four thousand for Vivadi,” Redbat said. “Later, if it is decided to move againg other city-states, we
will have to rdy manly on what isleft of this primary force.”

“Four thousand is enough,” Strong said. “With Gideon and whatever sound rifles and sonic knives we
can cap-ture, it will be more than enough.”

Gul ligtened to the battle plans with a part of his mind, while much of his consciousness 4ill tried to
ded with the choice he would soon have to make. Either he would continue the status quo, mantain the
Muscian society from sheer refusd to participate in a revolt againg it, or he would have to lead that
revolt, step with it out of the ruins and carry its vengeance through the neon stone gardens to the very
corridors of the Congressona Tower. Once, he thought that he heard something behind him, movement
of some sort. He turned, could see nothing but darkness. Looking back to Redbat and the others, he
tried to return to his contemplations. It was then that he fdt hot breath on his neck and heard the rattle of
claws scuttling across Sones. . . .

Later, he would wonder which he had actudly sensed fird: the humid breath or the sound of the
claws. It would seem logicd that the scuttling noise should come before the breath, and it very likdy had.



But in those micro-seconds when his anima cunning innatdy knew some-thing was wrong, his sensory
impressions blasted into his cortex in such rapid succession that he had no time to sort them out.

Screeching, shouting, rattling, flgoping, the very dark-ness swam over him, punctuated with green
discs, swal-lowed him, spat him up, wallowed him between itsthick lips. . . .

For a moment, he thought he was amothering. Some-thing fouled his nose and head and cut off the
coadl ar from the cavern. He gagged repeatedly, fet the soft tissues of his throat beginning to bum, fdt his
chest swdl and his lungs begin to ache. He flailed, struck something. He struck it again, feebly, before he
thought to fed it and test for the source of his &flictions. The nerves on the tips of his fingers relayed the
message to hisfogging brain: there was a legthery wing about his head.

He struck out again, vidoudy this time, managed to free his face for a moment, just long enough to
expd a short burgt of gde ar and suck in something more palat-able. Then the wing was back, tighter
now, the litle hand on the end of it hooked into his cloak. He struck out twice again before he
understood that flaling like awindmill was doing absolutely no good. His blows bounced off the rubbery
wing flesh without inflicing any damage—and probably damned little pain. And his lungs were tired
agan, surging up in his chest cavity asif they would take the initiative in gaining air for themsdves. Shifting
histactics, he bit into the wing that covered his face, tore a chunk of the membrane loose and spat it out.
It tasted like bad cheese, but he had gained the desired effect. The manbat screamed, fluttered, and
released him.

“The boy! The boy!” Stirong was shouting. But what he was redly thinking, Guil knew, was: the plan,
the plan!

“Nasty!” Redbat shouted. His reedy voice dithered and fizzed off the rocks. “Let im go, Nasty!”

Nasty, Gul thought. And what an appropriate name it was. This mugt be the bat, he reasoned, that
hed turned away from him earlier. But he had been busy while the rest of them had talked. He had turned
his back and had quidtly left his perch, had sneaked around the room and had come in from behind.
Maybe “Nasty” wasn't the best name for him, Guil thought. Maybe “ Treacherous’ was better.

Claws raked his chest, harsh, hot needles. He fdt the fine lines of pain on one levd, the blood
bresking through in tiny rivulets on another. The claws sank deeper, twisted vidoudy back and forth.
Nasty cdled wildly, cheered himsdf on with the most hideous array of dissonant notes Guil had ever
heard.

Gul struck upward with a fis, smashed it just below the green eyes. The blow fdt solid, and
something had given under it. Nasty's head snapped back and to the side. The claws tore loose, taking
divers of flesh with them and fresing more blood. For a moment, Guil thought he had broken its neck,
and rdief began to quiet his panic.

Then Nasty shrieked, flapped onto Guil's back and sunk claws into the boy's shoulders from the
bronc-buster postion.

For awhile, Guil tried whirling about, hoping to get his hands on the tip of awing or a foot, anything
that would give him leverage againg the beast so that he might cause it pain and pry it loose. But the
manbat was more neturdly the fighter, and he kept himsdf cunningly out of the boy's grasp, dlowing
himsdf to be brushed by Guil's fingertips but never conceding more than that.

Eventudly, Guil stopped, redizing he would tire and the manbat would finish him. The fangs and the
claws would rip into him, open him up. His mind spinning swiftly through aternate courses of action, he
did the only prudent thing. He fdl backwards, crushing the bat's thin chest under him. Still, the manbat
would not re-treat. Nasty foamed and screeched his hatred, sank fangs into the boy's shoulder in a
misdirected try for his neck.

Guil's head soun medly merry-go-roundish, pumped up and down, did, dipped, gdloped in place.
Pain shot through his chest like an eectric current, and his shoul-ders seemed close to parayss. He
fought againg the im-prudent desire to get to his feet and try to run. There would be no place to go—just
as there had been no hid-ing place in the arena in the Coming of Age Day—and that would free the
manbat to claw and bite anew. In-stead, he pressed back hard, rolled to the left and right, ligening to the
crunch of cartilage and light bones.

Blood gurgled in Nasty's throat. He ripped his fangs loose and tried once more for the boy's throat.



There, he knew, the pounding mainline of blood flowed. But he missed and merdly scraped the flesh, his
own pan and weakness now defegting him. His breath was foul with rotting meat fragments and the
gench of hisown gore.

Gul rolled and rolled along while before he redized the manbat was dead. The chest had crumpled
inward, and the ribs had punctured its heart and other organs, setting a bubbling blood fountain to
gudling life Wear-ily his clothes soaked with blood and caked with dirt, litle sobs of exhaudtion
escaping from his throat despite hisiron determination to hold them in, he stood and wheezed for air.

“l would have killed him anyway,” Redbat said. “He disobeyed me when | told him to stop. That
would not have been tolerated.”

“But,” Guil croaked, his sdes and shoulders throbbing and hot where the bat had clawed him, “I
fought im for . . . you. Now, Redbat . . . you oweme. . . afavor. Thetime will come when | will want
... you to pay it back.”

“Tha is honorable” Redbat said. “Fine. Now you had both better leave. We mug prepare to
marshd our forces for the Day.”

He turned, Strong's arm about him, and struggled up the stony indine back toward the cave where
they had fird met Redbat, unable to refuse his father's ad this time, even though he wanted to, even
though he detested looking weak before this man.

“Your wounds,” Strong protested.

“I'l be fine”

“Well take you to the robo-doc in this area—before we continue with the preparations. Well get
you fixed. And those stinking clothes laundered.”

“Wdl,” Gul sad rductantly. “If you ings.” He topped the rise. “Maybe a bandage or two is
necessary.” Then he pitched forward onto the rubble, into an even deeper dark. . . .



FIRST:

The operating table did out of the robo-doc, bearing Blue.

Strong knew that the time was near a hand and his head was full of quotations from the Seven
Books to bol-ster his Dream and give it flesh. His body literdly shiv-ered with pious joy. But his Dream
was a vison of find judgment, retribution, and justice, and his mind was filled with this “Then shdl the
lame man legp as a hart, and the tongue of the dumb sng: for in the wilderness shdl waters break o,
and greams in the desert. And the parched ground shdl become a poal, and the thirsty land springs of
water: in the habitation of dragons, where each lay, shdl be grass with reeds and bushes” He was the
father of the prophet. And the prophet would become the Saviour.

Another dot opened in the computer physician's belly, and a cradle containing the baby hummed out.
“It'strue” Strong said when he saw it, his voice a reverentid whisper.

“The doctor doesn't lie” Sparrow said. “It is a great being who—’

“Yeah, yeeh,” said Dragon. “Now give him the boy.”

She handed the baby to Strong. He thought: Ye shall not labor in vain, nor bring forth for
trouble, for ye are the seed of the blessed of the Lord.

... THE SEED OF THE BLESSED OF THELORD . ..

“What will the name be?’ Dragon asked. “We can't wait to see what hell look like when he grows.
We can't wait to give hm a trait name”

“Gideon,” Strong said.

“What istha?’ Sparrow asked, tending to Blue who 4ill lay deeping.

“In this book,” Strong said. He handed over one of the seven volumes of the Universd Church.
“Gideon was a great prophet. In three separate rdigions before the Uni-vers Church—and highly
regarded after the amagamartion.”

“A prophet,” Dragon said. “But the nameisfunny.” He started to laugh his rasping, hoarse laugh, but
stopped abruptly when he saw the look on Strong's face. He guessed it was insanity. . . .



CHAPTER SEVEN

Mummified in spray-on, clear bandages, clothes clean and dried and containing a faint odor of some
deandng fluid, he tramped the corridor behind Strong. His wounds did not hurt very much, for the
drange com-puter-doctor left over from prewar days had heded them and had laced them with pain
killers. Stitches had been required in four places, the robo-doc had said, but they were sdf-removing and
would dissolve in five days when the wounds would be completely hedled. It even guaran-teed that there
would be no scars. But for the moment, wounds or not, they moved on with preparations for the Day.

“Who isthis Gypsy Eyes we're going to see?’ he asked as he caught up with Strong who was setting
ardatively fast pace with hislonger, more muscular legs.

“Jug wait. Youll see”

“I'm tired of being told to wait and thet I'll see!”

Strong, never bresking pace, gave him a perplexed look and then a hdf-amile of uncertainty. He
wanted a docile puppet to maneuver, not someone given to out-bursts of individudity. Guil's sharp tone
made him dightly ill-at-ease, but he managed to contain his anger that had seethed to the surface a the
seeming insubordination. “It's just that it is difficult to explain Gypsy Eyes urtil you meet him. He explains
himsdf bet-ter than | ever could. Youll see” He redized his faux pas with the last sentence, but it was
too late to retract it now.

Gul chose to ignoreit.

They went on.

For atime, the corridors were untouched by destruc-tion, so perfect, indeed, that they seemed an
impossihil-ity in the midgt of the utter ruin that he had seen every-where dse. The old apartments here
had been made into living quarters for the Populars, and they had kept the place wel. The overhead
lights seemed to fulfill the du-ties of sunlight, encouraging snaky vines and pae flowers to grow in the
carefully tended, well-weeded black earth that filled the long troughs that lined both wals and broke only
for the doors to the various gpart-ments.

Then the hdlway doped upward like a ramp, leaving the generd living areas, troughs, and flowers
behind, turning in a wide arc as if they were traveding about the outer rim of a whed and the living
quarters had been spokes. There was no rubbish or rubble here ether, though the wals were
undecorated and painted a mo-notonous white that made the eyes seek every tiny fleck or sain for some
relief. At the top of the ramp, Strong pamed a door open and led the way into a ten-sided room with a
wall of glass and a caling where the ocean danced wildly blue-green.

Gul fdt his mouth open invaluntarily in that age-old reaction to anything awesome. He stood in the
middle of the room and stared up a the sea. It was as beautiful as anything he had ever seen in the
Musdan world. In fact, the Muscians would rarely to in for desgning something this beautiful.
Aesthetics, for them, dedlt with sound, not with form and color. The colors of their build-ings and clothes
and fixtures were only incidentd to the patterns that made up those things. But this was far more beautiful
then their sounds.

Above, the sea danced blue-green.

“And the Lord said, 'Do not the waters of the sea show forth the face of God?" Strong amiled a
sf-satisfied amile The quote had so eesly ralled from his tongue that Guil was certain he could not have
fdt anything emotiond from it, could not even have appreciated its poetic tone. It was habitud and ugly
the way the scrip-ture verses did out of his mouth, like the serile products of an automated factory
diding into the finished bin.

Gul went to the glass wall and looked out, surprised by what he saw. He had expected water and
ocean bot-tom, for he thought they were beneath the ocean. But they were above it! This bubble wal



curved away from the face of a great diff, a hundred feet from the top of the sea. He looked down and
was caught up in a vertigi-nous moment when he saw that the lip of the window meted into the floor and
thet he was standing on the thick glass with nothing (nothing visble) separating him from the water.

He hung there.

Ahead, the ocean dretched forever into gray, moving migts that eventudly obscured it. Now and
then, light-ning played through the higher layers of the fog, pul-sated in reflection across the water. Guil
wondered, seeing this magnificence for the firg time, why the Musicians had not chosen to build Vivddi
here, only a mile or two away from where it was placed. Here, they would have the sea and the mist.
Vagudy, he knew that the sea was associated with degth. It was eternd. It pro-duced life and cdlaimed it.
It went on. And would go on even after the Musgicians had passed. Perhaps that was it. Though the
Muscdans were drangdly fascinated with death, they were not willing to be faced with a constant
reminder that death was eternal and not just a morta en-tity like themsdves.

He looked down, away from the fog and lightning.

Below, the sea dashed itHf vidently againg the rocks that looked like craggy brown teeth. It
sprayed dozens of feet into the air, foaming up the diff face but never quite touching the window. He
could fantly hear the dragon roar of it seeping through the glass. Far out, a gull swooped down out of the
clouds, glided toward the diff and disappeared into a dark aperture just above the foam line and just
below the window.

Gul turned and looked at the cdling again. It ap-peared to be a dab of glass which supported the
unbear-able weight of an ocean, yet the ocean was below them. “How is that done?’ he asked, too
curious to contain the question, not particularly caring whether his ignorance made Strong fed amug.

But Strong did not answer. A voice deep and smooth as water-licked limestone spoke up. “Mirrors,
They re-flect the scene from a pipe that opens on the ocean floor a the base of the diff. It channds the
reflection from mir-ror to mirror and throws it on the caling through a pro-jector in the head of that statue
of Neptune.”

He swiveled, searching the green- and blue-toned shadows for the lips that had spoken those words.
He saw the man, lean and dark in the far corner next to afish tank where thin, ydlow darts swam through
frond-split crystal water. A cascade of white hair, each strand thin and frizzy though the whole appeared
thick, poured over his extralarge head and withered away just above shaggy white eyebrows and two
grey eyes.

“Who—" Guil began, stepping away from the window.

“Mirrors, mirrors, mirrors. Oh, they were damn clever, those prewar Earthmen! They could pervert
redity to ther whims. But they were not clever enough. Little pieces like these are dl they Ieft behind.”

“Gypsy Eyes?

Strong stood Slently by the door. He nodded.

The fish swam unconcerned.

Outside, the migts formed ghost bodies that dissolved in passionate embraces.

“Mirrors are wonderful things” the white-haired one continued, oblivious to Guil's questions—or just
not car-ing to answer them. “They show you what you could not know otherwise. How could you know
your own face without a mirror? Hnmmm? Could we have any idea what we are without mirrors to tel
us? Did men, before there were mirrors, think themsalves insects or look-alikes for ferocious animals?
No, | guess not. They could see one another and have some idea of thar own visage. But what about
Hf? They could have a generd idea about ther facid appearance, but what about the in-dividua face?
Hmmmm? How could they know self? How could they ever be redly certain that they were not different
from others? They couldn't. All their miserable lives, they could never be sure. But with mirrors. . .

“If you are Gypsy Eyes—" Guil began unsuccessfully.

The old Popular stood and waked dowly through the colored shadows toward the window. “Sill,
mirrors have their faults. We can't use them to look ahead. We can look behind or look at the now, but
we can't look ahead with them. Turn them front to reflect what's ahead, and you can't see them anyhow.
So they're not redly vaua-ble, dl these mirrors.”

Then, with a sudden fury, he threw himsdf past Guil, into the out-thrusting balcony, crashing against



the thick glass. He bounced off, crumpled to the floor. For a mo-ment, Guil dmost laughed. It had
seemed like some dap-stick stunt, some routine to gain laughter. Then he was able to remember the
force with which the mutant had skimmed againgt the window, remembered the Sunning reverberation of
the callison. It must have hurt. Y et, like amoth to the flame, Gypsy Eyes rose and heaved himsdf at the
pane once more. Agan, he toppled backwards. And, yet again, he rose.

The hollow boom of flesh againgt the unbreakable shidd filled the room. Guil turned to Strong, but
though concerned, the big man did nothing to stop Gypsy Eyes attempts at suicide. He had seen it dl
before. Maybe many times.

“Stop him!” he caled.

Strong did not make a move.

Because, Guil thought, that glass will hold, and thisis just some crazy ritual, something we must
watch, some-thing he must do.

In the tank, fronds waved. Fishes swam. Outside, waves roared off the rocks.

Intime, Gypsy Eyes collapsed onto the lip of glass, garing down through the transparent floor a the
rocks and the water. He was weeping; tears moved dong the glass, gligening blue-green. . . Blue-green .

“| asked you nat to do it,” Strong said, lifting the old men by his ams and helping him into his chair
next to the fish tank. “Not until after the Day. That's only a week from now. We need you badly, Gypsy
Eyes”

The Popular straightened in his chair, trying to regain his dignity. He seemed less melanchaly.

“What did it look like?” Strong asked.

“At this point, | saw a seventy-eight percent chance of deeth if | accompany you on the revolution
into the Mu-scian Sector.”

“That bad?’ Strong lost some of his control, let his fea-tures dide down his face in a great frown.

“Worse for me” Gypsy Eyes sad. “I suffer a ninety-eight percent probability of degth if | remain
behind and do not accompany you.”

Strong looked puzzled. “Why?”

“Because, without my assistance, youll fail. And then the Musicians will come in here and teach us a
lesson by wiping out hdf of us. Me included. The seventy-eight and ninety-eight are percentages for my
success, remem-ber. The revolution may fare better.”

Strong turned to Guil who stood dumbly watching and ligening to the exchange. “Gypsy Eyes sees
the future” he said.

“No,” the old man corrected him. “I see all possible futures. Countless futures. Ther€'s a difference.
| can re-view the mgority of possble futuresin seven to ten sec-onds and determine the likelihood of the
success or falure of mogt any event. | can't give you a detailed pic-ture of anything. I'm a mirror with a
crack init. No, hun-dreds of cracks so that, in the little undamaged frag-ments, you can only see atiny
fraction of what you're looking for.”

Strong sank into another chair, motioned Guil to a couch. “But Gyp gets too persond. He looks
ahead too far, and he can't hdp looking ahead for his own fate. And every time, the fate is somewhat
different, for the possble futures change as what happens in the present changes. He is congantly
barraging himsdf with visons of his possible deaths, though thus far he is dive and hedthy. I'm trying to
keep him from searching into per-sonal things, because if it's too gruesome a any given moment, he
gets—what would you say, Gyp?’

“Suicidd, | guess”

“That's it. We just saw it happen again. Now, | asked you to promise to only look ahead at the
chances of the revolution's success, not your own.” He turned to Guil. “See, if | wondered whether a
particular piece of strat-egy would get the results | sought in the battle in ques-tion, 1 would ask Gyp.
Hed tdl me the percentages. 1'd @ther go ahead as planned or change strategies ac-cording to his view.
He's invduable. Unless he gets hung up on his own fate.”

“Wha did you come for?” Gypsy Eyes asked cu-rioudy, not angrily. There seemed to be no anger in
the man, as if the scope of his future vison made any act done to him only a petty thing of the moment



and un-worthy of ire.

“Thisismy boy, Gideon. In a week, we begin.”

The gray eyes brightened. “I'll be careful, Strong.”

“l know you will, Gyp. Just a week. Jugt don't look for your persond future for seven days. After
that, you can get suicidd if you want.”

They I€ft, then, dogng out the celling-sea. When they were hdfway down the hdl toward the arc in
the rim, Guil would have sworn he heard the hollow booming of flesh thrown againg glass, flesh againgt
glass, again and again with sckening regularity.

As they waked, turning into less habitable corridors to save steps on the way back to Blue and
Tisha, Guil thought of the Populars he had met in the last few hours. Gypsy Eyes with his swollen head,
his adility to tdl the future. Redbat, a thing that had once been a man. Tar, the obsidian figure without
gyes. . . Blueand her webs . . . Strong with hisimpossible musculaure . . .

At ladt, as they passed a place where the corridor wal had been blasted out, Gull sat on the
crumbling rubble and looked down at the remains of a once mighty civili-zation, a the littered beach a
few yards beyond thet, a the same ocean he had seen from the window in Gypsy Eyes place. He
twigted his neck out of the hole, located the glass bubble of Gypsy Eyes port a quarter of a mile back
dong the diff and up another three hundred feet.

“What isit?’ Strong asked, moving to him when he saw he had stopped. “Tired?’

“No.”

“What, then?’

“The message tape,” Guil said. “It told me that the Musicians had made you what you are. It sad that
the Musician had warped the survivors of the nuclear war, had made them into Populars.”

“Thisistrue.”

“But the radiation from the bombs would do that.”

“Not like this. Random radiation would produce mon-gters worse than any of us. Heavy radiation of
the random form would produce, largdy, nonfunctionds, creatures incapable of suganing ther own life
Thething that mutated us, that messed into our genes, was sound waves.”

“But how could you know that. It's been four hundred years since the war, since the first Populars.”

“In the beginning,” Strong said, making it sound like a narrative catch-phrase leading into a sermon,
“judt after the war, we had begun to struggle back onto our feet. Or the men of that time had. They were
piecing things to-gether. Then the Musicians came. You know, of course, that the Muscians, and many
of the other groups that colonized the other worldsin the galaxy, were outcasts. They were bidden good
riddance when they origindly left Earth. Perhaps, when they came back, it was with a determination to
prove something. Ther own worthi-ness, maybe. The World Science Control had banned thar
researches, had labeled them ungtable and danger-ous to life as it was then known. They were coming
back to prove they were better. When they came back, it was not to help recongtruct the planet, but to
assume domi-nance over it. They waged a short war agang the Earth-men who were now chiefly
wesponless. All of this had been recorded. It is hidden here and there in the ruins to assure its safety from
Muscian hands. we mugt keep our higtory, if nothing ese.”

“Bvenif the Muscians won,” Guil said, “that does not explain the mutations.”

“The Muscdans” Strong continued, “did not eradicate nearly dl of the Eathmen survivors. They
drove them deeper into the ruins and left them psychologicaly whipped. Then, over the next few years,
the firg Populars were born, babies with strange, inhumen festures. As the births continued (al of them
functiond to one degree or another) the few men of science left from the two wars became convinced
that the mutations were not accidental, and not the result of the bombs. They were too subtle, too—wall,
clever. With what limited re-sources they had, they began research into the Stuation. Nothing was ever
condusively proved, but they learned enough to stify them. The Muscians were broad-casting shaped
molecular sound waves with a tropic characterigtic. Tropic to DNA and RNA.”

“But why?” Guil asked. “Why do this to other men? They had beaten them. Surely that was enough.”

“Perhaps it was the find step. They had come back to show us that they survived and we did not.
Next, they displayed their superiority by conquering us and driving us into our self-made ruins. Fndly,



they had the means to, in effect, strike us from the records of existence. We were reduced, in ther
opinion, to something less than men. And, | sometimes think, they discovered in the new mutations a
source of entertainment.”

“There are theaters,” Guil admitted.

“Everyone” Strong said, “needs something to make him fed superior, some group he can look down
upon. The Muscdiansin Vivad have a class sysem which d-lows this. | have learned this much. Your
Class Is can look down on your Class I1s, your Class lIs on your Class 1s, and the 111s on the 1Vs. But
where do the Class 1Vs go to find someone to fed superior to? The Populars, of course. So, aside from
revenge, asde from entertainment value, and aside from a smple sadistic streak that cuts down the
middle of their society, they needed us to provide the logicd find rung in their socid order.”

They sat for atime, waiching the beach. Severa crabs scuttled out of the water and wobbled around
the sand for a few moments, looking for something only they could define. It was growing darker. And
colder. The migts were thicker, reaching fingers even into the hole in the wal where they sat.

“Are you ready?’ Strong asked.

“Yes” Guil said, ganding. “Let's go.”

As they finished ther trek home, maintaining slence by unspoken agreement, Guil tried to decide if,
after ab-sorbing this ugly detail, he was findly committed to the Popularsin this coming war. All he found
was tha he was on the thin line between sdes, badancing. And he was a good baancer. He would not fall
one way or the other. He tried to make himsdf ashamed of his wa-vering. The evidence balanced agang
the Musicians. He should dready be deep into the Popular sruggle. Yet . . .

Y et he liked the comfort of the society in which he had been raised. He could not give it up easly. If
hefailed this attempt at revolution, the Populars might never be able to rise again. And he would be safe.
He knew it was not a heroic stance he now occupied. In many ways, it was gutless, cowardly, and
revolting.

One more piece of sympathy for the Populars, he thought, and he would accept his role as a leader
of rev-olution. If just one more thing would happen to make him pity them and fed more deeply for thar
plight. Then he would be their champion. But it was highly un-likely that anything else would happen to
persuade him. Highly unlikdly . . .



FIRST:

Strong hunkered in the piles of brick and stedl, hold-ing hisinfant son in his huge arms. The robo-doc
hed placed a chemicaly time-triggered, micro-miniature mes-sage tape in the child's brain. It would go
off seventeen years from now, hopefully just after the boy had gained manhood in Muscian society. He
hed no doubits that the boy would reach a Class. His son, &fter dl, was a prophet. And prophets were
nearly omnipotent.

There had been a moment when Blue had tried to dis-suade him from the plan, just after she had seen
the child that had come from her bely. To sooth her, he had sought a phrase from one of the Seven
Books, had found it: “Wherefore didst thou marve? This shdl make war for the Lamb and the Lamb
ghdl help him to overcome them, for he isthe Lord of Lords, the King of Kings, and they that are with
hm are caled, and chosen, and faith-ful. Such is your luck, such you are caled to see, and let it come
rough or smooth, you mugt surdy bear it.”

YOU MUST SURELY BEARIT ...

Somehow, he did not think Blue had gotten the solace from those lines that he had.

Now, crouched in the tumble-down wadls of his city, he watched the yelow shidds of the Mugcians
as the search party came across the nightmare landscape, prying into pockets of deep shadow, details of
them breaking off to enter tunnels down into the Popular Sector. When he judged the moment to be the
most dra-matic, when the enemy was dangeroudy close a hand, he leaped up, ran away from them, the
baby dung under his arm o that they might spot it immediately.

There were shouts behind.

A sound rifle beam sang into a marble dab as large as a house that lay at a forty-five degree angle to
hisright. The marble fizzed into thousands of fireflies whose light lasted only an ingtant, was gone.

Then another bolt. Much closer. Too close, in fact. He stopped and put his child down on an old sofa
whose vinyl-plast covering had kept it from serious rot, then turned and ran faster than he had ever run
beforein hislife

The Mudcians fired after him.

But, soon, the chase was over. They had found the baby, and they were, temporarily anyway,
satidfied. Whether they would vist reprisals upon the Popular community in the days to come, or whether
they would just strengthen their security over their own buildings, he did not know. All he could consider
now, as he fdl into a cave entrance and waited to watch the Musicians take his son away with the
assumption he was one of thers was the future, the glorious future. He had divine power. He had a
divine command to propagate this com-ing insurrection. His son was a prophet. What ese could he be
but a prophet? What ese could ever explain the birth of a perfect child to Popular parents? A datidticd
law just now coming into actudity, deemed necessary by mathematics? No, that was the wrong thought
train. He prayed that the gods would give him strength to over-come evil thought. He prayed that they
would give im gtrength to live until the time for the revolution arrived, and to carry it out on the proper
day.

And he prayed for patience to wait out the next seven-teen years.



CHAPTER EIGHT

They returned to Strong's gpartment and exchanged smdl talk with the women and each other over a
dinner composed chiefly of three succulent, smdl roasts that tasted nothing like what Guil was used to
edting in the city, tasted spicier and finer in some indefinable way. The talk of revolution was dight, dmost
nonexistent. It seemed asif they had never even considered such vidlent palitica action. But the halcyon
hour was interrupted even before they reached the find course, which was hard, yeastless bread and
some sort of rich butter. Shouted darms boomed down the corridors outside like cannon balls fired
down amuzzle, and the med was abruptly forgotten.

Strong got quickly to his feet, surprisng Guil once more with the agility that lurked in that mammoth
frame, hurried to the door and palmed it open, pressing againg it asif he could not even bear to wait the
short moment it took the mechaniam to withdraw the porta into the wal. Beyond the door, a mangy
head, scarred and quite hideous, appeared, the mouth working agita-tedly, though nothing seemed to be
coming out of it. At last, the owner got control of his body. “Breskthrough!” he said dmogt hystericdly.
“Corridor F. Won't be long. Four—maybe five or 9x minutes”

“You stay here,” Strong said to his son.

“What isit? What's going on?

“It's too dangerous. Forget it.”

But being denied information only made his curiogity sharper. “I'm not awoman,” he said.

“You mudnt be hurt,” Strong argued. “You are too vauable to ud” There was definitdy nothing
sentimenta about that last statment; it was delivered coldly, sharply, and with the same evenness a
businessman might employ when taking about his inventory. Strong could just as eeslly have been
pesking of a vauable work animd or a piece of machinery now long out of production. That was
exactly what he was, Guil thought, a machine, atool, a vauable trained anima upon which dl the dreams
of this Popular were constructed, upon which Strong's immortdity depended.

“l can handle mysdf,” Guil said.

“Remember Nasty?”’

“Yes” Guil said. “And | won that fight”

“You were chewed up pretty badly.”

“But | won.”

Strong sighed. This was no time for argument. Guil could see that, even though he could not
determine what was causing dl the excitement.

They I€ft the gpartment, running, turned three times into other corridors, and came to a place where a
sedd mesh net had been strung across Corridor F and seded tightly to the wals with heavy staples. They
hed come to a complete stop before the net, when they redlized Tisha was with them. She jerked to a
hdt, her long hair flying dl around her head. “I'm not about to St and wait for you to come back with
more wounds,” she said.

“You don't belong herel” Strong bellowed, eyeing the net, then the girl, then the net again.

“Hesright, Tish,” Guil said.

“Sff it,” she said swestly. “You want to fight me to prove whether or not | belong here?’

He grinned. “No.” He could remember her in the arena, the way she had disposed of sound minger
after mongter in an dmogt back-of-the-hand manner.

Strong shrugged. The other mutants eyed the girl cu-rioudly, the firg red Musician they had seen who
was fighting for and not againgt them. Guil, after dl, was not a true Musician.

“What's happening here?’ Guil asked Strong.

“Rats,” Strong said smply.



“Rats?’ Cold boiled over him like dry-ice steam.

“They live in the uncharted corridors, the bottom-most layers. Millions and millions of humans lived
here before the war and the Musicians, and we only occupy a minute portion of the tunnes that are
usable. Asde from that, miles of tunnds have caved in and filled partidly or completely with water,
meking them undesrable even if we did wish to use them. The rats run these unham-pered. How many
there are, we don't know, but it is easy to visudize hundreds of thousands of them. Occasiondly —no,
quite regularly, in fact—a smdl pack will break through into our section.”

“Why?

“For food,” Strong said. “There's alimited supply of things down there to eat. Other mutated animals,
that's about dl. But up here—there's us”

“What mutated animas?’ Guil asked.

“The war's radiation, maybe the Musicians radiation— maybe both—have changed things like frogs,
lizards, cats, dogs, snakes, some insects (especidly the worm forms).”

They're coming!” A cyclops Popular caled.

Gul looked through the fine but sturdy sted mesh. On the other side, a thousand red pinpricks
glared, resolved into eyes that were followed by furry gray bodies that shuffled and jostled for the front
ranks. They were a hid-eous army, more frightening than a man with a wesapon could ever hope to be.

“Herd” Strong said, handing them amdl, hand-sized crossbows designed to hold a dip of sted
needles much like a machine gun bullet belt. “Forty shots to a dip. And try to make every dip count.
Though, with the net in the way, that's more of a meaningless cliche than an order,”

The chittering of the rats grew louder.

Tidha fired 9x shots in rapid succession. Three tangled in the net or bounced off the mesh onto the
floor where they were equaly usdless. Three others sped through the loops in the net and brought down
atrio of the beasts. It was not excdlent marksmanship that accounted for this score, but the wall effect of
the enemy. There were so many of the rats that one was assured of taking them out of action if the darts
made it past the mesh.

“Youll do find” Strong shouted.

Then there was no time for talk.

It seemed asif the hdlway were too full of needles to dlow even for the passage of ar. Darts spun in
gdlittering clouds, choked continudly from the sdf-loading barrels of the crossbows. Rats fdl by the
hundreds as they leaped onto the net and tried to chew at the tiny links to fray them away and gan
passage to the ddicious looking men who fired on them. And to the ddicious looking girl with the dark
meneof har . ..

At firgt, the beasts paused to tear at the corpses of other rats, rending the flesh from the bonesin a
bloody fury, stiating the hunger that drove them. Guil saw one rat holding the entralls of a dead
comrade; the rodent turned and tried to fight the wave to get away with its prize, but it went down under
the claws of the others. But cannibdism wasn't to last. The stampede had triggered something deeper
then hunger, a psychologica lemminglike drive that brought them draining at the net to the excluson of dl
else, even the hunger pains that mugt be lacing them even as they rushed.

It seemed as if they had once had a taste of human flesh and could never again be truly satisfied on
any lesser diet.

Darts sank into the gray fur.

Blood spouted, drenched the net, filming the loops be-tween the strands of mesh.

Gul saw one of his own shivs lance an eye. The rat kept dimbing the mesh for a moment as if
completdy oblivious of the fatd wound. Its body had been told to press forward no matter what, and it
was dill heading that primary directive, even though its &bility to function had been severdy curtailed.
Then, dfter along and ardu-ous gruggle up the net toward the top where it must have fancied it would
find a gap, it turned in dizzy cir-cles and fdl into the teeming hordes behind it.

Clip after dip of darts. . .

Blood gurgled beneath the net and stretched in rivers under thar feet, curled into pools and lakes
behind them.



Gul thought of the arena while he fired the darts. The Musicians would enjoy this. There was s0
much horror. He redized that, while the Populars killed other living things out of absolute necessity, the
Musicians killed friv-oloudy for sheer ddight. And killed their own sons, not mere rats.

Then the net went down . . .

One rat, hidden in the shadows and concealed by the shiny film of blood that swathed the mesh, had
climbed near the calling where the net was stapled the most hap-hazardly, had settled into its little nook,
and had worried a staple loose from the plaster of the corridor celing. It must have had a great ded of
satisfaction when it was not caught, but it did not trust to luck and did not let it-sdf waste time with
sdf-congratulations. In that respect, it would have made a great soldier if it had been aman. It went on to
another staple and took that one out too. One corner of the net drooped. Only one, but that was enough.

The rats swarmed up the net on aflesh ladder, pulling over one ancther in a mad scramble to be the
firg, and poured through the opening. As the main body of the wave concentrated in reaching the gep at
the top, their weight began ripping the other staplesout . . .

“Mader rat!” acyclopswith abad head shouted.

Thenit was plurd. “Master rats, master ratd” The cal echoed through the confusion.

Gul had no difficulty seeing what they were talking about. Rats as large as amdl dogs, perhaps fifteen
or twenty pounds apiece, foamed around the bend in the corridor and followed the smdler dave rats
who had died to bring down the nets. Thar duttering was less screechy, more gutturd. This appearance
of a plan seemed to indicate intdligence of some degree in the larger rats, but Guil did not think he
wanted to dwell on that sort of thought.

It dso seemed as if the gutturd rumbling of the Mas-ters had a pattern, a detectable rasng and
lowering, a varying of sound lengths that could be a 9gn of verba communication above the leve of mere
animd-indinct grunting. But that was a nasty thought too. He kept firing, grabbing dip upon dip from the
basket of a three-armed dwarf who was acting as anmunition bearer. The dwarf kept shouting, “ Shoot!
Shoot! Kill!” at Guil every time he brought him dart dlips.

But Guil did not have to be told.

The madter rats knew what they wanted. It was not the flesh of their dave rats or of each other. Guil
could not see a sngle case of rat canibadism now tha the Masters were leading the charge. With
red-eyed fury, they husled on, dying in frightening numbers, dawing over ther fdlows as they
fdl—ganing, ganing . . .

A scay Popular with orange eyes like chips of some sweset frozen confection went down under the
enemy when he tripped and could not regain hisfeet intime. A number of rats converged on him, but the
main force continued its drive.

“Fdl back!” Strong shouted.

They moved backwards to the end of the corridor, firing continuoudy, aware that even a momentary
[l in their barrage would afford the mutant rats the opportu-nity they desired to sweep forward and
ovewhdm them. Guil risked a glance a Tisha, saw her biting her lower lip, the gun extended to the end
of her diffened am as she fired again and again with a fury born of panic. She was accounting well for
hersdf, and she made Guil even more proud of her.

Then, for abrief but terribly lucid moment, he per-ceived her as a corpse covered with rats, her flesh
sheared away from her face by sharp, ydlow teeth. She was dmogt dead, in this vison, but not
quite—just dive enough to know what was happening and to be driven stark raving mad by it. Also, in
the dream, one rat stood in the hole of her gaping mouth and worried her nose.. . .

He gagged, digpdling the dream, and was burdened down with the redization that he, as her man,
should make certain that nothing of this sort befdl her. Abruptly, he remembered the sound pistal in his
jacket which he had brought with himin the event the Popu-lars proved unfriendly.

“Strong!” he shouted, waving the gun. “Move the men back. | can handle them done”

“Youreinsang”

“l know that, but | have a sound pistol.”

“l can't dlow it,” hisfather said.

“You haven't any choice!”



Reuctantly, Strong made the order. The other mutants fdl away from Guil, most happy to retreat. He
turned to the gray horde now surging unchecked down the pas-sageway, chilled by the increase in thar
maniacd chat-tering now thet they felt confident of their victory. He raised the gun and fired.

Rats hummed, vibrated flesh againg bone, were flung apart in fiery flourishes that ashed glowing and
were gone. Blood showered through the air but became a flaming fdl of ashes and then evaporated into
nothing-ness, the molecules whining away from one another, the patterns of the aomic condructions
negated by the sound weapon. There seemed to be thousands of them now, pouring as if from the mouth
of a cornucopia. The wave stood dill dmost asif it were a angle organism, though the rats Hill struggled
furioudy and tried to pass the invishle barrier that vaporized them without vapor, burned them without
flame or resdue, crushed them without blood or bone remaning. The Masters had come up agang
something new, something unexplained and unplanned for. While their minds labored for a solution, they
acted like normd ratsin a frenzy, trying to over-come and push aside the immovable.

Then as he swung the sound-beam back and forth in machingike smoothness, the wave began to
recede, fluctuate, recede a bit more. Suddenly, the Master rats perceived the hoplessness of the Stuation
and began re-treating at top speed, gdloping like dogs chasing a rab-bit, pushing beyond ther charges
and leading the rout. Guil followed them from hdl to hal, the vengeful execu-tioner, driving them
eventudly to aholein the wal of a rubble-strewn corridor.

Therats piled up a the hole, frothed and fumed, chittered and tore at each other to escape the sound
beam. He stood a a safe distance, playing the beam on them, watching them fire and disappear. A group
of perhaps a hundred rats turned from the hole—mogt likdly by order of the Master rats—and charged
him. He lowered the beam and fired at them, back-stepped hedily and brought the last one down only
inches away from his feet.

When he looked up, the last of the other rats had dipped into the darkness of the hole in the wall. He
crossed to the spot and fired for a few minutes into the space beyond to make certain they had been
driven far enough away not to contemplate another attack through the same crevice—at least in the
immediate future. Trembling and wobbly-legged, he walked back to the others.

Tisharan to him and hugged him, and he returned the &ffection. She was very warm and soft, and he
let some of his horror drain out of him through the perfect con-ductor of her body.

The Populars were busy loading the dead rats in wicker baskets as Strong intoned a series of short
prayers from the Seven Books, thanking the Lord for their good fortune. Guil supposed they had been
lucky not to be killed, but he was not sure that a near disastrous battle with crazed mutant rats was a
thing to be thankful for— no matter what the outcome. He diifled any such thoughts, knowing they would
not be welcome in Strong' company. “Here” he said ingtead, producing the sound pistol. “You don't
have to dispose of them. | can do it quicker and easier.”

“No, no!” Strong said, cutting his last prayer a bit short. He had a twenty pound rat draped over
each am, and he plopped them into a large basket. They bounced once, they lay Hill. “We aren't
disposing of them. Not yet.”

“But why—"

The giant hefted another rat in one hand, stroked the lifdess body as if it were a favorite pet. A dart
hed sunk through its nose and penetrated its brain. Its eyes stared like polished marbles, its mouth open,
its lips drawn back from its ugly teeth in a snarl so fierce it seemed the creature must be dive. Strong
pinched the bloated sides of the beast, grabbed a handful of its shank and twisted it. “This is food, boy!”
He grinned.

“Food?’ Guil's somach rumbled louder, fdt asif it were devouring itsdf.

Strong nodded, dill grinning.

“l don't understand.” Or wasiit, Guil wondered, that he did not want to understand?

“Our only source of meat,” Strong said.

Foam and blood freckled the ydlow rat fangs.

“l don't believeit!”

“Nothing to believe. That's the way it is”

“But—"



Strong shrugged. “ Y ou ate hdf a roast rat for supper tonight. It was tasty enough, wasn't it?’
Ydlow teeth.

Dead red eyes.

Foam-flecked . . .

Morning lay two hours from the horizon as they stepped from the shadows of the Popular Sector into
the neon stones. All of the Musicians, save those on duty in the Primad Chord and the few engineers
mantaining dl the sound generators, were adeep in the towers, writhing in their sensonics, unconcerned
with the dangers and horrors of eating rats—and of being esten by rats. Just this thin line between rubble
and neon stones made dl the difference. Guil shivered; Tisha shivered too, match-ing the tempo of his
flesh. They stopped and sat on a broad blue neon stone.

She was blue-toned before him. The light, cast up from beneath her and accenting some features
while nearly obliterating others, gave her a supernatura, mysterious |ook.

He had told himsdf earlier in the evening that dl he needed was one more thing to make him
sympathetic toward the Populars, one event to arouse more pity in him. Then, he had decided, he would
step off the thin line and take their sde. He had been confident that no such event would take place. The
conservative part of him rested comfortably with the knowledge that he would soon resume a normd life
as aMusdan. But— fortunatdy or unfortunately—that event had transpired. The thought of men (or a
least the descendents of men) having to rely on daughtered rats for therr chief food supply made him
agonizingly ill.

“The only one | fdt even dightly akin to was Gypsy Eyes” he said, waching the stones crackle
imperceptibly from one shade to afainter or dightly brighter blue. He had told her about Gypsy Eyes on
their walk back from the Popular Sector.

“| understand,” she said, her blue face solemn.

He looked at the ten mgedtic towers jabbing ther points at the night sky. “And yet | can't go back
and live in the cty. | know what Vladidovitch was and what he started. Not only what he made the
Musicians, more than that. It was Vladidovitch who established the con-ditions that force the Populars to
edt rats. Oh, | know Vladidovitch was dead centuries before the colony ship returned to Earth and built
the city-gate. But Vladido-vitch is respongble for the psychologicd structures of these Musicians
minds—and was therefore indirectly at fault with regard to the fate of the Populars. Because of his
teachings arid his socid order, the Musicians are cold, self-centered, sadigtic. They keep the Popularsin
abject poverty by forcing them to remain in their ruined com-pound, by not giving them land to farm and
raiding al independent farming efforts made by the mutants out-side their compound. And then there are
the sensonics”

“| smashed the console the fird night,” she said.

Without her having said so, he knew that she had not liked the sensonics either. But it was good to
hear her say it, to make it a certainty beyond dispute. He fdt a longing to protect her while a the same
time he knew she needed no protection. “We're trapped. | can't go on knowing my pleasure as a
Muscian will bring pain to others in the Popular Sector. Yet | can't live in the Popular Sector or in the
Popular-dominated city that would follow a breakdown in the present system. | can't find my place or
purpose, and | can't bear to be purpose-less asthey are”

“Therés dways—" she began.

“Der Erlkonig,”

So there it was. There were not two lands, but three for them to choose from. There was the
city-state, the Popular Sector, or the land beyond the pillar. Degth. The place from which no researchers
hed ever returned. It was impossble to say, a this moment, that the land be-yond the pillar had been
chosen, for there was dill enough fear of it to keep them from taking about it openly. But was Death a
hideous place? Or was it merdy another plane of existence beyond this one? And maybe the researchers
hed never returned smply be-cause they did not want to—or because travel was one way. Thar
disappearance did not necessarily indicate that the land of Death was an unpleasant one.

“Then will we help them?’ she asked.



“It would make things right again, even if we fit no-where in the order that follows. In time, without
the gene-warping broadcasts, they may breed humen again, rebuild the parks and restore the prewar
ctiesto the glory they once knew.”

“Well hdp despite the Erlking?’

He grinned an odd, haf-formed grin. “Not despite the Erlking. Because of the Erlking.”

She pulled him down onto the fla blue stone into the glowing warmth of the neon-spattered night and
held him there in softness, blue-toned before him.

And he held her too.

And morming was coming. . . .

The preparations for the revolution had begun.



THE THIRD MOVEMENT:

Revolution and Beyond

FIRST:

As aboy living in the Popular Sector, Strong (even then afine specimen of a superman, with muscles
that rippled beneath the sheeth of his dark brown skin like live animds with purposes of ther own) had
been part of a close-knit family group. His father was Shell—an odd creature with a carapace and other
horny platings protecting various regions of his body—and his mother was Fingers (she had an
abundance of them). Both Shell and Fingers loved their children and raised the three boys—Strong,
Loper, and Babe—in an environ-ment that encouraged the boys to be as concerned with their brothers
as they were with their own well-being.

It seemed, therefore, that Babe, being the youngest of the trio of children (and he would dways look
young, it appeared; he had stopped growing when he reached four feet, and dthough there were enough
indications of his blossoming manhood to assuage fears tha he might be a throwback and not just a
mutation, his countenance, casudly examined, was that of a sweet and innocent baby) should be the most
protected. After dl, there was Strong to look after Loper and Babe, and Loper to con-centrate on Babe
done Yet, one day, when things seemed to be going dong every hit as peacefully as pos-sible, they
discovered that Babe was missang.

They searched the ruins carefully, afrad that he might have fdlen into some pocket or sheft in the
debris, might now be trapped and unable to free himsdf.

But he was not there.

That left, as far as Strong could see, only one other place where the child might be found. This was
the week of the Fedtival, that yearly time when the Mus-cians gathered in their hdls and in thelr streets
for cele-brations in honor of the one they called Vladidovitch. As an integrd part of some of these street
fairs, Populars were brought into the dity to entertain the spectators. The games played were crud. The
Populars did not a-ways return of a piece—or return et dl.

Although only fourteen, Strong fdt auffidently power-ful and clever to skirt the edges of the
City-state—per-haps even venture ingde—and try to locate his brother. He had long fdlt that he had been
meant to srike back and destroy the Musicians. What other reason for his tremendous sze? Now,
perhaps, he would have a chance to do jus that. Againg the advice of his father, he left the ruins and
worked across the no-man's-land to the edges of the neon stone gardens. . . .



CHAPTER NINE

A wesek passed quickly, and the day before the revolu-tion was at hand.

The days since his vist to the Popular Sector had been troublesome ones for Guil as he wrestled to
come to grips with himsdf and with the purpose of the years that ill lay ahead of him. It would have
been so0 nice to be old, old like Franz and content to know that there was not much more to be borne.
He knew his future was digned with the pillar and the land beyond that he had only glimpsad twice, and
both of those times for only brief moments. He knew he should be afrad of Death. The Musdan
concept—indeed, a maor concept dl through history as far as he could tel—held that Death was
permanent and dark and a vast nothingness. The reason he fdt no fear was because he did not hold with
this concept; he had seen the land beyond the Rllar of Ultimate Sound. There was some form of
exigence there.

To prepare hmsdf for what was soon to come, he dept through the last afternoon, dreaming of a leef
boat that carried him down a green river toward a promon-tory where a purple, column-faced building
stood invio-lae. In this dream, slence was awful and deep, though he had an odd recollection that he
hed been to this building before when there had been a hint of snging and the legping shadows of
dancers. . . .

Afternoon faded into evening, though the night sSky with its stars remained on his cealing the entire
time After atime, degp was fitful and came in patches separated by minutes when he was haf-awake
and when visions of the future and different but beckoning dreams fused to add a third dimenson to his
mind, another plane somewhere between the conscious and unconscious wherein scenes were acted out
that did not whally belong in either of the other two. Somehow, his un-spoken pledge with Tisha had
released the agony of his burden. He was no longer aman in the middle, for there was a third dternative
which both redlized would keep them together, yet would not subject them to living in a tower, ridden by
their guilt, or in arat-infested world of Populars. Firdt: the revolution, the guns, and the fires. Then, when
they were certain the salf-centered Muscian empire had fdlen, he and Tisha could be off to their own
world, their own society, to the place where they be-longed if they belonged anywhere at dl.

If only he could gifle hisremaining fear. . . .

Sdf-centered . . . The word struck him again and again as he tumbled in and out of deep. It was the
per-fect modifier for the Musicians world, for ther heritage and ther future. SAf was their god. Yes, they
managed to masguerade it in the form of the great composers and Vladidovitch. But these were
figureheads. No, maybe even fase gods, and he saw now that the Musicians must know this as well as
he did. But his pledge with Tisha, the decison to reject this society, removed him from any burden of
shame a having been a part of it. There was dill agram of disgust, but nothing more. Sdf was their god.
Witness the center of ther lives the focd point around which their world revolved: sensonics. Each
Mu-sician spent a least eight, usudly ten hours a night under the sensonics. Holidays were often devoted
to “re-treats’ which were nothing more than escapes into the fleshy, unred desire world of the sound
configurations, a prolonged dectric orgy. Much better and much easier than red sex, for inred sex every
experience may not be perfect. And every experience may not involve multiple orgasm as the sensonics
produced. Besides, in red sex, you had to ded with another human being. You had to worry about
pleasng someone, about another individu-a's fedings and his or her self-respect. That was an anful lot
of bother when there was this much easier method.

Also, there was the Vladidovitchian precendent to fol-low. Something had dways seemed strange
about that placid, white face seen in photographs and reproduced in the greet dtars. At times, Guil
thought it resembled the face of a moron, loose and slly and vagudy pathetic. At other times, he could
trace lines of intdligence in the face and corrected his judgment to the decision that this was merdy the



visage of an unimagindtive, lifdess man. But nather of these impressions meshed with what Vladidovitch
had accomplished. Now he redized thet it was something more subtle, something infinitdy more pressing
that had given Vladidovitch the drive to master sound and vibration, to forge a new society, to set out
with it and colonize another world. Smply: the man had not been heterosexudl.

Oh, perhaps it was just that he could not make it with women and therefore denounced them except
indirectly through sensonics and as procreators of other men. Somehow, Guil fdt certain that if
Vladidovitch's sen-sonic machine could have been tested during the man's lifetime, the tests would have
discovered that his own sound configurations were not those of bosomy women with stiny skin, long
legs, and questing tongues, but of young boys. Y oung, smooth, virile boys with flavless skin and vagudy
sweet faces. . . .

Serile, smooth, and soft, the face of Vladisovitch pitched impotently through his dreams. . .

Sdlf-centered, impotent, it must surdy fdl. He could only be doing the right thing by hagtening its
collgpse. But were not dl of Man's societies self-centered and im-potent? How could he know the
preMusician world, the prewar world, had been any different? Indeed, to ligen to Strong's quotes from
the Seven Books, it could be argued that societies had dways been sdlf-centered and impo-tent as they
were condantly warring againgt one another, or splitting apart in their own guts, eventudly fdling to yet
another socid form that would fdl inturn and be re-placed by another that would . . . so on and on and
on...

At least there was Tisha and the Erlking. The latter would not be so difficult to face with the former at
hisside. The pillar hummed darkly in the arena floor, wait-ing. . . .

He was in the shdlow between dream crests when the door opened and closed, and there was
someone ese within the room. . . .

He struggled to st up, squinted.

Above, the fdse stars glittered in the fake night.

“Who's there?’ he asked.

Slence

“Whoisit?’

Sill slence.

He was suddenly bowled from the bed, dutching at the sheets and pulling them with him and
whatever it was that had struck him! In the dim light and with deep matting the corners of his eyes, he
could not see well.

“Wait aminute” he said.

But there was no reasoning with whoever had at-tacked him.

He struck upward with afig, fdt it caught in a vise-like grip. He tried to wrench himsdf free, but his
shoul-ders were pinned to the floor and a heavy body prevented him from twisting away. Whoever this
was, he was a strong bastard—and he was determined.

“Who is it?” He demanded to know, though he fdt foolish meking any demands from his present
position.

“l won't let you do it” The stranger's voice was harsh and breathless, but Guil thought that he
recognized it.

“Roge?’

“You can't!” Rose gpplied more pressure with his knees. “You can't go ahead with it.”

“You're hurting me.”

“Good.”

“Go ahead with what?” he asked, hoping a change of tactics would bring rdlidf. If he tried to cdm the
Com-poser, maybe he could free himsdf.

“You know,” Rose said.

“No, | don't!”

Rose made a sound like a snarl.

“Damnit, that hurtd” Guil was beginning to see smdl points of color in the darkness, though he knew
they were seen behind his eyebdls and did not redly exis.



“Good,” Rose sad again. But that wasn't like Rosie.

“Roge, ligento me. |—"

Rose pressed even harder with his knees. Guil's shoul-ders began to tingle with the first sgns of
muscle separation. Nasty's wounds, amost healed, would open under the pressure, burgt the gtitches.
Carefully, desperately but dowly, he did his right leg up, pointing the knee and measuring the posshbility
of swinging the foot in a tight enough arc to smash it into the head that was now vis-ble as his eyes
adjusted to the gloom and blinked away the blurredness of deep. “Rose, what the hdl isit?” he asked to
digtract the Composer's attention from the movement of the leg.

“Seventeen years, Guil. | tried for seventeen years. | worked and sweated and polished. You haven't
the faintest idea how much | worked over those years, not the dightest glimmer. You won't destroy it dl
now for some warped monsters that think they want the world,”

“l don't understand what you're saying. Let me up.” Carefully, rasng theleg. . .

“Tightold me”

“Told you what?’

“Don't fool with mel”

“What have you done with her?’

“Nothing.”

“If you've hurt her—"

“l haven't hurt her. She was little-girl excited about it. She thought | would be too. You see, she
knows that | think very little of our city-state, of the socid order here. But she forgot that | must now
conduct mysdf as anintegrd part of it, for that is the only advantageous thing for me to do. She said she
wasn't supposed to tdl but that she knew | would be excited too. | pretended to be. No need to harm
her. Killing you isdl | need to do.”

“Look, wat a moment—"

“You won' topple the Musicians. Not now that I've made it.”

“Roge, there are people out there beyond the city who—"

“Freskd”

“People who—"

“l don't want to hear it,” the Comoposer shrieked.

Gul swung his foot and connected with Rosie's back, sent the hunchback crashing over him. The
pressure on his shoulders broke, dlowed pain to sweep in and take its place. Guil twisted, kicked out
from under the Com-poser and sprang to his feet, dizzying dangs of cymbas exploding in his head.
“Roge, sopit!”

“I have to kill you.”

“You can't do it, Rose” He backed off as the hunch-back crouched and came a him, his hands
twiddling, vibrating like plucked strings, blood lust in every cdl, justified by his purpose.

“Couldnt 1?7’

“Damn it, | know you, Rose! | love your sster. You once said | was your only friend. Remember
that? In the arena on Coming of Age Day—"

“None of that.”

“But—"

“None of that because it doesn't matter. Friendship, love . . . they're high on the priority lig, but they
don't mean good goddamned if you aren't whole yoursdf, if you are only hdf a men.” His words were
thick with saliva

“Then what does matter anymore, Ros€e? | just don't see what ese could redly meatter.”

“What matters, Guil, isthat I'm not a freak any longer. I've made it. They accepted me. They worship
me—or will after | have been dead suffident years. The whole of life, Guil, is getting up there, getting to a
point where you aren't atool or atapestry. That's what most every-one is, you know. One or the other.
The tapedtries are for entertaining, to amuse. They shamble through life so other people will have
something to talk about. They are the dregs. And it may not be because they can't make it —it may be
because other people keep them from making it. Then others are tools for the real workmen of this world



to widd and even break if necessary in order to screw, bolt, nail, and brace themsdlves to a higher ledge.
Now, | am atoolmagter. | can command the tapestries to be unfolded or hung in a closet or burned and
forgotten. | can screw mysdf to the highest ledge there is and never fed the workman's blade in the dot
of my own back. That is what the hdl matters, Guil. But you could never see that and adapt to it. You
arent the type to see that, Guil.”

“Thank God, I'm not,” he said.

“Yes, you would look et it that way. Perhaps, if your sigmata had been more pronounced, if you had
hed to fight your way despite horns on your head and clawed hooks on the backs of your
hands—perhaps then you would have understood the tool-toolmaster rdaionship.” “But we can tak
about this” Guil said. “Y ou're talking about it right now. Let's St down and—"

Rose moved faster than Gul had thought he could, gill crouched, grostesque in his postured
animdiam.

“I wouldnt let the Populars kill you, Rose.” He backed behind a chair, grasped it in preparation for
lift-ing and throwing it.

“No, perhaps not.” There was madness in his voice. “But don't you see what it would be? How
dense are you —you, Meistro's son? | would be aMudcian in a Popular world—a freak!”

“The Populars have hunchbacks of their own. Many stranger things than horns and claws.”

“But Il be a Musician, and there will be no changing that. | won't be able to compose. I'll have no
appreciative audience. Il be a Mudcian, deformed or not, in a world that does not appreciate
music—indeed, in a world that will have reason to loathe it!” He gasped as if breething was a torturous
process. “I'll be as good as dead.”

“And you will kill me to stop me, tool thet | am.”

“I will.”

Gul threw the chair.

It caught Rosie on the shoulder, though he tried to duck it, knocked him backwards and down. But
he was up agan faster than Guil expected. He came over the chair in alegp and hit the floor running. Guil
ran too, sopping behind a wais-high bookcase bresking the cen-ter of the room. Rose didn't stop. He
jumped over the case and came down on Guil, tumbling both to the floor.

Gul swung a fig, smashed it into the boy's lips, fdt blood spurt over his fingers as he mashed the
delicate flesh between the hunchback's teeth. He drew back on the punch jugt in time to keep from
hurting his own hand. He struck again in hopes the whole thing could be ended quickly and without
desth. But Rose replied thistime, bounced the other boy's head off the floor. Bells bonged mgesticaly in
Guil's head, and blackness rang up a him between the ding and the dong. But blackness had to be
denied. It was inviting and would give rdief from dl this pain, but if he let unconsciousness dam him,
Rose would guarantee his degth in the short mo-ments that followed.

Gul drew his left knee up, fighting a headache that was a razor-nailed lizard in his brain, smashed it
into the hunchback's crotch. Rosie howled, rolled sdeways, gasp-ing for air, and retched. Vomit spread
across the floor. His face had gone ghost white, but gill he tried to fight. He made it up on his knees
despite the heaving spasms that wrenched his sscomach, was hit by another fierce wave of pan as his
manhood protested what had been doneto it.

“Rose, please” Guil pleaded. “Thisis ridiculous. We are supposed to be friends. To hdl with your
tool-toolmaster rdationship.”

But Rosie was not to be appeased. It was too lae for his pride to accept defeat, even if he might
have decided that he could survive wel enough after the revolution. And, of course, he had not even
made that decison. He gritted his teeth and stood, staggered toward Guil with his hands reaching to
clutch.

But his hands never made it. Guil smashed another fig into the hunchback's chest, again denying him
ar and sending him backwards to fdl into his own mess, blood smeared across his face, his horns
unconcedled and glit-tering bluntly.

“Roge stop it!”

For amoment, it seemed as if he had balled up the proverbid towd and was ready to toss it in. He



stood, swaying from sde to side but apparently oblivious to his condition. Sheking like a man with a
tropicd fever, he removed the Meddlion of the Composer from round his neck and hed it by the center
of the two foot chain. He sucked in his bresth and sniffed away the bubbly fluid thet had gethered at the
ends of his nodtrils. Then, mov-ing his feet farther gpart in a stance that was meant to give him a firmer
base, he began swinging the Meddlion like amorning star mace.

“Put that down!”

The ar sung with its passage.

Gul weas terrified now. He fdt that he had a better than average chance when it came to defending
himsdf with his hands, but he could see no escape from a deadly wegpon of this sort which dlowed
Rose amuch greater reach than he would have had bare-handed. “Rose, this isn't any good. You know
itisnt.”

But Rose had no breath to talk, to answer, to refute or agree. He was worn, but he was committed,
and he con-centrated dl of his energies on the Meddlion. He whirled it faster and faster, its sharp edges
caching the meager light and glinting wickedly with the reflection. The edges were beveled to a rddivey
thin knifdike blade. With the speed the hunchback had given it, it was as deadly as a sonic knife, the only
difference being that this blade must physicaly connect where a sonic knife could kill at a distance. Guil
hed only to remain out of its reach. If he could. If . . .

He backed.

In a way, he was fortunate that Rose had come here in the manic, wild peak of emotion he had.
Otherwise, he might have thought to bring a sound whidtle to put Guil to deep before killing him. Then he
would have had no chance. Not even the dim one he now enjoyed.

Enjoyed?

That was not the word, not the word &t dl.

He backed alittle fagter.

And Rosie jumped, swinging the brilliant trinket.

Gul dodged, ducked. The Meddlion swung over his head, pulling a detectable cool breeze after it.

Rose lowered hisarm to correct hisam and catch his quarry.

Gul fdl, for there was no other way to avoid the weapon. The Meddlion diced the air inches above
his head, just aout where his somach would have been . . .

Rosie screamed in frudration, his face a fierce mask of desperation that turned Guil's insdes around
and around asif they were on a phonograph turntable. This was surdly the face of someone he had never
seen before. It was a demon mask, a madman's vison of the denizen of Hell. Guil rolled, grabbed the
Composer's feet, jerked as hard as he could, and toppled him. Lunging onto him, he tore the Meddlion
from the druggling fingers and tossed it away. It clattered across the floor, the echo ringing back as it
came up againg the bookcase.

This should have been enough. Rosie was disarmed. The fight could not continue, for Rose had no
drength to use hisfigs. It redly should have been enough. But it wasn't. Guil threw fig after fig into the
hunched shoul-ders . . .

Rosie gurgled, choked, and shrieked, sounded as if he were a hundred samdl animds running in fright.

Gul fdt painin his sdes, redized the mutant was bringing the spurs on the backs of his hands into the
game. Springs of blood welled up where they dug in, and crimson rivulets followed the scorching paths
they made down his flesh. He grabbed both of the other's arams and muscled the wicked hands away
from him. Panting, he fdt a grest thrill of triumph pour down through him.

Then, as he hdd the hands of the hunchback away where they could do no harm, he redized nathing
hed been won yet. As soon as he released the hands, they would come back, gouge even more deeply
into him. For a moment, he gave way to panic, then redized what he had to do. Letting go of the left arm,
he grabbed the right with both hands. Hissng breath between his teeth with the force required, eyes
bloodshot and gtinging, he rammed the hand back againg the floor again and again, over and over until
the spur crunched audibly and dan-gled loosdy from the flesh, no longer a vaid weapon.

Ros€es free hand had raked histhigh three times, though only the last had been serious. Still, he bled
from dl of them, and bleeding had never been recommended as a hedthy exercise. But the pain in his



chest and on his sdes was not what concerned him. He had a great fear now that, in this lagt few
moments, the hunchback would put on a burst of energy and go for his eyes. The spur that remained
would tear easlly through such soft tissue.. . .

Again, he had to muscle the other arm away from him, though he found it easier now that he had both
hands to work with. He pushed it away, swung it down, smashing the spur on the floor. Over and over . .
. It seemed asif it would never break, but when it findly did, it tore the skin around it and broke deanly
with the bone to which it had been anchored.

Rosie heaved, trying to toss him off.

Gul threw more punches into the other's shoulders, liking the way they fet as they bounced off him
and left bruises behind. A part of him looked out of a barred window in hismind and cried and screamed
a what he was doing. But that part of him was no longer in control. A litile fragment from some dark
nook of his soul had clambered into the driver's seat and was cdling dl the shots now.

When the mutant would dill not surrender, he drove hisfigs ruthlesdy into the face, sweat bathing his
skin, his heart begting like the heart of a rabbit. His mind clattered and rattled as the jalled part of his
psyche dtrained at its bars. The horrible redization had come tha he, as dl the Musicians and Populars,
hed a barbarous base to him, though it might have lain deeper and might have required a stronger trigger
to release it. He struck glefully, without reservation. As blow after blow set a savage rhythm againg the
other boy's body, Guil began screaming again and again: “Y ou goddamned violent bastard!”

It bubbled mindlesdy from his lipsin a dull, monotonous chant while the imprisoned part of his mind
tried to andyze it and in this manner see from where it came and wha was meant by it. “You violent,
goddamned bastard!” Who? Who was the bastard, the barbarian? Rose? Himsdf? Or neither? Was he
creaming againg just one man or againg away, a society, a manner of doing things? Did his rejection of
society, then, rall back his rgection of Rosie and eventudly his rgjection of him-sdf?

When he was physcaly drained and Rosie's face was a mass of bruises and cuts, and when the
hunchback was weeping and dutching piteoudy at him in a plea for mercy, for friendship, Guil fl upon
him weak and weeping too, the questions that plagued him dill unan-swered.

Together, they stained the blood and the vomit with therr tears. . . .

“I'm sorry, Rosie” he said, his hand on the door pamer.

The Meddlion was wrapped around Guil's neck now, a necessary plunder if he were to keep the
Composer from leaving and spreading the darm as he should have done in the firg place. If he could not
leave the room after Guil locked it, there was no way he could summon hdlp. A private room in a
Muscian Tower was perfectly private, as good as a cell.

“Sure, Guil. Go on.” There was no bitterness in the voice, only resgnation. Rose, in dl his tak of
tools and toolmasters, had forced Guil into playing by the same rules, into degenerding to the
hunchback's own philoso-phy. Or, perhaps, as sendtive as he was, he knew the phi-losophy was an ugly
one to live by. Perhaps there had been doubts in his own mind whether going on in this way was
worthwhile. In the end, Guil had fought better under this philasophy than he himsdf had.

Gul stood, looking at the bloodied Composer, and he was stunned by the sour knowledge that he
hed scarred the man. It took something more out of him than the strenuous battle had. To have
fdlen—even this briefly— into the mold he had seen in the Musicians and found disguding, was a very
unpleasant event. It was wdl known, of course, that environment played a large role in the development
of any individud's persondity. He had thought he was different. The truth was bitter.

But Rose was right. There were tools and toolmasters. It was a good andogy. The toolmasters
jammed ther blades into the dots in other people's backs, twisted and used everyone and got away with
it. The only hope any-one could have in this world was to become one of them, to take up the skills of a
toolmaster and brutaly use oth-ers to your own ends, to fulfill your own desires. No, an-other part of his
mind said, there was another way to avoid what they wanted to do to you. Withdraw, leave, find your
own way outside of society.

He thought about that. All through history, judging from whet little he knew of Earth's past, there had
been segments of society that wanted out of the socid mold, that did not care to be ether a tool or



toolmagter. Gypsy bands were among them. He could recdl the grestest movement, one that supposedly
had changed Earth soci-ety for centuries before a normd tool-toolmaster setup could be restored. It had
dtarted as a movement cdled the Hippy. The name had evolved over the years until there were literdly
millionsinvolved with it.

But there was a problem. Here, on this postwar Earth, there was nowhere to run. The other
city-states would be just as hogtile. And he would have to bear the additiona burden of being a stranger.
If he went into the ruins, the naturd, or artificid mutants would eventualy do himin. If he went to the few
aress that were dill wild and un-touched by ether city-states, city-state farms, or ruins, he would aso
die, for he was a creature of dvilization, not of the forests.

There was only one place, then, that offered refuge. It hummed darkly, soun, hissed beneath the floor
of the arena, sustained by its own generator buried beneethiit. . . .

“Rose—" he began, then redized there was nothing he could say.

He had destroyed a world. He had reached out and pulled down Rosi€s redity. There were no
words to phrase an gpology for an act of that magnitude.

Quickly, he opened the door, went out and closed it behind, locking it with his identisong medd.
Forcing his shame and confuson from his conscious to his subcon-scious so that he might be able to
operate intdligently through the crucid hours ahead, he hurried to the elevator and dropped to the
ground floor. Moving warily, asif everyone could see he was a revolutionary and was out to get him, he
made hisway to the concrete core of the tower, the part that was not a sound configuration, ac-tivated
the door and stepped inside.

“Hdlo, Guillaume What brings you here of dl places?’

The Musidan tending the generators this shift was Franz! He had known but forgotten that the old
men had mastered many occupations and amused himsdf by going from one to the other when he grew
bored with any particular endeavor. Agony pricked every convolu-tion of Guil's brain. His hands tingled
with the memory of the thin twanging of guitar strings. Someone, it seemed, had nailed his feet to the
floor; he could not act.

He thought of Rosie and what he had done to the Com-poser, and he told himsdf that he had made
the choice whether he liked it or not. There was Tisha to think of. And the Populars who ate rats. And
the children of the Muscians who needlesdy died in the arena. And, too, there was himsdf to think of.
He knew he was not so sdifless as to be able to exclude persona moativation. The revolt had to progress.
And because of dl these things that were wrong with this society, Franz would have to suffer.

Abruptly, he brought up a hand, chopped down, again, and a reluctant third time. He had tried to
make the blows as soft as he could without making them totdly ineffectud. Franz toppled to the floor,
unconscious, the last waking look on his face one of disbdief and hurt that froze there and denied
UNCONSCIOUSNESS eraseY.

Gull bent to the generators and |ooked them over. This was the main broadcasting sation here in the
Congres-sona Tower. Each building was maintained by these thrumming machines. There were ten of
them, and ten lines ran across the floor, dl but one disgppearing into other machinery, then through the
concrete core. Those nine went to the other towers, he knew, came to rest in the huge, black amplifiers
that pulsed out the intricate, multi-billion patterns that made each of the structures. Each amp would be
regulated by computers and back-up computers that threaded the emanations that came from the cable,
separated and directed them into proper conductors located about the building frame. Each gen-erator
was labeled, though he did not need to read the inscriptions to know that they were prayers to various
gods and to Vladidovitch himsdf. Moving to the other nine generators, he opened access plates in their
sdes and placed nine amdl bombs, each no larger than a pair of thumbs held side-by-side.

They didn't even tick.



FIRST:

Strong had circled gpproximately one hdf of the city, kegping to dumbs of brush and some black
dag piles of melted debris so that he would not be seen by any Mu-sicians, and he had not yet found any
due to Babe's whereabouts. At last, he stopped, crouched behind an ancient truck cab, looking through
the windows, across to the neon stones. The glass had been smashed out years earlier, of course, 0
there was nathing but the skeleton of the driver to obscure hisview. On the other Sde of the truck, there
was a short stretch of waste, then the neon stones and a clear avenue dong them to the amdler buildings
and the towers that comprised the city. If he expected to find Babe—assuming Babe was in there—he
could not do it by hanging back. When he was certain there was no one near, he rounded the truck and
loped across the grass and stones, onto the neon stones, down them toward the rdlative obscurity of the
dleyway ahead.

As he ran, he wondered how many years it had been since a Popular had dared to cross into this
territory. Decades upon decades. Probably more then three cen-turies. The Muscdans had quickly
displayed their lack of love and friendship with the mutants. He came into the dley where the sun was
blocked by awakway roof between the two amdl buildings He waited there, won-dering what his next
move should be, while he regained his bregath.

He could hear the sounds of revery echoing from some distance, perhaps three or four blocks. Some
part of the festivd was playing there, something that produced a good ded of laughter. Whether or not it
involved Babe, it was the only trail worth following.

He darted out of the aleyway, across the street and into another covered passage that led toward a
large square. He squinted and saw that there was a crowd out there, apparently gathered around
something, wetching. This was where the laughter came from.

As he gtarted forward, down the dley, two Muscians entered at the far end and walked rapidly in his
direc-tion, talking loudly and laughing hoarsdly. . . .



CHAPTER TEN

Four neon stonesin two heads. a pair of manbats.

And, of course, Strong. His voice was heavy and un-naturd as he strove for what he imagined were
dirring tones. “Let the angd of the Lord chase them, let them be as chaff before the wind.”

They stood beneath the Prima Chord, obscured by its black shadows, Strong with a hand-sized
crossbow and a dozen dips of stedl darts pinned over aloud vest of d-ternaing panels of bright cloth
and fur. The manbats had no wegpons other than their claws and fangs.

Which were enough.

Gul found it hard to imagine that this night had been conceived over seventeen years ago. Seventeen
years ago, Loper had druggled up the dde of the Pimd Chord, fighting impossble chances and
incredible odds to sted a child and kill it. Guil's somach turned yet again as he redized for the fird time
that he had been partly respon-sible for the red Guil's death. His existence had led to the Dream, the
Dream to Loper's murder of the baby. He would forget that. There was too much ese fo fed guilty about
to start digging up new things.

“The bombs?’ Stirong asked.

“All ready.”

“Then let's move to those trees,” Strong said. His voice was amog the voice of a child. The dreams
of seven-teen years had started to reach fruition. Soon, he fdt confident, dl that which God had
promised him would be his. The ar was sown with gnats among the hoary willows, warmer than it should
have been. Strong slently said the prayers which had become a part of him for so long. He thanked his
Lord for what had been sent hm and prayed that they might succeed with tha which they had
undertaken. He had prophetic visons of seven gleaming white archangds dressed in brilliant golden robes
lifting him to a beeweled throne. It never occurred to him that he might be quite insane.

Gul fixed his eyes to the towers and waited for Tisha. A moment later, he saw her, deek in black
leotards, a powerful sound riflein one hand. He cdled softly to her, and she joined them in the willows as
the towers of visible sound glowed around them. Guil took her free am in his, said, “They should be
going off—"

“Now,” Redbat finished for him.

It was true. From the Congressiona Tower came the muffled thuds of the tiny explosives as they
wrecked the machinery in which they were planted. Then the Tower of Learning began to dissolve. It
was an dtogether awe-some sght. The reaction began at the top of the build-ing, far up at the glowing
peak. It was not a smple fade-out, for the power could not be cut indantly. What was stored in the
reserve batteries of the computers was used, moderately, to sustan the illuson-buildings. Since the points
highest up were the hardest to sugtain, they were permitted to go first. The red-cream-white ripples of the
sructure continued, sweeping from top to bottom as d-ways. Near the top, however, the red ripple
faded to pink, the cream to white, and the white misted com-pletely out of the vigble spectrum. Then the
process dowly worked its way down.

Every time a white ripple reached the lower peak, an-other few floors disappeared. The color ripples
began flushing outward a a faster rate as if franticaly trying to counteract the decay and restore the
tower to its previous mgesty. But as they moved fagter, the decay dso moved faster, and the tower
rgpidly disappeared asif an eraser had been rubbed over it.

Those things that had not been sound configurations, the contents—in specific—of the various
chapes and some of the private furniture, rained down on the lawn, smashing to pieces on the cement or
merey crumpling gpart on the grass, showering up in color-suffused frag-ments among some decorative
neon stones.



Gul saw a pew dam into a running Musidian and split him as neatly as a sharp knife would cut
through pud-ding. Together, the man and the pew fdl apart. It had dl occurred in slence, for the victim
hed not even had time to scream.

He thought that he should fed revulsion at this death that was of his making, but he had seen so much
deeth and violence recently that he could not bring himsdif to redlly care. And, by this time, the Muscians
had meta-morphized (in his mind) into evil, sadigtic creatures to-ward which he could fed little pity.

Tuming to the other towers, he could see that much the same thing was happening. The great walls
that had hummed for four hundred years now faded, shrunk, and were gone atogether, leaving ther
builders without shelter, done and lost and confused on the bleak face of the earth. With a strange,
disant horror (it seemed asif the events of the last week had rendered him incapable of feding terror or
horror as anything but a vague, midty entity dinging to the outskirts of his emotions) he saw what was
happening to the people who had been in the towers. He supposed he mugt have redlized this before he
planted the bombs, but he had supressed it, pretending it would not happen. As the wdls dissolved
around them, the floors under their feet, the people shot through the air like the pews and furniture had in
the deserted building. They struck the ground with cruel force, died in-gtantly, leaving only fragments of
bone and flesh to mark the point where each had Ift thislife

Fascinated too much to turn from the horror even though he redlized his interest was equivdent to the
black and animd urges that had made it possible for im to defeat Rosie, Guil watched as a Musican and
his Lady fdl through a dissolving floor, holding hands. They struck another one that ill remained solid,
were gravely injured. Then down and down, passng through some levels and bouncing off others.
Eventudly, they parted and fdl done. When they struck the pavement, he could hear their impact. A
leg—he could not tdl whether it was made or femae—stood separated from its body for a long moment,
then fdl and ran crimson. . . .

“God,” Guil breathed, holding Tisha

“l want away from here,” she said. “Please!”

Strong was laughing, bresking his uproar with lines from the Seven Books, nearly foaming at the
mouth, eyes glazed with excitement.

He knows he will be a toolmaster after this, Gul thought. Here again was Rosie's andyds of men
and their socid motivations. Strong was going to be a tool-master, and he was dready experiencing the
joy of plarring and scraping and gouging and screwing, bolting and plastering human beings as if they
were equipment, tools, or raw materids to be molded. Men were dways inter-fering in the lives of other
men, usudly for the worse. Men could not leave men done. They had to be uang, twising, forever
hugtling for whatever they could get to fulfill their own twisted view of the world. He was right. He could
never belong here.

The night was dark.

Over the tops of the trees, whidling like aflute, came an ar ded culled from the prewar warehouses.
Gypsy Eyes was driving it, and he shouted as he saw them, brought the craft to settle three feet above the
grass on its gravity cushions. Pressing the hold bar, he dimbed into the back seet, leaving the controls to
Strong who mounted the machine and took them in his hands, fon-dling them as if they were women.
“Chances?’ he asked as Guil and Tisha dimbed into the three person rear seat beside Gypsy Eyes.

Gypsy Eyes made aface tha drew dl his wrinkles in toward his nose. “They will see this group and
counter-attack in five minutesif we stay here. Thereis one hun-dred percent probability in that.”

“So we move” Strong said.

“Ves”

Strong turned to the manbats. “Redbat, you know what to do next?’

“Perfectly,” Redbat said somewhat disdanfully.

“Then do it,” Strong snapped, pulling the hold bar up and damming feet into acceeration pedas. Up
they went —and fast.

Wind rushed darkly around them, and the plain of battle was spread in a panorama of wonder
beneath them. All the towers had disappeared by now, except for the Congressond Hal which was
under heavy guard by Populars to prevent it from being used as a Mudcian ref-uge. Only one other



sound configuration remained of any Sze larger than wegpons: the Rillar of Ultimate Sound. The tower
around it had died. The Great Hal was a nothingness. The arena was only a bad memory—and maybe
even that could be disposed of. Stll, the ponder-ous black and brown pillar, throbbing with unidentifiable
yet srangdly recognizable tunes, lived on, sustained by its own generator, spinning the colors of its voice.

Commando teams of Populars dashed through the neon stone gardens, brandishing their crossbows
and, here and there, a captured sound rifle. The Musicians were so taken by surprise that they ran about
instupid circles, waving at each other, shocked into dishdlief, the dishdief giving birth to the madness of
refusng to be-lieve. And as they tried to recover and act, the Populars cut them down as if they were
animds, darting them heavily or puffing them into nonexistence with the sound weapons.

“Chanced”

“Wait,” Gypsy said.

“Now! | want them right now!”

“Hfty-fifty.” Gypsy Eyes dutched the railing that rimmed the craft, bumping up and down on his seat
as Strong shot them firg one way, then another in order to see every aspect of the great conquest.

“Hfty-fifty? No better than that?”

“Hfty-fifty,” Gypsy Eyes confirmed, though he looked as if he wished he could give better
percentages.

“But we haven't even suffered a casudty yet!” Strong inssted.

“We will.”

“How?'

Gypsy eyes sguinted, his eyes douding. “There are two mgor posshilities. Two different groups are
forming to mass counter-attacks. Either might succeed, though neither group is actudly large.”

“Y ou're seeing thisin the future?’

“In the possible futures, yes. Of course.”

“Wherewill they attack from?” Strong asked, hunching over the controls as if the satistics had struck
him a blow to the gut.

“Too difficult to give an answer to that,” Gypsy said. “Each group has three possible directions from
which to swoop in upon the Popular forces. Tha would mean analyzing dl sx possblities for
probabilities, and that much figuing | cannot keep track of, conddering the hillions of shadow
possbilities that also exist. Asthings develop, I'll have a clearer view.”

Strong snorted. “Then keep looking and tdl us as soon as you know anything.”

Tisha huddled next to Guil.

The ded did on.

Gul wished they had struck right for the pillar, had not waited to see how things would go. They had
chosen the land beyond as theirs, and they should not have hesi-tated.

Bdow, a group of cornered Musdcians, ther backs to a stone wadl that was left over from
pre-Musician days and had been polished and carved as a work of art, had brought out whistles and
sound rifles and were meking a vdiant, if futile last stand. For the moment, they might seem to be
winning, but superior numbers could only wear them out and set them up to be picked off one a atime
with more lesure.

Strong, concerned anyway, brought the ded down above them, keegping it a hundred feet up and out
of 9ght in the darkness. He leaned over the sde to watch. There was nothing for the rest of them to do
but watch aso. After dl, it did not redly seem as if people were dying but as if dolls, under some magic
electric control, were playing out a violent puppet show on avery redistic stage.

Seven Populars ashed into glow bits and disappeared before they could open fire on the Musicians.
The Musi-cians cheered each other and waved their guns in tri-umph. A second wave of mutants swept
toward them, heedless of the sound weapons. They were fifty Populars with dart guns, and they must
have been figuring on the sudden, careless rush to carry them over thar enemy be-fore any of the
Muscdans understood what had happened. There was a madness in their zed that sent cold shivers
through Guil.

Populars flicked out like bad bulbs and were gone for-ever.



Still, the wave did not fluctuate or threaten to turn tal and run. They came on despite the bursts of
light that were their comrades suffering total negation. Four of them reached the Musicians and managed
to fire point blank with their crossbows. But they only brought down their own number before they were
gone too, nulled, dissipated, ashed. . . .

For a second, everything seemed to freeze. There was no action.

The fighters were like wax dalls.

Only their clothes moved dightly, stirred by the wind.

Then athird wave of Populars under the direction of a shouting, gesticulaing little dwarf & their rear
ap-proached the Musicians. They held boards before them as protection againg the sound beams. Some
crouched behind ralling barrels brought from the ruins of the Pop-ular Sector to provide just such cover.
The dwarf, over-sized head bobbling excitedly, wiped his running nose on the deeve of his coarse shirt
and directed the charge with expertise, pausing only to cough now and then into a ydlow piece of paper.
The Mudicians picked him off firgt, right in the middle of a cough. Then, turning to the rall-ing barrels and
the shidding planks, they began firing.

Barrds sparkled and were gone.

The men behind the barrels, sartled, were gone before they could manage to stand erect.

The Musicians turned to the board-bearers and buzzed the thin shidds out of the way. Some of the
Populars, re-dizing the sudden desperation of thar Stuation, threw ther boards into the air and charged
with a strange eec-tric hopel essness that currented their bodies so that their muscles seemed to twitch as
if repeatedly shocked. Shielded, they could not advance as fast as the dying wave before them, and, a
any rate, the shidds were use-less to begin with. Even running, they did not make it. The last was
sound-killed a dozen feet from the Musicians, his arms thrown wildly into the ar at the last mo-ment, his
dart weapon rattling across the pavement in a surrender the enemy would never accept. And which, Guil
thought sarcadtically, the Popular would not have accepted had the circumstances been reversed.

Strong was worried. The power of the Musicians was frightening. Guil had underestimated the city's
counter-attack capabilities under the prevailing conditions. And if he had underestimated, Strong, in his
fanaic self-confi-dence, had surely even guessed lower.

“Blessed be the Lord my drength, which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to fight: My
goodness, and my fortress; my high tower and my ddiverer; my shidd.”

Certainly, they would need a ddliverer and shidd if more Musicians shook their grogginess and took
up ams, laden with their superior fire power. Guil had noticed that the remaining Musicians in the corner,
backed againg the wadl, had destroyed the weapons that had be-longed to their fdlen comrades. They
seemed deter-mined to keep as many wegpons as possible from fdling into Popular hands if they
themsdlves should some-how be brought to ruin.

Which they would be, of course.

Anocther wave hit them, fanning darts . . .

The Musdans sustained heavy wounds this time, five of the eight mortaly struck. They pitched
forward, darts prickling their bodiesin countless places, blood oozing here, gushing there, pooling about
the feet of the remain-ing three.

But those three, despite their unfamiliarity with the horrors of combat, had grouped and ralied with a
de-fense sysem that seemed to be working. They stood in a triangle, facing one to the Ieft, one to the
right, and one directly front. They fanned thair weapons, the humming beams crossng and megnifying one
another so that where they hummed aone they burned Populars, and where they crossed they even
destroyed the darts in midflight. With a single bark of command, the leader who faced front could shift
the triangle dightly to meet any new angle of attack that seemed dangerous. It was a deadly, impenetrable
wall of negating vibrations, and the Pop-ulars were forced into a retreat minus two-thirds of ther origind
numbers.

Strong was praying. Very loudly.

Then slvation came. . .

... for the Populars: the manbats.

They swooped down from above, three bats for three men. The Musdians fdl, ther weapons



skidding away from them, oinning across the street into the waiting hands of the ecdtatic mutants. The
manbats battled with fangs and claws, tore a the enemy flesh with maniaca glee. Even from the ded, Guil
could see that the bats eyes burned with a potent flame more savage and primvitive than anything Nasty
hed possessed when he had attacked Guil. This was sheer bloodlugt, the rending of flesh and blood and
bone for the pleasure of it, and it reached its dimy hands toward Guil's somach and petted him toward
illness

Gull wanted to throw up, but he couldn't. Rather, he fdt that he should puke. It was an obligation,
wasit not, for the sendtive to physcaly rebd at such a sght? But rebellion at this crude man-againgt-man
gpectacle was something no longer in him. When had that sengtivity utterly died? With the firg
understanding that his parents had been willing to give hm away, to use him, to sacri-fice hm for a
cause—then to warp his life twice? No, it had not died then, but it had begun to. Had it died with the
redization that the Musicians had warped other men into grotesque freaks in order to complete the chain
of thelr society, in order to give thar lowest class an object to which it could fed superior? No, but it had
gckened severdy with that knowledge. Had it died with the carnage below? Had that sapped his
compassion for man-kind? Perhaps, though it would seem to be a dow deterio-ration rather than a
sudden degth, with each of these things contributing to the wesakening of its structure.

The death of compassion had been an outgrowth of the understanding that the man who was abused
this moment would as likdy abuse someone ese the next. Show com-passion upon a beggar and make
hminto arich man, and he will eventualy turn upon you and compete with you to win your own riches.
Hewill leave you a beggar for your kindness, refusing to stop and return the favor owed you, possessing
the knowledge that if you were made rich out of his pity, you would break him and make him a beggar
agan.

Gul told himsdf that not dl men were this way. In-deed, he argued, he was not. But he could
remember a week earlier when Rosie had won his Meddllion—and dl Guil could think of was that Rose
would go down in history and that he would have known him. A touch of sdfishness? Perhaps. The
system broke even the good men. The system was bigger than dl, and the system used people. It was the
toolmaster of toolmasters, usng even those who fancied themselves as users.

The sysem would not dlow a man the privacy of his soul and the pleasure of living life as he saw fit.
The sys-tem forced the toolmasters to use him, and to avoid the masters and live his life in his own way,
he must pull strings, use people—in short, be a toolmaster himsdlf. He was not, therefore, living life as he
wanted. It was not redly avicious cirde; it was a set of concentric circles, dl madly whirling through even
more sets. No place was il or quiet. No place of peace. Save one. . .

“That's more like it!” Strong laughed as the manbats shredded the Musicians with eectric, jolting,
screeching glee, then pulled away, ther bloody grins punctuated with specks of what had been thar
enemies, thar green eyes greener than ever before.

The pillar, Guil thought. That was the one place. . .

“I haveit,” Gypsy Eyes shouted.

“What?” Strong had become so enthraled in the raging daughter below the ded that he had
momentarily for-gotten dl else—even, it seemed, the prayers from his Seven Books.

“Those two groups of Musdans” Gypsy Eyes sad.

“And?’

“One has been destroyed by a commando team. | can tdl, because they have totdly vanished from
the possible futures.”

“Let the angd of the Lord chase them, let them be as chaff before the wind!” The prayers were back
now.

“The other group is concedled by a stand of oaks a hundred yards west of the Congressond Tower,
a lead, that's where they arein mogt of the immediate probabilities.”

“Chances?

“Sill fifty-fifty,” Gypsy sad.

Strong didn't like that. His face contorted into a hard, angular mask of anger. “Which way will they
attack?’



Gypsy Eyes concentrated a moment, leaned againd the railing and clenched it tighter as if he would
gather grength from the hard sted of the craft. “Theyll come around the perimeter of the West Neon
Stone Garden and attack from the rear, the direction of the mgor ruins. It isdl dated as a surprise, and |
imagine they think themselves extremdly clever. There is a ninety-two per-cent probability that this is the
avenue of attack.”

The anger in Strong's face subsided as he dedlt with this pogtive piece of prediction. “Good enough.
WEell sneak behind them with a force of manbats and drop unawares.” He kicked the accelerator with a
massive foot, bucked the ded, and plunged them on, stopping only to confer with a manbat and have the
creature relay his orders to Redbat. Then they were on to the stand of oaks, diding slently like a large
moth.

There were approximately eighty Muscians in the group that waited in the oaks, dl robed in
shimmer-cloth, file brilliant fabric that would aways reman intact once its basc patterns had been
generated, its own innate energy charge holding the patternsin countless coils. From what Guil could see
as they drifted on their math through the night above the mab, dl eighty were armed with sound rifles
some with sonic knives as wdl. The initid burst of destruction had caught them off-guard, surely, as the
other Musicians who had dready died or had not yet rdlied, but these were more quick-witted and had
come to terms with the Stuation in surprigngly short order. And thesg, if any, would be the ones to come
out of thisdive. They were toolmasters, leaders. And, congdering the fact that everywhere battles raged
Musi-cians destroyed the wegpons of their dead dlies, this counter-attack mounting among the oaks was
better armed than any of the Populars.

They might just have a chance.

“Chancesl” Strong hissed.

“Sill fifty-fifty,” Gypsy Eyes whined.

Tishatried to snuggle even closer.

“Something has to break,” Strong said. “ Something just has to!”

Then Redbat was there with hislegions.

They filled the ar, flapping, gliding, making dhrill sounds to one another as they jockeyed for position.
They dived with such speed and in such a verticd angle that Guil thought they must surdy smash into the
earth and shatter themsdlves to pulp. But, at the last feasble mo-ment (no, the moment was not feasble;
they were be-yond the brink of disagter; it was of the nature of a mira-cle that they could recover in so
short a distance) they thrugt their wings out, bresking their fdl, and were on the Musicians.

The night was a shattered mirror.

The screaming reached them where they sat on therr lofty ded like spectators a a game.

Bats fdl on hdf the Mudcians, tore into them with unrestrained fury. The landscape was a bubbling
froth of combat that exploded and steamed and whirled. The excitement was too much for the winged
Populars; ther bladders could not hold up in the fury and confusion.

Gul saw Redbat strike a Mudgician's neck, rip upward with claws. He flapped madly to gan height,
pulling the Musician's ruined neck away from the rest of him. Satis-fied, Redbat dropped back into the
kirmish.

“Let theangd of the Lord chasethem . . .”

Mdignant, avful angds: bat-winged and fanged . . .

A new dement was added to the scene now. The Mus-cians had recovered from the surprise. Of
the thirty left dive after the initid attack, eighteen now wore the yd-low sound shieds. Some had been
carying or had thought to grab their shidd generators, had suffed the walet-szed afairs into their
voluminous robes and had affectively rendered themsalves, now that their wits were again with them,
indestructable.

Almog as if to tegtify to this invulnerability, one of the manbats swooped upon a shidlded Musician,
smashed legs firg againg the glow and rebounded, screaming in agony, his legs ruined, shattered beyond
repair. Another Musician merafully gunned him out of existence.

Or wasit out of mercy?

Gul could not decide. It might have been anger. Or worse. It might have been Smply a desire to kill.



“Attack only those without shiddd” Redbat was shouting, his voice a loud, ghodly hiss that carried
wdl in the coodl night air despite the uproar of conflict.

The manbats heeded their generd, driking the unprotected with a vengeance too brutd to watch
closdy. They gutted, flayed. They went for eyes and genitals. But that sort of macabre jovidity could not
be sugtained without casudties. The animd sde was dominating their reasoning—and that could prove
disastrous.

Now that the Musicians did not have to worry for their lives (the shidded ones, thet is), they raised
sound rifles and sonic knives and were camly and with disturbing accuracy cutting and dissolving the
manbats. Dozens of the winged mutants fdl off their victims as they chewed overlong at a face or worried
a the crotch of a dead man. Sonic knives denied them ther wings. Sound rifles popped them into glow
ashes. Some Musicians Smply pointed to the Sky and waved sonic knives a enemies they could not see
but whom they knew were nonetheless there.

Strong pulled the ded back out of range of the knives. They continued to watch. In fact, they could
not look away. Here hinged the whole crusade. Gruesome as it was, it would ether put meaning to the
previous deaths or make dl those who had died fools who gave up life for a pointless cause.

If there was any cause that wasn't pointless, Guil thought. He had not fought for this cause, redly. He
hed merdly acted as a catalyst for a change that was about to come some day—uwith or without him. He
liked to think that, anyway. It made him more detached, less personaly involved with the blood.

“Lord God, to whom vengeance belongeth; O God to whom vengeance bel ongeth, show thysdf!”

Gul was not certain whether Strong was looking for a haly sgn to mark his campaign with godly
grace and to assure him victory, or whether he was, literdly, expect-ing God Almighty (in one of the
meany forms authorized by the Universal Church) to come forth from the stars and set foot on the bttle,
crushing the Mudicians, saving the manbets by letting his foot land so that the spaces between his toes
brought the manbats and other Populars a favored safety. As Strong looked skyward with the phrase on
hislips again, Guil thought this latter thing must be true.

But would not the Musicians be shouting the same things to their gods? Would Chopin and Grieg and
Rimsky-Korsakov and Vladidovitch come dregking from the heavens in a thunderous symphony,
wrench the vile manbats from the face of the earth and cast them into the airless void beyond the sun? Of
course not. Neither sde would witness the arrivd of ther divinities Gods, Guil saw now, were part of
the toolmaster-tool concept. The users made them up to stify the used. Gods were as grease and ail,
meking the tools work bet-ter and longer and with less friction.

He redized that he had never redly bdieved in gods, but that he had never andyzed rdigion to
understand his lack of faith. Or to understand why other men needed gods. It was afar deeper thing than
uperdtition. Gods, as men interpreted them, were nothing more than pana-ceas, candies to pacify the
people.

His head spun with his discoveries of this night, these new perceptions so rapidly gained. Tonight, not
that day in the arena, he had come of age.

At length, dl the Musicians without shieds were dead, strewn hideoudy across the ground. The battle
hed pro-gressed toward the great courtyard in the center of the neon stone gardens, and it seemed as if
the Mudicians might qudl| the rebellion yet.

“Chances?

“Only athirty percent chance of success,” Gypsy Eyes reported.

Strong's fingers danced nervoudy over the controls without pulling or pushing any of them. His gods
seemed to have abandoned him to his own fate. The night was incredibly dark. But he knew this could
a0 be atest to see whether he was dill faithful. The Seven Books were full of tests. “We're going down.
Gideon, can those shidds be broken with sound rifles?’

Gul thought a moment. “Yes. It takes a longer hold on target, but it can be done. Ther€'s a danger
the shidd might strike back aong the riflé's beam and negate the gun asiit is negated itsdf. Y ou might run
out of captured sound rifles pretty quickly.” When he was finished, he wondered if this bit of advice had
increased the degree of hisguilt.

“Well have to risk that,” Strong said.



Rulling back on the controls, the big Popular took the ded down toward the battle. . . .



FIRST:

Strong stood in the dark, covered dleyway watching the two Musicians come toward him. They
were silhou-etted in the light from the courtyard behind them, and he would have been able to pick them
off quite eeslly if he had thought to bring a crossbow. Then he redized that he, too, mugt be outlined
agand the light from his end of the corridor, and he danced sdeways agang the cold wdl of the
building.

The Musdans had not noticed him. They came on, dill laughing and dapping a each other in high
good humor. He tried to find some place to go, an indentation, doorway, anything to concea him—but
he had no luck. Just as he tensed for the inevitable battle that must come, one of the men stopped and
exdamed that he had for-gotten something or other that he had meant to bring home from the Festival.
They argued a moment about the advisability of going back, then turned and went back into the
courtyard and out of sight.

Strong sighed, redlized he had been trembling, and was angry a his fear. He moved dightly away
from the wall and hurried to the end of the aley and the courtyard beyond. He crouched a the mouith,
just a the edge of sunlight, and looked about. There were booths and pennants and games. Mudcians
wandered here and there, amusing themselves as best they could, considering the terrible heat of the
ummer day.

In a way, the heat was a blessing. If the courtyard had been crowded, his chances of finding Babe
would have been about nil—and his chances of being apprehended would have been astronomicaly high.

The group of young Musician boys who stood in the center of the courtyard, ringed about something
they found highly amusing, was il there. He tried to see what it was that caused so much laughter, had
litle luck. He was about to give up and look esawhere when the boys shifted to make room for
whatever they encircled, and he got a glimpse of Babe.

They had done something to the young mutant, though Strong could not guess what. There was a
mesh cap of shimmering sound materid over his head, and the device made a low warbling sound.
Babe's face was dack, loose, like the face of an idiot. Strong could see that he was drooling, his tongue
lalling. The boys had made him amindless hulk, and they had placed a bitch hound in the cirdle with him,
hed encouraged him to rallick with her. . . .



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Populars lay everywhere, battered and dismembered by the sonic knives. They gave mute testimony
to the fact that for every one that was dead here, another three had been nulled by the sound rifles.

Asthey went down to the battle, Guil wondered how the toolmaster-tool relaionship could continue
from the dawn of society to the sunset of Earth. Didn't others redize that the sysem devoured and never
produced? Did people not see what was so crammed benegth their noses? No, catainly he wasn't the
fird to see the scheme of it. Rosie had helped him adong with his understanding, and therefore Rose had
seen it firs. Mogt likely, everyone saw it. But the system would go on because of two things. First, many
of those who saw the scheme and recognized it for the deadly, sapping, spiritless thing it was would not
think to changeit, but to become a part of it, to try for the toolmaster position in life where some peace
could be attained. Thus, the congtant struggle between individuds for various kinds of power would
never cease. And that explained the wars of the past, why one avili-zation had fdlen to another that
became jud like it. It wasn't that the tools had been disgusted with things and had essayed to change
them. Smply, another toolmaster had been trying to gan power and more tools—and to do that meant
war with other toolmasters. Secondly, there were those who did not want to become a part of the
system, did not want to use or be used. But the sysem was aways bigger, and their redization aways
came too late. When they understood, they were trapped. Often, they became the easiest tools of dl for
the masters to use, for they discovered that absolute submission to the mas-ters (the presidents and kings
and minigers and generds, the senators, councilmen, lobbyists and priests) brought them peace from
harrassment and punishment, brought them &t least a few momentsto live as they pleased.

Of course, there had been those who had taken a way out amilar to that which he and Tisha had
chosen.

Strong set the ded down in the center of a great plaza, moved among the Populars, commanding and
recaiving atention. The counter-attack was proceeding this way, he told them, and things looked bleak.
He was quick to darify that this did not mean they should quit—only that they should fight dl the harder.
He ddivered a brief prayer which some of them listened to, but which many ignored. When that was
done, he sent a detall to draw together their scattered forces, ordering them to return to the plaza as two
Separate units. He ordered the man-bats out of the battle completely and explained what had to be done
agang the shidds.

Thefront row of ther defense was srung shoulder-to-shoulder across the courtyard. A second row
of mu-tants stood directly behind them, a third row after that. The third sring had the few sound rifles
that had been captured. Guil saw that the firg two rows were nothing more than a fleshy barrier to stop
sound beams, to hold the Musicians up a minute or two until the sound rifles in the third row could
engage and disrupt the enemy shields.

Nothing more than sacrifices.

Not even that.

Cannon fodder.

Surely they knew it! Still, they stood camly as the gunners in the third line lad barrels between thar
heads, stretched across their shoulders. Guil and Tisha had sound rifles, but surrendered them to
Populars more anxious to use them. It was a usdess gesture, Guil thought. If they were not condemned
to damnation now, they never would be.

The Musicians appeared and began fighting their way across the plaza againg the camouflaging front
of disor-dered Populars that had concedled the three rows. Now these disorganized troops, having
suffered heavy losses, fdl behind the prepared defense. The Mudicians, rediz-ing that the battle had
dackened to give clear way to the three lines, raised therr rifles and began picking off Popu-lars in the



fird row, puffing them to nothing, swinging the barrels, puffing, swinging, puffing . . .

But they had not even begun on the second row when the Populars opened fire on the dazzing
ydlow shields and Fplit the night with their banshee screams.

Amber flickered and blazed.

Darkness receded beneath the hands of afase day.

Theair crackled, snapped, hissed.

Gull stood behind a cyclops who manned one of the firing positions. He could amogt fed the tendon
build-ing dong the beam as the humming tones of the shiddd and weapon met and fought. The ar seemed
to dir like a sentient creature just now coming to life. Abruptly, the shidd of the cyclops target blinked
twice and was gone. The tensgon went with it. The sentient ar died. The beam now centered on the
unprotected Musician blew himinto a cherry dust.

The cyclops swung his gun dightly and sighted on an-other shied. The beam lanced out, coursed
over the Mu-gcian's armor. The atmosphere grew tight again. Sec-onds passed, and the shidd remained
intact. The cyclops was beginning to perspire. He knew that there was a chance both the gun and the
shidd would go, and no one had told him wheat that would do to him.

Thear sang.

Gul stepped back afew fedt.

A bolt of pure orange light snapped back in an arc from the Musician's shidd, exploded in the innards
of the gun. The shidd had been destroyed, but so had the sound rifle. And the Popular who had been
firing it. Guil turned away from the body.

Here and there, the disaster was repeated as both shidd and gun were wiped out in the backlash of
the beam. But wherever this happened, some other zealous Popular would step into line with a new gun
and resume the battle. Clearly, the greatest threat to the revolution's success had been me and
surmounted. Only triumph could fallow in this night of sound and fury.

“Chanced” Strong's voice boomed among the thunder of the weaponry.

“Ninety-four percent for success,” Gypsy Eyes shouted back.

Gul dropped back from the firing line as the lagt of the shilded Musicians was brought down. A
desperate attack of unshidded Musicians had begun to the east end of the plaza The Populars were
heppily swarming there, certain of their eventud triumph, fired by fanati-cism, foamed into battle frenzy
by Strong as he cdled scripture to them with supposedly holy words that promised divine blessngs upon
thar actions and their souls.

No matter that those words were written for ancient, long dead soldiersin distant battlesin time.

Grabbing Tishas arm, Guil dragged her to the fringe of the war zone and to the west end of the plaza
near the neon stones that dill glowed, maintained by ther own generators buried deep in the earth. “The
pillar,” he sad.

“Rog€?’ she asked.

“What about him?’

“We can't just leave him herel”

“Hetried to kill me” Guil said.

“He was upset.”

“He upset me, that's for sure”

“Hée's my brother.” There was an unredigic feding to the argument, for he did not redly want to
leave the mu-tant behind. Neither was he pleased with the prospect of trying to take him dong. Rose
might dill fed combat-ive, might dill fed that he could sdvage the city-state by murdering Guil. Tisha was
arquing the other sde just as unsurdy. “He's my brother,” she repeated weskly.

“Okay. Let's go. But well have to hurry.”

Hand in hand so they would not get separated in the push and shove of the action, trying to stay as
much to the shadows and the clear areas as possible, they made for the Congressond Tower. When
they got there, they found five guards at the doors with rifles. They had probably scored massive kill
tdlies as panic-gricken Mu-dcians, seeing this structure il erect, tried to rush the entrance. Of course,
with the sound rifles, there were no remains.



Fortunately, one of the guards was the Cyclops who had fought the ratsin Corridor F a week earlier.
He re-membered Guil and Tisha, or they otherwise might have been negated themsdlves. “What do you
want?’ he asked, hisvoice not as friendly as Guil might have ex-pected.

“Strong said | could have the pleasure of killing my fdse father, Grieg,” Guil said. He did not know
how transparent his deception was, but he hoped the line would seem logical enough to this brute.

“We aren't supposed to—’

“Strong ordered it!”

The cyclops looked him over carefully. “Okay. But be careful. They won't know anything indde
about what is going on out here. We don't want to darm them.”

“I'm the one who told you that,” Guil snapped, push-ing through the milky doors into the tomb Slence
of the main foyer.

In here, the Musicians that had gpartments dept peacefully, luging in their sensonics, oblivious to the
uproar outsde. Guil stopped at the centrd core to check on Franz. The teacher was dill unconscious.
Gul did not know why he worried for the old man's safety; the Popu-lars would have him in the end, just
as they would have dl the others.

They went to the devator, throbbed upward on the sound currents. For a moment, Guil had visons
of the building fading as the others had, of Tisha and himsdf flaling helplesdy on the long, long fdl,
bouncing from floor to floor . . .

They found the hdlway that passed Guil's room, though it now seemed dien and strange to him. He
could scarcely believe that he had ever lived here now that the end of it was so close. As they waked
briskly toward the door, he fdt like a prowler. No, more like a patron of the arts waking through a
musly museum, for this was amuseum of sorts, the last artifact of the Mus-cian colony on Earth.

He used hisidentisong to unlock the door, pamed.

The pand did back on darkness cled by fdse stars.

The sensonic lay round and sniger in the corner.

And in the center of the room was Rose. . .

... hanging by the neck from the exercisng bars . . .

For a moment, they stood disbdieving, unable to ac-cept it. Then Tisha began to cry. Guil quickly
closed the door behind them and walked to the corpse. The neck stood draight, the head high from the
shoulders for the firg timein the hunchback's life. His neck was clearly broken.

“Why?" Tisha asked.

He had told her, briefly, of the confrontation earlier in the night. Now, so that she might dways
understand Ros€'s moatives, he told her the story in detail, careful to phrase things as the hunchback had
phrased them, inci-dentdly tdling her of the influence the Composer's phi-losophy had had on his own.

“We can at least cut im down,” she said &t last.

Gul got a sonic knife from histhings and severed the cord, stepping back as the heavy body crashed
to the floor, bounced, and lay 4ill. “Don't cry,” he said.

“But—"

“We have things to do. He did what he wanted.”

He took her and forcibly turned her from the scene, went with her to the door, out into the hdl,
leaving Rosie behind as afixture of this grand museum, the last Composer of the Musician world, refusng
in the only way he knew to become a tool. They dropped down the devator shaft to the ground floor,
embraced as they fdl and found some solace in the circles formed by ther ams.

Outside, they could see that the battle ll raged. It was dso evident that the Musicians would lose.

“The pillar?’ Tisha asked.

He saw, and was happy tha her tears were gone. “Were going to have to pass by some of the
fighting to get there.”

“Let'sgo.”

They went into the plaza, trying to stay close to the edge where neon stones glittered but where the
battle did not rage. Ahead lay the humming, swirling pillar. They were hdfway to it, a the rear of the
present skir-mish, when Guil saw Strong driding from the uproar, face lit with swest-lathered insanity.



“Thegirl, Gideon,” Strong said. “The war iswon, and the girl cannot be a part of it.”

“Wha are you taking about?’ Guil asked.

“Y ou're the prophet. Y ou know you're the prophet. And sheis of the enemy you helped us day. And
shel's awoman. The books report that prophets are chaste, Gid-eon. Prophets are chaste. They abgtain,
you see.” While he spoke, he came closer, reaching out for her.

Before the madman's words could fully unfold in Guil's mind, he had Tisha, thick fingers dasing about
her neck . . .

“Stop it!” Guil shouted.

“You are a prophet, Gideon. Y ou were named for a prophet—"

Gul legped on the Popular, raked his hands over hisface.

Strong shook him loose asif he were aflea

Then he found the sonic knife in his hand, the same one with which he had cut Rose down from his
sdf-made gdlows He diced with it, careful to keep it out of Tishas way.

He's my father! Guil thought. The thought was a slent scream ingde his head.

But he could not stop.

Strong screamed, twisted, dill holding the gifl but for-getting, for the moment, to continue to choke
her.

Gul diced again.

Strong fdl.

Tisha screamed, was free.

The faces above Strong were svimming in and out of a strange dream mixture that now and again
contained some of them, often contained none of them. Who? Where? He tried to focus his eyes, but
could not clear away the growing haze. Then the haze rippled, and he was looking into the past.

He saw Babein this past. Babe wasin a cirde of Mu-sicians, lying on the ground with a bitch hound.

Strong screamed and ran toward his brother. . . .

Then everything rippled again, the haze cleared, and he was looking back up at the ring of people that
stood about him, watching him die dowly, die completely. He stared around the circle, looking from face
to face. Most . of them were mutants. Most of them did not look too concerned, only mildy interested.
Didn't they know who he was? Didn' they know he was the father of the prophet?

The prophet? He looked, found the boy. He could not understand the expression on the boy's face.
It was not sorrow either. And yet it was more than mild interest. He tried to pry off the face of the boy
and see what worked in his mind, but he could not do it. The boy's mind was too dien to him.

Then one head became clearer than the othersin the circle, came bobbling out of the dozen faces and
grew sharper, larger. It was a black face, hooded in black cloth. It seemed to expand and expand until it
filled the entire sky, until it stretched from horizon to horizon, the features of it as big as mountains and
valeys He knew the black face for what it was, and he cried out wildly, seeking to escape but unable to
move. Hislegs had been cut off, of course. There was no escaping Death. But he could not be consoled
by the inevitability of it. He could think of but one thing to mutter hatefully in an agonized, withered voice:
“My God, my God, why hast thou for-saken me?’

There wasn't any answe.

Gul turned from the body as its screams ceased. Would the whirlwind of this night never die down?
He dmos laughed, then checked himsdf, though wha he now had come to understand was ironic
enough to provoke laughter. Why did toolmasters exis? Why did men scramble to control one another?
The answer was not difficult to find. In fact, it was deceptively Smple, just as the solution to the problems
in the arena had been de-ceptively smple. Answer: they were dl afrad of Desath, the Erlking, and they
grasped desperately a immortd-ity. Vladidovitch had not been able to bring that; if he had, perhaps
being a toolmaster would no longer be nec-essary. With immortdity, each man could be himsdf and to
hdl with domination and submisson. But without a rea immortdity, the only way a man could hope to



live forever was through the memories he left behind in other people. If a man was a Grand Meistro, he
could count on immortdity of this stripe. He would never be completely forgotten. With intangible fingers,
he could reach from his grave rot and stir his memory in the minds of men. A common man's immortdlity,
on the other hand, lasted only as long as his family survived after him. Ah, but if a man could rule, could
bring pain to some and joy to oth-ers, could use people to assure himsdf of a place in history, then he
would never die. Never .. . Ever . ..

Fndly, Guil did laugh. He could hold it back no longer. He saw that he had been born too soon. He
would have fit perfectly into a world of some distant future when Man had findly produced physca
immor-tdity, in aworld where there was absolutely no need for toolmastering and where men would be
free a las—the Ninth Rule conquered and used. Born too soon.

“What isit?’ Tisha asked.

“It'sjud that,” he said, wiping tears from his eyes, “what he feared the mogt is exactly the thing we
don't fear & dl. He fears Death. And Degth is the only immor-tdity, the thing he wanted dl dong.”

Shetook hishand and held it tightly. “Come on. Hurry. They're looking & you funny. The pillar.”

He turned with her to run the last few hundred feet, and they collided with Redbat. The mutant's eyes
were hot, the green like strange, bubbling lava. “Y ou aren't deserting us for the enemy, are you?’ Redbat
asked.

“We—" Tisha began.

“We aren't on anyone's sde anymore, Redbat,” Guil said. He fdt flushed, exultant. “Strong tried to
kill Tisha He was a fandtic. You know that. We aren't de-serting anyone. We're just leaving.”

“Not yet,” the mutant said, scuttling back a step and fluffing its wings, then drawing them in tight
agan.

Green eyesglowing . . .

“Whet?' Guil asked.

Redbat blew arr out of his nodtrils, blinked his mam-moth eyes. “These men. They'll look to you as
their new leader now that your father is gone”

“They wont,” Guil said. “I don't have the stigmata. | don't fit in.”

“They will. They'll ook to you. | want that leadership, and | don't think you should have it after what
you've done.”

“Hne” Guil said. “The leadership isyours. All yours. My blessngs. Come on, Tish.”

“Wait!” Redbat pushed a claw againg Guil's chest. “We will have afight.”

“You're crazy!”

“The winner of the fight is the leader. The power goes to him.”

“| give the power to you. Don't you understand that?’

“They will not believe you surrendered it,” Redbat said. “They will not trust in my authority.”

Gul frowned, looked around to the other Populars, back to Redbat. “Thet is not true. You have
witnesses”

“Hght!” Redbat diffened, claws extended.

“It's more to you than just leadership, Redbat. You know they would believe you and accept your
authority. You owe us a favor, you know. You owe me afavor for killing Nasty for you. You said so that
day inthe cave.”

Redbat said nothing.

“Let us go now without afight. That isthe favor | ask. Let us depart in peace.”

“Glory, my dear boy,” Redbat said, his voice thinner than usud, “is a thing not eeslly attained. There
will be a history of this one day. They will tdl how Strong con-ceived the plan and how it was Redbat
who led forth the new nation. How Strong perished is dready settled. But how Redbat came to power
mug be a dramatic story, not a diplomatic coup hardly worth the tdling and cer-tainly not memorable. |
hereby state my intentions of revenging the murder of Strong. Besides, | don't like the way you look.” He
grinned, thumb-sized fangs curving over hislips. “Fght!”

“We should leave together,” Tisha said. “Otherwise, we might not cross a the same point. We might
not find each other on the other sde. And that means we both have to use the pillar.”



“I've killed one like him,” Guil said. “I guess | can damn wel handle another.”

“Nasty was aweekling,” Redbat sad.

“Well see,” Guil answered.

“Yes, | guesswewill.”

And, drding, they began their minor battle while the larger combat roared behind.

Redbat knew the boy's strength. He did not go flgp-ping in on his neck as Nasty had done. Instead,
he cir-cled warily, waiting, waiting either for an opening or for the boy to tire of the game and legp fird.
And that was exactly what happened. Guil jumped, hands latching onto the wings of his opponent when
they had been amed for the neck.

Gul fdt claws snk wickedly into his flesh, seeking knowingly for the spots where Nasty had sunk
claws and fangs the week before, tearing and scratching. Flesh diced like ripe fruit and peded away
beneath them. Guil threw hisfigsin windmill flurries, caught Redbat in the face. The light cartilage of the
mutant's nose snapped, crunched backward and released a jet of blood. But the manbat only opened his
mouth and gasped breeth that way, holding on, twiding the claws and seeking an open-ing to tear a the
boy's jugular vein.

Gul battered at the fragile wings as the noise and lights galloped about them. But he could not seem
to land another decent blow. Redbat's head dipped back and forth, in and out, up and down like a snake
bobbling to the tune of aflute

The manbat suddenly found an opening and sank teeth into Guil's arm.

But he had to let go, for he had no nose with which to breasthe and needed his mouth to suck ar.
Fangs were out. Still, the claws could and did dash murderoudly.

Mercledy . ..

Panasred asice

Pain asred asfire

Then the manbat legped againg him, toppling both to the ground.

Gul was on the bottom, pinned by cdaws and wings. Redbat ripped his claws loose from the boy's
sdes, hissed and spattered blood and sdliva over Guil's face. His eyes were a madman's eyes—the eyes
of aman who seesimmortaity before him and knows he mugt saize it before it moves on and loses him in
the stream of eter-nity.

Gul thought of dl the murderers who had killed with-out reason—or a noticeable reason, a less.
Prewar Earth history was full of them. So was some Musician higory. Assassins. Mass murderers. Al
were hungering for immortdity. And so it was, they received it. The infarmous lived as long as the famous
in the journds of men. Kill a hundred people and someone, somewhere, will be taking about you a
thousand years from now, usng you as an example of some mentd ingability, but taking about you
nonetheless. Kill aleader, a chief, and the same is true.

And why did men let the killers live on? Why give them the immortdity they sought? Because, Guil
thought, most men wished they too could have gained an historicd niche for themsdaves equa to that of
the killer. We are fascinated by the fact that they not only became toolmasters themselves, but that they
used toolmasters (as opposed to the common people who are tools) to gain ther immortdity.

“Now youll die)” Redbat said, bringing claws up to rake down Guil's face and gouge out his eyes.
“And | will start living!”

But Redbat had spoken prematurely. The claws never connected with Guil's face. Suddenly, the
manbat pitched forward, eyes glazing, crashed full length over his intended victim. Dead . . . Guil rolled
from beneath the furry corpse, and waited till hisvison settled. He saw Tisha sanding over him, the butt
of her sound rifle glistening with Redbat's blood.

“l had to,” she said.

He could fed hisown blood seeping from his sides. He nodded, took her hand, and led her toward
the pillar that shimmered powerfully before them. Asthey grew nearer to the brown column, a fragile sort
of peace de-scended onthem . . .



FIRST:

Strong looked out from the dleyway to where Babe lay with the dog, to where the others laughed,
where the sun beat unmerdfully upon a scene that he wanted to strike completely from his mind, burn out
with a hot poker and leave only cool scar behind. But there was no way to deny the memory now. He
hed seen how they had degraded Babe for their own fun, and the picture would haunt him forever.

Without thinking what he was doing, without bother-ing to plan, to gauge distances, to outline a
course of ac-tion, he charged from the dleyway into the plaza, toward the Musician boys that had done
this thing. He reached the edge of their circle before they saw him, ripped into them with his massve
hands, punching, pounding, damming them down and kicking them hard, over and over in the neck and in
theribs.

For along time, he moved like an automaton, a mind-less congtruction programmed only to destroy.
He tore at them, made them bleed and cry and dobber on the pave-ment. He was aware that some of
them had escaped, would be bringing back help, but he did not let that deter him. When he had finished
with the helf dozen he had beaten, when none of them breathed or moved or had hearts that fluttered, he
went to Babe and took the mesh cap off him, tossed it aside.

He took Babe in his ams as if the mutant truly was yet an infant, ran with him back through the
covered d-leyway, back across the adjoining square into the second dleyway, on farther until they were
moving through the neon stones, beyond the dilgpidated truck and into the ruins they cdled home.

Later, when it became clear that whatever the sound cap had done to Babe's brain was permanent
and not temporary, Strong tried to go back into the city. Shell, his father, restrained him, and eventudly
hisfervor cooled enough so that he could be trusted to remain in the ruins. But he remembered how the
Muscians had bled. How ther bones had broken. How they had died . . . And he began to fed that
there was something spe-cid about him. Perhaps he had been chosen to strike back at the oppressors.

As the days went by and he saw more and more of the mindess Babe (drooling, mumbling, staring
vacantly) the feding was fortified. The Dream began to flesh out. He knew he had only to wait until the
proper time, and he would be given a chance to wash the streets of Vi-vddi with Musician blood.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Gul was thinking of the song that had been played at dinner that night before Coming of Age Day . . .

See Father, the Erlkings near . . .

The Erlking with crown and wand . . .

They reached the pillar just as severd of Redbat's chiefs found his battered corpse and garnered the
dory of the fight and of Tishas treachery from the few nonbat Populars who had seen it. They looked
after Guil and Tisha, chattered excitedly among themselves as the two tried to gain a few more precious
fedt.

“Theyll follow us” Tishasaid. “They'll stop us”

“Give me your rifle”

She watched as he braced the gunin a satue of Cho-pin sanding in the plaza. He tilted it so that the
barrd amed &t the pillar. “What are you doing?’

“It will engage the configuration of the pillar,” he said, turning it on. “A few minutes after were
through, itll ne-gate the whole thing.” He took her hand and started for-ward with her.

Behind, there was a flapping of wings. . .

A manbat ahead of the rest of the pack crashed againg Guil's shoulders. The boy whirled, threw it
from himinto the pillar. Shrieking, it disappeared, its screams so quickly choked off that one would have
thought a knife had been drawn acrossiits throat.

Caefully avoiding the thin, humming beam from the sound rifle that was working on the patterns of
the pillar, they stepped into the pulsating column and were swal-lowed by the smooth convolutions of its
buzzing, whin-ing, throbbing, countless melodies. . .

in seinen armen das Kind war todt . . .

Before them, the sky was black from horizon to hori-zon, sung with faint brown stars. To the right
were the chocolate mountains. To the left, an ocher plan . . .

Slence seemed to radiate from the land.

They walked forward, but as they waked, they seemed to flow with the land. The black
grass grew through ther feet and tangled in them, withered when it could not hold them. Ahead stood
the manbat Guil had thrown through the pillar.

“There's something wrong,” Tisha said. “Do you fed it?’

“Yes” hesad. “If thisis Death, where is everyone? There should be others. Many others. We're not
thefird to die”

“Guil”” she sad.

“Whet isit?’

“The stars! Look at them! They form Rosie's face.”

And he saw that it was s0. But when they tried to speak to the hdlucingtion, it did not seem to know
they existed. They could not reach out to Rose.

Next, Guil saw that the moon was Redbat with his wings folded into a circle. He had no fangs now,
and nai-ther were his hands marked with claws.

They cdled out to him, but he did not respond—as if he did not know they were present.

They came to an obgdian tree, onyx leaves gligening with the strange moon's light. When Guil
reached to touch it, his hand moved through it and fdt nothing.

“I'm afrad,” Tishasaid. “It isn't working out right. It is asif thisisn't redl, like a dream.”

“Hdlucinaions” Guil said, referring to Rosie's face in the stars and the form of Redbat in the moon.

Then, before any more could be said, the sound rifle Guil had Ieft propped in the statue of Chopin
findly suc-ceeded in negating the molecular patterns of the column. The wals of this world seemed to



closein upon them. Their bodies erupted into millions of fireflies, into a bright shower of white dust that
glowed and glimmered. Each of them fdt energy leaving his body—and a strange new vibrant force
seeping in.

The bright dust particles settled, congedled, and be-came their bodies again.

“Wha happened?’ Tisha asked.

“Smple” avoice said beside them.

They turned and found Rogie, grinning.

When they looked to the stars, his face was no longer there. And Redbat was no longer the moon.

“You were inthe land of Degth,” Rose explained. “But you were not dead. You had not died to get
here. That makes you an anachroniam. You could not redly be a part of Death until you had shucked
your life energies adapted to the world outside the pillar. When the pillar collapsed, you were killed. Thus
the hdlucinaions dis-solved, and you found the redity. Degth is the next plane of existence, and now you
aeadjusted to it.”

Gul took her amin his

He saw other people now, each engaged in other tasks.

“The nearest ity isthisway,” Rose sald.

They followed him toward the rise as the night moved rapidly toward day in this new world. The Sars
came down, making the sky with umbrageous streaks that punctuated the congant rhythm of the
booming surf that edged some vast, uncharted sea beyond . . .
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