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TheFirst Journey:

THEBLACK GLASS



IN the crigp morning, before the worst of the fog had lifted, the Pure humans came into the village,
descending the narrow winding road from their fortress, which perched on the edge of the aabaster diff.
In the lead was their Generd, dressed in milky robes and seated on one of the soundless floaing dedges
that only the Pures possessed. Two guards sat before him, two behind, dl of them wel armed.

Yet, from a distance, it was not the Generd who commanded attention, but the ranks behind him.
Ffty Pures walked after the craft, not of the sation to warrant the expenditure of a dedge's irreplacesble
power plant for their own ease. Their cloaks were not radiantly white like their Generd's clothes, but a
chaky, color that hinted of blue. Their capes flapped about them in the perpetual wind that scoured the
diff wall, and their boots crunched on cinders and gravel. The Sze of this contingent was whet fascinated
the people of the village, for no more than a dozen Pures had ever congregated in public before. They
numbered so few these days that they could not risk massng in too confined an area beyond the
unbreachable fortress wals.

The procession reached the bottom of the descending trail and struck across the hdf-mile of open
land separating it from the village, which nestled in a hollow between two arms of dense forest. It moved
past the monstrous formation of bacteria jew-els, whose light guided travelers by night, and each of the
marchers was stained fantadticdly by the glittering fingers of violet and emerdd that reached two hundred
yardsin dl directions from the landmark. The Pures seemed, in the ingtant, like mechanicaly gay puppets,
chameeon dancers with a cer-tain military grace.

More than 25,000 years earlier a nation whose name was now as unknown as the name Ozamandius
hed engineered a lethd bacteriophage related to the botulinus family but flourishing in a crysdline form.
In such a dtate it could not infect men. Howev-er, a second bacterium, utterly harmless in itsdf, was
en-gineered to break down the crystd and release the killing botulinus in a second state that was deadly
to mankind. They seeded ther enemy's land with crystas, dlowed them to grow, then infiltrated the
cadyd to bring destruction. Because the lethd bacterium had not been given reproductive capabilities in
its noncrygdline form, and because the catdyst was a short-lived, gerile organism, biologicd warfare
could be conducted as deanly as if a gun had been used. Plague death could be applied in doses,
destroying just so many of the enemy as necessary to bring them to ther knees—leaving most of them to
be ruled after the occupation.

The faces of the marching Pures were shattered glass images, a thousand shades of green and blue.
Thar cloaks exploded with rich luminescence.

Jask watched them from the second-floor room he had taken in the village inn, his face concedled by
the shadows of the thrusing eaves on the many-gabled structure, further obscured by heavy umber
drapes, which he had pushed open only far enough to have a view. He monitored the progression of the
Pures both with a sense of wonder a the sately picture they made and with a growing terror at the
understanding that they had descended from their fortress to find him and destroy him.

His respect for his own kind was such that he knew they could not fall to find him. In hours he would
be captured. Certain of this but ill unable to abandon al hope, he drew further back from the window
and continued to watch.

From a distance it had been the ranks behind the dedge that had been aresting, but as the party
moved closer, the Generd was the focus that drew the eye. He was larger than most Pures, a full six feet
and weighing perhaps two hundred pounds. His shoulders were broad, supporting a head a once
imperid and barbaric. His eyes were st under a shdf of bone that was actudly dight but nonetheless
primitive in effect. His face was wide, deeply creased and tough, though his nose, delicately boned, was
an anachronism that softened the brutal force of that countenance. His mouth was tight, thin-lipped; when
he spoke, Jask knew, his voice was harsh and deep. The man carried an ar of authority with him like
expendve baggage; indde those bags was the lingering odor of death.

The procession hdted outsde the inn itsdf, dmogt directly below Jask's window. To choose the inn



for thar fird stop was only common sense, for an inn was the center of the town and the source of
information. Still, Jask could not shake the convic-tion that the Generd was an unnaturd precog who had
sensed hisgame.

The Generd and soldiers made no sound to announce ther ariva. The visud spectacle done was
uffident to draw forth a representative of the village

The innkeeper, a cresture named Belmondo, came outside, wiping his hands on his gpron and
watching the Generd with a mixture of contempt and fear. His eyes, as large around as Jask's pam,
rolled independently of each other in a long, lupine skull. Belmondo's appearance was the result of
previous gen-eration gene damage caused by radiaion rather than the product of the genetic engineers,
for he did not follow any of the patterns most favored by patrons of the Artifidd Wombs. Children of
Wombs were dways beatiful, despite their tainted heritage; Belmondo was smply ugly. His thin, bony
hands—with three fingers and two thumibs each—pulled greasy, ydlow har away from his forehead. He
licked his lips with a raspy, black tongue and said, “Yes?’ His tone suggested a didike of Pures, which
was naturd but dangerousin this Stuation.

“We are looking for a man," the Generd said. “His nameis Jask. Have you heard of him?’

“No,” Belmondo lied.

“Have you seen hm?’

The Generd was aware of what tricks could be played with words.

Bdmondo considered for a moment, then said, “Perhaps it would be better if you could tdl me what
manner of man you seek. Is he furred or scaled? There have been a few fidy cousins in town of late. Is
he one of the cyclopses? They find themsdvesin disfavor with everyone sooner or later—as if having one
eye narrows ther menta vison as well. Perhaps he is a fdine man? If you could be a bit more specific,
you see, | could more likdly tdl you of him. | know dl the business of the town.”

Bdmondo, Jask thought, was ether foolish or brave—or possessed of a bravery generated by
foolishness. He knew as wdl as anyone that when a Pure used the word “man™ he meant another Pure,
not a creature with dtered genes. A Pure refused to acknowledge tha the quas-men of
mutetion—whether ac-cidental or made by design—were men at dl. If Pure theology were to remain
intact, such mutated specimens could be con-sidered nothing but animas.

Though Jask, raised in the teachings of the Pure church, would normdly have despised Bemondo for
hisimpudence, he welcomed it now that the quas-man was protecting him. The saucer-eyed Belmondo
knew only that Jask had fdlen into disfavor with the other Pures of his endave; that was dl the mutant
needed to know to judify lying for the sake of a men who might in any other circumstances be
considered an enemy.

“I'l tl you one thing,” the Generd said. “You may fed quite smug and superior in your cunning
now—buit if this Jask should go his way unhampered, we will dl eventudly suffer, Pure and mutated
dike”

Bdmondo looked skeptica, but his curiosty had been aroused by the sudden confidentid tone in the
Generd's voice

Updairs, at the open window, Jask fdt ill, chilled by a premonition of disaster. He had not believed
that the Generd would divulge the reason for his flight and for ther pursuit of him. The Pures were too
closdy knit, too snobbish ever to share ther inner secrets and shames with those they thought of as a
lower species. If they broke the rule of dlence now, if they told Belmondo, it was only a measure of how
desperately the Gener-al wanted to get his hands on Jask.

“Theman we seek . . . isan esper,” the Generd sald.

In the quiet, fog-shrouded morning, the words fled the length of the street like a knife drawn across
the wet cobblestones, echoing, echoing, hard and urgent.

Standing by the window, Jask received the distant echoes of fear in the minds of the Pure soldiers
and in the minds, as wdl, of the mutated villagers who listened from doorways and win-dows in other
buildings. He could not block the receiva of such agonizingly sharpened emotions.

“You're certan? Bemondo asked.

Already, as he stood there, his eyes began to stray betrayingly toward Jask's open window.



Aripped open brain . . . cracked likea nut . . . with long, pale fingers stirring through the meat
and picking out the choicest morsels. . .

Jask received the terrified visons radiating from Bemondo and knew the mutant feared espers too
much to protect one of them. Turning, sumbling dumsly over an ottoman, he fdl, taking the floor square
agang his chin. He dmogt passed out as a hard twist of pain ground through him, and he tasted blood as
his lower lip split open.

He stood, halding to the bedpost, tried to regain his usud cam. This charging off like a damaged
power dedge was no good & dl. He was a Pure, one of the Chosen, and he mugt aways remember to
act with dignity that his heritage de-manded, even if he had been rgected by his own kind.

He opened the door of his room and looked both ways down the mugty hdl of the inn's degping
quarters. When the search party had arrived, Belmondo had been downgtairs preparing the dough for
breskfast pastries. If he had accomplished no more than that in reedying to feed his boarders, the
average guest would not yet have arisen—unless girred by the Generd out-side. The corridor was
empty.

He stepped out of the room, closed the door quietly. Reaching out with his esp power, he touched
the minds of the Pures and of the Genera, found that they had not yet entered the inn but that they would
do s0 in a few moments. He waked swiftly to the stairs. Holding to the rail, prepared to retreat if
necessary, he went down each squesking riser as if there were a poisonous snake coiled upon it:
cautioudy.

The steps ended in the public room. No lanterns had been lighted here, and the candles were cold as
wel. Most of the large, brick-floored chamber was in a soft, purple darkness. The grimy, stained-glass
windows filtered the poor morning light even further; amber light spilled through one pane, crimson
through another, green through a third. But it was dl cathedrd decoration, not genuine illumingtion. The
heavy wooden tables, gleaming now and then with a reflection of foggy, early light in their waxed
surfaces, the chars racked atop them, seemed like a dtrange array of dien sentinds waiting to be
entertained by the chase and the kill.

Abruptly, as Jask was trying to decide which of the doors behind the bar might lead to the kitchen
and the rear entrance to the inn, his mind was innundated with a fury of emotions, images of blood and
death. Belmondo had told them: The flush of emotion he registered with his psonic bran was evidence
that the Generd and the soldiers knew he was trapped. He had killed three men dready, had given them
gpecid reason to be care-ful—since those firg three had died without a mark on them. No Pure could
sy what ethered weapon Jask had brought to bear, though dl were aware that it was part of his
telepathic talents.

He waked toward the counterman's gate in the long ma-hogany bar, wondering if he could sneak out
the kitchen door.

Outsde, someone barked short, harsh commands, others ran to obey, the sound of ther footsteps
hallow and cold.

Without time to round the bar now, Jask placed his hands flat on top of it, muscled up and crashed
over it ungracefully. His thin, weekly bred Pure body ached with the effort and gave him an ugly
premonition of just how long he could expect to survive if the chase grew hot. He lay with the smdl of
sawdust and the taste of blood, quite aware of how lucky he had been not to break any bones. Then he
pushed up and staggered weekly through the nearest door behind the bar.

The kitchen lay immediatdy behind the public room, a blaz-ing fire chaitering in its stone hearth.
Shests filled with pastries were lined on heavy, crude tables, cooking ingtruments scat-tered about. The
odor of flour, sugar and cooked gpples permesated the air. Jask did not pause to enjoy it, but crossed to
the rear door and looked onto the dirt dleyway behind the inn. To either side Pures ran to cut off this
avenue of escape.

His deadly esp ability, with which he had killed three men in the fortress during the night, could not
hep him here. It worked dowly, very dowly. At least two of these soldiers would bear him down before
he could take care of dl of them. Besdes, he was weary of murder, sckened by the transgresson of
molest-ing Pure lives



Tuming away from the door, he looked around the kitchen, willing to make do with whatever he
could find. If there were knives here, he might be adle to fight his way free without wresking any
permanent damage. He hefted a weighty, wicked-ly curved butcher knife, then dropped it, angry with
himsdf for his dow-wittedness. He could no more fight Pures and their guns with a knife than he could
fight the Wildland beasts with bare figs. And, unlike himsdf, the soldiers would fed no reluctance when
the time came to destroy him; he was, after dl, nothing but an animd, tainted now, urfit.

On hisright, near the fireplace, an open door revealed de-scending stairs. He hurried to them, looked
into the gloom of the hotdl's cdlar. He hesitated, certain that this could not lead him anywhere. At most
he would find atiny, street-level window that looked onto an aleyway that the Pures aready controlled.

Then he heard the soldiers in the public room. The Pures in the back dley had reached the locked
kitchen door and were rattling it experimentaly.

Without pausing to consider his fate any longer, he stepped through the door, shut it behind, and went
quickly down the wooden steps.



THE cdlar was nearly lightless. A angle window faced an dleyway, perhaps large enough to leave by
though effectively barred by thick iron pipes. What little light there was found its way through the dirty
glass beyond the bars, cagting impen-etrable shadows in the subterranean chamber. In this chia-roscuro
chaos, it was impossble to find away out in time. Even if there were away out. Which was doubtful.

He was about to turn and leave, to take his chances in the occupied upper floors, when he fdt light,
teesng mentd fingers working dong the surface of his own mind, the fingers of an esper. They were
weightless fingers, yet sharp and inggtent, like the spidery cracks in crimson pottery glaze.

He turned and examined the shadows, frightened and yet curious. He knew that his only chance of
aurvivd lay in the unexpected, and he had certainly never expected to meet anoth-er esper here, now.

On your |eft, the voiceess voice said, the crisp metdlic whisper of telepathic conversation.

Jask turned, squinted into darkness.

Someone waited there, though he could not discern the nature of the man.

Come closer.

He went closer, and his eyes adjusted to the intense black-ness. But the moment he saw the creature,
he stepped rapidly backward, his throat constricted and his heart thumping in terror.

You have nowhere to run. Help me instead.

“Can you speak?’ Jask inquired.

“You do haveit bad, don't you? You're as prejudiced and snattily superior as those upstairs hunting
for you!” The voice was degper, harsher than even the Generd's voice, and it made Jask sound like a
woman by comparison.

“What are you?’ Jask asked.

“Dont you mean—who am |7’

Jask did not reply. So many years of theology and custom did not fal away so eadly. If he used the
word, “who,” it implied that he considered the beast a man, that he had rejected dl he knew to be haly
and certain.

The mutant snorted. “I'm aman.”

More slence.

Jask saw that it was his place to speak, though he could not find the right words. His eyes roamed
the creature. Hickering impressonsin the dim light: huge, seven feet tdl . . . thick of body, with arms like
branches, legs like trunks of oak . . . chest ashig around as abarrel . . . adark and dmogt shoutlike nose
... broad face . . . deep-set eyes . . . awdl-matted, rich cover of fur dl over abody otherwise naked . .

“Like a bear,” the creature said.

“Yes”

“I'm aman, nevertheless”

Jask sad, “The Artifica—"

“—Wombs.”

Jask nodded. The beauty was there, even in the dim light, the pleasant line and functiond structure
thet random mutation lacked. Still, this was not a man, could never be aman.

“Damn it!” the bruin growled in frudration. He spat on the floor with a great, wet hawking noise,
shook his head in diggus a Jask's hedtation. “Can't you hear them up there? He spoke in an
inordinately vicious whisper.

“What do you want?’ Jask inquired.

He had momentarily forgotten the threat of the hunters above, far more concerned with the hulking
being that stood in the shadows so close a hand.

“Set me loose, and I'll get us both free from this pre-dicament,” the bruin promised.

It was the sort of guarantee made in a moment of desperation with no posshility of fulfillment. Yet he
sounded sincere enough.



Someone overhead shouted. A door burst open, and automatic wegponry chattered loudly. The
soldiers had entered Jask's room. When they found him gone, they would sweep through the hotd in
short order, shooting ahead of themsalves, frantic men with frantic solutions. To them, he was an esper, a
men who could never be permitted to livein peace. He was no longer a sacred vessd of Pure genes, but
tainted, unfit, touched by mutation.

“How can you get us free?” Jask wan ted to know. “They're everywhere in the hotdl.”

The bear laughed. “Release me, and I'll show you.”

“Tel me your plan first.”

“And have you use it and leave me here?’

Jask was shocked by the suggestion. “I am a Pure. | have my scruples, my dignity.”

“Sure. Right.”

“What's that supposed to mean?’

The bruin said no more.

It was Jask's turn to be angry. “Are you honestly suggesting that a Pure cannot be trusted?’

The bruin was qui€t.

“Pures,” Jask informed him hatly, “are the ultimate of human evolution, untainted by impure genes, the
sacred vessds of the primary creation, Nature's most excellent design. It is therefore clear that a Pure
would not attempt to deceive you—"

“Bullshit,” the bruin said. His gravelly voice was perfect for invectives.

For atime they were stalemated. Spiders crawled in the dark corners of the stone room, and mice
scampered dong the floor searching for chinks in the mortar. Overhead, the Pure soldiers cried out to
one another as they searched theinn.

“Y ou would kill me and leave by yoursaf,” Jask protested.

The creature's Immeaing anger metamorphosed into something ese dtogether; hitterness and
digaste. “I'm no killer. Leastwise not by preference. If you want to die here because you are too
goddamned good and pure to hep me, that's your &fair.”

Jask heard footsteps on the dtairs from the second floor, more dvill commands, the Generd's
imperid voice thundering like a cdl to judgment. A table in the common room crashed out of the way of
the soldiers, didting a cry of anguish from Belmondo.

“What can | do?” Jask asked.

Perhaps even death was worse than putting himsdf in the hands of a quasi-man. If the Generd and
the soldiers were correct. Jask had aready been denied sdvation and everlagting life-after-desth. A little
bit of consorting with the beasts could hardly make his Stuetion any more dire then it dready was. Having
log immortdity, his mortd life had far more vaue than before, was worth the bresking of a few taboos.

“I'm chained,” the bruin said. “The key to these manacles is on the shdf behind you, near those jars
of pears.”

Jask found it: a big metd skeleton key corroded and pitted with age. He returned to the bruin, his
goine cold, his hands trembling. Even with Bedmondo, a comparably mild mutant, he had kept his
distance, the distance prescribed by holy writ. In the kitchen, last night, he had prepared his own med,
prefarring not to have the innkeeper place fingers to his food. Now, with the musky odor of the
anima-mean dl about him, his mind teetered on the brink of total revulsion.

He wanted to run.

Only: he had nowhere to go.

A mean left without a course of action is aman who will discard his dearest mords to find or create a
new path.

In a moment he freed the manacled right wrist. At the same spot on the left wrist, however, he
encountered only a dickness without the restraining band. The dickness was blood.

“l broke that manacle,” the bruin said. “But | couldn't manage the rest of it.”

“Who chained you here?’ Jask asked.

“Later,” the bear-man said.

Jask wiped his bloodied hands on his dacks, knelt and freed one of the chained feet. He found the



other unencumbered and rose quickly so that he would not be kicked in the face and then trampled by
the beast's heavy feet.

The mutant chuckled.

“You read minds better than | do,” Jask said. “You're reading mine right now, without any trouble,
and | can't redly fed you doing it.”

“True enough, though that isn't what amuses me. Y ou forgot that if 1 had wanted to kill you just then,
| could have broken your neck with one blow while you were getting up fast to avoid my feet.”

Jask shuddered but said nothing. He would not permit himsdf to be terrified by a quas-man.

The bruin chuckled again, then said, “If were going to get through the next couple of days
together—and | think it might be that long until we can safely split up—you're going to have to develop
some cunning—a qudity most of you Pures sadly lack.”

“What makes you think we have to stay together once we leave here?’ Jask asked. He had dowly
begun to accept the fact he was not going to be killed immediatdy.

The bruin shook his head. “A red lack of cunning,” he said sadly, much as he may have commented
on another man's status as a cripple. “You don't, for aminute, think they'll stop looking for you when they
find you gone from the inn, do you?’

“Wdl—"

“They'll spread the search and pick up your tral. Youll never make it on your own. Your chance is
with me. Now come dong.”

“Wait.”

“We have little time for argument,” the bruin said.

“Why would you want to hep me? What do you care whether they catch me once weve left here?

The bear-man hesitated a moment, then said, “Maybe | just want to get some graification from
having a Pure who's de-pendent on me. Maybe | would enjoy lording it over one of your kind. Satisfy
you?’
“For the moment, | guess”

The mutant shuffled across the celar floor, his padded feet hissng on the stone. Behind a row of old
clothes trunks he peered down a Stygian wel set in the basement floor. “A storm drain,” he said.

Jask could bardly make it out, a blacker spot on the dark floor. Apparently his eyes had not adjusted
to the gloom as wel as the bruin's eyes had. He said, “You fird.” His paranoia told him nat to trust the
hary stranger, even though there was nothing else for im to do but trugt.

In a moment the quasi-man had lowered himsdf into the sewer and disappeared. Jask heard a fant
gplash of water, nothing else.

He waited, rdluctant to commit himsdf to such a comradeship as this, even if it were only temporary.
After dl, he was a Pure, evenif he had fdlen from grace. His blood flowed in a sraight stream down the
centuries from forgotten ancestors, a proud line of Pures.

A burgt of gunfire tore the cdlar door into thousands of charred pieces that rained down from the top
of the sairs.

That made up hismind for him.

He followed the telepathic mutant, the double outcast, into the stinking depths of the public tunnd,
wondering how long and in what condition he would survive. . . .



THE Generd hdld the broken manacle in the light of the hand torch. He could see where the iron had
cracked like plagtic before the chain links had been able to separate. Whatever had broken free was not
athing to be taken lightly. He dropped the iron, brushed his hands together briskly.

“Lieutenant!” he commanded.

A Pure, robed in blue-white, hurried to him, carrying a smdl case from which wound a flexible stedl
cord that terminated in aring of brassy metd. He activated the device for his superior. The ar hummed
with the resonances set up ingde the compact machine.

The Genera passed his hands through the brass circle, with-drew them, effectivdy Seilizing the flesh
thet had touched non-Pure artifacts.

The lieutenant switched off the machine and retreated to stand a a respectful distance. His own
lineage could be traced back a dozen or more generations to a straggler named Bomark, who had come
to the fortress on the white diff and was given shdlter after the proper testing of his genes. Perhaps one of
his de-scendants, two or three centuries from now, could hope to become the Generd of the enclave.

“What wasiit like?" the Generd asked Belmondo.

Theinnkeeper said, “A great, bearlike man, Your Excdlen-cy.” He used the word “man” to irritate,
though he knew the Generd's tolerance could swiftly give way to anger—and that anger could be deadly.
“A child of the Wombs, if you ask me.”

“But you were not asked.” The Generd's tone made Bel-mondo cringe and redize, suddenly, that he
could not afford any more rebdlion, no matter how low-keyed it might be. “You were asked only for a
description,” the Generd said, “not for your uneducated suppositions.”

Bemondo nodded penitently.

The Generd was pleased with the tainted man's reaction. Now tha he had been dected to the
highes pogtion in his enclave, a post tha carried with it a lifetime term, he did not care especidly to
impress the living. What he wanted most, now, was to impress future generdtions, to become a moment
of higory far above those others who had served as the enclave's Generd before him. It was not
dtogether vanity that made this his mativation. If human higtory judged him favorably and named him as a
great Generd, he could be dmog certain that his descendants would supply at least one or two future
Generds and that his family line would aways know plenty and respect. Belmondo's obeisance was a
dgn that this entire affair would shortly be stabilized and finished with and that his own reputa-tion would
thereby be increased.

He crossed to the sorm drain and stared into the inkiness, aware that danger might very wel lay only
inches away, in those impenetrable shadows—but equaly aware that bravery was expected of him.
“This?’ he asked Belmondo, indicating the drain.

“For the rain waters,” the innkeeper explained. “When there is a storm, or when the river rises, the
cdlars gather water; they are imperfectly made. The sewer bleeds off the excess.”

The Generd amiled and clasped both hands behind his back, pausng to ddiver a few theologicd
observations. “A human town, a Pure enclave, fashioned by the hands of untainted men, is never plagued
by such problems.”

Bemondo said nathing.

“We see here)” the Generd added, turning to his soldiers and sweeping them with his forceful gaze,
“ancther indication of the supremacy of the Pure strain. From a distance this village appears dean and
quite efficient. Closer, one sees it is filthy and somewhat deteriorated, though one dill feds it offers
adequate shelter for the animads who built and liveinit. Insde, a the core, however, one discovers that it
is panfully flawed, as flaved as were the hands and minds and genes of the tainted creatures who
condructed it.” The Generd was a wise man with complicated philosophy in every sphere but rdigion.
Religioudy, he was terribly naive. But then so were dl his kind.



Bemondo said, partly in defense of his people, partly because he fdt he was expected to play the
devil's advocate, “But the villageis very old, and dl thingsfdl gpart intime”

“Not dl things” the Generd said. “The enclave is countless centuries older than this place. It dates
back to atime just after the Last War, perhaps twenty-five thousand years. Yet it isin as excdlent a
condition as the day it was finished.”

“But,” Belmondo said, “it was constructed with forgotten machines, with the tools of the prewar

“Exadtly,” the General said, pleased with himsdlf. “That is just my point, you see. It was built by
Pures, built to lagt.”

“Yet,” Bedmondo said, raling his huge eyes, his black tongue flicking nervoudy at his lips, “the
mechines that built the enclave, and the otherslike it, have dl decayed and been logt. If they survived, our
own village could have been built with them, could have been made to lagt. 1'd say it is not so much the
fact that we were tainted that led to our congtructing an im-perfect town—nbut that we Smply lacked the
knowledge that man once had, the same knowledge even you, Y our Excdlency, now have no access to.”

The Generd stared at him for along moment, his eyes hard as bits of ice, his lips parted to show the
sharp edges of perfect, white teeth. When he spoke, the good-natured, philosophic tone had vanished,
and his voice was gruff and mean again. “You begin to bore me and to inqult,” he said. “I expect the
former, from atainted creature, but never the latter.”

Bemondo was quiet, though he longed to speak.

The Generd returned his gaze to the open drain. “The sewer continues benegth the entire town?’

“Yes” Bemondo said.

“And where does it empty?’

“Thet isnot known, Y our Excelency.”

The big Pure turned and stared hard a the tainted, his fierce eyes the brightest points in thet dank
chamber.

Soldiers shifted, waiting for the wordt.

Bemondo said, hedtily, fearfully, “That is the truth!”

“I find it difficult to believe. Convince me”

Bdmondo said, “The town was built some thousand years ago. Many generations have passed
through it, lived and died in it. And the public records were burned during one of the Pirate sweeps
through these parts—a hundred or more years ago. Since then, the knowledge of the subterranean
sysem has been lost. We know the drains work, and that is dl we wish to know, for we suspect that
beasts of various sorts livein them.”

The Generd reluctantly accepted that. Pures hdd the tainted in such low regard that they dways
underestimated the mutated folk. This migudgment was the sole reason the tainted had survived at dl. If
the Pures could have seen through a true perspective ingtead of through the colored prism of rdigion and
theocratic digtortion, they would have hedily exterminated dl who carried impure genes. This time,
however, Belmondo told the truth. Rebelion dill flared in him, but he was intdligent enough to understand
that he would not survive the morning if he dlowed it to surface once more in the Generd's august
presence. A devil's advocate was appreciated only when his arguments could eesly be cast in doubt and
swiftly discredited atogether.

“If there are beasts below thisfloor, in the sewers, then they have little chance of escaping, anyway,”
the Generd sad.

“Except for their—power,” Belmondo said.

The Generd grunted, thought on it a moment more, then dispatched four armed men into the sorm
drain, two teamsto cover ether direction the fugitives might have gone. The other soldiers went outsde
a hisheds, prepared to take up other positions throughout the village in order ingantly to apprehend the
espers, wherever they might appear.

To this end the Pures had the complete cooperation of the tainted, a rare event indeed.

Thefog was gradudly lifting. A large, red sun burned down on the strange landscape, a angle frightful
eye anxious for the spectacle of battle.



THE huge sorm drains that lay beneeth the tainted community, made of stone and mortar and dimed
with thick coats of moss and fungus were the gpotheoss of everything that a Pure most feared:
unrdlieved darkness on dl sides, stench, dampness, the unknown, the presence of things whose genetic
backgrounds were radicdly damaged and unclean. In the enclave on the white diff—or, indeed, in any
enclave scattered across the con-tinent—the walls, calings and floors were dl of the same, smooth
aabaster substance, hard as any materid known to man, serf-cleaning and unflawed. Too, everywhere in
an enclave, except where one dept, there was light, an abundance of light which played an unconscioudy
symbalic rolein the minds of the Pures, who endured it and reveled init. An enclave was dmost painfully
cean—unlike these underground passageways—kept spotless by its sdf-repairing maintenance systems,
no un-pleasant odors permeated the corridors or rooms of a Pure dwelling. Everything in an enclave was
known, too, familiar and safe, with more of a hisory than most of the Pure families could dam for
themsdlves. And, of course, no enclave harbored gendticdly damaged beasts, species of a blagphemous
nature; those were quickly dispatched with when, rardly, they became known. Here, perverted life
crawled beneath the moss, fed off the fungus, dung to the caling, skittered slently away from them as
they advanced—and the bruin, the worst of dl the tainteds here, was leading him deeper into this place of
shadows.

Jask was certain that each step would be his lagt, that a any moment, he would no longer have the
nerve to advance. He would ether freeze where he was, his muscles knotted, nerve ends frayed
apart—or he would turn and boalt, try to regain the celar of theinn and, there, throw himsdf on the mercy
of the Generd and of hisown kind. Y &t, step by step, he did go on, his whole body iff with tenson, his
heart thudding like a mallet againgt a block of wood. He wondered where he got the strength to take
each additiond step.

From fear.

What? Jask was dtartled by the thought pressing a him.

From fear, the bruin repeated. Ther€'s no use wishing the fear would be gone, because it's the
fear that keeps you going.

“Let'stak doud,” Jask sad.

“Your reason?’

Jask said nothing. He did not want to use telepathy because, in employing it, he was meking an
admission of hisown gatus as a tainted, something he had accepted intdlectudly but had not learned to
ded with on an emotiond leve.

“Aloud, then,” the bruin said, apparently having properly read the confuson of thoughts that even
Jask was unable to sort out yet.

“How can you see where you're going?’ Jask asked. His feet dipped on a wet patch of cobblestones
even as he spoke. He reached out, flalling for a handhold, fdt his fingers touch a dimy growth on the
tunnd wall, jerked back, dipped again and fdl. His face struck a puddle of dank water, the odor of
which served to prope him swiftly to his feet; he brushed ineffectudly at his cheeks and nose with one
cold hand.

“l suppose tha it's Imply that my eyes are so much better than yours” the bruin said. The creature
hed not paused to wait for Jask to wipe his face and recover his dignity; the sounds of his heavy
footsteps grew increesingly distant as Jask sputtered to rid his mouth of the foul taste of sewerage.

The Pure, terrified of being left behind, done, hurried for-ward without regard for the treacherous
floor, his hands held out before him like a blind man seeking obstacles. He collided with the bruin, jerked
away from the fed of matted fur, bresthing heavily and fdling into step once again. He thought that he
heard the creature chuckle, but he could not be sure, because he was making so much noise himsdf.

They walked on.



A few moments later, composed again, Jask said, “What you said about your eyes—"

“Y e’

“Thet can't beright.”

“Cant it?" the bruin asked. If he did not chuckle aoud, the humor was implidt in the tone of his
voice. He said, “What wasit that | said?’

“Thet your eyes were much better than mine. But I'm a Pure, and you're a tainted, and no eyes can
be more eficient than what Nature, in Her Great Plan, origindly intended for the Chosen Species to—"

“l was formed in an Artificda Womb, or a least my ancestors came directly from the atered genes of
someone who was. That firg bearlike ancestor of mine was made by genetic engineers, which means he
was not only the exotic and decorative child his parents wanted and paid for, but had been improved by
the engineers wherever possible”

Jask rejected that notion without commenting on it.

“Arent | stronger than you, little man?’ the bruin asked.

“That means nothing.”

“If I'm stronger, what's to keep me from having better eyesight? Clearly, my muscles are better than
yours. Why not my eyes aswdl?’

“The very fact that you are gargantuanly muscled is evidence of your inferiority in comparison with
Pure men. A true man can create machines to do the work his muscles once did. A true man can create
wespons to destroy enemies a hundred times his Sze, weight and strength. Muscles are the sgn of a
throwback, indicaing genetic damage.”

“Mustles are worthless, then?’

“Ves”

“But don't you wish you had them now?’

Jask said nothing.

“And don't you wish you had my eyesght—even if it is no better than yours? | seem to find my way
wdl enough. And here, be careful now. Were making aturn into a Sde tunnd.”

Jask fdt hisway around the twigt in the stone and had to step up his pace to catch the bruin again,
since the tainted man had not dowed down for him. He said, “A Pure must never place himsdf in a
postion—"

“To hdl with that,” the creature said, not nedlily, just weari-ly. “1 don't want to hear any more of your
evangdiam. You forget, anyway, that you're no longer a Pure, yoursdlf.”

Jask fdt tears burmning a the corners of his eyes and quidly cursed himsdf for his emotiond
weakness. He was rdieved that the bruin could not see this find evidence of his mord decay, this
ultimete, very unmanly weakness.

They walked for another three minutes, without speaking, lisening to the brackish water splash under
thar feet.

Then the bruin thought to him: It's not unmanly.

What do you mean ?

Tears, crying.

Jask redlized, bitterly, that with a telepath he had no red privacy unless the creature was gracious
enough to grant it to him.

Men cry, the bruin said. Men have always cried. If your holy Lady Nature gave you tear ducts,
what else are they for?

Keeping the eye clean.

Thebruin said, | hadn't realized the Pures practiced a machismo sort of—

“Please cease peaking to me that way,” Jask said. “I won't have a tainted in my mind like that. It
makes meill.”

The bruin did not respond, and the atitude he took seemed to mean he had been hurt by the rebuff.

A moment |ater the creature stopped and said, “WEell be getting out of the drains now.”

“How?" Jask asked.

“Can't you see the entrance cover overhead?’ the bear asked.



The question had Smply been meant to taunt Jask, to repay him alittle for his brusque rgjection of the
quas-man's sym-pathy. Still, he peered into the pitch darkness overhead, saring hard, desperate for a
glimpse of the outline of a door. So far as he could tdl, there was not even a caling above them, only
unlimited, empty space.

“Here” the bruin grunted, gripping something heavy, sraining upward, ratling a heavy stone dab out
of place. A few seconds later he had lifted the shidd out of the way and did it onto the floor of the room
above. Faint, gray light shone into the sewer entrance, doing little to dispd the darkness but enough to
quiet some of Jask's fear. The ar that came with the light was dry and warm, somewhat stale but infinitey
preferable to the degrading stench of the drains.

“What's this?” Jask asked.

“A warehouse,” the bruin said.

“Isit safe?’

“Perfectly.”

“You seem to know the drainswell.”

“I've scouted them,” the bear-man said. “Agang just such a need asthis”

He gripped the edges and muscled himsdf through the man-hole, collapsed onto the floor above and
swvung out of Sght.

Jask jumped, gripped the edges of the trapdoor and strained for dl his might, with little reward.

“Here,” the bruin said. “I'll give you a hand.”

“No,” Jask said between gritted teeth, sweat dripping into his eyes and gliding dickly across his pade
face like beads of all across a sheet of plagtic. “Never mind. | will be fine. Just fine. .. onmy own . . .
thank you, anyway.”

The bruin snorted sarcadtically. “Is this meant to prove something?’ he asked, looking down through
the hole, framed by the stone edges, offering his huge, hair-matted paw with the claws drawn back into
thar shesths.

Jask grunted, grappled desperately for a second, fdt his ams go limp, logt his grip and fdl
backwards, splashed into a viscous mess of water, mud and dark fungus. A heavy, bulbous spoor sac
popped open before its time, casting out thousands of unformed, undried germ seeds like droplets of
mucus. The odor, when it caught Jask square in the face, was like arotting corpse.

The bruin leaned closer, dretching his arm deeper, and he said, “Are you dl right?”

Jask rose out of the muck without speaking, without brushing himsdf off, and he jumped for the rim
of the hole, grabbed it again, struggled with dl hiswill.

“Look,” the tainted creature said, “that posse we just barely avoided back there in the cdlar of the
inisgaing to be close on our tral. They're sure to have put men down in the drains after us, and those
men will have good, bright lights Which means they'll be able to make very good time. If you don't
swalow your stupid pride and take my hand, youll get us both caught. Y ou understand? Y ou want that?’

At lagt, weary, Jask took hold of the bruin's massive paw and was lifted out of the dark drain into a
much more pleasant place: alarge, windowless room where hundreds of crates and baskets were negily
piledin pardld rows.

The bruin did the flat tone dab into its niche, effectively seding the drain exit. Even if the Pure
soldiers followed the fugitives trail, they would never be able to lift that heavy stone. For the momernt,
then, Jask and his tainted companion were safe.



TWO-THIRDS of the way between the floor and the celling, a walkway protected by a wooden railing
circled the main warehouse room and led to aloft at the front of the building, which served as offices for
the establishment. From thisloft the two espers could look out onto the main street of the town, through
two dirty windows, observing but unobserved.

Thefog had dl but disspated, and the sun's golden fingers lay over everything.

“There” the bruin said. “Two of them.” He pointed west dong the dusty street. “ See them?’

Jask could see them wdl enough: a pair of robed Pures waiting by a street entrance to the sorm
drains, ther cloaks hanging in the dill air, their skin so white they looked inhuman. Was Jask's own skin
as pde as tha? And why had he never noticed such things before?

“And over there," the bruin said, pointing much closer to the warehouse.

Two Pures loitered in a darkened doorway to a shuttered taproom, waiting anxioudy for something
to happen, their chaky faces dmog brighter than ther robes in the conceding fdl of early moming
shadows. They looked terribly tiny, fral and utterly ineffectud of themselves—but they carried two heavy
rifles that appeared to be wel-maintained and capable of causng damage on a scale that only the prewar
humans could have planned.

“There, t00,” the tainted creature said. He pointed eastward to where a sngle Pure soldier, armed
with an even more deadly looking weapon, patrolled the flat roof of a boardinghouse. “They must be
everywherein town.”

“The Generd did not spare any effort,” Jask agreed, remembering the length of the column of soldiers
that had twigted its way down the white diff from the fortress. “When a—a tainted creature is found
among the Puresin an enclave, the community feels—betrayed, used. The proper disposa of the traitor
then becomes a matter of vengeance as wdl as a rdigious necessity.”

The bruin snorted and turned away from the grimy window. Head hdd low between his thick
shoulders, he lumbered across the creaking loft floor and disappeared down a set of rickety, wooden
dairs to the main warehouse levd.

Jask followed.

Among the rows of carefully stored goods, the bruin located a crate that dearly had specid
sgnificance for him. He grinned when he saw it, revediing a great many sharp teeth, and he said, “I'm 4ill
one step ahead of them.”

“Of whom?" Jask asked.

The mutant did not respond. The crate that drew hisinterest was stacked atop another exactly like it,
inarow of fifty that matched. He reached up, put histhick arms around it, tilted it back againg his chest,
tottered backward and set it down in the middle of the aide. Moving swiftly now, sill grinning, though the
ain appeared to be more of a rictus than evidence of genuine amusement, he dipped his wickedly
sharpened claws beneeth the plank lid and, straining upward, his muscles bunched mightily beneeth his
mudy coat of fur, tore the crate wide open. He tossed the nail-studded lid aside as if it were a scrap of
paper; it clattered loudly on the stone floor.

Curious as to what the box could possibly contain that might have any bearing on ther predicament,
Jask stepped forward and peered into it. In the dim gray light that filtered weskly down from the loft
windows he could see nothing more than a dark, formless lump.

For aterrible, brief moment he thought the crate contained a dead man.

The bruin reached into the box, wrestled with the contents, and lifted out an enormous rucksack that
appeared to be packed tight with dl manner of gear. He put it down on the floor between them and
checked the many straps and buttons. “ Seems okay.”

“What'sinit?’ Jask asked.

“Food, tools, maps, a book or two—just about everything you'd need to survivein the Wildlands.”



“No one can survivein the Wildlands” Jask said.

The mutant did not deign to answer.

“You knew tha you might have to run for it?’ the Pure asked, dightly perplexed by the manner in
which the tainted being seemed capable of deding with any eventudity.

“Of course,” the bruin said. “Didn't you?’

“No, |—"

The tainted bear-man did not wait for Jask to finish his reply. “1 knew, when the taent firs came to
me—gradudly at firdt, then with more power—that | wouldn't ways be able to con-ced it.” He wiped a
huge hand across his wrinkled, dark face, pushing at his blunt nose and swifling as if to clear his head
and think more soundly. “The talent becomes second nature to you. It would be just as easy—or difficult,
rather—to hide the fact that you had two legs or eyes.” Satisfied that the rucksack had gone unmolested,
he stood up and dretched. “Besdes, the power's like—a compulsion, a need. | tried to ignore it,
because | knew it could ruin me, make me an outcast. But | learned it would never go away and that |
couldnt suppress it. When it's not used, it sort of builds up, a heavy pressure insde—and then it
manifegsitsaf when you're not expecting it.”

“l know,” Jask said, sadly. He looked at the rucksack agan and said, “Why did you hide your
provisons here, in a ware-house?’

“It's my warehouse,” the bruin said. “Or—it was. | doubt theyll permit me to go on with my
busness” He laughed sardonicdly. “If they hadn't come upon me by surprise, | . would have been gone
ax hours later.”

“Where will you go, though?’ Jask asked.

“I've dready sad.”

“No one can survive the Wildlands” Jask said. “Nature in't in charge there. She's been put out by
the Ruiner.”

“No theology, please,” the bruin said. “We have to pack your supplies, and quickly. | don't imegine it
will take them long to break in here on the off chance that we—"

“You expect me to go into the Wildlands?' Jask said, incredulous.

The bruin rooted industrioudy through a few nearby baskets, found a amdl, gray doth sack, emptied
its contents onto the floor and handed it to Jask. “I'll choose the quff that goes in it,” he said. “Come
adong, now.”

Jask followed down the aide and into another one, numbed but able to speak. He cleared his throat
and sad, “I am not going to go with you.”

Casudly the bear-man tore open another crate, which proved to be packed full of paper-wrapped
lengths of dried, salted meet, the ends of the packages tied with larded sring. He lifted out handfuls of
thisand put it in the sack Jask held. “This gets to be pretty damn boring as a regular diet, but at leest it's
nour-ishing.”

“Look,” Jask sad, “I can't possbly—"

The bruin waddled off to another batch of containers, opened severd baskets and poked around in
them, came up with hdf a dozen pieces of fresh fruit, dropped those into the Pure's sack. “Now, let's see
.. afew tools. . . certanly aknife. . ”

Jask dropped the sack.

“What's this?’ the mutant asked.

“Forget it. I'm daying here.”

“Theyll have you in less than an hour.”

“Nevertheless, | say.”

The bruin bent, picked up the sack and handed it to him again, saying, “Y ou're coming aong, SO get
used to the idea”

Jask dropped the sack again. He was shaking so badly that his teeth rattled in the Hill of the Storage
chamber. “No.”

Thistime the tainted creature did not pick up the sack, but he picked up Jask instead, gripped him by
the collar of his cloak and hoisted him off the floor, so thet they were eye-to-eye. He peded his black



lips away from his teeth and grinned that Satanic grin of his. His dark tongue licked the points of al those
white teeth, as if he were anticipaing the fird bite. When he spoke, his voice was like a carefully
controlled ped of thunder, dl the force of his big lungs behind it. “Either you come with me, little man, or
you die here, now.”

Jask sputtered but could not find any words. He had begun to think he should never have ressted the
degth sentence that had been passed on him the day before, in the enclave court.

“l cant afford to leave you behind for those others to pick apart. You know | have a pack, wel
provisoned, and that | intend to set out across the Wildlands. When | reach the other side, | don't want
to find that those Pure friends of yours have radioed others of ther sort on the other shore. It would
make the trek seem wasted.”

“Youll never make it anyway," Jask said. “Youll diein the Wildlands. Therefore, everything dse is
academic.”

The bruin's breath was not epecidly pleasant, and he let Jask have a srong whiff of it, square in the
face. “One thing you've forgotten, though. It will take me the better part of the day to reach the
Wildlands. If | leave you here, youll have spilled everything long before then. I'll be caught before | enter
the forbidden lands”

“l promise not to tdl them," Jask said, swinging gently from the creature's clenched fig.

The bruin spoke with undisguised anger and disgugt, his eyes squinted beneath the heavy, bony brow.
“You? Hdl, youll squed like a pinned pig, tdl them everything they want to know. Youll bresk in ten
minutes, you puny little bigot.”

Then he opened his hand and let go of the Pure.

Jask fdl in a hegp at the tainted creature's broad, fla feet.

“Get up, now.”

Jask got up, heting the big mutant but hating himsdf more. He rubbed his thin arms and wished that
he did have abit more muscle, enough to ded with the mutant.

Hve minutes later they had packed the sack and were ready to leave the warehouse.

Jask said, “Where do you intend to go if you ever manage to get out of the Wildlands? No matter
where you settle down, youll be rediscovered. Your talent will flare up, unexpectedly. Or youll useit too
often to gain things you want and end up giving yourself away.”

“l intend to find the Black Presence,” the bruin said. “And once I've done that, Il have no need to
live anywhere on this world.”

For amoment Jask was speechless. When he could find his voice, he said, “Foolishnessl There is no
Black Presence. Do you sncerdy believe in dl those slly myths about other worlds, that man once
traveled to the stars and is dill being watched by an—an dien who's waiting to judge him?’

“Why not?’ the bruin asked. “It's higtory, not myth.”

Jask grimaced, for he had redized tha the bruin's world view was even more heretica, more
unorthodox, then he had a first understood. “Then you mug aso believe that the Last War was fought
between two different groups of men—instead of be-tween man and the Ruiner, who had come to undo
Lady Na-ture's work?’

The bear-man laughed aoud. “My friend, the Ruiner you fear so much is only a myth. It is you who
mudt relearn history, the true history of this sorry world.”

“Heresy,” Jask said, apdled.

“No, nothing of the sort. It ismerdly the truth,” the bruin said. “But dl of this can wait until were free
of that pack of dogs baying a our heds. Let's go.”

At the opposite end of the great chamber into which they had clambered from the sewer the bruin
lifted away another stone dab, reveding a second drain. “It's only a different branch of the same system,”
he said. “This way, there's less likdihood of encountering those bastards hunting us” He dropped his
heavy rucksack through, went in after it, looked up a Jask, who stood trembling a the edge of the
entrance. “I could be out of this hole and on top of you before you had a chance to run very far,” he
growled.

Jask nodded despairingly, dropped his smdler sack, and entered the drain after it.



The bruin put the stone shidd in place.

He sad, “Come on, then. We have quite an arduous journey ahead of us, my friend.”

Jask followed in the mutant's tracks, the fungus-coated wadlls close, the water splashing under foot,
the odor amost over-wheming him. He was behind the creature, and he had aknife two interesting facts
that jdled into one crigp, violent notion in his mind. He should be adle to kill it. Y et he knew that if he had
the skill and strength to jam the blade into the bruin's back, he would find himsdf haf-strangled in those
brawny hands before he had time to twidt it.

“You're perfectly correct, friend,” the bruin muttered. “And unless you place that blade in one of two
vulnerable spots, I'd hardly notice the pain.”

“I mugt have privacy inmy own mind!” Jask snapped.

“So that you can plot agang me?’ the mutant inquired, chuckling loudly, clearly enjoying the
exchange and not the least bit frightened by the Pure's momentary thought of murder.

Jask said nothing at dl, plodded on, miseraole.

Something danced across his foot, squesking loudly, ter-rified. He jumped, shivered at the thought of
having been touched by the tainted creature. He was thankful, now, tha the tunnd was in complete
darkness. The bruin, if he had heard the tiny creature, gave no indication of concern.

The mutant chuckled again and said, “By the way, | do have a name. I'm getting weary of seeing
mysdf referred to so vagudy in your thoughts—mutant, tainted creature, quasi-man, bruin, bear-man. I'd
prefer to be called Tedesco. It's the name | was born with.” A bit farther dong the drain he said, “Weve
got along, long journey ahead of us, Jask. It's best that we cdl each other by the right names and learn a
bit of tolerance, if we can.”

Heresy, Jask thought.

Ananimad had no name, no persondity.

“The name's Tedesco," the bruin said. “And I'm no animd. I'm aman.”



THE reluctant Pure was led into the presence of his Generd, where the great man rested on his power
dedge benegth a giant, sprawling oak tree in the man square of the tainted village. The sun had fully risen
now and had seared away the lagt floury clouds of white fog, baking the town like a muffin in an oven.
The white diffs reflected the sun like a mirror and nearly blinded the eye if one looked in that direction.
The buildings, on dl sdes of the square, made of stone, thatch, hand-hewn timbers and poorly formed
glass lay slent and heavy beneath the oppressively warm blanket of ar. Benegth the oak tree, the
shadows were cool and deep, the slence even more complete than in the waiting streets. The oak and
the Generd seemed to complement each other, two examples of Lady Nature's power, though the oak
was dmog certainly not a pure species. The Pure soldier, aware of the sn he had committed, trembled
vighly in the company of oak and Generd, devoutly wishing he were dead.

“You are the coward?’ the Generd inquired, nothing in his tone but disdain.

The Pure soldier nodded, unable to look at the greast man or a any of those who had accompanied
hm here.

“You were sent with Dyson Prider to investigate one arm of the sorm drains. You knew that your
misson was essentid to the capture of these two espers.”

“Yes” the accused said.

A dight breeze rudtled the leaves of the oak, only for a moment, died away again, asiif it were Lady
Nature's own comment on hislack of courage.

“You panicked and turned back,” the Generd said, adjust-ing his cloak as he spoke, “forcing your
companion, Dyson Prider, aso to abandon the hunt in that arm of the drains.”

“Yes”

“What is your name?’

“Ribbert Keene, Your Excdlency.”

“Areyou an animd, Keene?’

For the firg time the Pure soldier looked up, adlint of defiance in his eye. “1 am a man. | have a fine
family higtory with no trace of genetic damage.”

“Would amen have turned back from amisson he knew to be of the utmost concern to his race and
his enclave?’ The Generd was not even looking at the accused, but upward into the thickly interlaced
branches of the tree, asif he found it physicaly painful to direct his gaze on such amoraly bankrupt man.

“The drains are pitch black, Your Excdlency,” Ribbert Keene complained.

“You had torches”

“Which dispdled the darkness only for a short way. Corrup-tion lay on dl sdes—things crawling in
mutated fungus, tainted mosses underfoot, mutated-rats, insects, scampering before and behind . . .~

“Nevertheless” the Generd said, 4ill saring upward into the cool, green leaves, his face a broad
blandness that belied the fury bailing just below the surface, “you will submit to thor-ough genetic testing
as soon as we have returned to the fortress. You will abide by whatever recommendations the genetic
gpecidigs make, based on whatever they discover about your gene patterns. Judging by your unmanly
performance here thismorning, | suspect the tests shdl prove anything but negative. Dismissed.”

To his guards, who fenced him with ready weapons to ensure his safety, the Generd said, “Now we
have only one team of men in the drains, and we can no longer count on trgpping the fugitives below
ground. Since these are desperate creatures, neither can we rely on their proceeding rationaly. Logic, of
course, never has been a normd tool of tainted beings. With thisin mind | believe we should widen our
search pattern and not expect them, necessaxily, to show up somewhere in the town itsdf. They may try
to reach the forests bordering the Chen Valey Blight." He shifted in his seat and looked away from the
oak. “See that our men are better dispersed so that paths between the town and the forest are patrolled.”

One of the guards, who doubled as the Genera's chief mes-senger, moved away from the smdl park



inthe square to carry out his master's orders.



MERKA SHANLY (femde Pure) and her partner, Kane Gray-son (mde Pure)—dressed identicdly in
bluewhite cloaks, blue boots and meta-studded black fabric bets both carying deedly prewar
wespons, both with flaghlights held before them—came out of the mouth of the drainage tunnd into a
wide stone-walled chamber that was the hub of the storm drains, six spokes radiaing from it. A low but
vaulted ceiling was the home of web-building spiders and curious, green and yelow fung that appeared
to defy the laws of gravity by growing down and then, gradudly, horizontd, until they laced together,
forming living nets for no clear purpose other than—inexplicably—that of rivaing the delicate work of the
spiders. The walls were patched with iridescent moss, with black moss and with a deep purple dime that
writhed subtly whenever their lamps illuminated it. In the far corners, searching out holes in the decaying
mortar, roaches and centipedes of unholy Sze skittered out of Sght, so large and weighty that the tapping
of their many feet was audible. A sx-legged creature that might have been descended from a pure rat
turned a baeful yelow-eyed stare at them, then hopped dumsly out of Sght into the mouth of one of the
other tunnes. A stone promenade, perhaps sx feet wide, connected dl the open tunnd mouths, though
the center of the room was occupied by a pit, dl cobbled in water-worn stone, that dropped Straight
down, out of Sght, ready to carry storm water into the bowes of the earth.

“What now?" Kane Grayson asked, standing warily in the center of the promenade width, neither too
cose to the pit, out of which anything might crawl, nor too near the wall, behind which rodents and
ingects of tainted heritage were certain to be lurking.

His voice echoed softly from the damp walls.

“We cannot guess which of the other five ways to take,” Merka said, sweeping the dark, forbidding
tunnds with the barrel of her rifle “I see nothing for us to do now but gt and wait until the espers
appear.”

“If they appear,” he said.

“Why shouldn't they?”

“Perhaps the other team got them—Keene and Prider.”

She said nothing, but set her thin, bloodless lipsin a tight line that expressed her reluctance to accept
that.

He said, “Or perhaps there are other collection rooms like this one, dozens of other collection points
for the water and, therefore, many other branching tunnels”

She said, “Do you want to return to the Genera now, make a report that we were unsuccessful?’

He didn't even have to think about that. He looked away from her and said, “Well wait a bit.”

“And | suggest that we wait in quiet,” the girl said. “Our echoing voices may carry quite far in these
tunnels”

They stood together in the center of the walkway with their backs to the tunnd out of which they had
come moments earlier, uncertain that even that route was safe but prepared to trust it because it was, a
least, known to them.

The rat with 9x legs came back from the opposite tunnd, looked a them, twitched its trunklike
proboscis, disappeared agan.

Merka Shanly was displeased at having drawn this duty, not chigfly because it was dangerous or
frigntening (though it was surdy both), but because it mugt be performed in the company of Kane
Grayson. She knew the man intimately, dl there was to know about him, for she had been ordered by the
Committee on Fruitfulness to share a conjugd bed with him some eghteen months ago. They had made
love, regularly, nightly, for a year with no offoring to show for it and had, a the Committeg's order,
discontinued ther relationship. Actudly, she thought now, watching dl the black tunnds, they had never
redly made love but amply screwed, mechanicdly, like a couple of prewar machines that worked
mindesdy on programmed schedules. Kane had been rather uninteresting as a lover, as inept at that as



he was a dmost everything, a man frightened of his own shadow and too enamored of luxury to risk
anything in hopes of advancement within the enclave's socid structure. He was one of those who could
not see that someday, in the not-too-distant future, the stores of prewar goods, once vast, would be so
badly depleted that sweeping changes in Pure lifesyle must be in-gtigated. When that time came, he
would not be adle to cope. His mind would go; and since insanity was classfied as a mutation, he would
be swiftly exterminated. Merka was aredis, prepared for the changes in Pure ways that were certain to
come, and she intended, in the days of unrest, to dimb the ladder of postion within the Pure socid
Sructure and make it, if possible, to the very top.

Therat returned.

It's snakelike nose raised, siffed them, lowered.

Ignoring them, it began rooting in the fungus and moss adong the wall, foraging for food.

Asde from her adaptability to new conditions—which was not unlike that of the rat, which had
quickly learned to accept their presence—Merka fdt she had severd useful qudities that would ensure
success in the enclave structure. She was in-telligent, fearless of the outsde world in comparison to other
enclave-raised Pures, and she was sexudly atractive by the standards of her kind. Like dmogt dl Pures,
ghe was dim, with a softness to her flesh rather than a tautness of musculaiure. But where other women
might have appeared dack and toneless, her softness was like that of a cloud, recaiving, shetering, warm.
Her breasts were dightly larger than normd, well shaped and full; her fla stomach, fla hips and dim legs
were equaly dluring. She wished that the Committee on Fruitfulness would mate her to some man of
postion and power; then she could use her dailities and her beauty to cut hersdf a niche from which to
make further socid advancement. If she were dways mated to Grayson's sort, she would reman a
soldier in the ranks, her ability to please unappreciated by a man who would become excited over
anything that was breasted and femde.

Something moved in the mouth of the opposite tunnd, a lighter darkness againgt the black shadows
there.

“Kang” she sad.

But even as she cdled and brought up her flashlight, a huge mutant, resembling a wild bear like the
pure grain kept in the enclave, rushed onto the promenade, scooped up the squeding, six-legged rat and
hurled it across the pit.

It struck Kane Grayson in the chest, dug claws into his cloak and held on, jabbering wildly.

Grayson dropped his flaghlight and rifle and screamed so loudly that the echoes, compounding his
own gill voice, were deafening, rebounding from the cold wadls like the cries of ghosts, demons.

When Merka looked back at the mutant, she saw that it had shuffled around the well in the center of
the room and was dmaost upon her: heavy, fur-covered arms raised, claws un-sheethed, teeth bared in a
black and hideous face. She sivung her rifle up to shoot, caught sght of a Pure man running aong to the
sde and dightly behind the bruin, momentarily checked her shot for fear of hurting one of her own kind.
Then, in the same indant, she redized the Pure was no Pure a dl but was, ingtead, Jask Zinn, the esper,
the tainted man. By then, the mutant had struck her, hard.

She dammed back againg the stone wall, her head smacking it audibly. She staggered away, dmost
fdl into the pit, then toppled sdeways, dill holding the prewar rifle in both hands, her flaghlight lying on
the floor and shining across the open pit.

Grayson was dill screaming.

She heard the mutant snarl, heard him Strike the other soldier.

Therat squedled, fdl off onto her chest, scrabbled away into the shadows.

Grayson, mortdly wounded, pitched over the brink of the drainage well, crying out, steedily, until he
collided with a distant floor or a curve in the main shaft.

“Tedesco, no!”

She was not certain who had shouted, then redlized it must be Jask Zinn.

“No!” he cdled again.

Miraculoudy the bearlike mutant checked the wicked, dadhving blow it had amed for her face,
ripped the rifle out of her handsin one brutal movement, and was gone, taking Jask Zinn with him, leaving



her badly shaken, stunned, but definitdy dive. Hurt, yes. She was wracked with pain across her
shoul-ders and breasts; lights of searing intengty shot through her head from the place where she had
struck the wdl. Chiefly, though, she was undamaged and dive.

When she had her breath back, she sat up, crawled to the edge of the centrd pit and shone her
flashlight beam into it.

Darkness.

She could not see far enough to view Grayson's body. Suddenly she decided that was just as well.
She got to her feet and looked for the other flashlight and for Grayson's rifle, found that the mutant had
taken those with him. Turning, she sumbled into the tunnd out of which they had firg come. She had to
reach the Generd and tdl him what had happened, what she had seen and what, from this encounter, she
hed surmised about the espers purpose.



MORE than two kilometers beyond the tainted village, the sorm drains broke open among the ruins of
an unimaginebly ancient aty that had not harbored any form of intdligent life Snce centuries before the
Last War, aplace of canted wdls, crumbling stone, rusted artifacts, a place of vines that fed on pladtisted
but had not even now, after dl these ages, consumed hdf of the avalable fodder. Three wals of what
might have been a cathedrd 4ill stood, great arched windows free of glass, stone pews occupied by a
few scattered bones, which may or may not have been the bones of men or quasi-men, its dtar filled up
with vines that consumed the plagtisted images that had once been symbols of some forgotten
anthropomorphic god or god-dess, demon or angel. Sabs of stone, some of them as much as eghty
meters high, others aslittle as Jask himsdlf, lay on edge, flat, or were dill sanding, carved with messages
that could no longer be read, in words that were now without meaning. Odd mechines, with skeleta
frameworks that disappeared into the earth, with pincer hands, blank glass eyes, rusted speakers, stood
on concrete pedestals, looking out over the vinetangled vida that had once, presumably, been choked
with life, with bustling, thinking creatures.

Jask and Tedesco passed what appeared to be a great, battered spacecraft, though Jask knew that
was impossble. Spacecraft were only myths fary taes, hereses. Yet this monalithic hulk, pointing
halfway to the sky, broken at its midsection, charred and dented, wound round with cregpers and shaded
by trees that had grown from sgplings into mighty giants during its long deep, had dl the characterigtics of
a spaceship, according to the myths

“What do you make of it, friend?’” Tedesco asked over his shoulder as they tramped the crumbling
sreets, stepped around piles of curious debris and skirted ggping holes in the pavement that gave
entrance to secret, vaulted cdlars out of which swept cool, briskly moving currents of ar. All the while
they were flanked by the shiplike structure; it was immense.

“Nothing,” Jask sad curtly.

“Youve seen itslike?’

“Never.”

“Then it would seem to me that such a 9ght would give rise to dl manner of doubts—concerning your
reigion, that is”

“Itisnot a spaceship,” Jask said.

“Oh?’

“It is something €lse dtogether, something that was once quite common and ordinary.”

“A monument, perhaps.”

Tedesco laughed doud but said nothing more. He was aware that he had scored a point and that if he
continued on this tact, he would only force Jask into arambling and boring expostion of the tenets of his
fath, of Pure beliefs. He had said that they would discuss the higtory of the Earth—both his verson and
the Pure, theologicd explanation—Ilater, and he had meant that. Right at the moment, however, they must
concentrate on clear-ing these ruins, which could easlly be circled by Pure soldiers and sealed off. They
mugt gain the forest and, shortly after that, the sanctity of the Chen Valey Blight.

At last they passed the tall section of the abandoned space-craft—if, indeed, spacecraft it was—the
soaring, rust-spotted, sixty-foot-diameter cylinders that might have been Sx mighty engines dinting like
blue jewelsin the danting rays of the giant sun. Now Jask was more a ease, relieved of the threstening
Sght of the ship, no longer congtantly confronted with the wonder of it—the deeply heretical wonder of
it. Still, he found a great ded to caich his eye, engage his mind and make him fed, ultimatdy, as if he
were displaced, logt, done and un-happy.

Approximatdy twenty meters above the shattered street, the broken sections of the second-level
roadway swept in what were clearly once-graceful arcs from one peak of ruin to another, sometimes



bresking off in midair, thick beams dangling precari-ousy but held wel enough to have lasted out the
bitter centuries. Here and there the roads crossed pylons or struck through the center of buildings,
twiding out the other sde and curving away in another direction. Beneath the roadways, twisted,
charred, vine-eaten machines, which may have once been the vehides that traveled the skyway, lay quiet
and dream+-ing, dulled and pitted and usdless.

They passed through a courtyard ringed by the smashed and rotting wals of stone and plagtic
buildngs and found, miracu-loudy, a pocket of deanliness and perfection in the midg of the
post-holocaust city. Here, pillars of glass, rigng fifty meters into the sky, each eesly ten meters in
diameter and as clear as fine crydd, ringed a dark glass floor, upon which had been traced curious
desgnsin crimson frogt.

“What's this?" Jask inquired as their feet squeaked on the dick floor.

“l don't redly know,” Tedesco said.

“Then how isit so undamaged, while the remainder of the dity died so long ago?’

“l haven't the answer to that, either,” the bruin said, step-ping up the pace.

Jask genuindy desired answers to these questions, for the strange place had intrigued him more than
alitle—yet he was perversdy pleased that Tedesco lacked this knowledge.

They passed beyond the gimmeing glass columns, stepped off the shining floor and walked on
through more mundane scenery, through crushed blocks of stone, jagged sheets of glass, twisted Sted
beams, the yelowed bones of men, the bones of other less identifiable creatures, past machines of dl
shapes and Sizes, past arow of Sx pyramidd buildings where the doors were ten meters high and twice
that wide and opened on unknowable chambers or devices, past statues of men who had presumably
once been famous, past statues of creatures who werein no way Smilar to man and who were even too
unhumean to be classfied as tainted creatures, quas-men, statues that could only be of beasts. But who,
Jask wondered, would erect a monument to a nonintdligent creature? They passed more of these, some
broken, some in perfect order, passed a great glass bel with what appeared to be thousands of names
etched into its sweeping surface, passed an amphitheater with one seat and a multitude of stages. Shortly
they came upon the most unex-pected sght of dl: three man-sized maintenance robots busly removing
the debris from awal that had recently collapsed for hdf its length.

They stopped.

They watched, perplexed.

All three robots were in bad repair, tarnished, stained, cresk-ing , with tortured limbs and gap-edged
joints, each as tdl as two men but somehow diminished by ther ruined facades, just as an old man,
though keeping hisfull height and stature, oftentimes seems tiny and frail and usdless. One of these three
machines had a broken tread. It bumped around on its two good strips while the damaged band flapped
loudly inits wake. Another had only one good digited extensor arm with which to gather the trash, letting
the other three limbs dap wildly about, jerking this way and that without purpose like the afflicted arms of
acerebra pasy victim. The last machine was blind, ramming heedlesdy into obstacles, dgpping its scoop
hands into empty air when it wished to gather rubble, succeeding a making any achievement at dl only
because it rlied on its audio receptors to take its clues from its two companions. Yet the three of them
toiled industri-oudy, scraping up the dag into their bulbous middles, where they had considerable storage
fadlities, trundling the Suff away to licensed garbage dumps.

“Why do they bother to clean up this one thing?' Jask asked, fascinated by the noisy trio. “Why
worry over asngle pile of stonesin the midst of disaster?’

“Who can say?’ Tedesco asked, shifting the weight of the rucksack on his broad back. He wiped
swest out of his eyes and sghed deeply. “They're dill danking around, guided by the orders of men long
dead, as dien to this demolished city as we are. Who can say what they mean or what they expect?’

“If these machines survive” Jask said, “perhaps others survive, in better condition—perhaps enough
of them to risk dissecting a few to see how they're constructed.”

“Perhgps,” Tedesco said. “But we haven't the time to linger and find out. Come dong, we mugt get
moving again.”

The robots kept at thearr work.



One limped.

One dapped a the air.

One sumbled blindly.

Wearily Jask hefted his gray cloth sack full of supplies, dung it over his back as the bruin had taught
him to do, and followed in the dusty steps of the quasi-man, now and again turning to look back at the
raitling, banging, merry crew of workers until they were no longer visble and the sounds of their mindless
labor had been swallowed up by warm air, sunshine and the sound of their own footsteps.

Asthey waked through the lagt of the antediluvian me-tropolis, the thrugting green heads of trees
now visble as the forest neared, Jask wondered, for the fird time, how strange and unacceptable the
Wildlands mugt be. If here, so close to the white diff and the fortress, lay ten thousand unfathomable
mysteries, what even more inexplicable and awful things lay in the Chen Vdley Blight and beyond? Here,
according to the theology he had been taught, Nature at least maintained some grasp on the land, hed
out however minimdly againg the Ruiner. What madness had been perpetrated in lands where Lady
Nature had no contral at dl, in the wild places?

They walked in a place where the ruins were far less momen-tous than they had been, scaed down
by wind and rain and made the home of dlent, quick-footed animas that watched the two espers but
were not seen.

They waked on a cracked road where the vines, scrub and trees had nearly covered the gentle
mounds of powdered stone.

They walked, at lagt, in the full depths of the forest where no signs of man lay upon the earth.

Aware that the Wildlands were close a hand, Jask grew increesingly miserable until, findly, he knew
that he would soon have to take out his knife and use it on himsdf. Even that snful act was preferable to
entering a place where Lady Nature exerted no power and could offer her creatures no blessngs
whatsoever.



MERKA SHANLY—femade, Pure and badly frightened but determined not to show it—was hauled out
of the drain in the basement of the village inn by two of the younger and stronger Pure soldiers, who,
despite thelr Sze, were very nearly dragged into the muck with her. She was filthy, soaked through with
gagnant water and her own perspiration, her dark hair hanging in unlovely dumps across her narrow
shoulders. She had dropped her cloak in the flight back from the place where Kane Grayson had died,
and she had not bothered to pause and locate it. She wore only the one-piece, toe-to-neck dtretch it
that was standard for dl Pures benegth ther cloaks, and despite her condition, she was not unaware that
it accentuated her attractive figure.

“I mugt see the Generd,” she told the two who had pulled her from the tunnd. “1 have extremely
important news.”

She was conducted out of the inn and down the main street, an dtogether unusud spectacle, traling
water and grings of moss behind her, brushing her sticky, matted har away from her |eft ear. She was
the center of attention for the soirding, mutated flies as wel as for the Pures and tainteds who watched
from the street and from behind curtained windows.

“I think you had best stand off a bit,” the Generd said when Merka was brought into his company.

S0 she stood done just outside the shade thrown by the massve oak, gdinking even more intolerably
for the effect of the relentless heat of the sun.

“Your name is—"

“Merka Shanly, Your Excdlency. And | have vitd news”

“You destroyed the espers?’

She bowed her head a second in contrition, but raised it dmog indantly, not about to be subdued.
“We encountered them, sr. Kane Grayson was murdered by the creature that looks like a bear, but |
managed to escape them after my rifle was batted from my hands.”

“So far,” the Generd said, “you've reported nothing more than abysmd failure”

His tone did not put her off, for she noticed that his eyes often strayed to the prominence of her
breasts and the narrowness of her waist. She wondered, flegtingly, if she had anticipated this megting and
hed logt her cloak, subconscioudy, on purpose.

She sad, “I will not attempt to judify the way we bungled our assgnment, Your Excdlency. But |
believe | bear news important enough to salvage some of the Stuaion.” Before he could speak, she went
on, “Both of the espers carried pro-visons. The bearlike mutant was toting a huge rucksack tha
appeared to be well-guffed. The deviate, Jask Zinn, carried a amdler, gray bag dso obvioudy crammed
with supplies. From what | saw of them, the deviate and the tainted cresture were functioning in complete
accord.”

“Then Zinn compounds his crimes by consorting openly with tainted beings?”’

She wiped a smear of mud from her pretty face and said, “Yes, Your Excdlency. Though it amazed
meto see him form such a close contact in so short atime, and with a beast, a twisted man.”

“Heisamutant now himsdf,” the Generd reminded her. He shifted his gaze from her breasts to her
eyes and found that these were the most gartling blue he had ever seen. “Tdl me, what do you
extrgpolate from the fact that they were provisoned?’

“Thet they mean to leave the town.”

“Of course”

She batted away the flies. “And they'll leave it by means of the sorm drains”

“Ves”

“And that—perhaps they intend griking out for Chen Valey Blight.”

The Generd's guards were obvioudy shocked by the sugges-tion and unwilling to put any credence in
it. They looked quickly a one another, smirked openly.



The Generd said, “Why do you think this?’

“If they were to go anywhere outsde the Blight, we could follow them.” She licked her lips, tasted
foul water, did not grimace but went on: “or radio other enclaves to be on the watch for them. In the
Wildlands, however, they are safe from us— though they will have other, worse things to contend with.”

“I believe that my own conclusons mirror yours,” the Generd said, putting a stop to the amirking of
his guards, who now, abruptly, nodded their heads wisdly, as if they had dways known and believed
what the young gil said was true. The Generd said, “We will take the necessary steps to head them off
before they reach the Chen Vdley Blight. Y ou have done well, Merka Shanly.”

She thanked him, not too profusdy (lest he suspect that she was attempting to ingratiate herself) and
not too vagudy, just enough to let him know tha she was degply moved by his approvd but was
somewhat sy about it as wel. Neither thing was true, of course.

“I will send an escort of two soldiers to accompany you back to the fortress immediady. You
appear to be exhausted, and little wonder.”

“I'mfine, Y our Excelency. | wish to remain here and join in the battle.”

“Neverthdess” he said, “I wish you to return now. Upon returning to the enclave, bathe, rdax and
atire yoursdf ap-propriately for alae dinner in the military suite tonight.”

She looked amazed and seemed to have difficulty finding her voice.

“With you, Sr?’

“Of course, with me. Who ese occupies the military suite?” He amiled at her to let her know that he
was not being rude, but jovid. “I suspect this matter will be settled by then, caling for a celebration. We
will have fine wine, entertainment and severd other enjoyable dinner companions to make a good night of
it”

“Yes, Your Excdlency.”

He watched her depart with the two soldiers who had pulled her from the drain, watched the
provocative sharp lines of her dim, flat buttocks. He hoped she was as pretty beneath dl that mud and
moss as the eyes gave ahint she was. If her face matched her body, she would remain in the military suite
long after dinner. Yes, long after. He was, of course, the chairman of the Committee on Fruitfulness. . . .
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THE dense forest was a combination of tainted growths and pure strains, Jask knew, though he was not
readily able to identify those varieties of plant life that were soldy the handiwork of Lady Nature, nor
those that had been touched by the corrupt hand of the Ruiner. He could see, though, when they were
drawing near the Chen Vdley Blight, for he watched the forest—partidly mutated as it was, dumb and
sensdess as it was—wither rapidly, as if it had no desire to flourish beside that blagphemoudy barren
land that had long ago been consgned to the rule of the Ruiner. The trees dwindled, grew sckly and
bent, changed in color from fresh green to an unhedthy brown-yellow. The undergrowth, too, developed
new character, be-came somehow threatening, thornier, laced with ropy vines like tentacles, ugly and
cold and dearly mutated far beyond Lady Nature's origind design.

Tedesco lead the way, carrying both of the antique rifles, which Jask, somewhat againg his will, had
shown the mutant how to use. He led them off the obvious paths and approached the entrance to the
Wildlands asif he expected to find Pure sentries guarding the way.

Jask followed.

Shortly they came to the end of the forest, where they had to hunch over in order to remain hidden by
the dwarf trees. They stared across the hundred yards of utterly bare earth to the place where the Chen
Vdley Blight began, and they saw dl of this

eprigms risng up, towering overhead like the mongroudy crested waves of an dien seq,
jagged-edged againg the com-parably unspectacular blue of the sky, appearing to ebb and to flow, shift
and wash as water on a beach, but in redlity as dationary as the stone Jask fet he had been turned into;

*bright sunlight dancing dong the brittle edge of the waves, piquing them with what might have been
seafoam but was actudly as insubgtantia as the air, atangible and frothy glare;

ecolor, riotous color, reds and blues and greens and ydlows, burgundy and black, orange and
crimson, amber, emerdd, violet, Senna, countless subtle shades both bright and pae, shimmering,
writhing, moving as if they were dive, color so full of activity thet it appeared to be sentient;

stunnds in the waves, winding caverns, boring holes, shelves, culs-de-sac, some large enough to
admit the two of them, others only big enough to pass Jask Zinn, channds into the heart of the bright,
hard sea, which made the massive structure seem, abruptly, less like a sea than like a mammath growth
of cordl. . ..

“Bacteriajewds,” Jask said.

They stretched on ether hand for severd miles, glittering until they fdl away beyond the curve of the
horizon, a numhing extravaganza of explogive tint, related to the dump of bacteria jewels that served as a
landmark between the enclave and the tainted village from which they had fled, but much larger than that
tiny growth, inconceivably more extensive.

“How far—" Jask inquired, pointing supidly, hisdim hand trembling before him.

“A hundred miles” Tedesco said.

“That much?’

The bruin seemed humbled by the display fully as much as Jask was. “Perhaps twice or three times
thet,” he said.

“So bright.”

“Even brighter by dark,” Tedesco said. “Likdly, it is no older than the formation that stands outside
my village—but has found some richness in the soil or the ar, or in some other circumstance, which
caused it to sprawl s0.”

“The Ruiner caused it,” Jask said, adamant.

Tedesco said, “There is no such creature.” He turned away from the soaring wal of luminescence,
looked both ways dong the barren no-man's-land between the stunted woods and the Wildlands. “We



seem to be done”

Jask said nathing. As Tedesco stood and beckoned him to follow, as they stepped out onto the dark,
dead s0il, he drew his knife, looked at the blade and wondered where best to driveit into himsdf. He did
not want to linger. He wished a swift death.

Hissuicidd reverie was interrupted by a barked, military command in a voice he knew too wdl: the
Generd. An indant later the sound of prewar weaponry ripped apart the tillness of the borderland as the
Pure soldiers sought to get the espers properly in ther sights.

“Quickly!” Tedesco shouted.

The earth boiled up, foamed like amad creature, settled into dag at Jask's fedt.

Unthinking, terrified, he legped across the molten pool and ran after the lumbering man-bear.

The Generd issued another command.

A bolt of energy caught one of the reaching tips of the wavelike upper Structure of the bacteria
jewds, shattered that into afine, bright dust, like glassy snow that settled over them.

“Herel” Tedesco cdled, turning, sanding beside one of the larger channds between the arms of
bright crystas.

Jask ran toward him.

Tedesco opened fire on the soldiers who had ventured out onto the baked surface of the unfertile
land. One man screamed, danced backward, brought down, flaming, by a weapon he had never
expected a tainted creature to possess. Another, decap-itated by the bruin's second shot, stumbled
forward, spouting blood, waving arms that were no longer intdligently directed; after a few erratic steps,
the corpse collgpsed into a gory bundle, gripping fingers frozen as if they wished to scratch a burrow in
the soil.

A beam burst againg the wal of jewels next to Jask, cored it, reeming out chips of glassy Suff.

A moment later Jask legpt into the opening and kept on running, the roar of the bettle desfening as
the crystds picked it up, amplified it, gave theilluson that an amy bayed at his hedls.

He ran for severd minutes, fallowing the winding course of this channd of the great labyrinth, until, at
last, he sumbled, exhausted, and fdl to his knees on the polished floor.

Tedesco was right behind him. “They won't follow,” the mutant gasped, leening back agangt a
sunburgt of blues and greens, made larger than life by the colorful backdrop.

It was then that Jask redlized he had entered the Chen Vdley Blight, the Wildlands, where the Ruiner
reigned supreme. In his panic he had forgotten dl about suicide. He had even logt his knife.
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THE Watcher stirs restlessly, though its slumber is profound.

Temporarily withdrawn from thought of any kind, it feeds mindlesdy on the web of forces that
contains it, replenishes energies of the soul that have been wasted by years of waiting, centuries of
anticipation . . .

In time, it will wake.

It must.

Perhaps its deep will end naturally, at the time it has planned to arise from its bed.

Or perhaps it will be stirred to consciousness by a strengthen-ing of sympathetic psionic
resonances that have just now pricked it for the first time.

The Watcher is meant to watch and wait.

Even a Watcher, however, must sometimes rest.

It tirs, sighs, subsides, feeds and continuesitslong nap . . .
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THE whites of Tedesco's eyes were green, and the wrinkled black flesh of his face, shiny with swedt,
gleamed a many points with sty emerdd droplets. He led Jask into alarge, jewe-walled, jewe-floored
chamber that was fully forty metersin diameter, though the celling lay just a meter overhead. In the center
of the room he shucked off his rucksack and let it fdl. The whumpf of its impact on the dlittering floor
echoed in that place like the beat of distant wings.

Jask dropped his own gray sack of supplies and sat down. His thin legs were too weak to support
him much longer; if Tedesco had wished to go on even another hundred yards, the Pure would have been
forced to stay behind. He was trembling dl over, uncontrollably, like a man with the ague, though his
symptoms represented only fear and exhaugtion.

Tedesco sat down, too, generating more winglike rever-berations, which the two of them lisened to
for atime, until the slence was again complete and until they had recovered their bregth.

“Well spend the night here,” the bruin said. He indicated the sea-colored walls and said, “Deep inthe
formation, where it'sdl greens and blues like this, the lights are the least bother-some at night.”

“Youve been here before?” Jask inquired, staring a the glassy walls around them. They had come
through areas of ydlow and orange, of red and violet and findly into these cool vaults.

“Not in this particular room," Tedesco explained. “But I've explored severa other branches of the
gructure. I've been fascinated by it Snce | was just a child.”

Jask was intrigued by what was, to him, a twofold reveation: fird, that anyone would find the
Wildlands “fascinating” rather than terrifying; secondly, that Tedesco had ever been a child. He knew, of
course, that the bruin had not sprung fully grown from his mother's loins. Still, to imagine Tedesco playing
with toys and toddling around like a humen child. . . .

Tedesco sghed, asif he had been ligening in on Jask's thoughts and had to agree that childhood now
seemed an im-possibility, and he said, “When my esp powers began to bloom, | redized that my life
might depend on my familiarity with the Wildlands. And now it seems that | was quite correct.”

Jask looked at the two prewar rifleslying beside the mutant, cold and black and deadly, and he said,
“How many of them did you kill?’

“A couple,” Tedesco said vagudly.

Jask looked down at his own hands folded in his lap, and he tried to sort out how he fdt about these
murders. If Tedesco had not returned the soldiers fire, nether of them would have reached the entrance
to the jewded bacteria. Yet, Tedesco was a mutant, and his victims were Pures. It was clear where
Jask's sympathies should lie.

“Isit clear?’ Tedesco asked quietly.

Jask looked up, confused, unable to answer.

The bruin turned to his rucksack and began to open various compartments. “Let's have something to
ed,” he said, tondess and remote.

They consumed three lengths of dried, sdted meat (Jask could choke down only hdf a gtick;
Tedesco happily finished the rest), five pieces of fresh fruit (Jask being satisfied with two, Tedesco with
three), hdf aloaf of hard brown bread (Jask spat out hisfirg bite, disgusted by the texture and taste and
aware, for thefirg time, that he was edting tainted food fit only for mutants; the bruin munched happily on
the remainder), and a quantity of water from the long wooden flask in Tedesco's pack. They spoke only
occasondly as they ate, reserving most of their comments for the food or for the shifting, rippling colors
thet glowed bxilliantly in the wals.

When they were done, Tedesco said, “I promised you a discussion.”

Jask 1ooked blank for a moment.

“On the virtues of our individud notions of this world's history,” the mutant explained.



“Mineisnot anotion,” Jask said.

“Oh?

“Well see”

“Yes, wewill,” Jask said, though he had dready begun to wonder if the bruin's verson—whatever it
was—might not be more sound than his own. According to Pure philosophy, he was now in the redm of
the Ruiner, who should have sought him out ingantly and destroyed him. Y et he lived. As far as he could
see, he was not even changing physcaly. Unless the Ruiner were modifying him dowly, inwardly . . . .
The idea repeled him and caused him to draw into himsdlf, hugging himsdif like a child in the womb.

The husky mutant leaned back againgt his rucksack, as if the lumpy bag were a pillow. He used the
long, hard claw a the tip of his stubby but humanlike thumb to pick at his jagged teeth. He said, “Let's
hear your story firgt, my friend. How do you explain the world in which we find oursdves?’

Jask thought a moment, brushed nervoudy as his hair, cleared histhroat and spoke carefully, wanting
to get thisdl right. His reigion was not one that evangdized, because its requirements for membership
were biologicaly sringent. Y et, he felt, on some fundamenta spiritud basis it was important to make this
tainted creature understand the infinite wisdom in-herent in the doctrine and dogma of the Pure church.
As concise-ly and as dramdically as he could, his tone becoming more confident as he continued, he told
whet hiskind believed. . . .

Many thousands of generations ago, there had been no mutants in the world, for dl of mankind lived
in harmony with Lady Nature. These Pures established a avilization of conquest and discovery, the
myderious remains of which are to be seen to this day in the many ruins and in the dill-functioning
fortresses where the Pures maintain avigil againg the Ruiner. Lady Nature set no limits on her cregtures,
but offered them even the starsif they proved themsdlves capable of accepting and usng the gift.

“And what happened to bring about this crumbling Earth we now inhebit?’ Tedesco asked.

There was a note of sarcasm in his voice but aso, Jask thought, not just alittle genuine interest.

As atemptation, to test the mettle of Her creations, Lady Nature permitted mankind the knowledge
of the Genetic Mys-tery, dlowed him to learn how life could be created without Her, how species could
be atered and how man himsdf might change his appearance so that he could fly or live benegth the
waters like fish. She fully expected them to reject the gpplication of this knowledge, expected them to
procdam ther love for Her and to refuse to accept the role of gods in Her place. Instead mankind went
agang Her will, created whole new races, some-times for experimental purposes and other times for
litle more than a lark, for decoration in a society they fdt had come to lack ethnic differences and
individuaism. Once they had disre-garded Lady Nature's prime right of creation, they had opened this
sector of the universe to the influence of the Ruiner, another cosmic force working in opposition to Lady
Nature, once Her mate and now Her enemy, a creature of evil and hatred and jedousy. With the Ruiner
corrupting men's minds and souls, the laws of Nature were more and more discounted until at last Lady
Nature and the Ruiner engaged in direct, morta combat, bettling back and forth across the face of the
Earth, warring for the possession of human souls.

Tedesco laughed. Or perhaps he coughed. Jask could not be sure, for the bruin's face was blank
when he looked up.

“Goon,” Tedesco sad.

“Atlagt,” Jask said, “the world was little more than ruin, with most of mankind destroyed or tainted.
Lady Nature, dis-appointed in us, left behind only a resdud piece of Her power to watch over us as.
Shefled to another part of the universe to begin new work. The Ruiner, having stalemated Her, pleased
with that and eager to locate Her and do damage to Her new work, aso left behind a fragment of himsdf
in order to maintain the balance of power established here between him and Lady Nature. We've been
druggling, in the thousands of years since, to maintain Lady Nature's origind creations and to enlarge our
enclave populations so that, in time, She may find us worthy, once more, of Her close atention.”

Tedesco stared a a stintillating splotch of chartreuse that vegudly resembled a dragon's head and
played in the wal behind Jask. He said, “But your enclave populations are dedining.”

“Only temporarily.”

“Congantly,” he disagreed.



Jask was planly deected, his head held low between his frall shoulders, his body a mass of sharp
angles as his bones pressed agang his thin padding of flesh like gtruts againg a tent skin. He sad,
“Perhaps we Smply aren't worthy of Her renewed in-terest.”

“And perhaps she doesn't even care,” Tedesco said.

“She mug carel” Jask snapped. But his emotiond response was only momentary; he subsided into
gpathy again, daring at his knees. “It isn't for Her to care—not urtil we've erased our past sins and have
proven that we are proper receptacles for Her grace.”

Tedesco considered dl of this for a moment, looked away from the green walls and studied the
diminutive Pure. “1 don't believein any god or goddess," he said, his voice low and gruff. “But if | did, |
don't suppose | could fancy one that was as fickle as yours”

Jask said, 1 didn't expect you to bdieveit.”

“Why? Because I'm—tainted?’

“Yes”

“So areyou.”

“But | wasn't dways thisway.”

“That hardly matters” Tedesco said. He amiled dightly and added, “So far as| can see, Lady Nature
is an unforgiving bitch goddess. Youll be on the outs with that one until the last day of your life—and
perhaps even after that.”

Jask said nothing.

“Will you ligen to my story now? It's much easier to swalow than yours, much more detailed then
yours without dl these vagudly defined gods and their cosmic brawls.”

Defengvdy Jask said, “No one can understand Lady Nature or the Ruiner wel enough to define
them crisply. Could a nonsentient forest animd define you or me? Surely you can understand that the
higher life form of Lady Nature and the Ruiner isdl but incomprehengble to us lesser crestures.”

Tedesco sghed and said, “Will you ligen? And will you think about whet | tdl you?’

“Itwill dl belies” Jask said.

“Do you honestly think 1 would deceive you?’

“Not purposefully.”

Tedesco grinned. “Ah, then you believe me deceived my-sdf, or even mad.”

“Or both,” Jask said ruefully. “But I'll ligen.”

Tedesco sat graght up, leaning away from his rucksack. “Firgt of dl, there is no Lady Nature or
Ruiner. Never was. Never will be.”

Jask said nathing, but he was clearly dishdieving.

Tedesco sad, “Approximatey a hundred thousand years ago, men fird learned how to build
meachines that would fly. They had accomplished much before this time, though the deeds of those eras
are utterly logt to us now. The cataclysms in between have erased so much of the old records. Actudly
preflight eras don't interest us much, for it was with the development of the flying machines that mankind
bloomed like a flower. In less than a century they had graduated from flights within their own atmosphere
to trips to the moon and the establishment of colonies on severd other nearby worlds”

“Man has never left this world,” Jask said. “The stars are denied him, because he has never earned
them.”

“I'm not taking about the stars right now,” Tedesco said. “Judt the planets, a fird. | know that you
don't understand me, but that is only because the knowledge of other worlds has long been forgotten.
You see, besides the gars, there are nearer heavenly bodies, as large as our own, not like the moon,
henging out there waiting for us.”

“I've never seen them,” Jask said.

“You can't see them that eadily,” Tedesco said. “They are not so far away as the stars, but far enough
to appear only astiny spots of color in the night sky.”

“Then they are dars,” Jask said.

Frustrated with his own inability to explain and with Jask's narrowmindedness, Tedesco thumped his
fig on the blue floor. “Planets, like this one. Like the planets that circle each of those stars you see a



night.”

“But you're asking me to take dl of thisincredible Suff on faith,” Jask complained.

“If you can take Lady Nature on fath, you can ligen to what I'm tdlling you.”

“Lady Nature is different,” Jask indsted.

“I'l agree to that,” Tedesco said, grinning.

“Oh, go on,” Jask said. He shifted his position, for his poor shell of flesh did little to cushion his bones
from the jeweed floor.

Tedesco sad, “Men settled on the other planets drding our sun, fought impossble environmentd
problems there and won. In time, perhaps a thousand years after they touched down on the moon, they
launched the fird starship. A thousand years after that, they had uncovered the key to fagter-than-light
travel and began the greatest erain the history of the race. They went to the stars.”

“Impossible. If we had achieved so much, Lady Nature never would have left us to—"

Tedesco interrupted with a wave of his hand and continued when Jask grew quiet. “For perhaps five
thousand years, man-kind journeyed in the stars. The number of other worlds is infinite, you know. The
posshilities for discovery never ceased. Indeed, in dl tha time mankind encountered no other sentient
race, only the ruins of what other races had achieved and lost in ways we will never know. But &fter five
thousand years, men discovered dien races superior to our own. It was this encounter that led to the
decline of their avilizetion.”

Jask sad, “How could that be? Space and stars are blessings, not evils”

“Man found that he could not communicate with the dien races that he met, for they were purey
telepathic beings who had eons earlier stopped communicating verbaly. An entire gdactic dvilization,
composed of hundreds of odd races of beings, did business by means of telepathy. Some of them could
read the minds of men, but none of them could make themsdlves understood, for man was not the least
bit receptive to their menta emanations. Earthborn were outcasts, both intellectudly and socidly. Perhaps
they could have ignored these superior beings and gone on, exploring arms of the universe in which the
other races had never ventured or had no interest. But they did not. Man was precocious in some ways,
venturing into space before most other races did, quick and bright and eager to learn. On the other hand,
he was hundreds of generations away from acceptance by his superiors. For this reason, and for the
psychic shock hisinferiority caused him, man retreated from the stars, came home to his own system of
worlds, findly withdrew back to Mother Earth hersdf, there to contemplate his position on the scale of
things

“In time his inability to accept his station in the cosmic order corrupted him, turned him away from
redl achievement. For thousands of years mankind reveled, trying to forget that he occupied a low rung
on the ladder of sentient dvilizations. He partied. He made new toys, among which were the Artificd
Wombs. At firsd some held hopes that these centers for genetic juggling would produce telepathic men,
but this was not to be. In a few years the Artifiaa Wombs were just other toys, to be played with by
parents who wanted colorful children either for the thrill of it or for some strange socid status I've never
been able to define.

“In time ther society divided into countless cults and sects, splintered by philosophies and religions,
by occupations and leisure interests, by palitics and morals, they began to lose interest in the games and
other fedtivities. Men fdl to arguing with other men. These arguments became fidfights. The fig-fights
degenerated into armed confrontations, and then into genuine battles and, at lagt, into mgor wars among
differing power blocks. For a brief while the catalogue of human knowledge was added to—as men
theorized, built and used strange new weapons. But this was only a cancerous growth of knowledge, and
it led to the Last War, nearly killing the entire human organiam. This occurred seventy-five thousand years
ago. In the time since, mankind and dl his mutated sdves struggled for survivad againg saggering odds,
often nearly logt, somehow went on and grew, lost ground, gained ground, and obtained the present
Medievd levd.”

Jask shook his head. “There are a great many gapsin your story.”

“How do you explain the fortresses where the Pure enclaves live? Were they not Lady Nature's gifts



to the survivors of Her war with the Ruiner, Her offering of alast chance for mankind to remain pure and
gan Her grace agan?’

“They were nothing of the sort,” Tedesco said. “They were amply the last refuge of mankind when
thefind war had devastated the Earth. They were origindly built to house high government officids who
remained safe while most of the populace was ashed and plagued with diseases.”

“What of these jeweled formations?” Jask inquired.

“What of them?’

The Pure stood and stretched the knotted muscles in his legs, rubbed & his sore buttocks with both
hands. “Can you deny, in good conscience, that they are monuments to the Ruiner and that they were
established by the firs men who openly worshiped a fdse god?’

“l can deny it two ways” Tedesco sad. “Fird, by logic. Does it seem reasonable to you tha any
group of men would have spent the time necessary to handcraft a sea of jewels as an offering to their
god? The task would have taken centuries.”

“It is not completely beyond the bounds of reason,” Jask inssted.

“Thet is neither here nor there” Tedesco said. “I know the red truth behind the jewd sea." Fumbling
with the concepts asif they were heavy stones, he tried to explain to Jask the nature of biologicd warfare
and the purpose of the bacteria jewels.

When he had finished, Jask shook his head doubtfully, though his response was not nearly so violent
as it would have been only a day or two earlier. Jask supposed he had become corrupt without ever
taking notice. Tedesco, on the other hand, supposed he was ganing a bit of indght, at last. Jask said,
“Even if what you've told me is true—a posshility | rgect, you understand—what good will this new
theology do us?’

“Itisnot just another theology,” Tedesco said patiently. “It isthe truth; it is history.”

“Sill, we are without succor, without friends, without any place we can be safe and cdl home. One
interpretation of events seems little more vauable than the other.” He sat down again, too weary to stand
any longer, despite the nagging diffnessin his haunches. “So where do we go from here?’

“Tofind the Black Presence,” Tedesco said. He spoke as casudly as he had during dinner, as if the
proposa was not in the least bit mad. But it was, of course: mad, insane, maniacd.

“Chadng afary tde?’ Jask asked, disgusted.

The bruin, however, remained cam and sure of himsdf. “It is no fary tae. When mankind withdrew
from interstdlar space and fdl back on his own world, the telepathic diens he had encountered
dispatched a creature to keep watch over us and to monitor our evolution. When we begin to show sgns
of acquir-ing psonic abilities—especidly telepathy—this creature is to contact its own kind and lead us
into full association with other advanced races. Mankind will then be ready for the stars. In fact, you and
I, with our telepathic talents, are evidence that the time has come for mankind to grow up.”

“But we are no longer men,” Jask said. “We're tainted.” He spoke with great sadness, aware that he
had a last come to accept hisinferior Satus.

The bruin's patience evaporated in a flame of anger. He scowled, twisting his lips back from sharp
teeth. “Perhaps you are no longer a man,” he said. “I would say you never were one. But I've dways
been a man, am aman, and will face this challenge as a man should.”

After that neither of them spoke for a long while. They watched the bright wals shimmering around
them, absorbed the slence of the vault and became, themsdves, fragments of quietude. Jask waited for
an gpology to baance what he con-sidered an outrageous fit of pique on the other's part. Tedesco
waited, too, but not for an gpology. He waited for some sgn that Jask was findly prepared to face the
redity of their gtuation with more than unrelieved pessmism. In the end it was Jask who proved the
wesker and who spoke fird.,

“You sad the Black Presence was placed here to wait and watch us”

Tedesco said, “Yes”

“If it did exig, it must have been destroyed during the Last War.”

“It would have been wel protected agang destruction; it would have been impervious to humen

weapons.”



Jask thought a moment and said, “Even o, it must have died a naturd degth after dl these thousands
of years.”

“Perhaps its lifegpan is enormous, compared to ours, a thousand years might pass for it as a day
passes for you and me. Or maybe it was relieved of its duty by another observer.”

“You have dl the answers," Jask said. “Yet | doubt you can explain why, if this Black Presence was
put here to wait for mankind to develop extrasensory perception, it has not shown itsdf by now. You and
| are not the only espers. Others have been found and executed numerous timesin the last few years."

Tedesco frowned, for this was the mogt difficult thing to explain. He had wrestled with the problem
himsdf, many times, and had settled on an answer, though it was admittedly a weak one. Replying to
Jask, however, he made himsdf sound doubtless and sure. “Y ou wouldn't expect the Presence to keep a
waitch on every man and woman dive, would you? It must observe in a sdective manner, choosing
subjects here and there. It has gpparently not yet encountered an esper. And until our numbers become
substantid and organized instead of few and scattered, it might continudly overlook us. | want to locate
the Black Presence and force it to sudy us and accept us. | want the stars for myself, as wdl as for my
children.”

Somewhat sarcagticaly, Jask said, “I suppose you have a map to find this mythologica observer.”

Tedesco surprised him by saying, “Not just a Sngle map— but three.” He turned and rooted in his
rucksack, produced three sheets of ydlowed vdlum and placed them on the floor in front of him. “I have
dudied the legends of the Black Presence ever snce my own psonic abilities began to grow. I've
con-cluded it mugt be stationed in one of three places: in the Black Glass craters, in the Glacier of Light,
or benegth the waters of Deathpit.”

“And how have you centered the search on these three points?” Jask inquired. “By drawing lots or
tossing coins?’

“These three seemed the most reasonable of the hundred places mentioned in the legends. Besides, |
have afant precog -ability; usng that, I've sensed an aura of success in these three places.”

Jask unfolded the three maps and studied them. Each was richly illuminated with dragons and other
netherworld crea-tures. He said, “Each of these places—the craters, the glacier, the pit—is in another
quarter of the continent, and each is teribly far from here. Do you propose to traved through the
Wildlands, through kilometers of beast-infested places, and through areas where other Pure enclaves will
be looking for us?

“l do propose it,” Tedesco said. “And I'm pleased to hear you use the plurd—'us."”

“I may not go dong,” Jask said quickly.

“What other options have you?’ the bruin asked.
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THE party in the outer rooms of the Generd's enormous suite had been a raucous one, leaving much
debris in its wake. Origindly intended as a celebration of the Generd's success in gpprehending and
executing the two espers, it became a means of conceding the lack of that success. Much was edten,
much was drunk, much was soilled and wasted. The guests talked animatedly about the Generd's
ruthlessness in driving the tainted fugitives into the Chen Valey Blight. Rather than permit them a quick
death, the assembled guests philosophied, he had forced them into the redm of the Ruiner where they
would suffer for untold years, growing constantly more contaminated; this was a far better end for such
crestures than ameraful shot from the power rifles

When the guests had gone, and when the suite lights had been lowered, the sanitation robots rolled
out of their wal niches and scurried this way and that, like sted rats, nibbling at the refuse, scraping and
scooping and scrubbing and polishing until the great man's home sparkled, fresh and new again. They
would feed the collected waste into the centrd recycler of the fortress, where it would be reprocessed
and packaged for reuse. Stll, what the guests had enjoyed was origind stock, supplied by prewar
men—and what would be produced from the salvage was greetly inferior to what had been so cardedy
consumed.

When the guests Ieft, the Generd informed Merka Shanly, the party was 4ill not over. It would be
moved to the master bedroom.

At his request she had disrobed. She undressed him, dowly, as he liked. She permitted him—indeed,
encouraged him—to fondle her dim and curveless legs, her ddicioudy flat buttocks, her narrow wag,
the swdl of her heavy breasts. He had loved the desthly whiteness of her skinin which the veins could be
seen like deeply buried wires, and she had let him kiss that skin wherever he found it most pleasing. She
hed minigtered to himin every way she knew, had played the mount to his rider and had brought him off.
Afterward he rolled away from her, as a man might leave a dinner table where he has gorged himsdf,
ignored her, drew his knees up to his broad chest and fdl into a deep, untroubled deep.

Merka Shanly was disappointed on two counts. Firgt of dl, she had expected a Generd to be a good
lover, to know where to touch her and how to move her in order to bring her into her own time of joy.
Instead he had been one of the worst lovers she had experienced, cold and doof, dl the heat of him
concentrated in his diffened member, a demanding heet that did nothing to warm her. But beyond that
disgppointment lay another, more serious. She had never expected to see a Generd, a man of
responsbility to his people, wadting the precious prewar stores of food and other goods as they had been
wasted at the party that night. He was less considerate of the future than any of his subjects. This last
disgppointment became a lingering anxiety that would not permit her deep.

She did out of bed.

Nude, she went into the main lounge of the pdatid suite, padded across the thick carpet and
commanded the shielded windows to become clear.

In moments they changed from mirror-black to clear glass and gave her a panoramic view of the night
sky, the brilliant stars and the gibbous moon. Benesth these celestid bodies lay the tainted village where
she had been only that morning, the forest and the mutated landscape of the Chen Valey Blight just
beyond, the home of the Ruiner.

She, unlike the Generd and his subordinates, questioned whether the espers would be doomed in
that place. They were, after dl, dready children of the Ruiner What purpose would that evil god have in
corrupting them further? Better, he would send them out into other borderlands where his power was
incomplete, in hopes they would corrupt other of Lady Nature's creatures.

She sat on the fur-covered couch next to the windows, her bare flesh made more lovely by the bluish
light of the moon, and she stared at the stars, trying to decide what she wanted her future to be like.



Clearly she could use her desirable body and her willingness to perform with it to hold the Generd in her
influence for years to come; he had repeatedly told her that she was the mogt uninhibited woman he had
ever taken. Y, if the enclave continued to ignore the need for an audterity program— as they would
under this thoughtless Generd—those few good years would be followed by starvation, degeneration
and death. It appeared that if anyone were to stop this waste and make plans for continuation of the
enclave once the stores had been de-pleted, she would have to be that one. That meant, besides bedding
the Generd regularly, she would have to plot againg him and, eventudly, remove him from office.

Soon she would have to become a Generd hersdlf.

She fdt londy. Cold.

Looking at the stars, however, she knew, with a sudden and fanatical certainty, that her Lady Nature
would favor whatever connivances, lies and acts of violence she might be forced to employ in order to
put her enclave onto the holy path again. Lady Nature loved them and did not want to see them wither
and perish merdy because so many of their leaders were blind fools and sdf-serving bureaucrats.

Merka rose from the sofa after more than an hour of spiritua sdf-searching and waked into the
bedroom. She stood over the Generd, aware that she could go find a knife right now and murder him in
his deep, with no opposition. He would not even have an opportunity to scream or throw up his hands to
ward off the dashing blade. But the ascendance to power had to be more gradua and more subtle than
that. Besides, she would require a power base, sympathizers and assgtants in the enclave gov-ernment
who would swear their dlegiance to her and ensure her own promotion when this General—passed on.
That would take weeks, most likdy months, to accomplish. Meanwhile, she would have to worry most
about the Generd's continued lugt for her. When the time was ripe for assassnation, she would need to
be next to him, where she could drike suddenly and cover up the traces of her villany before the news
was made public. The Smplest way to keep in his graces was to make him dependent on her favors.

She perfumed hersdf as he liked.

She stood before the mirror and brushed her luxuriant dark hair.

At the bed she pulled back the covers.

He did not wake.

With her mouth, but without words, she bent over him and awakened him to the night and to his
need.



14

ON the morning following their narrow escape from the Pure soldiers, Jask and Tedesco woke in the
blue-green room, ate a cold breskfast thet lay heavy on their somachs, and began their trek through the
jewded sea, down corridors of dazzling color, through chambers like mdting rainbows. Severa times,
they came to dead ends or to a narrowing of the way through which the bulky mutant could not pass, and
they were forced to retrace ther steps, exploring dternate passageways.

Often, they stepped from the end of a corridor into a pocket of open land where scraggly grasses
grew and, sometimes, scrawny trees struggled for existence. Why the bacteria jewds, which towered for
forty meters and more on dl sides, had not closed in, neither Jask nor Tedesco could guess.

In these places Tedesco took compass readings and consulted his maps, chose the direction they
would take when leaving the patch of land and returning to the jewes. Here, too, they performed ther
toilet without feding asif they were fouling some wondrous artifact.

Shortly after noon, as they sat down in the middle of one of these clearings to rest, Jask sad, “I can't
go any farther today."

“Have to,” Tedesco said. “If we don't make good time, we could be in these formations when our
supplies run out. And as you've seen, there's precious little to eat around here, except an occasond plot
of grass”

As they progressed through the jeweled tunnds, Jask had carried his cloak over his arm, dressed
only in the stretch-fit, neck-to-toe jumpsauit thet dl the Pures wore. In the dearings, where they rested, he
folded the cloak under him like a pillow, to protect his bruised backside. Now, perched upon this pillow,
his scrawny legs outstretched before him, he said, “I ache dl over, legs and arms and back and neck. |
haven't any strength to go on.”

Tedesco said nothing, but stood and used his compass, con-sulted his various maps, pondered things
awhile and findly decided on the proper direction for their departure. “Come dong,” he said.

Jask did not move.

“Get up, now,” Tedesco said. And there was more than cgjolery in hisvoice; he spoke with a tone of
commeand.

“I redly can't,” Jask protested. “My ankles are swollen. My thighs are knotted like ropes, and my
kidneys ache.”

The bruin stalked across the dearing and stood over him. “My own feet are hot and sore,” he told
Jask. “But I'm not giving up here.”

“Your discomfort cant match mine” Jask said. “Youre built to take this kind of punishment,
clambering through those tunnels and pacing off kilometer after kilometer.”

“You Pures, with dl your holy disdain for ‘tainted’ genes have inbred yoursdves to the point of
usalessness. | see that. | understand. But I'm not letting you stay behind.”

Jask amiled bitterly.

He continued to massage his swollen legs, and he said, “Then youll just have to carry me”

Tedesco did not gmile at dl. He said. “I won't carry you my friend. | have my own rucksack to worry
with.”

“Then—"

Tedesco lifted one of the prewar power rifles he had stolen from the Generd's men and aimed it dead
center at Jask's chest. He said, “I'll kill you before | go.”

Even the bitter amile did away from the amdler man's face as he stared up into the incredibly large
barrel of the power rifle. He said, “'Y ou've no reason to kill me”

“Yes | have” the bruin sad. “I wouldn't want to leave you here to starve—or to get logt in the
jewes and eventudly go mad. One does not permit such an end for his friends. If | mus leave you



behind, Il kill you and get your suffering over with quickly. Otherwise my conscience would dways
bother me”

Jask shifted his gaze from the rifle barrel to the deep-set, dark eyes under the shdf of the mutant's
brow, and he read the truth in those eyes. Panfully he got to his feet, picked up his cloak and said,
morosdly, “Lead the way.”

Tedesco led the way.

Jask wondered if Lady Nature might not exert at least alittle influence in this place—for he could not
imegine who else would have such areason or power to make him suffer.

For more than an hour they dimbed the steep corridors, bathed in ethered flames that were not hat,
cooled by green trees tha were only illusons without red substance or shadow, crisped orange here,
iced blue there. They crossed slver-black chambers where the callings were cathedra and the mood was
sniger, and they wriggled on ther bellies—Tedesco pushing his huge rucksack ahead—down brown
and purple corridors barely high enough for them to squeeze through. Cresting up-doped hdlways, they
found themsalves sumbling down tilted floors while kaleidoscopes crackled into new forms and hues
beneath ther feet. They tripped and fdl, often, but they got up again and went on, holding to the bright
wadls for support, sweat-dampened fingers dipping from handholds that had seemed safe, grasping
usdedy at jeweled projections that might hep to break their fals. They came to chasms that separated
one am of the tunnd from the next, looked down into meters and meters of fire, into hdlish pits where
animas made of light danced in maniacd glee to entertain them, puffing out of existence as new species of
animds, new colors, flickered into “life” for a brief moment and were gone in their turn. Some-times they
climbed down these jagged chasms and crossed the unpolished floors where faults lay like traps,
conceded by the interplay of color. Once crossed, they dimbed the other sde and went rapidly forward
to meet the next such obstacle—not because they enjoyed the chdlenge, but because each one put
behind them meant one less to face ahead. Other times, if the walls of the gorge were too steep to permit
descent, they used ropes and hooks to congtruct a fragile bridge from the lip of one precipice to the
other. But dways they went on: Tedesco be-cause he had to; Jask because he was afraid to stop and be
shot.

Fndly, after nearly two hours of this torturous routine, Jask had endured enough punishment.
Weakness rose through him like dirty floodwater over the banks of a creek. He swayed as they were
weaving down a steep ruby indine lost dght of the brignt wals as the perfect darkness of
unconsciousness roared over him. He fdl, hard, and rolled urtl he came up agand a
green-and-gold-speckled outcrop. He lay there, unmoving, as Tedesco continued to the bottom of the
run, unaware of his companion’s predicament.

A few minutes |ater, however, the bruin redized that he was done. When he cdled Jask's name and
received no reply, and when a telepathic probe brought him only muddled, unclear thoughts from the
other man, he went back, dimbed the corridor he had just come down and located Jask's bodly.

He kndit, fighting to maintain balance on that dippery floor, and checked the smdler man's pulse. It
was fant but adequate, and fortunately not irregular. He tried dapping the unconscious man to wake him,
shouted his name, and even poured afew drops of precious drinking water on Jask's face, dl to no avall.

For a short moment he considered teking one of his power rifles and putting an end to the smdl man's
troubles. If Jask were not only unconscious but comatose, there was little ese he could do for him. Yet
there was dways the chance that Jask might revive and be abletogoon. . . .

Sghing, Tedesco took off his rucksack and let it dide, dong with the rifles, to the bottom of the
indine Lifting Jask asif the man weighed as little as the lights that flickered in the walls, he carried him to
the bottom of the corridor. Thereefter, for a gruding hour or more, he lugged Jask for severd hundred
yards a atime, put him gently down, went back to fetch supplies, dternaing the two loads urtil he had
brought everything out of the jewel formation and into the center of another precious pocket of open air,
where two amd| pine trees fought for existence and where the grass, though a sckly yelow-brown, was
a least soft and cool.

He lay Jask on the soiled cloak and wrapped the garment around him so that he would not catch a
chill in the brisk evening air that wafted down from above.



He permitted himsdf a amdl drink from the wooden flask, rolled the water over his tongue as if he
were savoring wine, swallowed, and carefully stoppered the container.

He looked at the pale-faced man in the cloak and wondered why he was going to so much trouble
for him. He could as easily have turned the power rifle on him and diminated the Jask Zinn problem
dtogether. Y et, even as he wondered about his mo-tivations, he knew what they were. Depite his years
of sdf-reliance, his ability to go it done no matter what the Stuation, he now fdt that he needed someone
to face the Wildlands beside him—even if that someone were a worthless, skinny Pure. He had |€ft his
entire life behind him, his possessions and his future. What lay ahead was frightening: either sudden death
or the stars. He did not want to go at ether thing by himsdf. It was a weakness he despised the moment
he recognized it, and he turned away from Jask.

He looked at the rapidly darkening sky where it was vishle at the top of the encirding jewd wals,
then lay back, his entire body shaking with fatigue, and went ingtantly to deep.

When Tedesco woke saven hours later, dawn was 4ill along way off. The sky, directly overhead,
was black, while the walls on both sides exploded with countless lights.

He sat up, turned to Jask Zinn, and found the smal man watching him. “How long have you been
awake?’

“Not long,” Jask croaked. He looked thinner and paer than ever.

“Hungry?

Jask sad, “No.”

“Youve got to eat.”

“Later.”

Tedesco saw that he was shivering badly. When he put the leathery padm of his black hand againgt
Jask's forehead, he found that his companion had a fever. He said, “I'll get you some water.”

Jask nodded.

Tedesco poured an inch of water into a wooden cup, raised Jask's head with one hand and tilted the
cup to the parched lips.

Jask sucked weskly at the water, blinking with each swalow asif it pained him.

“Good?’

Jask nodded, tried to amile

' "Take some more," Tedesco urged, pouring another inch of water into the cup and offering it.

“Thanks”

Jask's voice was as soft as awhisper, dl but inaudible.

“Don't mention it.”

Jask began to swdlow a bit more greedily than he had &t firdt, but he suddenly choked as he took too
muchin a once and spat water over Tedesco's hand.

“Easy now!” the bruin said. He took the cup away from his companion's lips, hed his head a little
higher, and waited for the choking to stop.

It did not stop.

In & moment, as Jask's eyes rolled smoathly back into his head, the mutant redlized that these were
nothing so smple as choking noises, but convulsions. Jask was trying to swallow his tongue.

“ Tkl

The smdl man, frall as he was, rose up onto his head and heds until he was arched like a human
bow. Blood trickled in a thin stream from the corner of his mouth, so dark it looked black and not red.
He had dready bitten into his tongue.

“No!” Tedesco shouted.

He grabbed Jask's head, levered his mouth wide open, and, sicking a angle, fat finger between
Jask's teeth, pressed down on the man's tongue and kept him from swalowing it and smothering himsdf.

In another minute the saizures passed, leaving Jask limp and unconscious. He looked very much like
a gndl child, wrapped tightly in the cloak, his har touded, face dack, weask and defensdess but
somehow curioudy trusting.



Shaking, with fear and not fatigue now, Tedesco lowered Jask's head to the ground. In his rucksack
he located a number of squares of cloth, dumped out the items they enfolded, and used them, with
severd fidfuls of the agpless grass, to make a reasonable pillow for his companion's head.

When that was done, he did not know what he should do next. He had no medicines, no herbs or
roots from which to make drugs that might combat a high fever. He had intended to flee alone, before he
hed met Jask, and he was never ill.

For something to do, he rose and paced the length and breath of their roughly circular, roofless cdl,
searching the earthen floor for plants that he might recognize, heding plants that he could process into
tonics and powders and syrups. He did not find anything useful.

He returned to Jask and saw that the samdler man was dill unconscious and trembling uncontrollably.
His teeth chattered, and his bresth was drawn much too rapidly, asif each inhdaion were predestined to
be hislast.

Tedesco poured water into the cup and tried to wake Jask.

But he would not be wakened.

“Damnit dl!” Tedesco roared. His voice squeaked in re-sponse from the jeweled diffs around him,
cleansed, softened and made less forceful by the light.

He began to pace once more, and he was on the far Sde of the dearing, sanding before a purple and
orange sunburst in the wal, when he redized that Jask might have further convulsons while he was away
and might die before anything could be done for him. He hurried back, his huge feet thumping the hard
earth, and he sat down facing the recumbent man, sudying him intently.

“You okay?’

Jask did not respond. At lesst his breathing was norma, and he was not choking on his tongue.

That was the longest night of Tedesco's life, dl of it passing on the razored edge of anticipation.

Jask perspired, droplets beading on his chaky forehead so rapidly it seemed some magic trick must
be employed. They coursed down his face, stained the cloak drawn under his chin. He soaked the cloth
that bound him, turning it a darker color. Tedesco watched, afrad to unwrap him lest he get a chill from
thenight air.

Time passed in series of colors.

Jask took to shivering, his teeth chattering audibly in the dill night, his breath jerky and shdlow. The
droplets of sweat ceased to pop out on his head, and he fdt cold and nearly dead. Tedesco, hepless,
could do nothing then but lift im and hold him, like a mother might hold a child, share bodily warmth,
murmur to him . . . and hope.

Perspiring, chilled, perspiring and chilled again. From one extreme to the other, Jask passed the
hallow night.

An hour before the fird light of the new moming Jask suffered another series of convulsons, not so
bad as the firgt, but not a al reassuring. He cried out and writhed beneath his confining covers.

Tedesco depressed his tongue the way he had done before, spoke softly to him, waited out the
seizure, hdd him to be certain it was dl over, then dowly lowered his head back onto the makeshift
pillow.

For awhile there was nothing more ominous than perspiration and chills. Then, near dawn, as the sky
was growing more purple and less black, Jask began to gnash his teeth together, grinding them so loudly
that Tedesco fdt asif someone were sanding beside him and meking the noisein his ear. He tried to stop
Jask from doing this, but he made no headway .

The sky continued to lighten.

Jask screeched unintdligible curses, flalled medly about him on dl sides, rose up and beat a the air,
dl the while halding his eyes squinted tightly shut.

He fdl back, exhausted, ill grinding his teeth, gathered his strength and flailed some more, hooted
and whimpered, kicked at the earth and the air. He seemed to be fighting some mon-strous battle with an
anvful but invisble enemy meant only for his eyes.

After dawn his behavior was better. He stopped moving so much and settled into a cdm, sound

deep.



Or a deeper coma.

Tedesco wished he knew which it was.

Three hours after dawn Jask stirred uneesily, groaned deep in his throat and blinked his red, swollen
eyes, tears diding like beads of ail from the corners of them. When Tedesco leaned over him, he seemed
to stare through the bruin asif he were not there. He was ddirious, ralling his head agitatedly from side to
side, licking hislips, mumbling incoherently to himsalf.

He drank passvey, dlowing Tedesco to force two ounces of water between his pae, cracked lips,
and then he began to splutter and refused to take anything dse.

He called Tedesco's name, his voice shdlow and shilant.

“Yes? the bruin asked. He leaned closer, walting, aring into those shiny, fevered eyes.

“Tedesco?” Jask repested.

“I'm here”

But it was clear that Jask was dlill talking only to himsdlf, for he gazed through the mutant, and his cdll
was not one of recognition, merely the fragment of a dream.

The morning passed.

Tedesco was not hungry, though he had last esten quite some time before. He knew he would need
grength, and he un-wrapped a meat stick for hislunch. After afew bites he could not swalow any more.
He rewrapped the mest, put it in the ruck-sack, and sat by the sick man, watching for trouble.

The night ar warmed as the day progressed, and the myriad colors rippled on dl sdes.

In the middle of the endless afternoon Jask began to perspire again, though this attack of fever went
unrelieved by the periodic chills he had endured earlier. He soaked the garments in which he was
wrapped and continued to sweat, until Tedesco began to fear that he would eventudly dehydrate.

When he drank now, he consumed far more than an ounce or two of water, sucking greedily on
whatever the bruin put in his cup, though he was 4ill not free of his fevered ddirium or genuindy
conscious of what was happening.

When the flask was empty, Tedesco began to pour from the fat lesther water bag. Worriedly, he
watched Jask drink, checked the dowly but certainly decreasing leve of their last water supply, and
looked anxioudy at the sky, hoping for rain.

As darkness settled overhead and the intengty of the lights from the bacteria jewels increased, with
two-thirds of the water gone from the leather bag, Jask's fever broke. One moment the beads popped
and ran on his face—the next he was no longer sweseting. In afew minutes he was cool and dry.

Tedesco was dill Stting by him when, an hour later, Jask opened his eyes and looked blearily around
the clearing. He amiled tentatively at the bruin and said, “1 fed terrible”

“But better?’

He smacked hisgummy lips. “ Better, yes. How long was | adeep?’

Tedesco said, “Too long.” He grinned with relief.

Tedesco would have liked to make soup for their supper, because he knew that Jask would benefit
by having something warm in his ssomach. But he dared not risk using the last of the water, for some of it
would inevitably boil away and be logt in the making of the broth. Unless it rained they were going to
need every precious ouncein their water bag. Instead of soup, then, they ate the remaining fresh fruit as
they talked about Jask's weakness and subsequent illness.

“It couldn't have been sheer exhaudtion that lad you up like that, my friend,” Tedesco said. “You
were feverish and de-lirious. 1'd say you picked up a bug of some sort, a kind of flu that you had never
been subjected to in the filtered ar of your fortress and in your few ventures out of it. Not a serious bug,
mind you, but one just bad enough.”

“Not serious? You said that | dmogt died,” Jask reminded him, squirming to take the pressure off his
left buttock. He ached from head to foot.

“And that you did. But you're from Pure stock—which means you come from people who are so
inbred that they've become weak and susceptible to the dightest infection.”

Jask thought about thet for awhile, did not like the im-plications, but restrained himsdf from meking a
hesty and bdlligerent reply. He did, at least, owe Tedesco that much courtesy. He said, " You used most



of the water on me and lost a couple of days travding time. Why?’

“You couldn't go on,” the bruin said.

Jask shrugged, found that the Smple gesture required more effort than it reasonably should have, and
sad, “Why not kill me, then? Y ou threatened to kill me before this”

“Would you rather | had?’ Tedesco asked, avoiding the question.

“It might have been for the best,” Jask said, consdering his answer carefully. He thought of how far
they were from Lady Nature, the enclave, everything he knew and trusted. “I certainly can't go on for a
few days yet; I'm too weak to stand, let done walk. Unless it rains, were going to be in dire need of
water because my illness required so much. . . . Yes, you should have killed me”

Tedesco was frozen for a moment, saring hard at the smdler man, then stood so aoruptly that he
dartled his sck companion.

“You ungrateful, cowardly shit! You stupid, sniveing, sdf-pitying little bastard!" His voice was quite a
bit above a scream and just less than a roar of thunder. “You people in the enclaves look down your
noses a the ‘tainted’ and loudly proclam your superiority, but you couldnt survive a minute in a fair
contest with any mutated man. Every last one of you is a vampire, sucking life from what the prewar men
left you, leeches that don't contribute anything!”

“I—" Jask began.

Tedesco shouted him down. “You say tha muscles are a 9gn of the primitive, that a dvilized man
should be puny while machines do dl his work and protect him. That's nothing more than a cheap
philosophical excuse for what you people have let yoursdves become. What are your people? Sugs,
degenerates, maggots, turds, dl of you!”

“Really, you can't say tha—"

Tedesco whirled, swooping in a him, reached for him with a suddenness that was terifying, his lips
drawn from his teeth, eyes wide. He grasped Jask's shoulders and lifted him hdlf off the ground, held him
up so that they were face to face." Maybe | should have let you die. And if | had any common sense,
maybe | should have put a power bolt through your brain!” As the bruin spoke, he sprayed Jask's face
with warm sdiva. “But | didn't! And since you pulled through whatever it was you had, you might as well
be made ussful.”

Jask tried to pull free, couldn't manageit.

“Starting tomorrow,” the mutant said, “were going to take that scrawny, underfed, undermotivated
body of yours, and were going to turn it and you into a vauable part of this expedition. We're going to
get you up and moving. Were going to stat you on an exercise program—push-ups, Sit-ups,
knee-bends, the whole works. We're going to put muscle where there isn't any, whether you think it
makes you primitive or not. You're going to start eating well. If you can keep breakfast down, youll take
aful gick of mest, hdf aloaf of bread and canned fruit for lunch. Youll have two sticks of meat and a
quarter pound of cheese for supper. Protein and more pro-tein—"

“l don't like that meset,” Jask said.

“Tough luck,” the bruin said, letting him fdl back to the ground. “Starting tomorrow, you're going to
do alot of thingsyou dont like”

“You're just wading your time” Jask said. “You could go on by yoursdf and cover more ground
then—"

“No.”

“I'm only a hindrance.”

“Y ou're coming aong.”

Angry, Jask recovered more of his strength than he had possessed ever since held come out of his
fever dreams. He sat up, swaying, his lips tight and his hands fisted. “Theré's no good reason for me to
go!” he screamed, his voice not unlike that of a petulant child. “I'll be in your way. | don't want to go
deeper into the Wildlands, away from Lady Nature. | don't want to go through any rigorous exercise
program. You see? There amply isn't any reason for you to make me do dl this”

“There is” Tedesco said, savagdy, furious for being forced to reved his reasons but left with no
other response. 1 don't want to have to go dl that way alone.” He turned away from Jask and stalked



to the other Sde of the dearing where he stood for along while, watching the colored lightsin the jewels.
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FOR the following twenty days they lived by drict routine. They rose early and breskfasted in whatever
cearing they had spent the night, then set out on ther trek into the jeweled sea. Each day they waked
not fewer than ten kilometers and not more than fifteen, choosing another campsite—with larger-than-
average trees—by noon or shortly thereafter. They ate lunch. They rested to permit proper digestion.
Then, Tedesco became a taskmaster without equa, daily increasing the number of exercises Jask was to
do, gretching his pupil's endurance, building his strength. At supper they talked about what they had seen
during the day's walk, about what they might expect ahead of them. After an hour's rest the evening was
passed in weagponry indruction. In just two weeks Jask had become quick enough and sure enough to
rate Tedesco's gpprova as a knife fighte—and in another week he was fairly accomplished with the
throwing knife as wdl, driking the trunks of the trees eight times out of every ten tosses. They went to
bed early and dept soundly and began the routine dl over again. And again.

Water was no problem, for rain had fdlen seven times in those twenty days, the channes in the
jeweded sea acted as drainage spouts for the slorm, gushing white water up to their ankles. They found it
asmple enough matter to fill their containers whenever this happened.

Food was a knottier problem, for they rapidly depleted what Tedesco had packed and what Jask
hed crammed into the gray cloth sack in the warehouse. Tedesco used the power rifles to shoot a some
of the larger birds that nested in the jewels and that sometimes flew low over the roof of a dearing. Now
and then he bagged one of them, though the power bolt often tore them or charred them so badly that
they were not fit to eat. The bruin eventudly rationed his own food and cut back on his intake, but
continued to force Jask to consume hislimit and then some.

One night, when he had eaten more than Tedesco and thought he saw aglint of hunger in the mutant's
dark eyes, Jask sad, “Thisiant right. It's plain that you've logt twenty pounds during the last two weeks,
while I've been gorging mysdf.”

“Dont forget," Tedesco sad, “that you're the one doing dl the exercises; you need to eat more than |
do.”

“That doesn't dter the fact that you're beginning to look postively emaciated.”

“l can stand the loss," Tedesco growled, though his coat of fur was hanging loosdly on him, asif he
had purchased it two Szes too large in some odd dothing store.

“l could stop exercisng for awhile and cut back on what | eat.”

“No,” Tedesco sad. “WEell be out of these jewd for-mations soon, and well find wildife and fruit,
berries and nuts and vegetables enough for an army.”

“Will we?’ Jask asked, clearly disbdieving.

“Yes”

“In the Wildlands?’

“Why not?’

“How do you know that anything that grows in the Wildlandsis safe to eat?” Jask inquired.

Tedesco harumphed and said, “Don't come on with that reigious crap again, please. Not everything
that grows and walks in the Wildlands is evil or poisonous. The place may be less hospitable than the
lands we come from, but it is not the private domain of any supernaturd being like the Ruiner.”

“But you've never been even this far into the Wildlands,” Jask persisted. “How can you be sure what
lies ahead?’

Tedesco stood and dapped his meaty hands together. “Let's go, my friend. It's time to give you a
little training in the martid arts. | think tonight well try teaching you the fundamenta's of wrestling.”

Despite the fact tha Tedesco was hdf-garving himsdf, he pinned Jask Zinn with little trouble,
repeatedly, laughing loudly every time he triumphed, immensdy pleased with himsdif.



As the days passed, the soft flesh in Jask's armss and legs became dringy, then tough and taut, with
bdls of hard muscles where—Tedesco said—a man should have them. He had put on twenty pounds for
those the bruin had logt, without adding any fat. His ssomach was flat. A few thin bands of musde tissue
had begun to cross his somach, creasing it in tight ripples. He was gill no match for many of the men
who existed outside the Pure enclaves, but he was at least adequate to the chdlenge that lay ahead. And
he had come to take pridein his fitness, something he would have thought impossible. He liked the look
of his new arms and was not the least disgusted by this reversion to prim-itiveness.

Because his afternoon exercise sessons were strenuous and caused him to perspire rather heavily,
Jask had taken to going nude during those times, and he had been steadily baked by the sun to a hedthy
golden brown, which did as much as dl his newfound muscles to improve his looks.

Thirty-four days after they entered the jewd sea in flight from the Pure soldiers, they stepped from
the end of alight-splashed corridor and found that they had walked the breadth of the blazing ocean and
were now ganding on its far shore, coruscating aureoles of light cascading down their backs. Before
them lay a long, broad meadow carpeted in tdl grass and buttercups, ringed in by dark, broad-leafed
trees. The scene was 0 placid and common they might not have been in the middle of the Chen Vdley
Blight at dl. As they walked forward, glad for the refreshing softness of the damp grasses, it seemed to
Jask asif the jewd sea had been more than the fird leg of their journey, had been a spiritua obstacle, the
dage for a drange rite of passage that was to indicate whether ether of them deserved to go on and,
especidly, to decide on the value and degree of his own manhood.

At severd points the meadow was broken by thrudting limestone rocks, which, worn by wind and
rain, curved and hollowed to look like folded gray cloth, provided excdlent campstes for the travelers.
Tedesco chose a three-peaked formation two-thirds of the way down the meadow, and here they
dropped dl their supplies.

“The fird order of business," the bruin said, “is to replenish our food supply. Let's invedigate these
woods for fruit trees.”

Within a hundred yards of the forest's edge they found wild pears, huge raspberries and a species of
apple that was purple ingtead of red and ovd rather than round. They filled two sacks with these fruits,
determined not to become paranoid about the possihilities of organic poisoning, anxious to enjoy the
changein diet they had both desired for some long days now.

Asthey were carting their spoils back to ther camp in the limestone, they flushed a herd of rabbitlike
animds. Thefat, furry creatures made noise like birds, chittering to each other as they skittered away on
ax firm legs, bresking from the cover of the trees into the meadow grass.

“Protein,” Tedesco said.

“The power rifles?’ Jask whispered.

Tedesco thought a moment. “They didn't run very far before they stopped; they're apparently stupid
animds. I'd prefer if we could sneak up on them and use throwing knives. We'd not be wadting mest like
we would firing power bolts.”

They circled away from the place where they thought the rabbit herd was cowering in the thickness of
green grass, re-turned to the camp, retrieved their throwing knives, and made their way back again by an
atogether circuitous route.

“Quietly, now,” Tedesco said.

But Jask needed no warning. They crept toward the dightly angled patch of grass and, shortly, were
able to see a dozen of the animads nibbling at the roots of the buttercups.

“Choose one,” Tedesco said.

Jask pointed.

“Good enough. Don't miss”

Neither of them missed.

The herd thundered away, chittering.

They guited the dead animds on the spot, skinned them and carried them back to the camp, where
they roasted them over afire of dry branches and brittle blue moss. They ate dowly, rdishing the greasy
meet, and they followed the man course with fruits and berries, eating until they were quite



uncom-fortable.

In the past two days they had both gone hungry, for the last of ther food had had to be fiercdy
rationed and few birds had flown over their camps to provide them with extra mest.

“You gutted and skinned like a genuine primitive." Tedesco said, spesking cautioudy, watching Jask
for areaction.

“I only followed your directions,” Jask said, picking at his teeth with a iff grass stak.

“A couple of weeks ago,” the mutant said, “I wouldn't have thought you were capable of even that.”

“l wasnt, then.”

Tedesco nodded and dropped the subject. An hour later, Jask curang himdl the while, he cdled the
exercise sesson to order.

The meadow was dlent, except for the punctuation of cricket songs and the occasiona howl of some
beast that lived in the nearby woods.

A cool breeze shushed through the broad leaves on dl sdes and made the grasses bend and dance
asif inworship of the night sky.

Many stars shone, and haf a moon.

In the distance the bacteria jewels cast out lances of light to jab back the night. Most of the meadow
was tinted with thin colors, though it was more dark than not. This was the firg timein more than a month
that Jask and Tedesco had been far enough away from the jewe sea to experience anything resembling
darkness, and the absence of dl those dazzing colors, so close a hand, was a decided blessng.
Moments after they stretched out on the grass beside the limestone boulders, they were dready beginning
to drift into deep. . . .

Here was peace, a place they could trust . . .

Out of nowhere, with no warning, a voice twenty times as powerful as any a man could own,
bdlowed: “GAMES TO BEGIN!”

Jask and Tedesco legped to thar feet, degp banished in the ingant, turning this way and that in
search of the enormous cresture that had so much voca power.

“NIGHT GAMES ON SITUATION KK.” The voice spokein flawless English, a language that had
survived amog intact from prewar days, thanks to the Pures dedication to the preservation of prewar
artifacts and idess.

“What is this?’ Jask wanted to know.

Tedesco waited, peering into the shadowy land around them.

“PARTICIPANT MECHANICALS PREPARED.”

“Something's moving out there,” Tedesco said, pointing into the vagudy colored darkness.

“GENERAL PROGRAM INDICATED, INDIVIDUAL MECHANICAL INITIATIVE TO
INDUCE CHANCE FAC-TORS.”

Jask peered in the direction Tedesco was pointing, but he could not see anything there. “That's a
mechine talking,” he told Tedesco. “We have taking machines in the fortress, but none with voices so
loud. Still, the very careful intonetion is proof it's a machine”

“BLUE FOR OFFENSIVE. RED FOR DEFENSIVE.”

“What's it babbling about?’ Tedesco asked.

“l can't guess.”

The bruin grunted and pointed again, “ Out there, toward the back of the meadow. See them?’

Jask saw them: fifty men advancing toward them, spread across the width of the open land.

“Better get the rifles” the bruin said, stepping into the shelter of the gray boulders and grabbing up
the two power guns. He came back and handed a wegpon to Jask.

“They haverifles, too,” Jask said. “They can't be Pures, not here in the Wildlands”

“Whoever they are, they aren't friends”

Sx of the front-rank soldiers fdl forward, raised their guns and fired rapidly. Violet bolts of light
szzled dong the length of the fidld, passed Jask and Tedesco with ten yards to spare.

“Terible shots,” Jask sad.



A group of soldiers split from the man pack and ran toward the woods under cover of a line of
limestone rocks. Oncein the trees, they ran forward in doubletime, hurried past Jask and Tedesco's post
and on toward the open end of the meadow, asif their enemy lay that way.

Tedesco lowered hisrifle and said, “Did you see them? Dressed in bright blue clothes, carrying blue
rifles? | don't think they even know we're here”

“Then wha—"

At that moment half a dozen red-clad soldiers, toting red weapons, clambered into the limestone ring
where Jask and Tedesco had made camp. They paid no heed to the espers, trod across the bulging
rucksack and the fresh fruit that had been picked earlier in the day. Pears, apples and berries squashed
beneeth their feet. They took up positions a breaks in the limestone and began firing on the blue soldiers.

“INADEQUACY OF FORWARD MOVEMENT NOW PUTS BLUE ON DEFENSIVE AND
RED ON OFFENSIVE."

“l don't understand &t dl,” Jask said.

“l think | do,” Tedesco said. He waked up to the nearest red soldier and tapped him on the
shoulder.

The soldier kept shooting at the enemy.

Tedesco tapped harder.

The soldier ignored him.

Tedesco lifted the stedl barrel of hisrifle and dammed it down on the top of the soldier's head.

The soldier didnt flinch.

Jask walked over and inspected the shdlow dent in the top of the red soldier's head. He said,
“They're just machines”

“Unquestionably,” Tedesco said.

At that moment hdf a dozen blue soldiers appeared from the open end of the fidd, entered the
limestone-circled camp behind the red troops holding it, and deactivated the enemy with severd bursts of
violet light. The 9x red troopers tottered a moment, without uttering a word of surprise or pain, then fdl
over with loud, metdlic danging noises. These triumphant intruders, Jask redlized, were those who had
ealier lit from the man body of the blue aamy, had entered the woods and circled behind the
advancing red soldiers.

“BLUE CAPTURES A VITAL STRONGHOLD AND STRENGTHENS ITS POSITION ON
THE SOUTH END.”

“Some ancient form of entertainment?’ Jask asked.

“More likdly, atraining ground for military strategists,” the bruin said. “The disembodied giant's voice
you hear isto cdl observers atention to specid points of interest. The machines are set up to fire only at
thar own kind, with beams that probably wouldn't hurt a man. And since they ignore us a-together, while
carefully avoiding us, we are able to wak among them for firghand observation.”

A blue soldier, bent over to avoid the crisscrossing plentitude of purple lightning bolts, dashed for the
opening to the limestone formation, gingerly sidestepped Jask and Tedesco asif they were not there, and
joined his clockwork comrades behind the paisades. His face was set in a caricature of courage and
determination, the sted lipstight, the gdlittering eyes saring sraight ahead.

“HAND-TO-HAND COMBAT INITIATED BY RED COMMANDO UNIT AT SOUTHWEST
CORNER. THREE BLUE MECHANICALS INACTIVATED. RED LOSSES: ONE.”

“But what gtarted dl thisgoing?’ Jask wondered.

“Perhgps our presence did it,” Tedesco said. “Or maybe there are regular mock battles here dl the
time I've noticed that some of the robots are in good repair, while others are dented, rusted, and some
are missng parts of their bodies.”

Asif anxious to provide an example of what Tedesco had said, another blue soldier shambled up to
join his fellows in the limestone ring. He was missng his right foot and one bright eyebdl, but seemed
undeterred by hisinjuries.

“I have afeding thismight go on dl night,” Jask said. Around them the soldiers clanked, fired szzing
bolts of light, dl to the booming commentary of the unseen announce.



“There's one way to be sure it doesn't,” Tedesco said. He lifted his power rifle and destroyed the
nearest blue soldier. The blast did not merdy deectivate it, but tore it in two. “Well make sure that one
gde or the other wins as quickly as pos-sible.”

Jask grinned. “Shdl we begin?’

They wiped out the blue soldiers who had intruded into their campsite. None of the mechanicas
offered a defense or even seemed to be aware that they were under attack by anyone but the red army.

“MAJOR COUP BY THE RED FORCES. CREATIVE STRATEGY AS YET UNANALYZED.
MORE TO FOL-LOW.”

“| see about a dozen blue soldiers over there,” Jask said, pointing, leading the way.

They sauntered across the fidd, violet streaks of light hissng by them, mechanicd soldiers engaged in
hand-to-hand combat on both sides, and they destroyed fifteen of the blue soldiers, leaving therr red
enemies ganding supidly in the tal grass, looking this way and that, perplexed.

“UNPRECEDENTED CROSSHFIRE INITIATED BY RED FORCES, INFLICTING
CATEGORY AB LOSSES ON BLUE. MORE TO FOLLOW.”

Ten minutes later Tedesco stepped in front of the lagt blue unit and charred it into a smoking lump of
metd and pladtic. “That's that,” he said, lowering therifle,

“Now what?’

“Well wait and see”

For five minutes the surviving red soldiers stood dumbly where they were or took a few tentetive
steps in search of the enemy only to stop in confuson when ther visud and audio receptors informed
them that no blue survived.

At lagt the giant's voice sad: “NIGHT GAMES CON-CLUDED. VICTORY TO RED. BLUE
SUFFERS UTTER DEFEAT. NO SURRENDERS. DETAILED ACCOUNTING OF INDIVIDUAL
BATTLE INITIATIVE, ASAPPLIED TO THE GENERAL PLAN, CATEGORY SITUATION KK,
WILL BE OFFERED ON A PRINTOUT TO INTERESTED STRATEGY STUDENTS AS SOON
AS TAPES OF THE ENCOUNTER ARE ANALYZED.”

At the closed end from which the blue army had origindly come, squares of bright light appeared in
the darkness, like doors opening magicdly in the air and giving access to secret, unseen rooms. Indeed,
when Jask and Tedesco walked down there to have a look, they found that this was more or less the
case. Four large eevator cabins had risen out of the meadow and were waiting for the mechanical
soldiers to come aboard. The red troops filed into them, as did a few blue troopers who had been
deactivated by the violet light beams and not utterly destroyed by Jask's and Tedesco's power rifles

Thelagt of the undamaged soldiers stepped into the eevators.

The doors remained open.

“UNITS MISSING,” the giant said.

The night was quiet.

“MUCH HIGHER THAN AVERAGE ACTUAL LOSS AMONG MECHANICAL BATTLE
UNITS. ANALYSIS OF WEIGHTS IN RETURNING LIFTS INDICATES THIRTY-NINE UNITS
MISSING.” There was a light humming sound while the disembodied voice thought things over. Then:
“EX-PLANATION INCLUDED IN PRINTOUTS, POST-BATTLE ANALYSIS. STUDENTS
MAY HAVE ACCESS TO THISDATA”

The doors did shut.

The devators sank into the earth. The roofs were covered with plugs of earth and grass and blended
perfectly with the meadow surrounding them, dthough, Jask soon discovered, the grass was plagtic and
the earth benesth was painted concrete.

“Maybe we should have taken aride down there to see what's under us” he told Tedesco.

“And we'd never be let out again.”

Jask nodded.

That was a possihility.

They waked back to ther littered campdte in the limestone, carefully stepping over and around
pieces of the demolished blue soldiers. They dragged the fdlen mechanicds away from their camp and




heaved them into the tal grass, and they straightened up the gear, which the red and blue men had
thoroughly trampled.

“Now what?" Jask asked.

“Now we try to get some deep,” the bruin said. But he did not make any move to lie down. He
wiped at his blunt snout with one thick, furry hand, and he seemed not to be in a good mood—though his
anger was not directed soldy againgt Jask, for once. He cleared his throat, spat, and said, “We could
have made a faid mistake here”

“How's that?’

Tedesco siffed at the ar as if he found something offengve in the crisp night breezes. “We forgot
that were in the Wildlands and not a home. Because the place looked so damned peaceful, we let
oursalves get doppy. We're not going to make that mistake again; we can't afford to make it if were
going to survive”

“Aren't you exaggerating the Stuation?’ Jask asked. Sud-denly they seemed to have reversed roles.
Jask never thought he would hear himsdf defend the peaceable Wildlands.

“No,” the bruin said shortly. “I'll take the firgt watch. I'll wake you in a few hours; then you can play
sentry until after dawn.”

Tedesco scrambled to the top of the limestone formation and sat down where he could survey the
entire meadow.

“But,” Jask said, “nothing redly dangerous happened. They weren't out to harm us”

“The next time they may be," Tedesco said. “Now get some deep. I'll wake you if | need help.”



16

IN the morning, after amed of roast rabbit and wild fruit and berries, Tedesco checked his compass and
his maps, pointed the way, and started them on a new routine that lasted more than two weeks and was
even more demanding than what they had subjected themsdves to during their tedious journey through
the bacteria jeweds. After breakfast they walked no fewer than thirty and usudly more than forty
kilometers a day, no métter if the sky were clear or if they were pdted with cold ran. In the late
afternoon or early evening they stopped and set up thelr camp, ate a dinner of fresh game and fruit. Then,
together, they did tharr exercises—Tedesco, so that he might get back into shape after his orded in the
jewe sea, and Jask, so that he could add musdle to his dowly thickening biceps and chest. They took
turns a watch, dept a bit less than they would have liked to, and began the next day as they had begun
the one before it.

In the rich forest through which they traveled there was an abundance of life unlike the beautiful but
barren landscape of the jewd sea. At firg they encountered only smdl animds that were too frightened of
them to pose any serious threat. They killed what looked edible and went on, undisturbed, waiting for the
moment when they would findly come across a formidable beast, as they knew they eventudly must.

Among the trees lay the ruins of ancient metropolises, grown over with crawling vines, nests now for
rats and rabbits and squirrdls, dl but unrecognizable as the works of man.

They passed many curious artifacts that had survived the centuries intact, or nearly so, but they
invesigated very few of them, lest they tir some antagonigtic force they were not equipped to ded with.

On the third day after they Ieft the meadow they came across a
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column of ydlow metd that gleamed asif it were new, despite its antiquity. It was ten meters in diameter
and soared Sxty meters into the air, unhampered by the crush of trees and vines that proliferated
elsawhere. Indeed, where the vines and un-dergrowth had edged too close, they were blackened, asif a
flame had been touched to them. Around the pillar, etched in perfect block letters, was this wisdom:
JESUS SAVES, TRUST IN HIM . . . JESUS SAVES, TRUST IN HIM . . . The legend wound around
and around the magnificent column, repested perhaps a thousand times.

“Who was Jesus?’ Jask asked.

Tedesco looked up at the shiny tube with its cryptic message and said, “He was agod.”

“When?’

“Beforethe Last War.”

“What happened to hm?’

Tedesco amiled. “Died, | guess. Killed asdl gods are.”

“Gods can't be killed,” Jask said.

Tedesco smiled even more openly and said, “I'd agree to that.”

“Of course”

“Because,” Tedesco added, “they were not divein the fird place, just figments of the imagination.”

Jask refused to let himsdf be dragged into that, by now, familiar argument. He approached the
recessed door in the base of the ydlow column and said,’ 'Can't we have alook indde?’

“I wouldn't recommend it,” the bruin grunted.

“We have our rifles”

“And we may not get a chance to use them. Death is dways swift, otherwise it isn't deeth but injury.”

“When we began this trip,” Jask said, “I was the coward, afrad of every new experience. Now it
seems—"

“I'm not susceptible to that kind of psychologicd game-playing,” Tedesco said. “If you want to go in
there, by dl means go. I'll wait out here and have an apple. We can afford a rest break, but for no more
then ten minutes.”

“Il be back by then,” Jask assured him. He touched the ornate handle of the golden door and
jumped, startled, as it swung in without any effort on his part.

He stepped into atiny foyer from which a series of roughened metd steps led downward.

“The church was underground,” Jask said.

“Umph,” Tedesco said, leaning againg the door jamb and chewing a mouthful of apple. *Probably
built it during one of the wars; didn't want it blown to smithereens during a cere-mony.”

“Didn't they trust in their god?” Jask asked.

“Asmuch as most men," the bruin said. He spat out a seed as large as a strawberry. “In theory they
knew he protected them. In redity it was every man for himsdf.”

Jask stepped onto the fird dair, lisened to the sound of his footstep echoing scratchily down the
winding well.

Nothing responded to hisintrusion.

On both sides ydlow med light standards were bolted to the smooth walls at intervas of ten fedt.
Hdf of these no longer functioned, but the other hdf provided sufficient illumination to show him the way.
As he progressed, the lights behind him went out and new lights sprang up ahead, so that there was
aways a pocket of impenetrable darkness close at his back and another not too terribly far ahead.

Three hundred steps later, Sx complete turns in the gairwel behind him, Jask waked out into the
man chamber of the church. Of the four hundred lights placed there, a hundred and fifty popped on,
leaving a few corners shrouded in shadows but providing him afairly good idea of the nature of the place:
rows and rows of pews, araling around the section where the cere-mony took place, an dtar and one
enormous symbal fully thirty feet high and twenty wide, a cross of sivery maerid that had spotted with
rugt during the eons snce it had been venerated.

Jask was fascinated by two things fird, the grest number of pews, enough for five thousand



celebrants, more than the num-ber of men in the entire enclave from which he came; secondly, the fact
that the worshipers gpparently paid obeisance to the great cross and had no provisons on ther dtar for
the placement of things of Nature, plants and animds, the things man should attribute to the benificence of
his gods. The firg item was amply a mathematicd shock. The second was a mord indigna-tion. Why
worship idols when god's creations, plants and animds, were the things meant to be idolized?

He was dill ganding in the middle of the church, consdering this, when something crashed in the
back of the chamber.

He whirled, bringing up his power rifle to face whatever was behind him. The rear of the church lay in
s0 much shadow that he could not make out the thing until it moved again. It had entered the main room
through a pair of double doors barely wide enough to admit it: a huge crablike creature fully four meters
across and three meters high, traveling on 9x jointed legs, its antennae quivering back and forth, its
enormous pincers exceeded in ugliness only by its serrated beak, which it dowly opened and closed
without making a sound, an act that would have been less tarrifying if accompanied by noise.

Jask backed down the center of the church, clambered over the dtar rall and watched the behemoth
cautioudy.

It did not move.

He went to the back of the dtar and looked for another exit from the main room.

He did not find one.

He went back to therail and stared at the crab.

His eyes had adjusted to the dim light well enough to see its beady eyes, set deep in a mottled green
and black carapace.

“Tedesco!” he shouted.

The crab scuttled forward.

“Tedesco!”

The crab made a throaty ratling noise.

Jask decided that quiet was the best course. Besides, Tedesco seemed to be too far away to hear his
cry.
Jask walked to the far sde of the church, putting as much distance between himsdf and the beast as
he could.

Its eyes followed him, bright and red.

He stepped over the dtar rall and stood next to the firs pew, gauging the distance from there to the
opening of the stairwell at the rear of that main chamber. He had not seen how fagt the crab could move,
and he redly should know that before deciding whether to run for it or not. Once he made the arwell,
the crab would not be able to follow, for it was twice as wide as the entrance to the steps. Still, if it could
move fast and could capture him before he even reached the steps, the entire issue of its Sze would be
academic.

The beast did not move.

Jask walked dowly dong the aide toward the back of the church, the barrel of hisrifle directed at the
Cresture.

It scuttled esdly dong the rear of the room, toward him, stopped, watched him, waited.

Jask had stopped, too. Then he began to move again, easlly, carefully, hoping not to antagonize it any
further.

The crab came afew yards closer, S0 near the exit that it was unlikdy Jask could squeeze past even
if he moved too fadt for it to react properly.

He went back to therailing, climbed over it and put his back to the dtar.

The crab entered the center aide and stood there, antennae jiggling, waiting, its beak opening and
dodng like the well-oiled jaws of a pair of pliers.

“Tedesco, hdp me!” he shouted at the top of his voice.

That brought the crab a top speed, itslegs ratling againgt the meta floor, sharp-edged shel banging
the wooden pews on both sdes. In less than two seconds it scurried the length of the church, dammed
into the wais-high dtar rall and reared up toward him where he stood benesth the cross, jaws working



rapidly but slently. It was so close that Jask could see the four different rings of color that were in its tiny
eyes—black, brown, purple and amber.

He fired the power rifle a point-blank range.

The crab rose, tottered backward, came down on dl its legs, shuttled hedtily to the left and settled
into a defensve posture, its Sx legs bunched benegath it, nothing open to injury but its nearly impregnable
green and black shell.

This reaction made Jask wonder if the beast might not be, to some degree, sentient, capable of
communication on a humen levd. In this srange world, there was no tdling what form a human
consciousness might take. But when he delved into its mind, he was confronted with vicious, inhuman
images of blood, spilled ichor, entralls, excretion and death. He with-drew, shaken, certain that there was
no gram of intdligencein the mongter.

He opened fire on it again.

Light lanced out, danced on its shell.

It closed its eyes again and watched him with eyes, shielded with thick gray lids

When he stopped firing, it opened its eyes again and watched him with an obvious hunger.

He crossed the front of the subterranean church once more, waking away from the crab, stepped
over the dtar rall and started to move dong the Side aide, one eye on the Sarwel to the surface, one on
the crab.

The beast suddenly rose on its spindly legs and rushed a him, over the pews, only dightly delayed by
these obstacles.

He opened fire.

The crab scuttled sdeways, fel, drew in on itsalf, lying across the pews, watching and waiting.

He started walking again.

It came up and was after him, fast.

Asit legped a him, he fdl and waddled forward between two rows of pews, under it and into the
central ade of the church. When he looked up, he found it had scurried to the rear of the room again and
was waiting for him directly in front of the entrance to the Stairs.

He amed, fired, snapped off one of the beast's antennae.

It did not seem to mind.

He retreated up the centrd aide, remembering how fast it had been able to cover that same territory
ealier. When he stepped over the dtar raling and was again beneath the cross, the thing scuttled
forward, dodng the space between them by hdf before it settled down under the protection of its shdll
once more.

Jask had not thought to pray to Lady Nature for Her aid, but now it seemed the only course left open
to him. He was tainted, of course, an esper tha should never have the nerve to cdl on Her, but he
reasoned that he was less distant from Her origind creatures than was this mongtrous crab, dearly a child
of the Ruiner. So he prayed.

When alight flashed like a preview of Judgment and the enormous crab legped, Jask cried out in
sheer joy, for he was certain that Lady Nature had answered his unworthy prayers. This spiritua
exctement lasted only a brief moment, however, for he saw Tedesco standing at the rear of the church, in
the mouth of the gairwell; the bruin had fired upon the beast from behind, dartling it. Now that it was
confused, facing enemies in two directions, it was extremdy vulnerable. Jask lowered his power rifle,
took am, fired.

Tedesco fired at the same time.

The crab issued athroaty roar and whedled sdeways, legping onto the pews and rushing toward the
Sde of the church.

Tedesco stepped fully into the room.

The crab scuttled toward the doors through which it had origindly forced its way, its Sngle antenna
bobbling, stopped when Tedesco caught it with afull charge across its beak. It reared back, dipped, fel,
rose up, ran into a second buzzing wave of light, whedled about.

Jask stepped forward. When the beast ran for the front of the church, he shot it in the bely and



flipped it over despiteitssze.

It lay onits shell, dl of its legs kicking furioudy, making noises like a thousand fist-szed stones ralling
down a graveled indine

When Jask reached the rear of the great room, the bruin said, “I was tired of waiting for you.”

“l was unexpectedly delayed.”

“You overstayed your ten-minute rest period,” Tedesco said.

“I'm sorry.”

“Ready now?’

“l guess 50,” Jask said.

The crab kicked and croaked for help.

Perhaps it had a goddess of its own, adivine being to whom it could cry for consolation, a perverted
Lady Nature of tainted mongtersit could plead to for deliverance from suffering.

Inaway Jask hoped this was s0.

“Onething,” he said to the bruin.

Tedesco turned away from the steps, oblivious of the uproar caused by the wounded beast. He said,
-

Jask nodded toward the towering cross at the front of the church and said, “This Jesus . . .~

“What of him?’

“They had reason to worship him?’

“Asmuch as you have for Lady Nature.”

“How do you know?’

“Books.”

“Not recountings of old myths, but books ancient enough to give you a firshand picture?’

Tedesco said, “Yes, old enough.”

“They were serious?’

“They were.”

Jask looked toward the crab.

It kicked, dying.

“Then they were wrong,” Jask said.

Tedesco seemed interested. “How 07’

“Can't you see?’

“Tdl me”

Jask shrugged. “It seems evident to me that this creature was not meant to be worshipped, but
loathed.”

The Sx, spine-covered legs of the overturned crab kicked more fecbly, like the legs of alazy cydig.

“You think tha—" Tedesco began.

Jask interrupted him, nodded toward the defeated beast and said, “You can't possibly say that such a
thing was part of Lady Nature's plan.”

“No.”

Jask pointed at the beast. “Thet thing is a perversion of Nature, a random mutation without ecologica
function.” He shuddered and said, “I esped its mind before you came down. It's terribly vicious, blindly
violent.”

Tedesco began to laugh, hisrifle dipping avay from the dying crab. He hugged himsdif, tears of mirth
ralling from the corners of his eyes, down his dark cheeks, to get caught like crystd pieces in his thick
beard.

“What's the matter?” Jask inquired, perplexed.

Tedesco turned, unable to answer him, and he started up the winding stairs, leaning againg the metd
wadl.

“l don't see anything funny,” Jask said.

That only set the bruin laughing harder than ever, and they had to stop while he bent over, holding his
furry belly and cackling like a lunatic.



Jask decided it was best not to say anything further. He was angry a Tedesco for taking the whole
dfar o lightly, but he did not want to lose his temper.
Two-thirds of the way up the dtairs, Tedesco turned and said, “What did you imagine that beast
was?’

“Their god,” Jask said, without hesitation.

“Yes”

“| thought as much!” the bruin roared. He started up the stairs again, chuckling in a more restrained
manner NOw.

Jask thought his companion's behavior was juvenile, though he did not say so. He did not fed like
complaining about anything after such a narrow escape from the pagan god.
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AN hour before noon on the sixteenth day after they had departed from the meadow, Jask and Tedesco
encountered three espers who had been waiting for them for more than a week. Climbing the magor
footpath through the Ashtokoman Hills which marked the end of the Chen Vdley Blight, only an hour or
two from aivilized lands, they rounded a bend and saw the brightly painted gypsy wagon, the horse
grazing peecefully by the sde of the road, and the three strangers who had anticipated their arriva.

Welcome, the trio radiated in unison. WWe mean to be friends.

In the thirteen days since they had killed the giant crab, Jask and Tedesco had come across many
unusud creatures, many a dangerous surprise. They had fought off, three different times, marauding
bands of man-szed lizards that could walk on ther hind feet for short distances in imitation of mutated
humen beings one of these impersonators had nearly gotten close enough to gut Tedesco with its
razor-edged claws before they understood thet it was not an intdligent being, but a vicious predator.
They were fortunate to escape the ubiquitous arms of a quick-flowing ameboid creature fully as large as a
house, which trapped them in the shattered walls and blind dleyways of a crumbling village where no one
hed lived snce the Last War. At night they were set upon repeatedly by perambulating plants that could
spin webs of entrgpment as cleverly as any spider. But nether of them could have been more surprised
when the three mutated human espers approached them aong the dusty foot-path, amiling.

We came to warn you, they 'pathed.

“Of what?" Tedesco inquired.

News of your escape from the Highlands of Caul was radioed across the Blight to the Pures of
Potest-Amon Enclave. You were not expected to survive the journey. But on the off chance that
you might, patrols were established on the higher hills, just outside the Blight. Pures wait for you,
assisted in their vigil by other men who fear espers as much as their so-holy brothers.

“Who are you three?’ Jask asked. He supposed they were trusworthy, because they were as much
outcasts as he and Tedesco, yet he did not want to give his dlegiance too esslly.

Each of the strangers 'pathed something about itsdf. Indeed, in only a few seconds, Jask found that
he had absorbed as much about them as he might have gotten from a three- or four-hour conversation.

They were:

safive-foot-tal, hard-muscled wolf-man named Chaney, whose long skull tapered to a narrow mouth
crammed full of teeth even sharper than Tedesco's; his nodtrils were black, the flesh ingde them red, so
that it looked asif he were about to breathe fire his eyes were black, with very little whites to them; his
ears were tufted with gray hair while the remainder of his pelt was dark brown and black; he went naked,
as Tedesco did, finding no use for more warmth or modesty then his naturd cloak provided; he had been
a travdling musdan snce his childhood, a professon that afforded him excdlent protection when his
extrasensory perception began to develop, for itinerant entertainers were a breed apart—being able to
move with dl their worldly possessions in the space of minutes if they should somehow be found out as
espers, daying too short a time in any town to risk being discovered by neighbors—and were expected
to be at least alittle peculiar, a prejudice of town-locked folk that permitted them to pass off their esp
powers as something else the few times they were accidentdly used in public; he was a year on the run
now, cursed with his expanded awareness, twice discovered but never apprehended, a canny man who
could fight hard but preferred to rely on guile and cunning whenever possible;

*his wife, a wolf-woman named Kiera, as tal as Chaney but more dender, a double row of black
teats dong her bdly, her tal less flamboyant than his; she, too, could walk on two feet like a woman had
been meant to, or she could drop to dl fours and, despite her five somewhat stubby fingers, make twice
the time she could standing upright; she had been Chaney's wife when the power firs came to him, but
she had not reported him to the authorities, because she loved him enough to want him even as an esper;
later, 9x months ago now, her own telepathic abilities had begun to blossom; her father had been a gypsy



dgn painter and after his death had Ieft her the wagon, tools and talent he had used; she had met Chaney
inagndl town caled Higgerpe on the dopes of the Star-Reaching Pondersals, where they had fdlen in
love and married some nine years ago;

*Melopina, who looked very much like a Pure girl, with but a few unnaturd refinements that must
have come from the genetic engineers and thar Artifida Wombs many generations ago; she was a few
inches past five feat tal, with legs that Jask would have once considered too curvacious but now found
more en-ticing than the straight and spindly legs of Pure women; her hips were somewhat wider than a
Pure woman's hips, while her behind was round rather than flat; her waist was admirably tiny, her breasts
not large but apparently well-shaped; her face was smdl and, like the rest of her body, colored a very
subtle blue-green that gave one the impresson he was viewing her through alayer of water; her lips were
generous, her teeth broad and white; her nose was smdl and tip-tilted, her eyes twice as large as a
human's eyes should be, the irises dmogt as enormous as Chaney's, but colored a bright green; her harr
was midnight black and fdl in rich masses over her dender shoulders, the divisons between her fingers
were spanned with ddicate blue, tranducent webs for hdf ther length, while Smilar webs bunched
between her splayed toes; on both sides of her dim neck, beginning at her ears and running downward to
her shoulders, much larger weblike growths lay in graceful folds, like air-blown slks, these adornments
were fully four inches wide, Sx of them growing pardle and close together on each side of her neck; they
rippled prettily in the dight breeze that came down from the mountains beyond; Meopina was sev-enteen
and had acquired her esp powers only three months ago; her parents had rejected her, turned her in to
the authorities, who had imprisoned her prior to aritua burning to cleanse the town of her evil; she was a
disciple of the Devilsfrom the Stars, they knew, and was of the same blood that had once spurned and
perhaps destroyed mankind; fortunately for Melopina, Chaney and Kiera happened to be performing in
her village, Sustenpet-a, when she was put in chains, they rescued her and fled from the town with her in
the dead of a spring night.

It would seem, then, Tedesco 'pathed, that you must have come to the same conclusion we've
reached. Espers must band together, work for each other, in order to survive.

Of course, Chaney said.

Not only will we then survive, but we will no longer be lonely, either, Kiera 'pathed.

We are seeking the Black Presence, Tedesco said. We have maps of three possible locations at
which it may be hiding. Will you throw your lot in with us for these journeys ?

No word of this has reached here, Chaney 'pathed, his full tail sweeping rapidly back and forth as
the notion of the trek excited him.

No one knew it but us, Tedesco explained.

A shidded mentd conversation, between Chaney and Kiera, passed in a second, like abdl of fuzz at
the edge of the others range of perception. In a moment the wolf-man said, Count both of us in.

Meopinasad, Isthe Presence real ? | thought it was a myth.

It's real enough, Tedesco sad. I've got proof in books.

Thegirl grinned delightedly. Then I'm with you. She took a few quick steps forward and took hold
of Jask's hand in both of her samdler hands, looked at him and ‘pathed, Did you really come all the way
across the Blight, with all the horrorsin it?

“Yes” Jask sad.

You must tell me about it, she said.

“I will—" He hegitated, then said, “If we do talk about it. | don't want to use telepathy dl thetime”

Whyever not? the gl ‘pathed.

She was wearing deerskin shorts that fit her wel and em-phasized the smoothness of her blue-green
legs and a thin brown blouse againg which the nubs of her nipples pressed in fine detail. She was
sunningly attractive, and her beauty not only pleased him, but upset and confused him. He had never
reacted like this to a tainted woman. It seemed wrong and Snful to covet

“I'd. .. just prefer taking doud,” he hedged.

But telepathy is much simpler than speech, so direct, so—

It disgusts him, Tedesco 'pathed.



For the firg time Jask redlized that he was the center of attention. Chaney and Kiera were watching
him with undis-guised curiogty.

Disgusts him? How? Mdopina asked.

Tedesco ‘pathed, He no longer looks much like a Pure, with his new strength and his tan, but
he was born and raised in an enclave. He still thinks in some ways as they taught him to think,
despite the fact he is now tainted himself. He finds telepathy too intimate a means of
communication. Especially with tainted creatures like us. He gets ill at the idea of having us inside
his head.

“Thisistrue?” Melopina asked.

Jask nodded.

Shelet go of hishand. “1 see”

For along moment everyone stood in the middle of the road in embarrassed slence.

The grazing horse whinnied.

That familiar sound broke the awkward spdl and set them into motion once again. “Share lunch with
us” Kiera said. “Then well decide how best to outwit the waiting soldiers.” She turned without waiting
for aresponse and led the way toward the gypsy wagon, the musdes in her deek haunches moving with
oiled precision, bunching and rdaxing, bunching and rdaxing with every step. Though she resembled a
wdf more than a woman, Jask could understand why Chaney might find her quite attractive. Her grace
was purdly feminine, her aititude sensuous.

Tedesco and Chaney walked side-by-side, the wolf-man tilt-ing his head to look up at the powerful
bruin now and again. It was evident tha they were converang telepathicaly, though Jask could not hear
anything they said without making a specid effort to penetrate the courtesy shied they had established to
spare his sengtivity.

Médopinawalked just in front of him, talking neither norma-ly nor telepathicaly. Her spritely, friendly
atitude had changed. She had withdrawn into hersdf, a brooking expression on her pretty face, and she
pointedly avoided looking at Jask Zinmn

He knew he had hurt ther fedings

That couldn't be hel ped.

He did not know whether to be rdieved by Meopinas change in attitude toward him, or whether to
be disappointed. As he watched her waking in front of him, he decided that he was allittle of both.

Lunch was an ordeal. The food was good enough, but hidden conversations coursed dl around Jask.
Often the espers broke into hearty laughter a some expression of wit. Each tune this happened, Jask felt,
irraiondly, that they were laughing a him, for he had not heard the slent joke that had triggered their
mirth. He ae in dlence. He did not look at them, but stared at his plate—except for a few furtive glances
a Meopina, who was curled most delicioudy on the lush green grass, like a fary sprung from its roots.
She returned none of his glances. The others left him to his med as wdl. He fdt like an unwanted guest
who had arrived at an inconvenient time and had been given only minimd courtesy.

He was aware, for the firg time now, that his ordedl was not to end with the crossng of the Chen
Vdley Blight. It had only just begun, in fact. And there might never be a concluson to it.
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THEY decided to remain in the Wildlands, skirting the edge of the avilized places until they had
traveled to the extreme southwest corner of the triangular Blight; that place was so remote as to make
more then scattered patrols unlikely. They rode atop or ingde the gypsy wagon if the land were levd or
indined downhill, and they waked when the way was uphill, in order to make the horse's load less
crippling. They covered more kilometers by night than by day, for they did not want to be spotted by a
Pure with binoculars and thereafter monitored on ther trip to the southwest.

Jask sad little,

The others spoke even lessto him.

He dept badly and often dreamed about returning to his fortress on the diff and taking up life where it
hed ended for him. Sometimes, as they creaked dong the narrow lanes in the wooden-wheeled vehidle,
he stared up the Ashtokomans, won-dering how close he was to others of his kind, Pures, people he
could talk to and understand. . . .

On the fourth day of their journey the barren hours findly got to him while he was gtting atop the
wagon, leening againg its safety rail, watching the stars and the clouds that occasiondly obscured them.
Meopina was there with him. Kierawasin the wagon, lying down. Tedesco and Chaney were up front,
a the reins, spesking without sound. He turned to Meopinaand said, “Do you redly bdievein this Black
Presence?”’

“l do now.”

“Tedesco convinced you?’

Shedid not respond, as if she held secrets he had not earned. The posshility thet this was so irked
Jask.

“Ligen,” he said, “you're acting like children, dl of you. Before you got your esp powers, you talked
adoud. What harm does it do? What exertion does it redly cause you?’

She looked a him more directly than she had in along time, her green eyes radiant in the darkness
like the eyes of some wild animd. “Voca communication dlows deception,” she began.

“You know | don't want to deceive you.”

She ignored him and went on. “Vocd speech permits a distance between communicants, permits lies
and evasons and the reserve of sdf. Telepathy, on the other hand, soon requires complete communion of
the soul as wdl as of the mind. It dlows no secrets, no lies, no evasions. It forces a giving of the sdf and
an inimecy that, once experienced, makes dl other rdationships seem slly and undesrable by
comparison.”

“Hne” he said. “Have your soul-sharing relationships. I'm not againg that. But be divilized enough to
extend me alittle kindness, a little companionship.”

“You are the undvilized one,” she said.

“Oh?’

“You're damned lucky to be one of the new breed of man-kind, but you rgect your powers and
continue to act as a primitive” Her voice wasful of scorn.

Shocked, he said, “You consder your telepathic talents to be a blessng—not a curse?’

“Of course”

“How wrong you arel”

“Redly?’



“Dont you see how your power has made you a fugitive, a hunted animd, how it's taken away your
dignity, your peace of mind, how it's denied you the company of other people?’

She turned away from him.

He sad, “If we're a new breed of men, a step up the evolutionary scale, why have our powers
showed up a different pointsin each of our lives, so suddenly, like magic? If we were meant to be a new
breed, why weren't we born with our powers?’

She said nothing.

He shook his head sadly as the wagon bumped down along dope and shook them like dicein a cup.
When they reached the bottom of the hill and were on more hospitable land, he said, “We aren't some
new species, nothing as glamorous as that. We're merdy tainted creatures, jokes perpetrated by the
Ruiner, asorry lot of—"

Oh, shut up! she 'pathed with particular violence.

Jask rubbed his temples to ease the headache sheld given him, and he didn't attempt to start another
conversation.

On the gxth day they parked the wagon under a grove of tdl trees that were abundantly thatched
with ydlow leaves, certain it would be out of Sght of anyone lurking in the higher hills and they bathed in
the coal, vitd creek that lay a hundred and fifty meters below the ancient roadway. Tedesco, Chaney and
Kierawent down the stone path first, soon out of sght, leaving Jask and Meopina to stand watch. It was
an uneventful watch; they were not approached by any strangers, villanous or otherwise, and they did
not approach each other.

Tedesco and the wolf-people were gone nearly an hour. When they returned, their pelts glistened,
bright and hedthy and clean. They were laughing as they took over the watch and sent Jask and
Melopina away.

The path down the embankment from the grove had been laid centuries ago, by hand. The stones
were 0 cosdy fitted that no mortar had been necessary, and the years had done only mod-erate
damage to their patterns. At the bottom of the stairs they came out on a paved ledge, which, at its water
end, was stepped to feed into the creek. A few hundred meters up the creek a dam forced the water to
back up to a depth of three or four meters, cresting a pleasant enough svimming pool.

There was 0 little communication between him and Mé-opina that, as he undressed, Jask fdt no
actud embarrassment in being nude before her. It was redly dmogt asif she were not even there. He had
made a sort of breechcloth from fragments of his tattered jumpsuit, which was dl that he was wearing in
that summer heat; he was nude and in the water in short order.

He was treading water in the middle of the pool, looking around to see what had become of the girl,
when she suddenly surfaced like a fish, rose part way out of the water, then diced back into it, diving
deep, leaving only a bubbly froth in her wake. When she came up again, she swam on the surface to the
gmdl dam, rolled onto her back and returned, smoothly, making very little noise.

“You're avery good snvimmer!” he cdled to her.

Thank you. | sometimes feel my ancestors were born to water and that | should have a set of
gills.

Shedived.

Sherose in abright splash.

She cartwhedled through the water, sMimming firg on her sscomach, then on her sde, her back, her
other sde, findly returning to her stomach again, going through this routine again and again so that she
seemed like the screw of an invisble ship.

“Beautiful!” he called, ddighted with her sporting.

She dived.

When she came up, it was in front of him, showering him with water.

Her neck membranes repelled the water and flowed, ill, like air-blown slk, a gartling contrast to
her soaked black hair, which hung sraight from her head.

“That was bad manners” he said, splashing her with his hands.



She laughed, turned and swam off, forcing him to give chase, letting him catch her, then flipping water
inhis face and whirl-ing out of reach.

Once, by pretending to give up and then launching after her with even greater fervor, he caught her in
hisarms and tried to draw her toward him. His hands did over heavy breasts, dong dick skin, then logt
her.

“Over herel” she shouted.

He turned and saw her a the other Sde of the pooal.

“Sippery ed!” he called.

He went after her.

She dived out of Sght.

A moment later she grabbed his feet and pulled him under, let him go when he began to fight back.

He surfaced, spluttering, ligening to her ddighted laughter.

“Youll pay, “he said.

Thistime he caught her more easily, drew her in until her hard nipples poked againg his chest and her
pelvis was glued to his, their legs brushing provocetively beneeth the crystd water. Without redlizing that
he had intended to do this dl dong, he bent and kissed her, licked her lips and accepted her tongue in
return.

Her arms went around him.

He nuzzled her neck membranes, samdled the tangy odor of her flesh, aware that she was tainted, that
she was daughter to the Ruiner, but not caring in the least, not at that moment.

“ want you," he said. His voice sounded as if it belonged to someone ese, throaty and ready to
crack. He heard himsdf say, amazedly, “1 think | love you, Médlie”

Tell me again, she 'pathed.

Suddenly dl of their brief conversations flashed through his mind. The countless hours, in only Sx
days, in which they had been together became more than hours, stretched until they seemed like years.
Thistime, without any qudifications he sad, “I love you.”

Her hand strayed between hislegs, encircled his erection. She 'pathed, Again, Jask. Tell me again.

“l love you, Mdopina”

Again!

“I love you!”

Tell me with your power. Don't use your voice. Tell me again.

He hestated and . . .

... logt her.

She jerked away from him as she sensed his reluctance to make the commitment, rolled onto her
back and swvam away. At the steps, she pulled hersdf from the water and stood on the paved patio,
queezing the water out of her hair. Her nipples were dark blue, her pubic bush black. She was the most
de-grable creature he had ever seen.

He stepped onto the patio and said, “Doesn't it mean any-thing. . . ? | thought you fdt something too,
that you—"

She tossed her hair back.

Her neck membranes wavered, shone with droplets of water like tiny spheres of mercury.

She sad, "l can't give my body to you if you won't have my mind as well. | couldn't be hdf a wife to
you.”

“Médoping, 1—"

She grabbed her clothes and walked off. At the bottom of the steps she dressed, looked back once,
and went back up to the grove and the wagon where the others waited.

As he watched her go, Jask wondered if this erotic encounter had smply grown out of her playful
mood and her intense love of the water—or whether it had been carefully staged in order to break down
hislast defenses. Strangely enough, even if they had plotted againg him, he could not be angry. What he
had told Mdopina was true, and more of a surprise to himsdf than to her: He loved her. He fdt so strong
about her, in fact, that the loss of her was like a physicd pain as wel as a spiritud agony.



He wasin love with a tainted creature, the Ruiner's hand-iwork. If he took her, if he surrendered to
her demands that they share completely, his last untainted thoughts would become subject to her
influence. He would change. He would be lost without hope. Yet he could not go on long without her.
Either way, his Stuation had become a thousand times more un-bearable than ever.

He dressed and went up to the wagon.
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ON the morning of ther eighth day together, as the sun dimbed over the snow-capped mountains and
yawned a the world below, shreds of night mist ill dinging to the ground, they reached the southwest
corner of the Blight, a place caled Boomer's Pass. They could see their avenue of escape from the
Wildlands. an old, paved roadbed, now full of weeds, stones and a great many scraggly trees, leading
draight through the foothills and findly between huge dabs of black stone at the base of the Gabrid Fit
Range, which towered so high that the lagt third of it was swathed in fat, white clouds.

WEII set out immediately after dark, Tedesco 'pathed.

After that brief announcement he shieded dl his thoughts from Jask Zinn.

For the others the morning passed swiftly in slent conversartion. For Jask, however, it dragged.
Since the incident in the pool the day before last, they had dl shunned him even more assduoudy than
ever. He was certain that Meopina had told them what had happened. He was bitter about her quick
tongue, even while he understood that there could be no secrets between espers.

They parked beneath a stand of enormous trees, whose branches were o tightly interwoven that
very little sunlight passed through to disturb the forest floor beneath. Tedesco stood the firg watch from
noon until two o'clock. Chaney stood guard from two until four, turning over the post to Jask, who would
hendle it for another two hours before waking Kiera. They had dl adjusted to degping by day and
waorking by night, and in the heavy shadows of the trees, they had no problems with insomnia

Jask sat on an overturned log near the deepers, but faced the open road up which they had
journeyed and from which they might expect to get vigtors of whatever sort. Occasondly he turned
around to sudy the deepers, most especidly Meopina. She lay on her sde, near the wagon, hands
pulled up againg her breasts, bresthing quietly, her blue-green membranes trembling dightly each time
she exhded. When he was beginning his second hour on duty, he turned for yet another glimpse of her
and saw—or thought that he saw—something hanging in the air above her.

“Mdlie?’ he asked oftly.

No one replied.

He turned away from the bright sun beyond the trees and stared hard at the ar just above her. In a
minute his eyes adjusted, and he saw that he had not been imegining things a spiderlike insect, fully as
large as a grown woman, hung from gligening gray-white threads, its ugly black legs pisoning dowly
over the girl. From its bulbous stomach a dark, wicked singer protruded directly toward her neck, the
top of it no more than twenty inches from her soft skin.

Jask stood up.

The spider quivered, did not strike the girl, waiting for some condition of the atmosphere that only it
could understand.

Jask raised hisrifle and was about to pull off a shot, then dowly lowered it as he remembered how
meany rounds it had taken to subdue the crab in that ancient church. If his shot did not kill the insect
indantly, it might legp forward and spear Me-opinas neck.

He 'pathed, Mdlie. . .

Who—?

Wake up, but don't move, don't open your eyes and don't make the least breath of a sound.

Clearer then: Jask?

Do you understand what I've said?

Yes, but why—

He 'pathed her the Stuation.

Why can't | open my eyes?

It may have some way of registering that. You may pre-cipitate a strike. And I'm afraid that



you'd cry out involuntarily when you got a look at it. It isn't pretty.

What will you do?

Kill it.

How?

With my esp power. Now, wait and be till.

He sat down on the ground, because he knew that such a tgpping of his esp could make him
physcaly weak, and he did not want to fal over hafway through the job.

He sensed out, searching for the nimbus of the spider's primitive mind, found it, oozed carefully into it,
running menta fingers over the dimy texture of those thought fragments and shattered energy pulses. He
found the complex nerve clugters tha regulated its reaction to fear, and he put pressure on these, trying to
ignore the horrid beat of its dark desires, which thrummed dl around him like Snging wires ready to snap.

The spider quaked on its threads, drew its singer back toward its black belly.

Jask did not know whether this movement meant the beast was merdy cocking its device prior to
discharging it into the girl's neck, or whether his psonic attack was beginning to have some effect. He put
his hands to his temples and concentrated harder.

The spider rose dightly on its threads.

Jask built up bolts of menta power and, suddenly, began to feed them into the fear center of the
spider's brain, one after the other, like hot blades.

The spider withdrew its singer dtogether and started dowly back up the threads, rluctant to leave
such ajuicy morsel as Melopina but forced into retreat by a power it couldn't un-derstand.

Jask doubled his efforts, his ams dropping to his sides as he logt the ability to hold them up any
longer.

The spider put on more speed, meking for the intense shadows in the tree branches. Hafway up, it
scrabbled at its glken wires, kicked loose againgt itswill and, wriggling, fell.

Move, Mdlie

Thegirl rolled out of the way.

The spider landed, came up on its feet, dl its black legs locked sraight to give it maximum height, the
maw in its gut opening and dosing, dripping thick sdiva on the place where Mdopina had lain.

Fear ...fear ...terror ... panic. .. Jask worked a projecting the proper patterns.

The spider tottered.

Fear ... death...terror ...

It caught sght of Mdlie and, ganing some last bit of courage and strength, it reared back and
skittered toward her, making no sound itsdf but causing the leaves beneeth its feet to rudtle quietly.

She screamed.

Jask leaped up, pouring out dl of his reserves of power, hismind bleached white, drained empty in a
gush of esp.

The spider rose over the girl on four of its eight legs, its maw sngpping open and shut, open and shut,
asit prepared to fdl upon her and—

It burgt into flame!

Rather then fdling forward, the cresture rolled back, wailing in its death agonies, many legs kicking
off sparks, the darkness under the trees illuminated by it, the ar soured by the amdl of burning flesh. It
rolled hdfway across the floor of the woods before it stopped, and then it was very ill. The flames died
away, leaving nothing more than a smoking hulk a third as big as the thing had been inlife.

Did | do that? Jask asked, stunned.

No, Mdopinasad. | did.

| didn't know you could kill like that, by setting things aflame.

And | didn't know that you could kill with your power. How were you affecting it? | couldn't
tell.

The same way | killed the men who imprisoned me in my enclave— was frightening it to
death.

Thegirl joined him afew meters from the charred corpse, looking into the blackened mouth that ill



opened and closed, after death, across the width of its gut. The other espers had been awakened by the
spider's cries, and they now stood behind Jask and the girl.

It would have killed me if you hadn't seen it in time, she 'pathed.

He had a nest, brief image of what it would have done to her, and the thought of Meopina dead
forever struck hm hard, like a blow to the chest. He turned away from them, staggered a few steps to
the Sde of the insect corpse and vomited up hislunch.

She 'pathed, Are you all right?

He could not speak just yet.

She said, “Jask? Are you dl right?’

In afew moments he 'pathed, No need to revert to speech. | want you to 'path me from now on.
I'm getting tired of having no one to talk to.

She 'pathed, Mg, too.
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THEY used lengths of cloth, dry grass and sturdy branches to manufacture several hand torches, which
they lighted and held high overhead, ingpecting the tightly laced branches and leaves that roofed them in.
At firg dl was quiet above. But as the smoke from the torches rose and found its way through chinks in
the cdling, other spiders began to move, scuttling dong the branches, visble here and there as they
hurried through gaps in the foliage.

Must be a couple dozen of them, Chaney 'pathed.

Jask answered, And some are bigger than the one we killed.

Tedesco's sdf-reproach was planly evident, even without the intonation of his voice: I've been
getting doppy lately.

We all overlooked the possibility, Kiera 'pathed.

But I've spent so many more days in the Wildlands than you have, the bruin inssted, snorting
through his blunt nose, growl-ing softly at himsdf. | should have checked for something like this. But |
was too concerned about Jask—about whether or not he would finally see the light. | worried
about the wrong things, it appears.

The spiders danced about, rustling the leaves above them.

We're all to blame, Jask ingsted. And when Tedesco could dill not see it that way, he 'pathed,
Right now, my hairy friend, you're forgetting something you've been trying to drum into my head
for days.

Oh?

Jask 'pathed, As espers, we have opened ourselves complete-ly to one another; we have
become, in essence, a gestalt, a single organism whose parts maintain their individuality but
whose sum is undeniably superior to and more desirable than any of its fragments. Therefore, our
triumphs are to be shared by all, and our failures are the responsibility of everyone.

A couple hours ago, Tedesco ‘pathed, you were a nonbeliever. He was grinning, and there was
humor implicit in his telepathic tone. Now you're spouting my own philosophy back to me as if you
created it yourself.

Grinning himsdlf, Jask 'pathed, 1t came easily to you, to all of you. It came very hard to me, but
now that | have it, | probably understand its implications better than any of you.

Perhaps, Tedesco 'pathed. And you're right: This was everyone's fault, not only mine. Now let's
get out of here before any more of those damn things come down to snoop around.

They lifted camp ahead of schedule.
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IN the few hours remaining before complete darkness had set in and before they were prepared to begin
their trek through Boomer's Pass, Meopina taught Jask the trick of mentdly generaing spontaneous
combugtion. It was a Smple enough process, once she had carefully ingtructed him. He had only to key
his esp output to a nonverbd levd, to a narrow beam of intense force, then concentrate on images of
flames until, when the power was rigidly contained within that concept of con-flagration, he could let it go
inone deadly firebdl. Meopina could initiate a flame attack in three or four seconds. Jask required hdf a
minute, but he knew he would eventudly cut thet down to a more effective firing time.

And you've already taught the others how to do this? he ‘pathed.

Yes.

When?

When you dept, or when you were on guard duty.

He could not keep a least a trace of sdf-pity out of his tone when he 'pathed, Why did you fedl it
necessary to hide this from me?

You were not one of us yet, she 'pathed.

And now | am ?

Now you are.
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IN the gypsy wagon Tedesco and Jask sat & a smdl table on which an antique ail lantern burned.

Dancing shadows legped gally on the wdls behind them.

The minted oil gave off a pleesing aroma that had permeated every nook and cranny of the wheded
room.

Tedesco took two books from his rucksack and placed them on the table. He looked a Jask and
sad, Go ahead. Open them.

His fingers trembling. Jask drew the firg book in front of him and flipped the pages. He saw
photographs of dien terrain, pictures of the Earth taken from the moon, pictures of other moons taken
from other worlds, glossy images of spacecraft exploding off the face of the Earth or sling serendly
through the emptiness of space.

Tedesco turned up the lantern flame. The other book, too.

Jask opened it. He saw dities that, he knew immediately, were not the homes of men, saw starships
50 unusud in design thet it was clear they had been constructed to contain forms of life radicaly different
from human beings, though evidently just as intdligent. He saw, at last, photographs of the creatures from
the stars, more dien than any human mutation could be, so badcdly different from mankind tha the
variations between the Pure and the tainted seemed inggnificant.

Why didn't you show me these right away? he 'pathed.

| had to be sure of you before that.

| swear, such sights as these would have convinced me!

They would only have temporarily convinced you.

No. I would have had to come to grasps with reality much sooner.

Tedesco ‘pathed, Until you had rejected your Pure heritage, fought and won your own moral
battle, you could not be relied upon at all. He lowered the flame in the lantern. Gradually your sense
of spiritual guilt would have forced you to reevaluate the photographs. Because you didn't, back
then, want to believe in such things, you would have found reasons to reject them. You would
have thought of ways to identify them as fakes and forgeries.

But you could have reasoned me out of such a reaction if, indeed, | used it.

Could | have? Tedesco 'pathed. | don't know. At that time | wanted to believe in the Black
Presence, in the legends and in these photographs. Yet | had my own doubts.

You never seemed to!

But | did. And if you were to play a doubting Thomas, constantly rejecting the validity of these
pictures, | don't know whether | could have kept going all this time.

Jask looked at the pictures one lagt time, closed the books, gave them to the bruin who tucked them
back into the rucksack. | owe you so much, he 'pathed, gently.

We owe each other.

You nursed me when | was sick, badgered me into going on when | would have given up.

And you gave me something to occupy my mind. Raging at your Pure stupidities, | had less
time to doubt the purpose of the voyage.

Jask turned out the light. We better start out for Boomer's Pass.

Yes, the bruin 'pathed. In another week we should reach the Black Glass.

Do you think the Presence waits there?

If not, we've two more maps to employ.
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TEDESCO and Kiera waked in front of the gypsy wagon, while Chaney sat in the driver's nook and
urged the horse on both with daps of the reins and with gentle psionic images of eventud reward for its
efforts. Jask and Meopina walked to the Ieft of the wagon, at the edge of the crumbling roadbed, holding
hands and occasiondly conversing telepathicaly.

Above them the snowy Gabriel Fit Range gleamed ghodtily in the moonlight, fifty kilometers above
them as they entered the mouth of Boomer's Pass. Jask was commenting on ther beauty when the firgt
power rifle opened fire on them. The energy bolt caught the horse and killed it ingantly.

Pured!

The wagon turned nearly gtriking Jask and Mdopina

They dived off the broken concrete and stone.

The wagon rolled backward down the steep indine for a hundred meters before Chaney succeeded
in applying the hand brake. The dead horse, fdlen in its harness, Ieft a trail of dark blood to indicate the
path thet had been taken.

Jask leaned againg the curb wall at the edge of the road and risked a look up the hillsde. He could
see three Pures dtationed in the center of the way, kneding with rifles brought up to their skinny
shoulders. Tedesco was running for the Sde of the road, ushering Kiera ahead of him. The Pures fired. A
bolt of energy either passed s0 close to the bruin that it Snged him or actudly struck, for he screeched,
both doud and telepathicaly as he legped to safety in the heavy brush at the edge of the highway.

Another energy bolt struck the wagon.

The vehide shattered into a hundred smoldering pieces.

Jask hoped Chaney had been far from it when that happened.

It's kill or be killed, Meopina 'pathed.

A moment later one of the Pures was consumed by flames, threw down his rifle and, screaming, ran
blindly down the road, flalling at himsdf. In the space of a dozen meters hefel, dead.

A second Pure flamed up.

Ahead, from the foliage on ether sde of the road and from the piled boulders a the brink of
Boomer's Pass itsdf, more energy weapons opened fire on the espers. The curb wal beside Jask and
Melopina exploded into bailing fragments.

The third Pure, who had been the last man exposed on the open road, had turned to run for the
shdlter of the rock formations above, but went only fifty meters before the magic fire scorched him. He
fdl and rolled down the road, past Jask and Melopina, no longer aman but an ember.

Tedesco 'pathed, We make out nearly a dozen more.

That wagon was my father's handiwork, Kiera 'pathed. Those bastards will pay for that.

They never reckoned with Kiera's temper! —laughing, Chaney.

Tedesco, were you hit?—concerned, Jask.

Snged.

The worst thing is the stink of smoking fur! —Kiera

| see another one, Meopina 'pathed. A second later a Pure who had stood up in the rocks to see
what the espers might be doing was ashed.

Chaney just joined us over here—Tedesco.

You're bleeding! —frightened, Kiera.

A few splinters from the wagon, nothing serious—Chaney.

Let me look! —Kiera.

Woman, Chaney 'pathed, we've got more immediate prob-lems than tending to cuts and
scratches.

Hes right, Tedesco 'pathed. If those Pures stay hidden in the rocks, we can't very eadly reach



them with our fireballs. We've got to get closer, and we've got to make them expose them-selves.
He thought a moment, thelr best strategist, and ‘pathed, I'll work my way up toward the pass on this
sde, while Chaney and Kiera wait here. Jask, you work up the road on that sde while Melopina
protects your back.

Good enough.

Have you got your power rifle?—Tedesco.

Yes, but—

Use it first. They know the fireballs are our weapons. If they see their own getting killed by
their own weapons, we'll sow a bit of confusion.

| see.

Let's move it, then.

Meopina grabbed him as he started forward into the dense brush, kissed him hard.

Neither of them said or "pathed any last warning to be careful.

Jask initidly moved farther away from the road, then circled dowly back as he neared the crest of the
hill, meking dmost no noisein his bare fedt.

Smdl animds, sartled by his sedthy progress, dashed away through brambled tunnds. These did
not frighten him, for they were now on the edge of avilized lands and were no longer in the Chen Vdley
Blight, where mongters of one sort or another were most to be expected.

The scrub brush, stunted locust trees, and brambles gave way to fair-szed pines that grew thick and
closed out mogt of the moonlight. Jask proceeded more carefully than ever through these, dliding from
trunk to trunk, giving his eyes time to adjust to the change in light. He had gone perhaps two hundred
meters into the stand of pines when he heard voices Pures.

Something here, he radiated.

Pures ?—Tedesco.

| see them now, three of them, stationed near the curb wall of the road, waiting for something
to happen.

Get them, Tedesco 'pathed. I've seen nothing over here, yet.

Be careful —Meéopina.

He crept forward, ill usng the trunks of the trees as shelter, until he was only a few long steps from
the Pures. Each, he saw, was armed with a power rifle, and each was extremdy agitated. They were dl
peering through a berry bush down the deserted road. Apparently it had not occurred to them that the
espers might sneak around behind them and take them by surprise. Ther lack of indght made Jask redize
what a disservice the Pure way of life was for those who embraced it; it generated ignorance, naiveté,
and avulnerahility that was gppdling.

Jask bent onto one knee, raised the power rifle and Sghted on the nearest Pure.

His finger on the trigger, he hesitated. These were, after dl, men he had once cdled his brothers.
Thear bond of blood had been broken because of his genetic faults—yet, dl those years of common
ideds, common heritage, common doubts and hopes, could not so eadly be erased. He had killed in the
enclavein order to escape. That was surdy murder. But that had been in desperation, at a time when he
hed been terrified of dying. Now, he knew how superior he was to them, knew that in any contest these
wesklings could only lose. To confront them like this and destroy them seemed grosdy unfair.

Suddenly, however, one of the soldiers caught Sght of him from the corner of an eye and, Sluttering
with surprise, whirled to bring up his own rifle

Jask killed him.

One of the other soldiers shouted, fired.

The bolt missed Jask.

He fired agan himsdf, twice, and ended the battle dmost before it had begun. His superior
musculature and his improved reactions were no match for those soft, pampered men.

That's got them in an uproar in the passl—Tedesco, chuckling.

Are you all right?—Meéeopina

Fine.



You get all three?—Chaney.

Of course, Jask 'pathed.

He went by the corpses and without looking down at them crept farther up the hillsde until he broke
from the trees and entered the jumble of rocks where the other soldiers waited. . . .
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SHORTLY after midnight, with clouds drifting across the pocked face of the moon and the snowy caps
of the Gabrid Fit Range dmming in sympathy, the five espers waked through Boomer's Pass, carrying
their supplies on ther backs. They were not opposed by any more of the Potest-Amon Enclave's Pures,
for none of that patrol had survived the previous hour. They passed the slent, twisted bodies without
looking down at them, descended the Killicone Highway into that dvilized region known as the Plains of
Hammerau.

| wonder if we haven't overestimated ourselves, Jask ‘pathed to the others.

In what way?—Kiera, showing rows of fangsin a curious amile.

| wonder if we're really a new breed of men, superior to all the men who 've come before us.

Witnessing death, any man begins to doubt himself, Tedesco 'pathed.

Jask 'pathed, If we're really a new breed, superior, special— why should we have to kill?
Murder isa primitive art.

Murder is the sport of primitives, Tedesco agreed. But that is all the more reason why we must
protect ourselves from them— by whatever means necessary. There are so few of us, that we
cannot afford to lose a single member of our community.

Jask was not stidfied. If murder is the primitive man's tool—and if those Pures, those
non-espers, are more primitive than we are—why did we prove superior as killers?

We had better weapons, Tedesco explained.

We were more primitive ?

All we did was survive, Tedesco ‘pathed. That's the first law of evolution: The new breed
prospers at the expense of the old—otherwise the race is stymied and never changes.

Just the same, Jask 'pathed, | hope we don't have to kill any more men. Animals, Wildlands
beasts—that's different. But no more men. We lessen ourselves with each such murder.

Chaney 'pathed, There's one other thing | think is a sign of primitive cultures, besides their
willingness to kill for other reasons than survival.

What's that?—Jask.

Chaney 'pathed, They're riddled with goddamned moralists!

Tedesco laughed aoud, and Meopinagiggled at Jask's side.

My husband the philosopher! —Kiera

Chaney 'pathed, I'm serious. Civilized men should be able to sense the difference between a
right act and a wrong act, should know what evil is and what good is. He should not require
self-appointed or group-appointed moralists to tell him what he must and must not do. I've been
fed up with preachers all my life, men of small stature and a need for power, leeches that feed on
other peoplée's guilt.

Agreed! —Tedesco.

Jask sighed. | can take a hint, especially when it's delivered with such force. We killed because
we had to.

Because they forced us to—Chaney.

Would you rather have been killed yourself ?—Kierato Jask.

No.

Or have seen Melopina die?—Kiera again.

No!

Chaney 'pathed, You see, then, that morality is always relative—except to the primitive.

They rested only twice during the long night, traveling on foot dong the Killicone Highway urtil they
were only five kilometers from the tainted village of Dragontuck on the banks of the wide, swiftly flowing
Har of Senta. Here, they Ieft the road and on a series of smooth stones crossed the river a its widest



point, where the water was the shdlowest. On the far Sde they struck southwest through the Plains of
Hammerau, toward that next pocket of the Wildlands known as Smoke Den.

Because the only nearby Pure patrol had been obliterated, and because they were no longer in the
unssfe Wildlands, they went those long night hours unmolested and, shortly after dawn, made camp in a
series of convenient limestone caves twenty kilometers from the town of Darby's Harbor and the Pure
enclave of Mgegtic Apple.

Tedesco took the firg watch, while the others made their beds.

Jask and Meopina chose to deep beneath the same blanket, farther dong the tunnd from Chaney
and Kiera, where they might be done. They held each other for along while, kissing, nipping, ‘pathing.
When they undressed each other with eager hands, they were both keyed to a fever pitch of desre.
Benesth the soft blanket she lay back raisng and spreading her legs as Jask found and entered her. They
rolled and tossed as they made love; they "pathed their happiness back and forth, permitted each other to
dide into their neurd systems to sense the sex act from the opposite viewpoint, moving, moving, into
severd long explosions of sensation and then, late in the afternoon, into a short deep.

Later, as they coupled once more, he ‘pathed, | love you.

She 'pathed the same.

You and me.

She 'pathed, Us.

The two of us, always.

The five of ud she 'pathed back at him. He was certain that her projection had been augmented by
other minds—precisdly, three other minds—but he did not care about the intruson. An esper might never
have tota privacy—but then, being an esper, he no longer required it.

Melopinaand Jask dept little that day, but were ready to begin the trek again after nightfdl. Chaney,
Kieraand Tedesco were aso in avery good mood. Triumphs had been shared.

Three weeks after they entered the Plains of Hammerau they left them once again, dimbing down into
that Wildlands sector known as the Smoke Den and, in past ages, as Satan's Bdls, the Stone Kettle and
Ghosts Cauldron. The rounded stones were smooth underfoot, wet and treacherous. They reached the
floor of Smoke Den without casuaty, however, their breath labored in that humid atmosphere.

Here there was no plant life

Here no animds prowled. At least none they could see.

Herethe ar was dill, sae.

All that moved, aside from the espers, was the fog, which was everywhere and thick. It dung heavily
to the ground, thinned as it rose, but dill obscured the stars and made a fuzzy blotch of the sun.

They dept in afog blanket.

They walked through vells of mig.

They breathed it in and out, ate it with their food, made love with it pressed over and between them.

The land in Smoke Den was a jumbled mass of rocks, im-possible shapes and textures of stone.
They made a game of identifying images that some of the stones presented: Here a horse reared onto its
hind feet, there the head of a man, to the right a spaceship risng on a column of smoke, to the left a
winged man poised for flight. This was the fird time during ther journey, that they were able to
relax—pursued neither by Pures nor tainted nor beasts—and they were in high good humor when, two
weeks from the Plains of Hammerau, they came over astony rise and looked down on the fogless black
plain that had, for so long, been their god.

Thefidd of black glass was four kilometersin diameter, as shiny asif it were diligently polished every
day, ringed by stones but containing none within it, like an enormous dance floor dropped down in the
middle of nowhere. The “craters’ referred to on Tedesco's map were actudly faults in the glass. It
appeared asif, when the glassy pool was olidifying after whatever disaster had caused it, bubbles of gas
hed risen to the surface in steady streams, forming tunnels and jagged openings.

| don't see anything that looks like a spaceship. It seems as lifeless as a cemetery—Chaney.

You would know about cemeteries, Kiera 'pathed.



Chaney grinned walfishly. | used to be a grave robber.

Not really, Meopina 'pathed, shivering.

Yes, really. Sometimes a traveling musician runs across a town of tin ears and doesn't earn his
daily bread. When that happens, he either uses his wits or starves. I've never starved— not so
long as there was a cemetery nearby, and a local church of Resurrectionists.

Those who believe the actual corpse is revived and made to live again, come Judgment?
Tedesco asked.

The same, Chaney 'pathed. They bury their dead with possessions—often jewels, silver and
expensive leather goods. I've bought many a meal with the proceeds from grave robberies—and if
the Resurrectionists are right and some of my victims come to life again without the advantage of
personal wealth to set them up, | trust their god will see to it that they're properly compensated
for their misfortune.

W, Tedesco 'pathed, there are no graves to rob down there. But there might be a fortune to
be found if this proves to be the station of the Presence.

They searched the tunnds for an entire day, carrying hand torches, waking dong dick-floored
corridors, shadow images of themselves reflected in the onyx walls, twisted and snigter in duplication. A
soft, cool breeze poured congantly through the subterranean avenues, though they never managed to find
the source of it. The moving air raised a hollow whidling sound in the polished runnels, an eerie groan that
caused Jask goosepim-ples and kept him looking behind for some pursuing beast.

| don't believe thisis the place, Tedesco 'pathed at lagt. If the Presence was ever stationed here,
it left long ago.

Perhaps it's dead—Chaney.

You sound like Jask.

| didn't mean to say we'd quit here, Chaney 'pathed. In any case we'd be fools not to go on.

Jask 'pathed, All day I've sensed the presence of—some-thing. | can't clearly say what. But just
at the edge of my esp perceptions | register a psychic force of some kind.

Me, too, | think, Meopina 'pathed.

The Presence?—Tedesco.

Not that, I'm sure, Jask 'pathed. It's more of a cacophony, a wild noise, than it is an ordered
CONSCiOUSNESS.

| don't fedl it—Chaney.

Nor | —Kiera

I'm blank, too—Tedesco.

Jask shook his head. Imagination—maybe.

But that night, when they camped &t the edge of the black glass fidd, he could not deep, certain that
the force/-creature/entity he had sensed was hovering over them, observ-ing them, or crying for
recognition across agulf aswide asdl Time.

In the morning they read the maps, charted ther course to the Glacier of Light, and set out once
more. Jask could not tdl if the unseen creature were dill with him, though he fdt strongly that it was.
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THE WATCHER dreams of friendships lost, times passed, companionships long forgotten. It
dreams of home, the brood-holes of the mother world, the bees of fertilization, and the hives in
which it has, millennia passed, endured a million moments of ecstasy. It dreams of seas with living
water, of a sky with three suns. It dreams of touching and being touched . . .

It stirs.

It feeds.

The tickle it has felt for some days has grown worse, a reception of certain psychic energies
whose emanation is the whole reason for the Watcher's being here in the first place. The tickle is
not bad enough to wake it. But soon, it will be annoyed and rise up. . . .



The Second Journey:

THE GLACIER OF LIGHT
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MERKA SHANLY contrived to be in a public place—seated in the enclave's senso-parlor, experiencing
aprewar emotion film—when the officda announcement was made.

The sound, smdl and tactile sensations faded.

Viewers grumbled, looked quegtioningly at those seated be-neath the senso-helmets on ather sde.

The moving colors on the screen, shapeless, became even more o, logt dl psychologica
resemblance to the emotions of the film, faded dowly out urtil the screen was white, blank.

A moment later the enclave's public address system was spliced into the parlor's broadcast fadilities,
asit reached every Purein the fortress no matter where he was or what he was doing.

The audience quieted.

The square, sober face of Kitson Helger, enclave news promoter, flashed onto the screen in the front
of the parlor. His eyes were darkly ringed, and his lips were pale and trembling. He said, “Little more
than an hour ago our Generd put through an emergency cdl to Dr. Danfrey, ordering him to the Military
Suite. Upon ariva Dr. Danfrey discovered our Generd was experiencing a series of severe heart
papitations. Despite dl that Dr. Danfrey could do, our Generd passed away fifteen minutes ago. Until
the Committee on Leadership eects a re-placement Preskness Bay Enclave is without a guiding light.
Services of mourning are being held in dl enclave chapels”

The sober face evaporated.

Merka Shanly, wearing a mask of grief, raced up the ade of the parlor, pushed through its exit
doors.

The Puresin the parlor watched her leave. There was no one in Preakness Bay Enclave who did not
know that she had been the Generd's mate for more than three months, longer than any woman before
her.

In the corridors she passed other Pures, who tried to stop her and offer ther condolences. She
pushed past them, fighting to hold onto her grief-stricken expression, trying not to crack open before
them.

She stepped into the lift, dropped, was caught in the beam, floated swiftly upward until she caled out
the number of the floor she wanted. The lift ddivered her. She stepped out and hurried down the man
hdl of the governmentd levd, toward the Military Suite.

The door opened at her command, closed behind her.

She waked across the foyer, through the man lounge, through the library and into the magter
bedroom.

“Sofa? she asked.

Dr. Tokel Danfrey looked up, nodded, and turned back to the corpse on the bed. “Were you seen?’

“For the past two hours,” she affirmed.

“I've fed the news to Hegler, and | saw him ddiver it correctly. Now it's up to you, Merka, to keep
the riff-raff out of here”

“Will do,” she said.

She looked once at the bed, saw the gaping wound in the dead Generd's neck, the blood spilled dl
over the white bedclothes.

She had washed her hands thoroughly, three hours ago, just after she had murdered him. Still, she
looked at her pae fingers, at the trangparent nails, as if they hdd some crimson taint that would betray
her.

Themain door to the suite reported the presence of severd governmenta officids.

“Dont let themin here!” Dr. Danfrey said. He was busy with his surgica tools, cutting the body into
disposable sec-tions.



She nodded, |eft the bedroom, closed the door.

“Let themin,” she told the suite monitor when she had reached the main lounge.

It obeyed, diding the door wide.

Four men entered, one fully as tdl as the Generd, the other three dl somewhat shorter than Merka
Shanly hersdf. The tallest was Ober Iswan, Charman of the Committee on Leader-ship. He was a stern
mean, not only piousin his devotion to Lady Nature, but fanaticaly zealous. He observed feast days and
fadts as few other enclave Pures did. She supposed he was to be admired for that.

Ober Iswan sad, “ | want to see our Generd' s body.” He did not speak out of suspicion, but out of
deep emotiond attachment to the dead man. They had been friends, of a sort.

“The doctor's with him—with it,” she said. “He's perform-ing an immediate autopsy.”

Iswan looked surprised. “Here—not in the medicd 1abs?’

“He thinks there was something didinctly odd about the Generd's demise, perhaps some bacteriad
infection. If the enclave has been contaminated by one of the Ruiner's micro-organisms, it is best that we
find out as soon as possible. Performing dissection here aso diminates the need to move the corpse
through other, perhaps uncontaminated, sections of the fortress.”

“Of course,” Iswan said. “You took it on yoursdf to give the doctor permisson for the operation?’

“Yes” she sad.

“Vey fing” Iswvan sad. “You show a certain level-headedness, a quickness of response that is
admirable”

Merka sghed inwardly. Ober Iswan was the only one of these four men who had not pledged
themsdves to her, the last member of the Committee on Leadership who had any integrity. Now that he
was pacified and, to some amdl degree, in her corner, her chances of ascendancy to the vacated seat of
power were vadtly increased.

The plague scare had been the best part of the plan. Only ten years had passed since five hundred
hed died from some never-diagnosed outbreak of disease. Ober Iswan had lost a son in that disaster.

The other three crowded forward, asking prearranged ques-tions to which she supplied prearranged
answers. Now and again, Ober Iswan leaned forward from his seet, bony hands folded before him, dark
gyes intense, to ask a question of his own. These were never difficult to answer and, indeed, were the
questions they had expected of him. For weeks now his associates had been subtly informing him of
Merka Shanly's capatiilities, intdligence and commitment to Lady Nature's ideals. It was hoped that dl of
these bits of carefully congtructed praise for her, dong with the set questions the other men were now
putting to her, would give Ober Iswan the idea of proposing her name for the post of Generd.

Though a mgority vote by the seven-member committee was necessary to elevate a normd ditizen to
the post of Generd, Ober Iswan was the only committee member who could propose names for possible
election. He mugt be made to propose hers.

If he did not, he must be diminated.

Now there could be no hafway measures.

In an hour Dr. Toke Danfrey came into the main lounge and looked at them somberly for a moment.
Then, in his deep and authoritetive voice, he said, “1 have dissected the Generd's corpse and, on my own
initigtive, have consigned it to the incinerator by way of the master-bedroom chute. | have sub-jected
mysdf to sonic deanging in the Generd'’s bathroom and have given mysdf a massve dose of antibiotics.
His room will be sedled for a period of thirty days and conscientioudy serilized.”

“Y ou've found something!” Ober Iswan gasped, rigng up, histhin hands fisted at his Sides.

“| found nothing,” the doctor said. “It appears to be asmple case of heart falure, for naturd causes.
But whenever a man who appeared to be in the best of hedth one day dies the next, | like to take
precautions. | remember the plague of a decade ago.”

“So do wedl,” Iswan said. He had relaxed dightly, but was il tense.

Merka said, “I'l make arrangements for new quarters im-mediady and place a requistion for a
wardrobe. My old clothes, of course, must not be taken from that room. And | wish to make a
uggedtion that may not be within my province.”

She addressed this remark to Ober Iswan who said, “Yes?’



“A new Generd should be dected posthaste. If anything should come of this plague thresat, the
exigence of Preakness Bay may wdl depend on having a decisve leader.”

“l agree” 1swan said. “I'll convene the committee im-mediately.”

The name of Flino Grimwadowine was fird proposed as a replacement for the falen leader.

The Committee on Leadership regjected him, soundly, over the course of seven bdlots.

Ober Iswan next expressed fath in Castigone Pel, who had once led a successful campaign againgt
the tainted in the days when the enclave had maintained Nature Cleansers and who now was known for
his poetry and gentleness. Such a man, containing violence and peace, mus be specidl.

The committee disagreed.

Third: Cooper Hine.

He was turned down.

Merka Shanly was proposed as the fourth name.

She won rapid acceptance.

While the Military Suite was quarantined, suitable temporary quarters were etablished for the new
Generd, Preakness Bay's firs femde leader in eighty-x years. Since the fortress had been designed to
provide comfortable lodging for fifty thousand people, but now housed fewer then five thousand, no
problem was encountered in clearing and appointing a lavish suite for the new Generd.

By nightfdl Merka Shanly sat done in her bedroom, tri-umphant, having dispatched a dozen orders
to her confidants who must now be rewarded for their loydty.

In the three months snce she had become the late Generd's mistress conditions in the enclave had
gone unchanged. Prewar supplies were wasted, while no provisons were made for sur-vivd once they
hed been used up. On arecent tour of the three hundred storage vaults beneeth the fortress she had seen
that they could last only another ten years at ther present rate of thoughtless consumption. She had
worked hard to establish sympathizers and had successfully performed the bold murder of her master.
She had earned the right to set a new course for the people she ruled.

But she worried, now, that she would not last long enough to effect these changes. Only three days
ago she had begun to develop a rudimentary telepathic talent.
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LEAVING the mig-shrouded formations of Smoke Den for the dvilized land cdled January Sash, the
five espers returned to ther routine of travel by darkness and deep by day. The nearest Pure enclave
was the Jnyi Fortress, far to the north of the province, beyond the Hadaspuri Sea, and none of the
tainted folk in this region appeared to be aware that esper fugitives might be crossing their land. This
should have been, with minimd precautions, a time of peace for the travelers, a time to renew ther
grength to face more rugged obstacles ahead. In-stead they found themsdves growing more agitated by
the day, partly because the land was parched and sandy and hardly fit for human habitation, and partly
because their degp was ruined every night by the intruson of dreams they did not understand and for
which they had no explanations.

Jask was the fird to dream, on the fird night after they departed the fidd of black glass. His visons
were filled with places, people, and concepts that were utterly dien to him. Time and again, he woke,
gtting straight up beside Médaopina, a scream caught in his throat. He could never remember what the
genesis of his terror had been, though it was profound enough to leave him sheking each time. Drifting
back into deep, he would pick up the dreams again, follow them through to the pen-ultimate moment of
unknown terror. . . .

The fdlowing night Melopina dreamed as well, whimpering in her deep so loudly that she wakened
Kiera, who tried but faled to comfort her.

On the third night no one was spared the dreams.

In the morning, exhausted, they sat around a meager break-fast and discussed the vison they had
somehow received: a vast city composed of living tissue, a pulsng mass of inhuman flesh that shaped
itdf to the needs of the millions who lived within it, a many-armed but Stationary behemoth fully a
hundred and fifty kilometers from end to end, containing five hundred leves of living space. Its streets
were of living fiber, like bloodless veins that connected its many rooms, amphitheaters, au-ditoriums,
shops, schools, churches, factories, entertainment centers and private homes. It grew where its dtizens
fdt it needed to grow, provided water and dectricity through its own metabolic processes. Though
mindless, it contained an enorm-ous brain, as large as an encdave fortress, which controlled its highly
specidized functions.

Could any such creature have existed? Mdopina ‘pathed.

I've read a number of prewar books that survived the holocaust, Tedesco said. But I've never
encountered mention of a living city. He consdered a moment. However, there are many other
things | know to exist that | never encountered mention of in those books.

Chaney 'pathed, It seems to me that the question of the living city's existence is not our major
concern. What should interest us now is why we have all, smultaneously, begun to dream of it.

They welghed various possbilities and regjected dl of them.

They continued their march north.

During the fourth deeping period the dreams grew more intense, more urgent, as if they carried some
message that must be understood.

No one, however, understood that message.

Jask had forgotten the unseen entity that he had been certain was trying to contact them in the Black
Glass craters. He was more consumed by the current mysery of the dreams then by the older mystery of
the dlent creature that might or might not have been a figment of his imagination. On the sixth day,
however, he came to understand that both phenomena were part of the same puzzle. He woke from the
familiar dream at that point where it somehow metamorphosed into nightmare, and he ingtantly
recognized the unseen being's presence—a digant fuzz-iness, a draining power, an urgency that had no
outlet.

He told the others that he fdt they had been approached by some invisble entity in the craters and



that it had followed them. The dreams were its only successful attempts to establish contact.

The Black Presence? Tedesco 'pathed.

As| said before, this creature would not seem to be intelligent in the sense the Presence would
have to be. It lacks order, coordination. If it were the Black Presence, it could contact us easily
with its superior esp abilities.

But it must have some telepathic talent! Witness these awful dreams, Kiera 'pathed. She
gnashed her pretty teeth in a show of didike for the visons

They could reach no conclusons.

By the tenth day out of the Smoke Den dl of them could sense the Sraining nearness of the creature,
could fed it drifting at the rim of thelr extrasensory perception, completey beyond the ken of their norma
five senses,

Knowing it was there did nothing to suppress its emanations.

Thefive espers continued to deep less than they would have liked, shocked awake again and again
from the brink of that ultimate, unspeskable horror, which despite its vividness in dreams was never made
quite clear enough to be remembered out of deep.

They entered the Divide of Cessus, which marked the lower third of January Slash. They crossed its
black-and-red marble floor, wending their way between the hundreds of upthrust sted spikes that dotted
it, dimbed its far wal and came out on the other sSide, into more sand and cactus.

The dreams continued.

At the edge of the desert they came upon the Vast Remains, the largest known ruins of prewar
origins, wound through its blasted streets, past buildings that had falen but had once stood two thousand
meters high. They dept in the shadows of cy-lindrica buildings that had no entrances or windows, these
monaliths dill thrummed within and radiated a gentle heat by night, as a byproduct of some other,
inexplicable task, filled by pointlesdy functioning machinery that had been sedled againg the ravages of
time They crossed the inner-city cands, which were filled with blood—or at least with some fluid that
quite resembled ichor. They passed scattered robots that gill sum-bled through therr programmed
chores, oblivious of the end of their world and of the specterlike five who walked past them in the purple
darkness.

And the dreams continued.

Having crossed the Vast Remains in less than a week, they camped by a dean brook, benesth a
mongtrous, mutated m— the countryside having changed from its desert motif—and hoped that the
ruins might somehow form a barrier between their unknown guest and themsalves. All of them badly
needed a good day's deep.

As they lay beneath the gnarled dm, however, the unseen being pressed itsdf upon them more
vigoroudy then ever: Meopina woke, crying out, with the feding that some cregture had hold of her and
was pressing her down into the earth. . . .

Shekicked &t it.

Sheflaled the air and snarled in fear.

She gasped for her breath. Jask could see that she was redly having some trouble getting it, as if
someone were choking her.

Mdlie. .. ?

Hep me!

Jask bent over her and, as he touched her face to fed for afever, he fdt the . . . thing rise from her.
A cold, damp force pushed over him, lingering long enough for him to recognize that distant psychic
fuzziness, was gone without a trace.

When she had explained how it had fdt, a formless mass of invisble flesh crushed into her, they
discussed this new development.

It's getting bolder, whatever it is, Tedesco "pathed.

Perhaps my grave robbing is finally being punished, Chaney ‘pathed. Maybe this is the spirit of
one of my victims, come to torture us.

No one laughed. They were willing to consder any pos-shility.



By the time they reached the abandoned port of Kittlesticks on the Hadaspuri Sea, they had dl
experienced phydcd con-tact—or something quite Smila—with ther unwanted com-panion. It
approached them boldly now, while they were degp-ing or while they were awake, as if it wished
desperately to tdl them something, to impart the essentials of atale, an ethered Ancient Mariner full of its
own higory of curses, cdms and degth.

The five espers walked through the cobbled streets of Kit-tlesticks, which was little more than a
thousand years old but which had been abandoned more than eight centuries ago. Its inhabitants had
reported thet the ghosts of Indians could be seen in the streets at night, dinking from shadowed door to
shadowed door and that in the morning skeletons were found in the beds of men who had gone to deep
with dl ther flesh. Whether Kit-tlesticks lay upon ancient Indian burid grounds or whether the sea had
washed unclean spirits under the extensve docks in the harbor, no one could say. When hdf the town's
populaion had died in this mysterious manner, the rest picked up their belongings and moved down the
coast, where they founded the town of Last Resort, which had thrived as a Hadaspuri Sea marketplace
for many centuries &fter.

They came out on the docks, where a hundred boats il lay, hdf rotten and sunken, others of metd
and in rdatively good repair.

Perhaps, 'pathed Chaney, the thing cannot follow us across water.

| fear that's an empty hole' Tedesco sad.

By this time the women were daying close to their men, and the men continudly cast wary glances
over thar shoulders. All of them were heavy-eyed and fuzzy-minded from lack of deep.

We've nothing to lose by trying it, Meopina 'pathed.

She's right—Jask.

And by taking a ship, we would save days and days of marching around the shore of
Hadaspuri—Kiera

The water dapped at the docks.

The dead and dying ships caught pieces of the morning sun and shone in brief remembrance of ther
youth.

I've never sailed—Tedesco.

| have—Chaney.

You think you could teach us to man the rig of a ship like that one? Tedesco pointed at what
appeared to be a sound, ydlow dloy ship, which 4ill rode high in the water after so many years and
which contained three masts, dl empty of salcloth.

| could, I think—Chaney.

Jask?—Tedesco.

I'mfor it.

Please! Let'stry it'—Meopina.

They boarded the ydlow ship, which was chained at the far end of the dock, and they found that she
was in excdlent condition. Her sedled engines, which had been placed in her hull during the Last War,
were dill functioning, monuments to the great technology of that age. Of its twenty robot tenders, twelve
dill rolled about the gleaming ship, polishing and repairing, scouring away the gradua erosions of time.

We could forget the sails, Jask said. The engines will carry us across the Hadaspuri.

Chaney stood on the bridge of the vessdl, saring a the complex controls, his hary fingers working
them cautioudy, his mouth twisted in concentration. Lights popped on; buzzers sounded; gauges
registered levels of liquids and of power in the batteries. He looked away from dl this for a moment and
sad to Jask, That's a bad idea.

Wed save a week or more if we didn't bother with sails.

Chaney amiled knowingly, returned to the controls. Then again, the engines might cut out on us
when we're in the middle of all that damned water, leave us stranded there until our food and
fresh water were gone. Maybe we could boil up a drinkable brew from seawater and survive a bit
longer. In the end, though, we'd starve to death.

But those engines have been working for thousands of years, Chaney! Why should they



suddenly quit on us when we need them?

And why should they not quit on us? Chaney asked.

Jask decided there was something to be desired in having a skipper who was a least a little
pessmidic.

In dl of Kittlesticks there was no cloth to be had—just tattered, mildewed, mold-covered, rotting
lumps of suff that could never be fashioned to fit their needs. Findly, though, in a dockside nautical shop
they found a great length of lightweight metdlic sailcloth whose metd fibers had withstood the gnawing of
the years.

Thismaterid proved difficult to cut and sew, and they remained in Kittlesticks five days, working up
three sarvicegble sals. They saw no Indians during the night, though thelr un-earthly companion
remained, haunting their deep and forcing its mentd aurainto their esp perceptions dl the time they were
awake.

At ladt, in the early morning, with only a suggestion of the sun in the sky, they carried the three salls
down to the ship.

Mig drifted in from the sea, oddly sweet scented.

They mounted the sails on the dectricaly controlled yard-arms, drew them up for testing, then rolled
them down again and bound them fast until they might be needed. The noise of their labor echoed across
the flat waters like footfalsin a tomb.

That afternoon, on the edge of town, they gathered wild fruit of many kinds, and packed it dl into
baskets and sacks. They killed alarge animd that had descended from pure cattle but which was now a
nine-horned, broader-shouldered, tdler and meaner creature than its ancestors had been. They skinned
and butchered this brute and salted severd large pieces of meat. These stores were loaded in the gdley
of the ship, below the waterline, where they might be kept cooal.

The espers dreamed at night; aliving city, rooms of flesh, streets of pulang tissue. . . .

Before dawn of the seventh day they boarded the ydlow ship, which they had christened Hadaspuri
Maiden, hdf in fun and hdf in hopes that after being accorded such an honor the sea would look with
favor upon their journey. The engines were brought up to ful power, and the ship was taken from the
dock at Kittlesticks. They had dill seen no Indians.

The Hadaspuri was amber near the coast but grew a dirty green and then arich blue color as they
moved out onto it and it grew deeper benegth them.

Asthey passed the lagt of the atolls twenty kilometers from shore, rainbow-colored flying fish danced
before their bow. Thair wings were as much as four feet across, spreading glori-oudy as they arced from
the sea and folding deekly as they plummeted back in.

Sanding by the ral on the deck of the open bridge door, looking at the heaving sea, through which
the Maiden diced like a knife, Tedesco 'pathed to Chaney, What do you know of the Hadaspuri?

It's six hundred kilometers from west to east, eight hundred from Kittlesticks on the south to
any point on the north shore.

Isit inhabited?

The sea? Chaney 'pathed, perplexed.

Yes.

By fish.

How big are the fish ?

Chaney grinned. So far as | know, the Hadaspuri contains no beasts. It is not, after all, a
Wildlands sea.

Let's hope you're right.

If anything attacks our little ship, Chaney promised, I'll skin it, butcher it, and store it below.

No need. | hate fish.

The sunny sky grew overcast as they thrust deeper into the heart of the Hadaspuri. The clouds were
light gray, riding high, bothersome but not threstening a storm.

Before long the ar ameled only of the sea, without asngle trace of land init.

They ate alight lunch of fruit, adinner of roasted beef basted in the juice of apples and pears.



The unseen creature remained with them.

It nagged at the periphery of thair extrasensory perception, its voice a wall, its note that of endless
suffering, its effect stronger then ever on the five espers.

Later, when Kiera took the first watch on the bridge, before the whed and ingruments, the others
went below to deegp in the two man cabins, aft. Despite the fact that they were separated by the meta
bulkheeds, they dl dreamed, smultaneoudy, of the living city. The dream swiftly graduated into a
full-fledged nightmare and grew rapidly worse than that. No one could get any rest at dl.

On deck again Tedesco "pathed, Something will break soon.

Let's hopel —Jask said.

If I could see it, Chaney 'pathed, | could get these claws into it and take a good bite in its neck
with these teeth. He held up his unshesthed claws and showed them his wicked teeth so that they would
know he was not making an idle boast.

Melopina sat againgt the deck railing, her head hung down, her shoulders bent, exhausted, her pretty
blue-green neck mem-branes hanging limp like sails without wind, and she did not say anything at dl.

Something must break, Tedesco continued. Either this crea-ture will get weary of us and go
away, back to wherever it sprang from—or it will make itself fully understood, impart this
compulsive information and deplete its energies of anguish.

And if it does neither?—Jask inquired.

Tedesco grunted. Then you will learn that a man can die from lack of deep as eadly as he can
from lack of food or water.

The Hadaspuri Maiden knifed on through the sea as darkness became complete and the stars
popped out through holesin the gray clouds.
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TWO days later the five passengers on the Hadaspuri Maiden moved duggishly about their duties, not
like red men but like zombies who had only a minimd charge of life donated them by sorcerers. They
spoke hardly at dl, either vocdly or telepathi-cally, because the amount of thought necessary to keep up
a sengble conversation required energy they no longer possessed. Their eyes were swollen and teary.
Thar limbsfdt as if they had been cast from lead; each step became a mgor journey, each tiny deed a
Herculean effort.

Soon they were forced to keep two watchmen at the whed ingead of one, in order not to be
accidentdly taken off their course for the northern shore of the inland sea. Once, after Tedesco's watch,
they found themselves twenty degrees off course, though the bruin, in his state of near-collapse, did not
recd| dtering any of the controls. After Meopinas watch it was found that she had somehow turned
them completely about and that they were driving hard for Kittlesticks, from which they had come only
days ago. Mdopina had no recollection of turning the ship about, though she had often fdlen adeep over
the whed, to be awakened by the avful nightmares. Clearly she had not turned them around on purpose;
therefore, the double watch was immediatdy established.

Though they had not origindly been affected by the pitching waves through which the Maiden drove,
they now found every tilt of the decks more than they could cope with. They zigzagged from place to
place, saggering like drunkards, gripping safety rals and wondering when one of them might be pitched
over-board.

Thar appetites dwindled, became dmog nonexistent. They wanted deep, not food, and they ate
what little they could only because they knew they dared not forego food atogether. They tasted nothing
they consumed, but they got indigestion from all of it.

Out of desperation and the agony of her totd exhaustion and her continuing ingbility to deep
properly, Meopina came up with the idea that was to save them. It did not seem like much; it had only a
gmd| chance of success; but it was, when dl was said and done, their only hope of sdvation.

The idea came to her during one of her duties a the whed. She turned to Jask, who was her
watchmate, and she 'pathed, Do you think that if we worked together, the five of us could combine
our esp powers and create a single psychic probe stronger than any of our individual powers?

Jask did not want to have to respond. His eyes were nearly swollen shut, and his mouth was as dry
as ahandful of sand. FAndly he said, | never thought much about it. I don't know.

Wll, think about it now. It's important.

Nothing is important but deep.

That's what | mean, she "pathed.

He "pathed a question mark.

She explained. The reason this creature keeps bothering us is to make full contact with us and
—we all seem to agree—tell us something it deems vital to communicate.

S?

Thoughts moved like syrup down a two-degree indline

She 'pathed, None of us has been able to reach the thing on his own. But suppose that when we
pool our talents, we have the necessary—call it “ range" —to establish contact.

Then?

Then we let it tell us what it wants.

And send it away satisfied?

Yes.

If it wants more than to just impart a message? If it won't pick up its invisible skirts and go
back where it came from?

She 'pathed, Then we kill it.



With our amplified esp power?

Yes. And as Chaney said before, no moralizing. This thing will be the death of us unless we act
againgt it.

No argument, he 'pathed. And | think you really have some-thing here,

Do you really?

It's the only hope we have, in fact.

You don't sound very excited, she 'pathed.

| don't have the energy for excitement, he replied.

When Chaney and Kiera came onto the bridge to take ther turn a watch, Jask sent the wolf-man to
bring Tedesco into the amdl, ingrument-crammed cabin. When they were dl assem-bled, Mdopina
repeated her suggestion and opened the floor for discussion.

It sounds good to me—Kiera.

Maybe—Chaney.

Kieraleaned toward him and 'pathed, Have you got any better ideas, Captain ?

Chaney—I'd il like to claw it and get my fangs in its neck.

His bughy tall whipped back and forth at that thought.

In effect that's what you'll be doing, Jask said. Only well substitute the esp power for claws
and teeth if necessary.

Tedesco ? Chaney had come to respect the bruin's opinions on mogt al matters.

| think it'sworth a try, but . . .

But?—Jask.

Practically speaking, the bruin 'pathed, how do we go about establishing this mesh of our
talents, this consolidation of forces?

They looked & Médopina

She bit her blue lip, tossed her black har away from her face, setting up a sympethetic vibration in
her neck membranes.

She 'pathed, First, we ought to have all our attention on the problem. That will mean shutting
down the ship and losing some travel time.

Right—Kiera

WEII lose much more travel time if we don't solve this situation, Tedesco 'pathed. What else?

Melopina thought a moment, and said, Perhaps we should begin by forming a meditation circle,
like they do in some religions.

That's an ancient means of focusing concentration, Tedesco said. It sounds like a worthy
enough beginning to me.

They sat in a close circle on the main deck, forward of the bridge, while the Maiden rocked gently
back and forth. They held hands and looked sheepishly at one another, embarrassed by this childish ritud
but not certain how ese to begin.

Now, Meopina 'pathed, leading them, we've first got to compress all of our perceptions, esp and
otherwise, into a single entity. It seems to me that the best way to handle that is to start with only
two of us. Jask and | will touch each other's minds, meld into one as we have often done in the
last few weeks.

Then?—Tedesco.

When Jask and | have accomplished this, you, Tedesco, can attempt to meld with the two of us
and form a tricornered personality—something we do casually all the time but which we 've never
tried to this degree. If that is successful, then Kiera will join us. Then Chaney. Psychically, we will
be a dsingle being. Whether or not our telepathic and destructive esp powers can then be
disciplined as a single force, | do not know. But well find out.

I'm ready, Jask 'pathed.

| can fedl that damned—thing again! Kiera 'pathed. Let's not waste any more time.

They could dl sense the invighle creature's nearness, an urgent psychic force that hung above them
like a rain-laden cloud.



Okay, Meopina said.

Jask reached out, psychicdly, and touched the shdl of her mind, caressed it and dowly began to
mdd with her.

She touched him at the same indant.

In afew seconds they were seeing through each other's eyes as wadl as through their own. Jask saw
Melopinas face straight-on, through his own eyes, saw his face sraight-on through her eyes.

They fdt with two sets of nerves. Mdopina fdt her hand lying in his, his hand lying under hers, his
heartbeat and her own; the wind on her skin and on his; a harr tickling his ear, her own hair blowing out
behind her in the Aty air; fdt both femde and mae between her legs fdt flat-chested and breasted like a
woman. . . .

They tasted as one.

They heard sounds as one.

When the physcd maich was perfect, they swept into each other's minds, until they held no secrets,
until, with an im-perceptible lightening of the burden of life, they meshed per-fectly together.

Now, Tedesco! MéeopinalJask 'pathed.

The bruin touched them hestantly, moved carefully, but soon completed the meshing as eeslly as the
lovers had.

Kieral Meopinal/Jask/Tedesco sad.

Kiera came among them quickly, with no hesitation.

Chaney . . .

In hdf an hour the five had become as one, Meopina Jask/Tedesco/KieralChaney, five bodies
sharing asngle psy-chic force.

The unseen creature moved closer, came in stronger than it had before, asiif it sensed them reaching
for it.

Imagine one grasping hand, Meopina ordered.

They tried.

Onehand ...onehand. .. straining high . . . straining with every bit of strength that it has . .
.one hand. . . one. . . reaching for adistant star .. .one...hand...one...one...just one...
all of us, one hand reaching. . . .

Miraculoudy their combined esp powers coaesced into a blindingly pure insrument of learning.

In the blink of the gestat's birth, the invisble companion who had been with them since the craters
and who had denied them deep for severd days now, swooped in as if drawn by a magnet. It was then
as clear asit could ever be. The message it had to impart was detailed, sensble to some extent, and
ddivered with immense impact:

The city lives, lives the city, loves the city, all its people. The city does the mathematical dance
of cherish for its people, grows for its people, peoples for its people many rooms.

The people live, live for the people, love the people all their city. The people proclaim love for
their city to all lesser cities, to all dead and never-living cities across the land.

The people ask; the city gives, the people use; the city feels complete, completely feels,
cherishes its people, does the city.

The city lives all of forever, never dying is the city, mourning all its many peoples passing on
before.

This thematic narrative was ddivered like the blows from a psychic whip, lashing out reentledy,
franticdly, bordering on the incoherent, the babblings of a being who had long been mad. None of the
espers could yet sense what the creature was, but they knew that revelation would come.

Ovelaying the narrative, in bright images, were scenes of the living dity as it was meant to be, its
ditizens happy and its condantly expanding fadlities dways more than adequate to ther needs. In the
background, however, lay intimations of tragedy. . . .

The city knows, knows the city, every lane and avenue, street and boulevard, knows its many
rooms, homes, stores, factories and institutions, knows what is needed, what stands in want of



repair, knows, knows intimately, the city, all of this, for all of thisis the city.

Until that morning. . . . That morning, the city discovers a neighborhood unknown to it, a
dum, an impossible place, the city feels, impossible the city knows, but the city sees it
none-theless, does the city. The city investigates, grows sensors, girs into every corner, does the
city, every corner of this new place, unheard of place, stirs and stirs, does the city, finds rooms
unfit for habitation, ugly rooms, not rooms of beauty, finds the city. The city finds streets that
twist unnecessarily, grow too wide here, too narrow there, here with too high a ceiling, there with
aceling too low. . . . All this finds the city, sees the city, mourns the city, fears the city, and even
more than this, even more. . . . The city finds rooms where the walls are not smooth and pleasant,
but knotted, gnarled, pimpled, pocked and mottled, finds the city all of this, and even more, even
more.

The visud images that corresponded to the narraive were quite unsdtling: ugly, misshgpen rooms
with queer things growing from the wadls; in severd instances, decomposing corpses and skeletons of
humen beings tangled up in the thick black branches and caved-in sacs of pudike materid.

The city finds the dead, its people, all its dead people, killed in and by its rooms, its bad rooms,
ugly rooms, rooms it never made or does not remember making, even though the city remembers,
always remembers, knows and holds dear every memory of every generation of its peoples, loving
peoples.

Days pass, and the city finds two more neighborhoods, places of decay, finds the city, sees the
city, evil places, unknown places, dead or dying places, and the city panics, feels fear does the
city, begins an inspection of its body, does the city, search-ing, fearful, finding trouble, does the
city.

The city is equipped to dissect, to analyze, and the city does, cuts open its own sores, does the
city, worried city, seeking answers, finding answers, terrified of predestined ends, is the city.
Cancer grows in the city, explodes in random cells, in the city, sick city, rotting city, city all alone
on a world it never made, wishing for the old world, its home world, city wishes, wish and wish,
does the city, unable to fight the creeping sickness, city wishing, sowly dies.

Dies within it, all its peoples, cancer spreading like a fire, only days until its fingers lie hidden
in every neighborhood. Cancer growing, faster, faster, sealing windows, closing doors, crushing
rooms and smashing corridors, shifting, changing, eating the city, vomiting death to all its
peoples, faster and faster, like afire. . .

The visud impressions that flooded over the espers were vivid enough to make the narrative many
times more tarifying than it might otherwise have been. The five seated on the rocking deck of the
Hadaspuri Maiden not only saw the holocaust, but seemed abruptly thrust into the very middle of it, as if
they stood amid the crumbling wals, shrinking corridors and hideous cancerous exploson of growth. . . .

The city dying, sees its peoples dying, knows they trusted it, loved and lived and trusted it,
knows it cannot let them perish as generations passed before. The city dying, knows these people,
city's people every one, are the last that it will nourish, knows that if it loses these, it will be alone
forever, past the ends of endless time and then some, without love and no more to cherish, lonely,
lonely, aching city, city aching, wishing doom.

The city's brain is unaffected, unreined to its failing flesh, brain of city, all detachable,
immortal even with no home. The city schemes to save some peoples, not their bodies, but their
minds, schemes and thinks and sees to do, how to do it, save them all. Inits brain, cells go unused,
once the center of regulation, but no more body to control, could be used, the city figures, could
be used to house other souls, souls of peoples, minds no longer fettered by the earthly flesh.
Holding fast to its rotted body, the city brain seeks out its peoples, seeks their auras, mental
nimbus, seeks, secures and saves them all, holds and cherishes, contains them, all its lovely, loving
children, given new homesinits brain. . . .

Then, in moments, the deed is done, city and peoples all are one, all flesh gone but minds
remain, in the city's living brain. But a strange, unsettling feeling, courses through the city's brain,
beats and pounds, calls out in anguish, like a beast refusing chains. Panic is the rush of souls,



meeting hence from different poles, born of different worlds and finding, love and living not
withstanding, that they have no common ground, city and peoples all fall down, all fall down, all
fall down, down, down, down and down, city and peoples all fall down. . . .

The lagt image of the invishle creature's projections was of a huge, convoluted brain, lying in a dark
cavern, nestled in gossamer webs, pulang with life but lacking any body to encase it.

Theimage flickered.

Was gone.

Sowly the five espers regained awareness of the red world. . . .

Then the creature that has been plaguing us, Chaney sad, is the living city itself—or at least
the brain of the city that survived the body's death.

More than that, Meopina expanded. It's also the conscious-ness of a goodly portion of the
millions of people who died in the city's collapse.

All of them mad, Tedesco 'pathed.

But why did they go insane? Kiera asked. | didn't fully understand that part of it.

The city made the mistake of thinking that since it had lived with people, contained them for
centuries, it fully understood them. But it was apparently from another world—perhaps brought
to Earth as a seed by our early space travelers—and it could not hope to understand the human
mind. When it meshed with them, it drove them mad and pushed itself over the brink.

Melopina added to Tedesco's explanation. And since the brain is evidently immortal, it has
trapped them in that state forever.

Kiera shuddered. Perhaps we should return to the craters, find the thing and destroy it.

Tedesco: | don't think so. | don't believe it wants to die.

Kiera But what does it have to live for?

Tedesco: It has its compulsion.

Come again ?

Tedesco: The city's behavior pattern reminds me of an ancient poem that survived the Last
War. It was called “ The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" and concerned an old sailor who spent his
life repeating the story of a disaster at sea, compelled to repeat it as a form of penitence for his
own complicity in that disaster. The city isa modern mariner.

| believe you're right, Jask 'pathed. | don't sense its presence any longer. | believe we're free of
our unseen companion.

It's interesting to think about the power of its esp projections, Meopina said. It managed to
follow us, psychically, for hun-dreds of kilometers, apparently without strain.

I'm glad we encountered it, Tedesco 'pathed.

Glad to lose all that deep?—Chaney.

The living city taught us a valuable lesson, Tedesco 'pathed.

Then I'ma poor student—Chaney.

Tedesco: It taught us that it is fine to mesh minds as closdly as the five of us have—as long as
the parts of a gestalt are all of the same species. Such close contact between beings evolved on
other worlds, under other circumstances, can bring madness. When and if we meet the Black
Presence, we must be careful to hold our telepathic probing to minimal levels.

Then, leaving the Maiden a rest in the middle of the Hadaspuri Sea, they dl dept soundly for the first
timein days.
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THE Maiden crossed the Hadaspuri Sea without need of sails and put to shore twenty kilometers west
of the isolated town of Langorra, which lay in the shadow of the Jnyi Fortress. The five espers hiked
west and north, into the greet pine forests, until they came to the village of Hoskins Watch. Here they
bartered for winter clothes to outfit Jask and Mdopina againg the rigors of snow and ice, which they
would soon have to endure; Tedesco, Chaney and Kiera were comfortable enough in ther own skins.
They aso obtained five sets of snowshoes for use in the high country, and spent a few minutes admiring
the great statue of Hoskins, which stood a the edge of the town, peering down the rugged Lancerian
Vdley, an inscrutable expresson on the stone face. They left town without incident, following the risng
land, the leaden sky, and the sentind pines that sheltered them from the worst of the north wind.

Theregfter, they did not encounter another settlement or see another human being for some long days.

Sxty kilometers from Hoskins Watch the gray sky lowered like a canvas fla dl during the dull
afternoon and, with none of the warning of rain, sated the earth with a fing, dry snow. The tiny flakes
gfted through the pines, eddied at the espers feet, dowly built up as darkness came on.

They made camp in the lee of a granite diff, sheltered by pines on two other sides, with a beautiful
downhill view of the snowscape being created before thair eyes. They had taken to marching by day and
deeping by night, for they now fet safe from pursuit, ever since they had gone unrecognized in Hos-kins
Watch.

By morning more than eight inches of snow had falen, and the sky il Sfted the white Stuff.

Tedesco stomped through the fluffy carpet as if it were not there, oblivious of the huge white clouds
he kicked up in hiswake.

Chaney and Kiera frolicked in the snow together, running ahead of the others, sometimes loping on
dl fours, more often progressing in the more sedate, two-footed manner when they redized they were
being watched. They were in their dement now, and their spirits were higher than they had been a any
other point in the journey.

Jask and Mdaopina were the laggards, having nether the strength to plow through the snowfal as
Tedesco did, nor the grace and agility to dance across it as the wolf-people did. No crust had been built
up, and the depth was not sufficient to permit the use of the snowshoes. The others held their pace in
order not to pull too far ahead of the most humanoid couple in their group.

On the fifteenth day out of Hoskins Watch, when they were in need of fresh mesat, Chaney and Kiera
unburdened themsdlves of thelr packs and set out to find and kill a deer. Within an hour they had cut one
from its herd and driven it back toward the day's camp. When it was near enough to make butchering
and storage convenient, they went for it, running fast, legping, claws catching, teeth snipping fird at its
legs then, in moments when it sumbled, at its neck.

Kiera scrambled onto its back, bit deep neer itsjugular.

The deer squeded, turned, leaped confusedly.

Chaney was onit.

The deer reared up again.

It snapped its shoulders. Shook its head. Hung him away.

Be careful! —Meopina

The wolf-people, on dl fours, circled ther quarry.

The deer stood with its head bowed, dripping blood on the snow.

Kierafeinted toward it.

The deer was indantly dert, skittering Sdeways.

She snarled at it. She moved closer, putting her head down, her paws widespread, hissed menacingly
at the wounded animd.



The deer watched her carefully.

Forgotten, Chaney camein fadt.

The deer squealed when the wolf hamstrung itsleft hind leg.

Snhow flew.

Crippled, the deer tried to stagger past Kiera, hobbling on three legs, done for and knowing it. Its
breath was frogt.

Kiera leaped, high.

She got its neck.

The deer went down. It kicked. It dilled. The hunt was over.

The two wolf-people wiped their bloodied muzzles in the snow, rose from thar feet onto ther hind
legs and walked down to join the other three espers.

Jask had expected them to take longer to rise out of the primitive state he had just seen them in.
When they were in front of him, however, he saw that they were the same Chaney and Kiera, more
avilized than not, more prone to kindness than violence.

| wouldn't think you 'd need to rob graves to eat, Jask sad to Chaney. With your hunting
prowess, your table should always be full.

Chaney shrugged. | prefer to buy my meat when | crave it. My kind was equipped to hunt and
kill, and our abilities kept our strain alive through the centuries of violence following the Last
War and through the many years of barrenness after that. But these days the need to bring down
our own game comes seldom. | enjoy a hunt, but only rarely. Besides, I'm halfway to being a
vegetarian.

| thought you didliked moralists ?

| do. My predilection for becoming a vegetarian is strictly a matter of taste, not morals.

Ten days later, far up in the snow belt, they ate the last of the deer meat and wondered if the few
packages of jerky, which Tedesco had picked up in Hoskins Watch, would keep them until they had
reached the Glacier of Light. They had not seen any animd life for more than three days.

The snow was now as much as ten feet deep, crusted enough for them to make use of ther
snowshoes.

Thewind wailed at night, mournful as a beast that had logt its mate, somehow reminding them of the
invighle companion they had picked up at the black glass craters and gotten rid of in the middle of the
Hadaspuri Sea. All of that, of course, seemed to have happened in another lifetime, centuries ago.

During the day the sun glared on the diamond surface of the snow fidds, giving the illuson that they
walked upon a mag-nificent mirror or across the top of a serene ocean.

As they walked, the snow meted on the pelts of Tedesco, Kiera and Chaney. At night, as they lay
degping, the water frozein pdlets. When they woke again, they were bedecked in transparent pearls.

At last, a day before ther last packages of jerky would have run out, they topped a white rise near
sunset and looked out across the basin of land, which at its far end was stoppered by the mammoth
anterior wal of the Glacier of Light.
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THEY stood at the base of the glacier. Glowing worms of pagte light, twiting through the ice, shed little
illumination on them. Less, even, than the stars that had been revedled in a doudless sky.

The Black Presence isn't here—Méopina.

How do you know?—Jask.

Reach for it with your esp.

He tried. WHII?

Did you find anything at all?—Meéopina

Reluctantly he admitted, No.

Perhaps we're not using our esp properly—Kiera.

How else could it be used?—Meéeopina

| sense something in there—Tedesco.

Chaney: Me, too.

What?— the other three.

A machine, | think, Tedesco "pathed.

The Black Presence would have machines, Kiera 'pathed.

And could the Presence, itself, be a machine?—Jask.

The old books don't say so—Tedesco.

You've previously admitted that the old books omit many things—Jask.

But omit something so basic?— doubt that.

Meopina: | think | am receiving something besides a machine.

Oh?

A very minimal psychic radiation.

Thewind battered the sde of the glacier.

The worms of light lay ill, dead but glowing.

There, yes—Kiera

A man—Chaney.

No, it's a woman—Tedesco.

Both—Jask.

More than two—Meéeopina.

One by one, they sat down on the hard-packed snow and ice.

Hundreds of people—Kiera

But none of them quite alive ? Meopina 'pathed. Then again, how could they be alive in the
center of a glacier?

They should be helped, Jask said. But how?

We can't melt a glacier, Chaney 'pathed.

They don't want help—Méopina.

They like it in there?—Chaney.

They went there of their own accord—Meéeopina

I'm getting the same impression—Tedesco.

But—

They have been frozen on purpose, Tedesco 'pathed. The machines tend them, have tended
them for thousands of years.

To what end? Chaney asked.

Preservation until . . . Meopina strained, searching the numbed minds of the glacier's inhabitants.

Until what?—Chaney.



Sop asking questions and help us find out—Kiera.

They 're being preserved until the Earth isfit for them, Jask 'pathed.

Until, Meopina expanded, the Last War is over, and the Earth is civilized again. What are they
waiting for?

They have their own criteria for “ civilization,” Tedesco said.

SO?—Chaney.

And those criteria are much different from ours. They're waiting for cities to grow up again,
become as mighty as cities were in their day. They don't want to be awakened from their
cryogenic state to face a world without all the comforts they became accustomed to.

They may wait forever —Chaney.

Why should they mind? Jask 'pathed. They have no sense of time. “ Forever” is no longer than
a day to them.

These were the richest and most cunning men and women of those times just prior to the Last
War, Tedesco 'pathed. They saw that total destruction was coming, and they prepared for it.

They ran from responsibility, Chaney disagreed.

How can a single individual stop the tide of mass hysteria ?— Kiera,

Agreed, Jask 'pathed. Chaney's acting like the moralist he didikes. These people did what they
thought wisest.

They survived—Tedesco.

As icicles?—Chaney.

Thewind blew spicules of ice againg their backs as they sat below the glacier, garing up.

Someday they'll be warmed—Tedesco.

They'll join society again, in its next great era, as if no time has passed at all—Jask 'pathed.

If there is another great era—Chaney.

Night fdl across the plain.

Theair grew colder 4ill.

They'll take up the reins of the Earth long after all of us have turned to dust—Meopina

Chaney said, Thisis nothing but a morgue full of zombies, then.

A cryogenic laboratory, full of paying customers—Jask.

Morgue and zombies, Chaney ingsted.

The grave robber should know—Tedesco.

Chaney got to hisfeet, dapped his hands againgt hissdes to knock away the thin film of ice that had
begun to form on him. He looked up &t the glacier one last time. No matter what they are, he 'pathed,
they are not the Black Presence.

The others rose, too.

We can't afford to waste time—Chaney.

Well eat and start walking—Tedesco.

Without degp?—Kiera

If we pause to deep, our food may run out before we get out of these arctic climes and into
regions where game flourishes, Tedesco 'pathed.

Over acold supper of beef jerky, Tedesco explained the markings on his third map.

At least, Kiera 'pathed, we know where the Presence is. We have only to get there.

Let's not build false hopes, Mdopina 'pathed. Perhaps none of these three locations is inhabited
by the Presence.

They dl looked a the bruin.

He tore off a chunk of mest from a stick of jerky and shrugged. Melopina may be right.

If sheis, Chaney 'pathed, what do we do then?

No one had an answer for that.



Coda:

DEATHPIT AND BEYOND
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IN the first two weeks of her term as the Preakness Bay Generd Merka Shanly drafted a complex set of
rationing laws and initiated a governmenta committee to research the science of agriculture and the many
sciences of manufacturing with amind toward making the enclave sdf-aufficient within the decade. In the
fourth week the rationing laws were put into force, and the research committee delivered its initid report,
liging possible research materia sources “and manpower requests for the main body of the task. Merka
persondly supervised the punishment of ration-law violators and issued decrees for the conscription of
men and women to work under the direction of the research committee. The higtoricd tradition of, and
the ages-old respect for, the office of Generd was such that—athough they mut-tered disconsolately
among themsdaves—none of the population took public exception to the new order of things.

In the fifth week of her reign Merka Shenly was moved back into the Military Suite, where the
quarantine had been lifted after careful derilization of every room. She put her clothes in the closets,
disposed of the garments of the dead man. At night she expected to be plagued by his ghost or, at the
vay least, by nightmares in which the old Generd played the leading role, but neither came to pass.
Perhaps that was because she had no time to walow in guilt. She had time only to make changes in the
enclave's life—and to wait fearfully for someone to discover that she was an esper, a tainted creature
worthy only of death.

Throughout the sixth, saventh, and eighth weeks she ad-ministered the efars of Preakness Bay with
asdngle-mindedness that prompted Ober Iswan to comment, in private, that never had the Committee on
Leadership exhibited such foresght asin the selection of Merka Shanly. When the haly Iswan made this
observation to other members of the com-mittee, they only smiled and nodded polite agreement. Iswan
took their taciturn reactions to imply that they were more modest men than he had once thought. He
never seemed to notice that his comrades had received specid governmental considerations ever since
the dection of the new Generd—amogt as if they were being repaid for some specid sarvice to the
enclave.

In her ninth week, having read prdiminary reports from the research committee, Merka Shanly
indituted the firs working farm within the boundaries of the enclave. Soil tenders were conscripted,
crops were planted, and experiments in self-re-liance were begun.

In her tenth week, when she should have been glorious beneath her wreath of accomplishments,
Merka Shanly wasin the lowest emationa ebb of her entire life. Two things conspired to bring about this
gloom: her own developing esp power, which labeled her as an outcast but which she could not accept,
being so dedicated to Lady Nature and so certain that her plans would benefit her kind; and her need for
aman. The fird she had learned to accept, and she had become adept a conceding her telepathic
radiations. But the second was a greeter problem. She was one of those people who needed physcd
contact, sexud experience, as much as water and food. Her sdf-denid, gen-erated by her fear that a
lover would learn of her extrasensory perception, had led to a frustration she could not much longer bear.

In the middle of her deventh week in the august post of commander in chief of Preakness Bay she
convened the Com-mittee on Fruitfulness, of which she was chairwoman. The last meeting had been two
months earlier, and much business had accumulated. At the end of the session, as the committee
mem-bers were ridng to leave, she ordered them seated and presented her own petition for a mate. She
hed one man in mind, Kolpel Zenentha, by whom she had once borne a child and who was the best |over
she had ever had. He was currently engaged in attempted offspring generation with a woman named Kyla
Dag-geron, and the preemption of an aready established sexud reationship was unheard of. Merka
Shanly suggested that this was another rule that must be changed.

It was.

At the end of the deventh week Kolpel Zenentha, atal, dim, dark-haired man in his early thirties
moved into the Military Suite.



Thet fird night Merka Shanly wore him out, then issued him a hypodermic of a virility drug and wore
him out again. He dept dl through the next day, like a child who had played too hard.

In her twdfth week of office Merka Shanly created another research committee and assigned it the
task of establishing a large library of prewar books and tapes. By radio the committee could learn what
titles other enclaves possessed and arrange for the copying of what volumes Preakness Bay lacked. The
trans-portation of these books from one enclave to the other would entall arduous journeys for
conscripted soldiers, but the estab-lishment of a good reference library was essentid to the rebuild-ing of
ahuman Golden Age.

In the thirteenth week she rested.

In the fourteenth week as she was caught up in orgasmic ddight, playing rider to Kolpel Zenenthas
mouth, she forgot hersdf, and let her mind reach out for his. She touched him telepathicaly, tranamitted
her joy to him without words . . .

And was found out.
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THE five espers stood at the top of the hill, with the cold wind in their faces, and they watched the horses
grazing and gamboling below. A good hundred of the dark brown, sheggy beasts stood on the fla plan
a the base of the icy hills as yet not cognizant of the espers. If the wind changed they would know
danger was near, and they would run. That was the last thing any of the five on the hill wanted. They had
obtained food within the last few days, but this success was offset by the gradud reslization— obtained
through a close study of Tedesco's third map and a comparison of that paper with the previous maps—of
how far they had to travel until they reached the landmark known as Degthpit. This journey was to be
three times longer than that from the glass craters to the Glacier of Light; without mounts they could
expect to spend Sx months walking.

Melopina huddled againgt Jask's side, her am around him. Do you think | could really ride one of
those ?

You could learn.

They look enormous.

Three meters from ground to shoulder, | make them, Tedesco "pathed.

And wild—Kiera reminded them. She was stting in front of the group, on her supple haunches, her
hands out on the snow, like ared wolf might git.

Any suggestions for corraling a few? Jask asked.

Thewhinny of the beasts rose to them, like distant laughter.

We could employ our extrasensory perception to pacify them, Jask suggested.

How?—Kiera

Jask considered the exact nature of the problem for a moment, and when he had figured it out, he
was somewhat surprised that he should be able to concelve of such a thing and propose it with mora
impunity. At one time, not so many months ago, he would have considered his idea perverted, wicked,
generated by the Ruiner. Now, because it seemed the easiest way to achieve thair ends, he said, Each of
us could reach out for a different horse's mind, find it, touch it, mesh with it, pacify the horse and
learn its nature intimately. In minutes we should be able to establish a rapport with our mounts
that most riders require months to gain.

| thought Tedesco said we must avoid meshing with any but the minds of other human beings.

That would be safest, the bruin 'pathed. He shifted from one heavy foot to the other as he watched
the horses, but he made no tdltale sound.

No, Jask explained, what the living city taught us was never to mesh our consciousness deeply
with an intdligent creature of another race. These horses are by no means intelligent, merely dumb
animals.

The others hestated.

Melopina? Jask asked.

| don't know, she 'pathed. | think we ought to take the living city's message more to heart. |
don't think we should risk this.

There'd be no risk.

You can't say for sure—Kiera

Jask wiped irritably at his eyes, which the biting wind had made dightly teary. His hands were red
and chapped, though thiswas the firs day he had not worn gloves since they had entered the highlands.
He 'pathed, How else do you suggest we get hold of those tough little beasts—and keep hold of
them ?

Chaney spat in the thin kiff of snow, through which green-brown grass poked like the hair of a
corpse, and he 'pathed, Expediency should not be the only consideration in a situation like this.

Like what?—Jask.



We must be careful —Kiera

Tedesco nodded.

Meopinaremained quiet.

Jask looked at them, perplexed by ther attitude, then opened his esp powers and more vigoroudy
sought their thoughts. He was suddenly surprised by what twisted motivations lay behind their reluctance
to act.

He 'pathed, You frauds!

Tedesco looked sheepishly at the snow before him, kicked it away from the grass asif he were going
to bend over and take a bite.

Making moral judgments again, Chaney sad.

Oh boy! Jask roared. When | was reluctant to share telepathic conversation, afraid to use my
powers, you labeled me a snob, bigot, idiot and other choice things.

We were hardly that crude, Kiera said, looking over her shoulder but not risng from the cold earth.

You were worse!

But there was a difference, Tedesco sad.

Which was?

The bruin sghed, scratched behind his right ear, picked off some ice from his beard and findly
explaned: You may have considered the rest of us your inferiors, back then, but we were human
beings, too. That was different from this. These horses are clearly not our equals. They are
inferior to us. We have a right to exercise some prejudice when it comes to meshing minds with
mere beasts.

How you rationalize—Jask.

Not rationalization. Common sense, Chaney ‘pathed.

What you are suggesting, Jask 'pathed, is that a man becomes—well, tainted by whatever he
touches. He shook his head againg the wind, hair whipping about his face. Does that mean that a man
who collects trash is nothing but trash himself? Does that mean that a man who cures the ill is
bound to becomeill in a like manner?

You're generalizing—Tedesco. He was dill embarrassed for himsdf and the other three reluctant
espers, and he must have dready redized that his prgudice was glly. Yet he argued. It was naot like the
bruin to give up too soon, without at least minima defense of his pogtion.

According to this new philosophy of yours, Jask goaded them, does a man become a beast
because he passes through the Wildlands ? If so, we're all beasts already. Do you mean to imply
that we are all insane because we meshed with the psychic force that was the living city? Do you
further mean for me to believe that Chaney and Kiera are primitives because they hunted our
meat with their teeth and claws, like mindless animals?

The wolf-man growled his disapprovad of that last remark, and he unthinkingly popped his shiny
claws from their pro-tective sheaths, hunched his head forward so that his jaw was more prominent.

I'm not saying that you are an animal, Jask 'pathed to the wolf-man. In fact, | don't think so at
all. I'm merely applying the philosophy that you've spouted to me in the last few minutes.

Chaney looked away from him, retracted his wicked claws, spat in the snow and tried to find
something to look a besides his four companions and the hundred horses below. He findly settled on
lifing his head back and saring at the sky, which was dotted with swiftly moving clouds and stained with
|ate-af-ternoon sunshine.

W I? Jask asked them again.

No one responded.

Melopina?

I'm afraid, Jask.

He looked at the horses again.

They 4ill grazed peacefully, unaware of the discusson on the hilltop, their long hair shifting this way
and that in the wind.

Wll, he 'pathed to the other four, | don't intend to walk. If you want to wear your feet to the



knees and arrive at the pit four months later than | do, you're welcome to that idiosyncrasy.

He stepped forward, past Kiera

The horses paid no attention.

He picked out alarge, dark mount, sought the shell of its mind with esp fingers, found it, touched it. It
was nealy featurdess, a smooth shel filled more with generd impressions than with details, with
emotions rather than intdllect, with hazy memoriesin place of the darity of a four-dimensond, intdlectud
un-derstanding of the nature of time. All this was eadly grasped— even more essly controlled,

Jask stood for five minutes, motionless, learning the horse, seeking its fears and dlaying them, locating
its pleasures and promising those.

The horse turned, looked up the hill a him, but did not panic.

Come here.

It snorted, bent, took a mouthful of grass, and, trotting at a brisk pace but not so fast as to frighten
the other beasts, it climbed the hill and came up to Jask.

Jask patted its black nose.

The horse snuffled and nuzzled his head. Itstail swished back and forth, evidence of its trust in him.

He walked around its side, grabbed a handful of the thick mane dong its spine, and svung himsdf to
the center of its back.

WEI? he 'pathed to the others.

Médopina walked forward, surveyed the animds below, chose one, and in minutes was mounted
beside Jask.

We've acted somewnhat like fools, Tedesco 'pathed.

Somewnhat! Jask ‘pathed.

You had your turn at bullheadedness, the bruin said. Have grace enough to permit us ours.

In ten minutes they were dl seated atop the wild horses, though none of the horses was wild any
longer.

As they rode down the hillade and sent the other horses gdloping in a herd before them, Tedesco
'pathed to Jask, You're not the same Pure lad | led out of the Highlands of Caul.

| know, Jack said. But you are the same Tedesco—and I'm damned glad of that!

They grinned a each other for a moment, before the bruin suddenly became sdlf-conscious.

Let's make some time now that we're off our feet! Tedesco roared.

He leaned over his enormous mount's deek neck, dinging to the copious blanket of hair that lay over
its back, kicked its sdes lightly, and galloped swiftly away.

They rode during the day, stopping every two hours to wak their horses, water them, and dretch
their own legs. They did not press the well-muscled beasts to achieve too great a distance in ay sngle
day, though they suspected the horses endurance was greater than theirs; they dl got blistered rumpsiin
short order. Two things kept them from abusing the horses: Firg, they knew that they would need them
for many weeks, and they did not want to wear them out and be left with hundreds of kilometers to cover
on foot; second, since they had meshed with the beasts, they fdt a certain sympathy, a tenderness, an
obligartion to be good masters.

From January Slash they passed into the sparsaly populated buffer nation of McCdl's Hold, a narrow
drip of country, beyond which lay another pocket of the ubiquitous Wildlands, Iron Man's Trugt. In the
week they took to cross this amdl territory, they saw thousands of robots piled in rusing heaps in the
streets of crumbling villages, which—judging from the scarcity of human skeletons—had been built for
machines in-stead of for dtizens of flesh and blood. They passed hundreds of robots that dill performed
tasks they had been programmed for, tasks now meaningless but carried out with an admirable diligence
nonetheess. Still other metd men clanked mindlesdy from building to building, sometimes turning baeful
ydlow sght receptors on the five espers as they passed through, more often ignoring them atogether. A
few guardbots stopped them and demanded their business, threatened them with stubby guns built into
metd chests and foreheads, but dways let them pass when they said they were humans and had aright to
0o where they wished.



| feel s0 sorry for them—Meé opina 'pathed.

Sorry ?—Chaney.

They've got just enough intelligence to know things are not right and to want to set things
straight, but they've not got the ability to cope with anything but an ordered world. From now
until they all fall apart and rust, this world offers them no hope.

Machines can't fedl —Chaney.

Not as we can, at least. But somehow, deep down within, | suspect they have a trace of a soul.

Romanticist, Chaney 'pathed.

Cynic.

In the center of Iron Man's Trust they came across a huge, coppery building which had withstood the
centuries quite well but did not seem to be inhabited by anyone, man or machine. Ingpecting it while their
horses rested and grazed, the espers found ten thousand more robots, none of which had ever been
activated or seen any use a dl. They lay in artight storage drawers that did from the wadls. Chaney used
the butt of his power rifle to smash in the plasti-glass over one of these drawers to see, he sad with a
draight face, if the meta-man within could crumble into dust.

It did not.

They Ieft Iron Man's Trust and ventured into the far western nation of Caloria Sunshine, struck south
and, in twelve more days, reached the ruins of Vevet Bay. This city had been called by other namesin
the centuries men had lived in it, but dl of these names were now forgotten. Nature had come back to
dam the land, and from Nature came the crumbling city's name, for it was congtructed on the hills
surrounding a gorgeous, wide-mouth inlet of the greast West Sea.

It was here, in Velvet Bay, that Degthpit waited.

The map Tedesco had did not pinpoint the location of the pit. For three days they quartered the
ancent city, looking for something that might deserve such a sniger name—and in the late afternoon of
their third search period, they discovered it. In the midst of dust and worm-eaten mortar, mold-laced
plagtics and shattered glass, the approach to Deathpit stood out like a beautiful woman in a group of
Crones. . . .

The courtyard between the four large, prewar buildings was twenty meters across. The old
cobblestones had been covered with some dick, shining materid, like millions of dlver flecks suspended
in a two-foot thickness of glass. This caught the sunlight and dazzled the eyes with bright reflections.
From each of the four entrances to the courtyard a meter-wide path of lusterless black stone led through
the glittering materid on both sdes and directly to the pit. This was a hole, one meter in diameter, cut in
the center of the courtyard floor. It was rimmed with a black stone curb and filled with rich darkness
clear to its bottom.

Thisisit'—Meopina

Don't get your hopes up—Tedesco.

But what else could it be but an accessway to the Presence ?

Many things, the bruin 'pathed. None of which we've ever heard of.

Chaney retrieved a brick from one of the dilgpidated buildings and dropped it into the pit. From the
timeit took to strike bottom, they learned the depth of the wel was somewhere near thirty meters.

| can sense an intelligent mind, Meopina said.

And alien—Kiera

But it seems more distant than a hundred feet—Jask.

If this is the Black Presence, Chaney said, why doesn't it contact us? Were what it's been
waiting for.

Perhaps it is something else altogether —Tedesco.

| can sense alien landscapes, strange thoughts, too strange for a creature of this world to have
—Kiera

The living city's emanations were alien, too, Chaney re-minded them. Yet it was not the Black
Presence.

They formed a meditation circle beside the pit, joined hands and linked minds until their esp powers



hed coalesced into a sngle, strong psychic probe.

Onehand ... one hand . .. grasping, seeking . . . we are all one hand . . . Mdopina directed
them.

They managed to touch the shdl of the creatures mind where it lay beneath the earth, fed the
humming power of an ex-traterrestrial consciousness.

Thisisit'—Tedesco.

For once | do not need to play the devil's advocate, Chaney 'pathed. If there is a Black
Presence, this being is what we want.

But it ill remained detached, distant, unresponsive to their best efforts to establish telepathic contact.
Indeed, except for a shudder now and again, the creature seemed oblivious to them.

They broke up their gestdt and rose from the ring.

Someone will have to go down there, get closer, find out why it isn't responding, Chaney
'pathed.

I will, Jask said at once. He felt, unaccountably, thet if he did this last thing for them, he would have
expunged the last traces of his own guilt for having snubbed them so long in the begin-ning of their
journey. As one, the others 'pathed to him the understanding that dl his early dupidities had been
forgiven, that proving himsdf here was not necessary, and he bdieved them. Slill, for his own peace of
mind, he wanted to be the one sent down to find the Presence.

This place is not called Deathpit without reason, Meopina reminded him, holding tightly to his
hand.

Someone must go down.

Why you?

Why not? He turned to Tedesco. We can make a harness with the rope in your rucksack. You
and Chaney should be able to support my weight without any trouble. Lower me sowly enough so
| can avoid whatever obstacles there might be.

The rope was fetched and, in short order, the harness was made. Jask climbed into it, sat on the edge
of thewdl as Tedesco and Chaney got good handholds on the loose rope, which, when the initid dack
was taken up, they would lower after him. Mdopina kissed him, did not want to let go, findly had to.
Jask did off the edge of the pit and dropped. . . .

He fdl two meters, jerked hard as the dack snapped tight. He dammed sideways into the pit wall,
hard enough to hurt himsdf but not with enough force to lose consciousness. He rubbed his aching chest,
winced at the pain, which lay like hot meta between his ribs. When his heart had dowed and he could
get his breath again, however, he decided that the injury was a amdl enough price to pay for getting to
the Presence. The reward, after dl, was gredt: the stars.

He tugged on the rope and ‘pathed, Lower away!

Tedesco and Chaney fed the rope into the well.

At ten meters the pit entrance had dwindled until it was only atiny coin of bright light overhead.

At fifteen metersit had shrunk to haf a coin, a bead.

At twenty it was only a point of light, a pinprick in the darkness.

When he reached twenty-five meters, nearly to the bottom of the shaft, the darkness suddenly
exploded in cold, white light.

Jaskl—Médopina

What's down there?—Tedesco.

Jask screamed as the light passed through him like a thousand pins. He jerked in his harness, fdl, and
before he could draw another bresth, he died.

A second later ahuge, dark form entered the bottom of Degthpit. It was shapeless and looked more
like an incredibly dense cloud of smoke than like living flesh, congtantly churning but never dissipaing as
smoke would be expected to. When it encountered the esper's body, it twisted and writhed more
furioudy, split into three separate entities, each as shapeless as the motherform. One of these returned to
the ship from which the creature had origindly come; one remained behind with the crumpled body of the
esper; thethird soared up the length of the shaft, like a hdlish spirit cannoned into the world. It erupted



into the late afternoon sun, bobbling in the warm air before the four living espers, who had fdlen to the
courtyard in shock and terror at the death of Jask.

Good god, what have we unleashed? Chaney asked.

Melopina threw her head back, sought Jask's mentd aura, could not find it. She screamed and
screamed.



33

THE Watcher wakes from his nap, cut deep by a psychic radiation the like of which he has never
before encountered on this world.

He rises up, moves forth, seeking the source.

He finds the ebbing life force in the corpse, locates the espers in the courtyard above, and he
realizes that his brief nap has been extremely costly.

He moves out to make repairs.



A

AT firg, when they removed her from her post as Generd of the Preakness Bay enclave and imprisoned
her prior to her execu-tion, Merka Shanly did not so much mourn her own coming degth but the end of
the programs she had initiated, and which might eventudly have saved the Pures from extinction. None of
the Preakness Bay people had been exactly enthusiagtic about the new order of things and they were
eager to terminate dl the programs ingtigated by a tainted Generd. Even if some man with ingght were to
be elected to her post, he would not dare suggest the reactivation of researches and experiments that had
origindly been proposed by a mutant. She mourned the coming era of shame, from which her people
would never pass, and she damned hersdf for her desires, which had in the end led to her discovery by
Kolpe Zenentha.

Asthetime for her torture and death grew near, however, she began to think less of the people of the
enclave and more of hersdlf. She did not want to die. She might be tainted, a child of the Ruiner, with no
hope now of eternd salvetion, but she wanted to hold onto this world anyway. It was a reaction that
surprised her. She soon reasoned, however, thet if one were to be damned upon desth, no matter whét,
it was best to livein this world as long as one could. The sooner death came, the sooner came hell.

She knew that Jask Zinn, the lagt esper found in the enclave, had killed his guards with his mentd
powers and escaped. She tried to tap smilar ailitiesin hersdf but could do no more than read the minds
of those around her.

On the morning of the Purification Ceremony she was taken from her cdl to the man theater on the
fird level, where she was stripped and clamped to a large date table whose edges were channeled with
blood gutters. To begin with, as the congrega-tion chanted, she was ritudidicaly dashed with scapels,
dec-orated with traditiond religious Sgns that made her blood flow fredy.

They daubed sat in her wounds.

When she passed out, she was revived.

A waste of supplies, she thought.

Then, when she began to laugh hydericdly, tossing her pretty head from sde to sde, the
congregation and the priests were certain that this was a 9gn of the Ruiner's presence and tha he was
mocking Lady Nature's people. They chanted loud-er and ordered the preparation of the Executioner's
Pendulum somewhat sooner than they ordinarily might have. As the tenor of Merka Shanly's laugh grew
madder and madder, they looked nervoudy thisway and that, wondering if the Ruiner would dare make
adirect appearance in this holy hal.

At the penultimate moment, as the Pendulum was moved into place above the table, therr worst fears
were redized. A mam-moth, shapeless black being materidized in the center of the dtar, floating in the
ar. It moved down the front of the church toward the date table, scattering the priests before. The Straps
arding Merka Shanly's ankles and wrists snapped loose. At this, those last few brave souls in the
audience turned and fled, shouting as hygtericaly as the gifl had done moments before.

Merka Shanly lay ill, looking up & the Ruiner, more terrified than those who had been able to flee,

The Presence "pathed imeages of reassurance.

“You're the Ruiner?’

It 'pathed a negetive concept, then presented a brief, imagistic higory of itsdf and its purpose there.
When it found that she was frightened by its magica appearance in the center of the dtar, it 'pathed
images of its ship and of the teleportation equipment on board, tried to encapsulate the theories of
in-stantaneous trave in nonverba images and left her more con-fused than frightened—which was some
improvement anyway.

“And what will you do to me now?’ she asked.

It 'pathed the images of other worlds, other stars, other races of intdligent beings.

“l don't know if | want—"



It swept forth, scooped her within the effect of its teleporta-tion fiedd and, turning, popped out of the
temple and back to the starship below the courtyard in the dity of Vdvet Bay in the nation of Cdoria
Sunshing, across an entire continent. There, Merka stepped from the transmisson booth into an
enormous room in which two hundred other human beings—some Pure and some tainted—were stting
and sanding in groups, obvi-oudy involved in conversation but not making any sound at dl. These were
the others the Presence had so far located on its search of the Earth; it went, now, to look for Hill others,
leaving Merka Shanly done.

Jask woke in a softly lighted room, in the middle of an invisble bed of force webs, which hdd him
more comfortably than any meattress he had ever dept on before. He smacked his lips and wondered
how he had gotten into such a place as this, when he abruptly remembered the flash of light, the pain, the
oncoming darkness, which had been too intense to have been mere unconsciousness. He sat sraight up,
whimpering.

Médopina was there, as were Tedesco, Chaney and Kiera

You're all right, Mdopina ‘pathed.

| died!

Yes.

Then— He looked sorrowfully from one to the other of hisfriends. Then, you're all dead too?

Tedesco burst out laughing.

Cynicd as dways, Chaney ‘pathed, This isn't the afterlife, Jask. You didn't die and get sent to
heaven or anything so good as that.

But | died!

And were resurrected, Kiera said.

But the Resurrectionists can't be—

Not resurrected in that sense, Tedesco said. You were killed by a device meant to guard the
Presence against intruders. But it seems, that our friend from another world has access to
miraculous machines we have never even imagined. He has one that, if it is supplied with a corpse
in time, can seven times out of ten return the unfortunate to life.

And you four?

Not hurt.

Why did it let me be hurt? Jask wanted to know.

It didn't register our esp power, Mdopina explained, because it was fifteen years into a
twenty-year-long nap.

Twenty years!

The Presence has been on Earth more than eighty-five thousand years, but it's only lived a
small portion of its life. A twenty-year nap is only standard procedure.

While it napped, Jask said, how many espers died?

That's a pointlesdy vicious attitude, Tedesco ‘pathed. Were lucky it was here at all.

Jask knew the bruin was right, but his own death was too fresh in his mind to permit him complete
objectivity just now.

Besdes, Kiera sad, it uses images, not words, in telepathic talk. At first, it could not
understand us at all. Apparently we aren't using our esp ability to its full potential. Until we do,
we will stay here on Earth, taking instructions from the Presence, learning to overcome the
handicap of being raised in a verbal society.

Any optimiam Jask was beginning to dlow himsdf sank without a trace as Kiera spoke. Say on
Earth? How long?

No more than a year, Kiera said. That's how long the Presence feds it will take to teach us
imagistic communication.

Besides, Meopina added, the ships the Presence sent for will not be here for another eight or
nine months anyway.

Why not?



They need that long to cross the gulf of space.

Then—the stars for ud Tedesco said.

Jask looked at each of them in turn, these four he loved and with whom he had been through so
much. He said, Are you sure you want the stars any longer?

They 'pathed surprise.

Jask 'pathed, Even if we can be taught imagistic telepathy, well always find ourselves thinking
in verbalized frames. We won't be able to help making a dip now and again. Well be marked as
children, as cripples, all our lives,

| doubt it'll be as bad as that, Tedesco "pathed.

And how will we comprehend and learn to work with all the pieces of miraculous science and
machines they take for granted? Well be like primitives. There is nothing special about us to
make them want to welcome us into the society of the many worlds.

That would be true but for one thing, Tedesco 'pathed.

What thing?

Despite all the advanced races of the galaxy, all those who have been telepaths for tens of
thousands of years, no other race has any other psionic abilities.

o?

We have them! Consider your own ability to kill, to frighten a man to death. Further consider
the trick Melopina taught us— the fireballs. And, finally, our ability to mesh into a single psychic
force.

They can't?

No.

Chaney 'pathed, Among the other espers the Presence has already rounded up, there are people
who can levitate them-selves and move small objects without touching them. Others seem able to
see parts of the future.

One woman can do the most exceptional thing of all, Tedesco said. She can concentrate and
make moving pictures in the empty air, colors and designs, the most artistic things!

It seems to me, Jask said, that some of these other talents are more exceptional than that.

Hes prgudiced, Chaney sad. The artist he speaks of is a young bruin mutant named
Kathalina.

You just don't appreciate good art, Tedesco grumbled.

Médopina 'pathed, Come on, Jask. Get dressed and come into the main lounge, where the
others are.

| think I'd like to stay here with you a bit, alone, he ‘pathed, making her blush a brighter
blue-green.

You've a job, though, she ‘pathed.

Ajob?

Tedesco explaned. The Presence tells us that when mankind first journeyed to the stars, he
was not telepathic—but he had the grains of the talent in his genes. The Presence's people could
have helped man develop that drop of talent, but they were refused when they made the offer.

Refused? Whyever—

The big thing holding us back from space last time was xenophobia, Tedesco sad. Mankind
couldn't cooperate on an intimate level with other races. Even men of different skin color argued
among themselves. The idea of such close contact with alien nonhumans was more than most men
of that time could accept.

Perhaps that's why men developed the artificial wombs, Kiera said. They knew they had not
deserved the stars, and they were trying to become acclimated to the idea of nonhumans among
them. Maybe they would have adjusted by having mu-tated children and finally been able to face
the red aliens. But things fell apart too fast for them to make the grade. Their society decayed,
and the Last War finished them.

But what has this to do with my—job? Jask "pathed.



We can't afford to let ssimpleminded prejudices stand between us and the stars, Tedesco sad.
Not this time. We need every human esper we can get, but—

But?

Some of those the Presence has rounded up are Pures, Mdopina said. They're the only ones in
the lounge who refuse to communicate telepathically with anyone but their own kind.

Chaney wiped a hismuzze and said, And you've been where they are now. You can teach them
much.

| guess| can at that, Jask said.

Come on, Mdopina said. These eight or nine months are going to pass as quickly as twenty
years passes for the Presence. We've lots to do!

Sniling a the way her behind swayed when she walked, Jask followed the blue-green girl from the
sckbay, down a long corridor, and into the man lounge, where the future parents of countless
garchildren spoke animatedly in utter Slence.



