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THE DI RDI R

CHAPTER ONE

THE SUN CARI NA 4269 had passed into the constellation Tartusz, to mark the onset of Balul Zac
Ag, the "unnatural dreamtinme," when slaughter, slave-taking, pillage and arson came to a halt
across the Lokhar Hi ghlands. Balul Zac Ag was the occasion for the Geat Fair at Smargash, or
perhaps the Great Fair had cone first, eventually to generate Balul Zac Ag after unknown hundreds
of years. From across the Lokhar Hi ghl ands and the regions surroundi ng Xar, Zhurveg, Seraf, N ss
and others canme to Snmargash to mingle and trade, to resolve stale feuds, to gather intelligence.
Hatred hung in the air like a stench; covert glances and whi spered curses, in-drawn hisses of
detestation accented the col or and confusion of the bazaar. Only the Lokhars (the nmen bl ack-
ski nned and white-haired, the wonen whiteskinned and bl ack-haired) maintained faces of placid
unconcern.

On the second day of Balul Zac Ag, as Adam Reith wandered through the bazaar, he becane aware
that he was bei ng wat ched. The know edge came as a di smal shock; on Tschai, surveillance al ways
led to a grimconcl usion

Perhaps he was mistaken, Reith told hinmself. He had dozens of enenies; to nany others he
represented ideol ogi cal disaster; but how could any of these have traced himto Smargash? Reith
continued along the crowded | anes of the bazaar, pausing at the booths to | ook back the way he had
cone. But his follower, if in fact he existed, was lost in the confusion. There were N ss in black
robes, seven feet tall, striding |ike rapacious birds: Xars; Serafs; Dugbo nomads squatting over
their fires; Human Thi ngs expressionl ess behind pottery facepl ates; Zhurvegs in coffee-brown
caftans; the black and white Lokhars of Smargash thensel ves. There was odd staccato noise: the
cl ank of iron, squeak of |eather, harsh voices, shrill calls, the whine, rasp and jangle of Dugbo
musi c. There were odors: fern-spice, gland-oil, subnusk, dust rising and settling, the reek of
pi ckl ed nuts, snoke fromgrilled neats, the perfune of the Serafs. There were colors: black, dul
brown, orange, old scarlet, dark blue, dark gold. Leaving the bazaar Reith crossed the dancing
field. He stopped short, and fromthe corner of his eye glinpsed a figure sliding behind a tent.

Thoughtfully Reith returned to the inn. Traz and the Dirdirman, Ankhe at afram Anacho, sat in
the refectory nmaking a neal of bread and neat. They ate in silence; disparate beings, each found
the ot her inconprehensible. Anacho, tall, thin and pallid like all Dirdirmen, was conpletely
hairless, a quality he now tended to mininmize under a soft tasseled cap after the style of the
Yao. Hi s personality was unpredictable; he inclined toward garrulity, freakish jokes, sudden
petul ances. Traz, square, sonber and sturdy, was in nost respects Anacho's obverse. Traz
consi dered Anacho vain, over-subtle, over-civilized; Anacho thought Traz tactless, severe and over-
literal. How the two nmanaged to travel in conparative amty was a nmystery to Reith.

Reith seated hinmself at the table. "I think I'm being watched," he announced.
Anacho | eaned back in dismay. "Then we nust prepare for disaster-or flight."
"I prefer flight,"” said Reith. He poured hinself ale froma stone jug.

"You still intend to travel space to this nythical planet of yours?" Anacho spoke in the voice
of one who reasons with an obstinate child.

"I want to return to Earth, certainly."

"Bah," nmuttered Anacho. "You are the victimof a hoax, or an obsession. Can you not cure
yoursel f? The project is easier to discuss than to effectuate. Spaceships are not wart-scissors,
to be picked up at any bazaar booth."

Reith said sadly, "I know this only too well."

Anacho spoke in an of fhand manner: "I suggest that you apply at the Grand Sivishe Spaceyards.
Al nost anyt hing can be procured, if one has enough sequins."
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"l suspect that | don't," said Reith.
"Go to the Carabas. Sequins can be had by the bucketful."
Traz gave a short snort of derision. "Do you take us for nmani acs?"
"Where is the Carabas?" asked Reith.

"The Carabas is in the Dirdir Hunting Preserve, at the north of Kislovan. Men with |luck and
strong nerves sonetines prosper."

"Fool s, ganblers and nurderers, rather,"” nuttered Traz.
Reith asked, "How do these nen, whatever their nature, gain the sequins?"
Anacho's voice was flippant and airy. "By the usual nmethod: they dig up nodes of chrysospine."

Reith rubbed his chin. "Is this the source of sequins? | thought that the Dirdir or sonme such
folk mnted them"

"Your ignorance is that of another planet indeed!" decl ared Anacho.
The nuscles around Reith's nmouth gave a rueful twitch. "It could hardly be otherw se."

"The chrysospine," said Anacho, "grows only in the Black Zone, which is to say, the Carabas,
wher e urani um conpounds occur in the soil. A full node yields two hundred and ei ghty-two sequi ns,
of one or another color. A purple sequin is worth a hundred clears; a scarlet is fifty, and down
through the eneralds, blues, sards and m | ks. Even Traz knows as nuch."

Traz | ooked at Anacho with a curled lip. "' Even Traz' ?"

Anacho paid himno heed. "All this to the side; we have no certain evidence of surveillance.
Adam Reith may wel |l be m staken."

"Adam Reith is not mistaken," said Traz. "'Even Traz,' as you put it, knows better than this."
Anacho raised his hairless eyebrows. "How so?"

"Notice the man who just entered the room"

"A Lokhar; what about hin®"

"He is no Lokhar. He watches our every nove."

Anacho's jaw fell a trifle slack

Reith studied the man surreptitiously; he seemed less burly, less direct and abrupt than the
typi cal Lokhar. Anacho spoke in a subdued voice: "The lad is right. Notice how he drinks his ale,
head down instead of back ... D sturbing."

Reith nuttered, "Who would be interested in us?"

Anacho gave a bark of caustic laughter. "Do you think that our exploits have gone unnoticed?
The events at Ao Hidis have aroused attention everywhere."

"So this man-whom woul d he serve?"
Anacho shrugged. "Wth his skin dyed black | can't even guess his breed."

"We'd better get sone information," said Reith. He considered a nmonment. "I'll wal k out through
the bazaar, then around into the A d Town. If the nan yonder follows, give hima start and cone
behind. If he stays, one of you stay, the other cone after ne."

Reith went out into the bazaar. At a Zhurveg pavilion he paused to exami ne a display of rugs,
woven, according to runor, by |egless children, kidnapped and nmai med by the Zhurvegs thensel ves.
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He gl anced back the way he had cone. No one appeared to be following. He went on a little way, and
paused by the racks where hideous N ss wonen sold coils of braided |eather rope, |eap-horse
harness, crudely beautiful silver goblets. Still no one behind. He crossed the passage to exam ne
a Dugbo display of nusical instrunents. If he could take a cargo of Zhurveg rugs, N ss silver
Dugbo nusical instruments back to Earth, thought Reith, his fortune would be nade. He | ooked over
hi s shoul der, and now he observed Anacho dawdling fifty yards behind. Anacho clearly had | earned
not hi ng.

Reith sauntered on. He paused to watch a Dugbo necromancer: a twi sted old man squatting behind
trays of mi sshapen bottles, jugs of salve, junction-stones to facilitate tel epathy, |ove-sticks,
sheafs of curses indited on red and green paper. Above flew a dozen fantastic kites, which the old
Dugbo mani pul ated to produce a wan wailing rmusic. He proffered Reith an amulet, which Reith
refused to buy. The necromancer spat epithets and caused his kites to dart and shriek discords.

Reith noved on, into the Dugbo encanpnment proper. Grls wearing scarves and flounced skirts of
bl ack, old rose and ocher solicited Zhurvegs, Lokhars, Serafs, but taunted the prudish N ss who
stal ked silently past, heads out-thrust, noses |like scythes of polished bone. Beyond the
encanprent lay the open plain and the far hills, black and gold in the Iight of Carina 4269.

A Dugbo girl approached Reith, jangling the silver ornaments at her waist, snmiling a gap-
toothed grin. "Wat do you seek out here, ny friend? Are you weary? This is my tent; enter
refresh yoursel f."

Reith declined the invitation and stepped back before her fingers or those of her younger
sister could flutter near his pouch.

"Way are you reluctant?" sang the girl. "Look at me! Am | not graceful? | have polished ny
linbs with Seraf wax; | am scented with haze-water; you could do far worse!"

“"No doubt whatever," said Reith. "Still..."
"W will talk together, Adam Reith. W will tell each other of many strange matters."
"How do you know ny nane?" denanded Reith.

The girl waved her scarf at the younger girls, as if at insects. "Wl at Smargash does not know
Adam Rei th, who strides abroad Iike an Ilanth prince, and his nmind always full of thoughts?"

"]l am notorious then?"
"Ch, indeed. Must you go?"

"Yes. | have an engagenent." Reith continued on his way. The girl watched after himw th an odd
hal f-smile, which Reith, |ooking over his shoul der, found disconcerting.

A few hundred yards further al ong, Anacho approached froma side-lane. "The nman dyed like a
Lokhar remamined at the inn. For a period you were followed by a young wonan dressed as a Dugbo. In
t he encampnent she accosted you, then followed no nore."

"Strange," nmuttered Reith. He | ooked up and down the street. "No one follows us now?"
"No one is visible. W might well be under observation. Turn about, if you will."

Anacho ran his long white fingers over the fabric of Reith's jacket. "So | suspected." He
di spl ayed a small black button. "And now we know who tracks you. Do you recogni ze this?"

"No. But | can guess. Atell-tale.”

"A Dirdir adjunct for hunting, used by the very young or the very old to guide themafter their
quarry."

"So the Dirdir are interested in ne."

Anacho' s face becane | ong and pinched, as if he tasted something acrid. "The events at Ao Khaha
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have naturally attracted their attention."”
"What should they want with nme?"
"Dirdir motives are seldom subtle. They want to ask a few questions and then kill you."
"The tine has cone to nove on."

Anacho gl anced toward the sky. "That tine has conme and gone. | suspect that a Dirdir sky-car
approaches at this very nonent ... Gve ne the button."”

A Ni ss approached, black robes flapping to the stride of his | egs. Anacho stepped forth, nmade a
swi ft movenent toward the black gown. The Niss sprang around with a grunt of nenace, and for a
nmonent seened ready to abandon the unnatural restraints of Balul Zac Ag. Then he wheel ed and
continued al ong his way.

Anacho gave his thin fluting chuckle. "The Dirdir will be puzzled when Adam Reith proves to be
a Niss."

"Before they learn differently, we had best be gone.™
"Agreed, but how?"

"l suggest that we consult old Zarfo Detwiler."
"Luckily we know where to find him"

Skirting the bazaar, the two approached the al e-house, a ranshackle structure of stone and
weat her - beat en pl anks. Today Zarfo sat within, to escape the dust and confusion of the bazaar. A
stone crock of ale alnpbst hid his black-dyed face. He was dressed in unaccustoned el egance:
pol i shed bl ack boots, a maroon cape, a black tricorn hat pulled down over his flow ng white hair.
He was sonmewhat drunk and even nore garrulous than usual. Wth difficulty Reith nmade hi m aware of
his problem Zarfo at |ast becane exercised. "So, the Dirdir now Infanmous, and during Balul Zac
Ag! They had better control their arrogance, or know the wath of the Lokhars!"

"All this to the side,"” said Reith, "how can we nost quickly |eave Smargash?"

Zarfo blinked and di pped another ladle of ale fromthe crock. "First | nust |earn where you
wish to go."

"The Isles of Ooud, or perhaps the Carabas."

Zarfo let the ladle sag in shock. "The Lokhars are the nobst avaricious of people, yet how many
attenpt the Carabas? Few And how many return with weal th? Have you noticed the great nanor house
to the east, with the chain of carved ivory around the bower?"

"l have seen the nmanor."

"There are no other such manors near Smargash," said Zarfo portentously. "Do you get ny
meani ng?" He rapped on the bench. "Pot-boy! Mre ale."

"I nmentioned the Isles of Cloud as well," said Reith.

"Tusa Tala on the Draschade is nore convenient for the Isles. How to reach Tusa Tal a? The notor-
wagon fares only to Siadz at the edge of the highlands; | know of no route down the chasns to the
Draschade. The caravan to Zara is two nonths gone. A skyraft is the only sensible conveyance."

"Well, then, where can we obtain a sky-raft?"

"Not fromthe Lokhars; we have none. Look yonder: a skyraft and a party of rich Xars! They are
about to depart. Maybe their destination is Tusa Tala. Let us inquire.”

"A nmoment. We nust get word to Traz." Reith called the potboy, sent himrunning to the inn

Zarfo strode out across the conpound with Reith and Anacho behind. Five Xars stood by their old
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sky-raft: short bullshoul dered nen with congested conpl exi ons. They wore rich robes of gray and
green; their black hair rose in rigid varnished colums, flaring slightly outward and sheared off
flat.

"Leavi ng Snargash so soon, friend Xars?" Zarfo called out in a cheerful voice.
The Xars nuttered together and turned away.
Zarfo ignored the lack of affability. "Were then are you bound?"

"Lake Fal as; where el se?" declared the ol dest Xar. "Qur business is done; as usual we were
cheated. We are anxious to return to the swanps."

"Excellent. This gentlenan and his two friends need transportation to a point in your genera
direction. They asked ne whether they should offer to pay; | said, 'Nonsense! The Xars are princes
of generosity-' "

"Hold!" the Xar called sharply. "I have at |least three remarks to make. First, our raft is
crowded. Second, we are generous unless we | ose sequins in the process. Third, these two
nondescri pts have a reckl ess and desperate air about them not at all reassuring. Is this the
third?" The reference was to Traz, who had arrived on the scene. "A nere | ad but no | ess dubious
for all that."

Anot her Xar spoke. "Two further questions: How nuch can they pay? Were do they wish to go?"

Reith, considering the unconfortably scant supply of sequins in his pouch, said, "A hundred
sequins is all we can offer; and we want to be taken to Tusa Tala."

The Xars threw up their hands in outrage. "Tusa Tala? A thousand miles northwest! W head
sout heast to Lake Fal as! A hundred sequins? Is this a joke? Muntebanks! Of with all of you,,

Zarfo swaggered threateningly forward. "A nmountebank, you call me? Wre it not Balul Zac Ag,
the 'unnatural dreamtine,' | would tweak all of your ludicrously |ong noses!"

The Xars nade spitting sounds between their teeth, clinbed aboard the raft and departed.

Zarfo stared after the departing raft. He heaved a sigh. "In this case, failure ... Well, al
may not prove so churlish. In the sky conmes another craft; we shall put the proposal to those
aboard, or at an extrenmity, render themdrunk and borrow the vehicle. A handsone craft, that.
Surel y-"

Anacho gave a startled outcry. "A Dirdir sky-car! Already they are here! Away to conceal nent,
for our very lives!"

He started to dart away. Reith seized his arm "Don't run; do you want themto identify us so
qui ckl y?" To Zarfo: "Were shall we hide?"

"I'n the al e-house storeroom but never forget that this is Balul Zac Ag! The Dirdir would never
dare viol ence!"

"Bah," sneered Anacho. "Wat do they know of your custons, or care?"

"I will explain to them" declared Zarfo. He led the three to a shed besi de the al ehouse,
ushered themwi thin. Through a crack in the plank Reith watched the Dirdir sky-car settle into the
conmpound. On sudden thought he turned to Traz, felt over his garnments, and in vast disnmay
di scovered a bl ack disc.

"Quick," said Anacho. "Gve it here." He left the shed, went into the ale-house. A nminute |ater
he returned. "An old Lokhar departing for his cottage now carries the tell-tale.” He went to a
crack, peered out toward the field. "Dirdir, sure enough! As always when sport is to be had!"

The sky-car lay quiet: a craft different fromany Reith had seen heretofore, the product of a
sure and sophisticated technology. Five Dirdir stepped to the ground: inpressive creatures, harsh
mercurial, decisive. They stood approximately at human hei ght, and noved with sinister quickness,
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like Iizards on a hot day. Their dermal surfaces suggested polished bone; their crania raised into
sharp bl ade-like crests, with i ncandescent antennae streani ng back at either side. The contours of
the faces were oddly human, with deep eye-sockets, the scalp crests descending to suggest nasa
ridges. They hal f-hopped, half-loped, |ike |eopards wal king erect; it was not hard to see in them
the wild creatures which had hunted the hot plains of Sibol

Three persons approached the Dirdir: the fal se Lokhar, the Dugbo girl, a man in nondescri pt
gray garnments. The Dirdir spoke with the three for several mnutes, then brought forth
instrunments, which they pointed in different directions. Anacho hissed: "They locate their tell-
tales. And the old Lokhar in the al ehouse still dawdl es over his pot!"

"No matter,"” said Reith. "As well in the al e-house as anywhere else."

The Dirdir approached the al e-house, noving with their curious half-1oping stride. Behind cane
the three spies.

The ol d Lokhar chose this nmonent to lurch fromthe al ehouse. The Dirdir inspected himin
puzzl ement, and approached by great |eaps. The Lokhar drew back in alarm "Wat have we here?
Dirdir? Don't interfere with nme!"

The Dirdir spoke in sibilant |isping voices which suggested the absence of a larynx. "Do you
know a man cal l ed Adam Reith?"

"I ndeed not! Stand aside!"

Zarfo thrust hinself forward. "Adam Reith, you say? Wat of hinP"
"Where is he?"

"Way do you ask?"

The fal se Lokhar stepped forward, nuttered to the Dirdir. The Dirdir said. "You know Adam Reith
wel | 2"

"Not well. If you have noney for him leave it with me; he would have wanted it so."
"Where is he?"

Zarfo | ooked out across the sky. "You saw the sky-raft which departed as you arrived?"
"Yes."

"It mght be that he and his friends were aboard.”

"Who clainms this to be true?”

"Not |," said Zarfo. "I offer only the suggestion."

"Nor |," said the old Lokhar who had carried the telltale.

"What is the direction?"

"Pah! You are the great trackers," sneered Zarfo. "Wiy ask us poor innocents?"
The Dirdir retreated across the conpound in long strides. The skycar darted off into the air

Zarfo confronted the three Dirdir agents, his big face twisted into a malevolent grin. "So here
you are in Smargash, violating our laws. Do you not know this is Balul Zac Ag?"

"W committed no violence," stated the fal se Lokhar, "but nmerely did our work."

"Dirty work, conducive to violence! You shall all be flogged. Where are the constables? | give
these three into custody!"

The three agents were hustled away, protesting and crying and naki ng demands.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/Vance,%20Jack%20-%20Tschai%203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt (6 of 81) [2/4/03 10:46:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20V ance/V ance,%20Jack%20-%20T schai %6203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt

Zarfo came to the shed. "Best that you leave at once. The Dirdir will not delay |ong." He
poi nted across the conpound. "The wagon to the west is ready to depart."

"Where does it take us?"

"Qut to the highland rim Beyond lie the chasms! A grimterritory. But if you remain here, you
will be taken by the Dirdir. Balul Zac Ag or no."

Reith | ooked around the conpound, at the dusty stone and tinber structures of Smargash, at the
bl ack and white Lokhars, at the shabby old inn. Here had been the single interimof peace and
security he had known on Tschai; now events were forcing himonce nore into the unknown. In a
hol | ow voi ce he said, "W need fifteen minutes to collect our gear."

Anacho said in a disnmal voice, "The situation does not accord with ny hopes ... But | nust make
the best of it. Tschai is a world of anguish."”

CHAPTER TWO

ZARFO CAME TO the inn with white Seraf robes and spine hel mets. "War these; conceivably you
may Wi n an additional hour or two. Hurry-the wagon is at the point of departure.”

"One monent." Reith surveyed the conpound. "There may be other spies, watching our every nove."

"Well, then, by the back |ane. After all, we cannot anticipate every contingency."

Reith nade no further conments; Zarfo was beconi ng peevish and anxious to get them out of
Smar gash, no matter in what direction.

Silently, each man thinking his own thoughts, they went to the notorwagon term nus. Zarfo told
them "Say nothing to anyone; pretend to neditate: that is the way of the Serafs. At sundown face
the east and utter a loud cry: 'Ah-o0o-cha!' No one knows what it neans but that is the Seraf way.
If pressed, state that you cone to buy essences. So then: aboard the wagon! May you avoid the
Dirdir and succeed in all your future undertakings. And if not, renenber that death conmes only
once! "

"Thank you for the consolation," said Reith.

The notor-wagon trundled off on its eight tall wheels: away from Smargash, out over the plain
toward the west. Reith, Anacho and Traz sat alone in the aft passenger cubicle.

Anacho was pessimistic in regard to their chances. "The Dirdir will not be confused for |ong.
The difficulties will only nmake them keen. Do you know that the Dirdir young are |ike beasts? They
must be tamed, then trained and educated. The Dirdir spirit remains feral; hunting is a lust.”

"Self-preservation is no less a lust with nme," Reith stated.

The sun sank behind the rin gray-brown dust settled over the |andscape. The wagon paused at a
dismal little village; the passengers stretched their |egs, drank bracki sh water raised froma
wel |, haggled for buns with a withered ol d crone who asked outrageous prices and | aughed wildly at
count er - proposal s.

The wagon proceeded, |eaving the old woman muttering beside her tray of buns.

The dusk faded through unber into darkness. From across the wastel and cane a weird hooting: the
call of night-hounds. In the east rose the pink nobon Az, foll owed presently by blue Braz. Ahead
| ooned a jut of rock: an ancient vol canic neck, so Reith surm sed. Fromthe sunmit gl owed three
wan yellow Iights. Looking up through his scanscope* Reith saw the ruins of a castle ... He dozed
for an hour and awoke to find the wagon rolling through soft sand beside a river. On the opposite
bank psillas stood outlined against the nmoonlit sky. Presently they passed a many-cupol aed manor -
house, apparently uninhabited and in the process of decay.
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Hal f an hour later, at mdnight, the wagon runbled into the conpound of a large village, to
halt for the right. The passengers conposed thenselves to sleep on their benches or on top of the
wagon.

Carina 4269 finally rose: a cool anber disc only gradually dispelling the norning mst. Vendors
brought trays of pickled neats, pastes, strips of boiled bark, toasted pilgrimpod, fromwhich the
passengers nmade a breakfast.

The wagon proceeded to the west toward the Rim Mountains, now jutting high into the sky. Reith
occasionally swept the sky with his scanscope but discovered no signs of pursuit.

"Too early yet," said Anacho cheerlessly. "Never fear; it will cone."
At noon the wagon reached Siadz, the termnus: a dozen stone huts surrounding a cistern

To Reith's intense disgust, no transportation, neither notorwagon nor |eap-horse, could be
hired for transportation onward across the rim

"Do you know what |ies beyond?" demanded the elder of the village. "The chasns."
"I's there no trail, no trade-route?"

"Who woul d enter the chasns, for trade or otherw se? What sort of folk are you?"
"Serafs," said Anacho. "W explore for asofa root."

"Ah, the Serafs and their perfunmes. | have heard tales. Wll, don't play your immortal antics
on us; we are a sinple people. In any event, there is no asofa anong the chasns; only cripthorn
spunet and rack-belly."

"Nevertheless, we will go forth to search.”

"Go then. There is said to be an ancient road sonewhere to the north, but | know of none who
have seen it."

"What people inhabit the chasns? Are they friendly?"

"'People'? A joke. A few pysantillas, red cors under every rock, bodebirds. If you are
extremely unlucky you might nmeet a fere."

"It seens a dire region."”

"Aye, a thousand mles of cataclysm Still, who knows? Were cowards never venture, heroes find
splendor. So it may be with your perfune. Strike out to the north and seek the ancient road to the
coast. It will be no nore than a mark, a crunble. \Wien darkness cones, nmake yourself secure: night-
hounds range the wastes!"

Reith said, "You have dissuaded us; we will return east with the notorwagon.™
"Wse, wise! Wiy, after all, throw away your lives, Seraf or no?"

Reith and his conpani ons rode the notor-wagon a nile back down the road, then inconspicuously
slid to the ground. The wagon | unbered east and presently disappeared into the amber nurk.

There was sil ence about them They stood on coarse gray soil, with here and there w sps of
sal mon-col ored thorn and at even greater intervals a coarse tangle of pilgrimplant, which Reith
saw with a certain glumsatisfaction. "So long as we find pilgrimplant we won't starve."

Traz gave a dubious grunt. "W had best reach the nountains before dark. On the flat night-
hounds have advantage over three nmen."

"I know an even better reason for haste," said Anacho. "The Dirdir won't be puzzled long."

Reith searched the enpty sky, the bleak |andscape. "They m ght conceivably becone discouraged."
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"Never! Wen thwarted they grow excited, furious with zeal."

"We're not far fromthe nountains. W can hide in the shadow of the boulders, or in one of the
ravi nes."

An hour's travel brought them under the crunmbling basalt palisade. Traz suddenly halted,
sniffed the air. Reith could snmell nothing, but |ong since had |learned to defer to Traz's
percepti ons.

"Phung* droppings," said Traz. "About two days old."

Reith nervously checked the availability of his handgun. Ei ght expl osive pellets renai ned. Wen
these were gone the gun becane useless. It might be, thought Reith, that his |luck was running out.
He asked Traz, "Is it likely to be close at hand?"

Traz shrugged. "The Phung are mad things. For all | know, one stands behind that boul der."

Reith and Anacho | ooked uneasily about. Anacho finally said, "Qur first concern nust be the
Dirdir. The critical period has begun. They will have traced us aboard the notor-wagon; they can
easily followus to Siadz. Still, we are not conpletely without advantage, especially if they |ack
game-finding instrunents.”

"What instrunents are these?" asked Reith.

"Detectors of human odor or heat radiation. Sone trace footprints by residual warnth, others
observe exhal ati ons of carbon dioxide and |ocate a man froma distance of five mles."

"And when they catch their gane?"

"The Dirdir are conservative. They do not recogni ze change," said Anacho. "They need not hunt
but are driven by inner forces. They consi der thensel ves beasts of prey, and inpose no restraint
upon t hensel ves. "

"I'n other words,"” said Traz, "they will eat us.

Reith was gloonily silent. At last he said, "Well, we nmust not be captured.”

"As Zarfo the Lokhar said, 'Death cones but once.'
Traz pointed. "Notice the break into the palisade. If ever a road existed, there it must go."

Across barren hummocks of conpacted gray soil, around tangles of thorn and tunbl ed beds of
rubble, the three hurried, perspiring and constantly watching the sky. At last they reached the
shadow of the notch, but could find no trace of the road. If ever it existed, detritus and erosion
had | ong ago expunged it from vi ew.

Anacho suddenly gave a low sad call. "The sky-car. It cones. W are hunted."

Reith forced back a panicky urge to run. He | ooked up the notch. A small streamtrickl ed down
the center, to termnate in a stagnant tarp. To the right rose a steep slope; to the left, a
massi ve buttress overhung an area of deep shade, at the back of which was an even deeper shadow.
the nmouth of a cave

The three crouched behind the tunble which choked half the ravine. Qut over the plain the
Dirdir boat, with chilling deliberation, slid toward Si adz.

Reith said in a neutral voice, "They can't detect our radiation through the rocks. Qur carbon
di oxi de blows up the notch." He turned to | ook up the vall ey.

"No point in running," said Anacho. "There's no sanctuary. If they follow us this far they wll
chase us forever."

Five mnutes later the sky-car returned from Siadz, follow ng the road east, at an altitude of
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two or three hundred yards. Suddenly it swerved and circled. Anacho said in a fateful voice, "They
have found our tracks."

The sky-car cane across the plain, directly toward the notch. Reith brought forth his handgun
"Eight pellets left. Enough to explode eight Dirdir."

"Not enough to expl ode one. They carry shields against such mssiles."

In anot her hal f-mnute the sky-car would be overhead. "Best that we take to the cave," said
Traz.

"Cbviously the haunt of Phung,"” nuttered Anacho. "O an adit of the Pnune. Let us die cleanly,
in the open air."

"We can wal k through the pond," said Traz, "and stand bel ow the overhang. Qur trail is then
broken; they may follow the streamup the valley."

"I'f we stand here," said Reith, "we're finished for sure.”

The three ran through the shallow fringes of the pond, Anacho gingerly bringing up the rear
They huddl ed under the | oomof the cliff. The odor of Phung was strong and rich

Over the shoul der of the nountain opposite came the skyboat. "They' |l see us!" said Anacho in a
hol |l ow voice. "W're in plain sight!"

"Into the cave," hissed Reith. "Back, further back!"
"The Phung-"

"There may be no Phung. The Dirdir are certain!" Reith groped back into the dark, followed by
Traz and finally Anacho. The shadow of the sky-car passed over the pond, flitted on up the valley.

Reith flashed his light here and there. They stood in a |arge chanber of irregular shape, the
far end obscured in nurk. Light brown nodul es and fl akes covered the floor ankle-deep; the walls
were crusted over with horny hem spheres, each the size of a man's fist.

"Ni ght-hound | arvae," nmuttered Traz.

Anacho stole to the cave-nouth, | ooked cautiously forth. He jerked back. "They've m ssed our
trail; they're circling."

Reith extinguished the light and | ooked cautiously fromthe cave-nmouth. A hundred yards away
the sky-car descended to the ground, silent as a falling leaf. Five Dirdir alighted. For a noment
they stood in consultation; then, each carrying a long transparent shield, they advanced into the
notch. As if at a signal, two | eaped forward like silver |eopards, peering along the ground. Two
others cane behind at a slow | ope, weapons ready; the fifth renmained to the rear

The pair in the |l ead stopped short, comunicating in odd squeaks and grunts. "The hunting
| anguage, " Anacho nmuttered, "fromthe time they were yet beasts.”

"They | ook no different now "

The Dirdir halted at the far shore of the pond. They |ooked, l|istened, snelled the air,
obviously aware their prey was close at hand.

Reith sighted al ong his handgun, but the Dirdir continually twitched their shields, frustrating
his aim

One of the leading Dirdir searched the valley through binoculars; the other held a bl ack
i nstrument before his eyes. At once he found sonething of interest. A great bound took himto the
spot where Reith, Traz and Anacho had halted before crossing to the cave. Sighting through the
bl ack instrument, the Dirdir followed the tracks to the pond, then searched the space bel ow t he
overhang. He gave a series of grunts and squeaks; the shields jerked about.
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Anacho muttered, "They see the cave. They know we're here."
Reith peered into the back reaches of the cave.

Traz said in a matter-of-fact voice, "There is a Phung back there. O it has not |ong
departed. ™

"How do you know?"
"I snell it. | feel the pressure.”

Reith turned to the Dirdir. Step by step they cane, efful gences sparkling up fromtheir heads.
Reith spoke in a fateful croak: "Back, into the cave. Perhaps we can set up sonme kind of anmbush.”

Anacho gave a stifled groan; Traz said nothing. The three retreated through the dark, across
the carpet of brittle granules. Traz touched Reith's arm He whispered, "Notice the |ight behind
us. The Phung is close at hand."

Reith halted, to strain his eyes into the dark. He saw no light. Silence pressed upon them

Reith now thought to hear the faintest of scraping sounds. Cautiously he crept back through the
dark, gun ready. And now he sensed yellow Iight: a wavering glinmer reflecting against the cave-

wal | . The scrape-scrape-scrape was sonewhat |ouder. Wth the utnost caution Reith peered around a
jut of rock, into a chanber. A Phung sat, back hal f-turned, burnishing its brachial plates with a
file. An oil lanp emtted a yellow glow, to the side a broad-brinmed black hat and a cl oak hung

froma peg.

Four Dirdir stood in the nouth of the cave, shields in front, weapons ready; their efful gences,
standi ng high, furnished their only light.

Traz plucked one of the horny hem spheres fromthe wall. He threw it at the Phung, which gave a
startled cluck. Traz pressed Anacho and Reith back behind the jut of rock

The Phung cane forth; they could see its shadow against the glimer of lanp-light. It returned
into its chanber, once nore cane forth, and now it wore its hat and cl oak

For a nonent it stood silent, not four feet fromReith, who thought the creature nust surely
hear the thud-thud-thud of his heart.

The Dirdir canme three bounds forward, efful gences casting a wan white gl ow around the chanber.
The Phung stood |ike an eight-foot statue, shrouded in its cloak. It gave a cluck or two of
chagrin, then a sudden series of whirling hops took it anmong the Dirdir. For a taut instant,
Dirdir and Phung surveyed each other. The Phung swung out its arns, swept two Dirdir together
squeezi ng and crushing both. The remaining Dirdir, backing silently away, swung up their weapons.
The Phung | eaped on them dashing the weapons aside. It tore the head fromone; the other fled,
with the Dirdir who had stood guard outside. They ran through the pond; the Phung danced a queer
circular jig, sprang forth, |eaped ahead of them kicking water into a spray. It pushed one under
the surface and stood on him while the other ran up the valley. The Phung presently stalked in
pursuit.

Reith, Traz and Anacho darted fromthe cave and nade for the sky-car. The surviving Dirdir saw
them and gave a despairing scream The Phung was nonentarily distracted; the Dirdir dodged behind
a rock, then with desperate speed dashed past the Phung. He seized one of the weapons whi ch had
previously been knocked from his hand, and burned off one of the Phung's legs. The Phung fell in a
sprawl i ng heap.

Reith, Traz and Anacho were now scranbling into the skycar; Anacho settled to the controls. The
Dirdir screamed a wild adnonition, and ran forward. The Phung nmade a prodi gi ous hop, to alight on
the Dirdir with a great flapping of the cloak. Wth the Dirdir at |last a tangle of bones and skin,
the Phung hopped to the center of the pond where it stood |like a stork, ruefully considering its
single |eqg.
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CHAPTER THREE

BELOW LAY THE chasns, separated by knife-edged ridges of stone. Black gash paralleled black
gash; | ooking down Reith wondered whether he and his party could possibly have survived to reach
the Draschade. Alnpst certainly not. He speculated: Did the chasns tolerate life of any sort? The
old man at Siadz had nentioned pysantillas and fere; who knows what other creatures inhabited the
gul ches far bel ow? He now noticed, wedged in a crevice high between two peaks, a crunble of
angul ar shapes |ike an efflorescence fromthe nother rock: a village, apparently of nen, though
none coul d be seen. Wiere did they find water? In the depths of the chasn? How di d they provide
t hemsel ves with food? Wiy did they choose so renote an aerie for their home? There were no answers
to his questions; the aerie was left behind in the nurk

A voice broke into Reith's nusings: a sighing, rasping, sibilant voice, which Reith could not
under st and.

Anacho touched a button; the voice cut off. Anacho showed no concern; Reith forbore to ask
questi ons.

The afternoon waned; the chasnms spread to becone fl atbottoned gorges full of darkness, while
the intervening ridges showed fringes of dark gold. A region as grimand hopel ess as the grave,
thought Reith. He recalled the village, now far behind, and becane nel ancholy.

The peaks and ridges ended abruptly to formthe front of a gigantic scarp; the floors of the
gorges extended and joined. Ahead |lay the Draschade. Carina 4269, sinking, laid a topaz trai
across the | eaden water.

A pronmontory jutted into the sea, sheltering a dozen fishing craft, high at bow and stern. A
village struggled along the foreshore, lights already glimering into the dusk

Anacho circled slowy above the village. He pointed. "Notice the stone building with the two
cupol as and the blue [ anps? A tavern, or perhaps an inn. | suggest that we put down to refresh
ourselves. W have had a nost tiring day."

"True, but can the Dirdir trace us?"

"Smal | risk. They have no neans to do so. | long since isolated the identity crystal. And in
any event, that is not their way."

Traz peered suspiciously dowmn at the village. Born to the inland steppes, he distrusted the sea
and sea-peopl e, considering both uncontrollable and enigmatic. "The villagers may wel|l be hostil e,
and set upon us."

"I think not," said Anacho in the lofty voice which invariably irritated Traz. "First, we are
at the edge of the Wankh realnm these folk will be accustoned to strangers. Secondly, so |large an
inn inplies hospitality. Thirdly, sooner or |ater we nust descend in order to eat and drink. Wy
not here? The risk can be no greater than at any other inn upon the face of Tschai. Fourthly, we
have no plans, no destination. | consider it foolish to fly aimessly through the night."

Reith | aughed. "You have convinced ne. Let's go down."
Traz gave his head a sour shake, but put forward no further objections.

Anacho | anded the sky-car in a field beside the inn, close under a row of tall black chynmax
trees which tossed and sighed to a cold wind off the sea. The three alighted warily, but their
arrival had attracted no great attention. Two nen, hunching along the |ane with capes gri pped
cl ose against the wind, paused a nonent to survey the sky-car, then continued with only an idle
nutter of conmment.

Reassured, the three proceeded to the front of the inn and pushed through a heavy tinber door
into a great hall. A halfdozen nen with sparse sandy hair and pale bland faces stood by the
fireplace nursing pewter nugs. They wore rough garnents of gray and brown fustian, knee-high boots
of well-oiled leather; Reith took themfor fishermen. Conversation halted. Al turned narrow gazes
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toward the newconers. After a nonent they reverted to the fire, their nugs, their terse
conversati ons.

A strapping woman in a black gown appeared froma back chanmber. "Wo be you?"
"Travel ers. Can you give us neals and | odging for the night?"

"What's your nature? Are you fjord nen? O Rab?"

"Neither."
"Travel ers often be folk who do evil in their own |lands and are sent away."
"This is often the case, | agree."

"Mhf. What will you eat?"

"What is to be had?"

"Bread and steaned eel with hilks."
"This then nust be our fare."

The wonman grunted once nore and turned away, but served additionally a salad of sweet |ichen
and a tray of condinents. The inn, so she infornmed them had originally been the residence of the
Foglar pirate kings. Treasure was reputedly buried bel ow the dungeons. "But digging only uncovers
bones and nore bones, sone broken, sonme scorched. Stern nen, the Foglars. Well, then, do you wi sh
tea?"

The three went to sit by the fire. Qutside the wind roared past the eaves. The | andlady cane to
stoke the blaze. "The chanbers are down the hall. |If you need wonen, | nust send out; | nyself
can't serve owing to ny sore back, and there will be additional charge."

"Don't trouble in this regard,” Reith told her. "So long as the couches are clean we wll be
content."

"Strange travelers that cone in so grand a sky-car. You"-she pointed a finger toward Anacho--
"mght well be a Dirdirman. |Is that a Dirdir sky-car?"

"I might be a Dirdirman and it might be a Dirdir sky-car. And we m ght be engaged upon
i mportant work where absolute discretion is necessary."

"Aha, indeed!" The wonan's jaw sl acked. "Sonething to do with the Wankh, no doubt! Do you know,
there's been great changes to the south? The Wankhnen and the Wankh are all at odds!"

"We are so inforned."
The wonman | eaned forward. "Wat of the Wankh? Are they in withdrawal ? So it is runored.”

"I think not," said Anacho. "Wiile the Dirdir inhabit Haul k, so long will the Wankh hold their
Ki sl ovan forts, and the Blue Chasch keep their torpedo pits ready."

The wonman cried, "And we, poor m serable humans: pawns of the great folk, never know ng which
way to junp! | say Bevol take 'emall, and wel cone!"

She shook her fist to south, to southwest and northwest, the directions in which she | ocated
her principal antagonists; then she departed the chanber.

Anacho, Traz and Reith sat in the ancient stone hall, watching the fire flicker
"Well, then," asked Anacho. "What of tonorrow?"

"My plans remain the sane,"” said Reith. "I intend to return to Earth. Sonewhere, sonehow,
nmust gai n possessi on of a spaceship. This programis neaningless for you two; you should go where
you feel secure: the Isles of Coud, or perhaps back to Smargash. \Wherever you decide, we will go;
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then perhaps you will allow ne to continue in the sky-car."

Anacho's | ong harl equin face assunmed an expression alnost prim "And where will you take
your sel f ?"

"You nentioned the spaceyards at Sivishe; this will be nmy destination.”
"What of nmoney? You will need a great deal, as well as subtlety and, nost of all, luck."
"For nmoney there is always the Carabas."

Anacho nodded. "Every desperado of Tschai will tell you the sane. But wealth does not cone
wi thout extrene risk. The Carabas lies within the Dirdir Hunting Preserve; trespassers are fair
ganme. |f you evade the Dirdir, there is Buszli the Bandit, the Blue Band, the vanpire wonen, the
ganbl ers, the hook-nmen. For every man who gai ns a handful of sequins, another three | eave their
bones, or fill Dirdir guts."”

Reith gave an uneasy grimace. "1'll have to take nmy chances."

The three sat looking into the fire. Traz stirred. "Once long ago | wore Onnal e and never am|l

entirely free of the weight. Sonetines | feel it calling fromunder the soil. In the beginning it
ordained life for Adam Reith; now, even if | wished, | would not desert Adam Reith for fear of
Onmal e. "

"I ama fugitive," said Anacho. "I have no |ife of ny own. W have destroyed the first

Initiative,* but sooner or later there will be a second Initiative. The Dirdir are pertinacious.
Do you know where we mght find the nost security? At Sivishe, close under the Dirdir city Hei. As

for the Carabas ..." Anacho gave a dol eful sigh. "Adam Reith seens to have a knack for survival.
have nothing better to do. | will take ny chances."
"I'"ll say no nore," said Reith. "I'mgrateful for your conpany."

For a space the three |ooked into the flames. Qutside the wind whistled and blustered. "Qur
destination, then, is the Carabas," said Reith. "Wiy should not the sky-car give us an advantage?"

Anacho fluttered his fingers. "Not in the Black Zone. The Dirdir would take note and instantly
be upon us."

"There nust be tactics of sone sort to | essen the danger," said Reith.

Anacho gave a grimchuckle. "Everyone who visits the Zone has his private theories. Sone enter
by night; others wear canouflage and puff boots to nuffle their tracks. Sone organi ze brigades and
march as a unit; others feel nore secure alone. Sonme enter fromZinle; others cone down from
Maust. The eventualities are usually the sane."

Reith rubbed his chin reflectively. "Do Dirdirnmen join the hunt?"

Anacho smiled into the flanmes. "The | nmacul ates have been known to hunt. But your concept has
no val ue. Neither you nor Traz nor | could successfully inpersonate an | muacul ate.”

The fire becane coals; the three went to their tall dimchanbers and sl ept on hard couches
under linens snmelling of the sea. In the norning they ate a breakfast of salt biscuit and tea,
then settled their tariff and departed the inn

The day was dreary. Cold tendrils of fog sifted through the chymax trees. The three boarded the

sky-car. Up they rose through the overcast, and finally broke out into the wan anmber sunlight.
Westward they flew, over the Draschade Ccean.

CHAPTER FOUR

THE GRAY DRASCHADE rol |l ed bel ow. the ocean which Reith-it seened an eon ago-had crossed aboard
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the cog Vargaz. Anacho flew cl ose above the surface, to nmininmize the risk of detection by Dirdir
search-screens. "W have inportant decisions to nmake," he announced. "The Dirdir are hunters; we
have becone prey. In principle, a hunt once initiated nmust be consummated, but the Dirdir are not
a cohesive folk like the Wankh; their prograns result fromindividual initiatives, the so called
zhna-di h. This neans a great dashing leap, trailing lightning-like sparks. The zeal expended upon
findi ng us depends upon whether the hunt-chief--he who performed the original zhna-di h-was aboard
the skycar and is now dead. If so, there is a considerable dimnution of risk, unless another
Dirdir wishes to assert h'so-a word neani ng ' marvel ous dom nance' -and organi zes anot her tsau' gsh,
wher eupon conditions are as before. If the hunt-chief is alive, he beconmes our nortal eneny."

Reith asked in wonder, "What was he before?"

Anacho ignored the remark. "The hunt-chief has the force of the community at his disposal
t hough he asserts his h'so nore enphatically by zhna-di h. However, if he suspects that we fly the
sky-car, he might well order up search-screens." Anacho of fhandedly indicated a disk of gray glass
to the side of the instrunent panel. "If we touch a search-screen you'll see a mesh of orange
lines."

The hours went by. Anacho sonewhat condescendi ngly expl ai ned the operation of the sky-car; both
Traz and Reith familiarized thenselves with the controls. Carina 4269 swung across the sky,
overtaking the skycar and dropping into the west. The Draschade roll ed below, an enigmatic gray-
brown waste, blurring and nmerging into the sky.

Anacho began to talk of the Carabas: "Mst sequin-takers enter at Maust, fifty mles south of
the First Sea. At Maust are the nmpst conplete outfitters' shops, the finest charts and handbooks,
and ot her services. | consider it as good a destination as any."

"Where are the nodes usually found?"

"Anywhere within the Carabas. There is no rule, no systemof discovery. Wiere many fol k seek
nodes are naturally few"

"Then why not choose a | ess popul ar entry?"
"Maust is popul ar because it is npbst convenient."

Reith | ooked ahead toward the yet unseen coast of Kislovan and the unknown future. "Wat if we
use none of these entries, but some point in between?"

"What is there to gain? The Zone is the sanme fromany direction.”
"There nust be some way to minimze risks and nmaxim ze gains."

Anacho shook his head in disparagenent. "You are a strange and obstinate man! Isn't this
attitude a form of arrogance?"

"No," said Reith. "I don't think so."
"How, " argued Anacho, "should you succeed with such facility where others have fail ed?"
Reith grinned. "It's not arrogant to wonder why they failed."

"One of the Dirdir virtues is zs' hanh,"” said Anacho. "It neans 'contenptuous indifference to
the activity of others.' There are twenty-eight castes of Dirdir, which I will not enunerate, and
four castes of Dirdirnmen: the |Inmmacul ates, the Intensives, the Estranes, the duts. Zs'hanh is
reckoned an attribute of the fourth through the thirteenth Dirdir grades. The | mmuacul ates al so
practice zs'hanh. It is a noble doctrine."

Reith shook his head in wonder. "How have the Dirdir nanaged to create and coordinate a
technical civilization? In such a welter of conflicting wills-"

"You m sunderstand,"” said Anacho in his nbst nasal voice. "The situation is nore conplex. To
rise in caste a Dirdir nmust be accepted into the next highest group. He wi ns acceptance by his
achi evenents, not by causing conflicts. Zs'hanh is not always appropriate to the | ower castes, nor
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for the very highest, which use the doctrine of pn'hanh: 'corrosive or netal -bursting sagacity.

"I must belong in a high caste,” said Reith. "I intend to use pn' hanh rather than zs'hanh. |
want to exploit every possible advantage and avoid every risk."

Reith, |ooking sidewi se at the |long sour face, chuckled to hinself. He wants to point out that
my caste is too low for such affectations, thought Reith, but he knows that I'Il laugh at him

The sun sank with unnatural deliberation, its rate of decline slowed by the westward progress
of the sky-car. Toward the end of the afternoon a gray-violet bulk rose above the horizon, to neet
the disc of the pale brown sun. This was the island, Leune, close under the continent of Kislovan

Anacho turned the sky-car sonewhat to the north and | anded at a dingy village on the sandy
north cape. The three spent the night at the Aass Blower's Inn, a structure contrived of bottles
and jugs discarded by the shops at the sand-pits behind the town. The inn was dank and perneated
with a peculiar acrid odor; the evening nmeal of soup, served in heavy green glass tureens, evinced
sonmet hing of the sanme flavor. Reith remarked on the sinilarity to Anacho, who sumoned t he G ay*
servant and put a haughty question. The servant indicated a | arge bl ack insect darting across the
floor. "The skarats do indeed be pungent creatures, and exhale a chife. Bevol nade a plague on us,
until we put themto use and found themnutritious. Now we hardly capture enough.”

Reith [ ong had been careful never to make inquiry regarding foods set before him but now he
| ooked askance into the tureen. "You nmean ... the soup?"

"I ndeed, " declared the servant. "The soup, the bread, the pickles: all be skarat-flavored, and
if we did not use them of purpose, they'd infest us to the sane effect, so we make a virtue of
conveni ence, and think to enjoy the taste.”

Reith drew back fromthe soup. Traz ate stolidly. Anacho gave a petulant sniff and also ate. It
occurred to Reith that never on Tschai had he noticed squeam shness. He heaved a deep sigh, and
since no other food was forthcom ng, swallowed the rancid soup

In the dimbrown norning breakfast was again soup, with a garnish of sea vegetables. The three
departed i mmedi ately after, flying northwest across Leune Qulf and the stony wastes of Kislovan

Anacho, usually nervel ess, now becane edgy, searching the sky, peering down at the ground,
scrutinizing the knobs and bubbl es, the patches of brown fur and verm |ion velvet, the quivering
nmrrors which served as instrunents. "W approach the Dirdir realm" he said. "W will veer north
to the First Sea, then bear west to Khorai, where we nust |eave the sky-car and travel the Zoga'ar
zum Ful kash ant to Maust. Then ... the Carabas."

CHAPTER FI VE

OVER THE GREAT Stone Desert flew the sky-car, parallel to the black and red peaks of the Zopa
Range, over parched dust-flats, fields of broken rock, dunes of dark pink sand, a single oasis
surrounded by plumes of white snoke-tree.

Late in the afternoon a wi ndstormdrove |ion-colored rolls of dust across the | andscape,
subrerging Carina 4269 in nurk. Anacho swung the sky-car north. Presently a black-blue Iine on the
hori zon indicated the First Sea.

Anacho i mredi ately | anded the sky-car upon the barrens, sone ten mles short of the sea.

"Khorai is yet hours ahead; best not to arrive after dark. The Khors are a suspicious folk, and
flourish their knives at a harsh word. At night they strike w thout provocation."

"These are the folk who will guard our sky-car?"
"What thief would be nad enough to trouble the Khors?"

Reith | ooked around the waste. "I prefer supper at the dass Blower's Inn to nothing whatever."
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"Ha!" said Anacho. "In the Carabas you will recall the silence and peace of this night with
| ongi ng. "
The three bedded thensel ves down into the sand. The night was dark and brilliantly clear

Directly overhead burned the constellation Clari, within which, unseen to the eye, glimered the
Sun. Wbul d he ever again see Earth? Reith wondered. How often then would he |ie under the night
sky looking up into Argo Navis for the invisible brown sun Carina 4269 and its dimplanet Tschai ?

A flicker inside the sky-car attracted his attention: he went to | ook and found a nesh of
orange |ines wavering across the radar screen

Five minutes later it disappeared, leaving Reith with a sense of chill and desol ation

In the norning the sun rose at the edge of the flat plain in a sky uncharacteristically clear
and transparent, so that each small irregularity, each pebble, left a long black shadow. Taking
the sky-car into the air, Anacho flew lowto the ground; he too had noticed the orange flicker of
the night before. The waste becane | ess forbidding: clunps of stunted snoke-tree appeared, and
presently bl ack dendron and bl adder bush

They reached the First Sea and swung west, follow ng the shoreline. They passed over villages:
huddl es of dull brown brick with conical roofs of black iron, beside copses of enormous dyan
trees, which Anacho declared to be sacred groves. Rickety piers |ike dead centi pedes spraw ed out
into the dark water; doubl e-ended boats of black wood were drawn up the beach. Looking through the
scanscope Reith noted nmen and wonen with nustard-yell ow skins. They wore bl ack gowns and tal
bl ack hats; as the sky-car passed over they | ooked up without friendliness.

"Khors," stated Anacho. "Strange folk with secret ways. They are different by day and by night-
at least this is the report. Each individual owns two souls which cone and go with dawn and
sunset, so that each is two different persons. Peculiar tales are told." He pointed ahead. "Notice
the shore, where it draws back into a funnel."

Reith, looking in the direction indicated, saw one of the now fam |iar dyan copses and a huddl e
of dull brown huts with black iron roofs. Froma small conpound a road | ed south over the rolling
hills toward the Carabas.

Anacho said, "Behold the sacred grove of the Khors, in which, so it is said, souls are
exchanged. Yonder you see the caravan terminus and the road to Maust. | dare not take the sky-car
further; hence we must [and and make our way to Maust as ordi nary sequin-takers, which is not
necessarily a di sadvant age."

"And when we return will the sky-car still be here?"
Anacho poi nted down to the harbor. "Notice the boats at anchor.™
Looki ng through his scanscope Reith observed three or four dozen boats of every description

"Those boats," said Anacho, "brought sequin-takers to Khorai--from Coad, Hedaijha, the Low
Isles, fromthe Second Sea and the Third Sea. If the owners return within a year, they sail from
Khorai and to their hones. If within the year they do not return, the boat beconmes the property of
the harbor-master. No doubt we can arrange the sanme contract."”

Reith nade no argunents agai nst the schenme, and Anacho dropped the sky-car toward the beach

"Renenber,"” Anacho warned, "the Khors are a sensitive people. Do not speak to them pay them no
heed except from necessity, in which case you nust use the fewest possible words. They consi der
garrulity a crine against nature. Do not stand upwi nd of a Khor, nor if possible downw nd; such
acts are synbolic of antagonism Never acknow edge the presence of a wonan; do not | ook toward
their children-they will suspect you of laying a curse; and above all ignore the sacred grove.
Their weapon is the iron dart which they throw with astoni shing accuracy; they are a dangerous
people.”

"l hope | renmenber everything," said Reith.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/Vance,%20Jack%20-%20Tschai%203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt (17 of 81) [2/4/03 10:46:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20V ance/V ance,%20Jack%20-%20T schai %6203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt

The sky-car | anded upon the dry shingle; seconds |later a great gaunt brown-skinned man, with
deep-sunk eyes, concave cheeks, a crag of a nose, came running forward, his coarse brown snock
flapping. "Are you for the Carabas, the dreadful Carabas?"

Reith gave a cautious assent: "This is our design."

"Sell me your sky-car! Four times | have entered the Zone, creeping fromrock to rock; now
have ny sequins. Sell me your sky-car, so that | may return to Hol angar."”

"Unfortunately we will need the sky-car upon our return," said Reith.
"I offer you sequins, purple sequins!"
"They mean nothing to us; we go to find sequins of our own."

The gaunt man gave a gesture of enotion too wild to be expressed in words and | unged of f down
the beach. A pair of Khors now approached: nmen sonewhat slender and delicate of physique, wearing
bl ack gowns and cylindrical black hats which gave the illusion of height. The nustard-yell ow faces
were grave and still, the noses thin and small, the ears fragile shells. Fine black hair grew up
rather than down, to be contained within the tall hat. They seened to Reith a stream of humanity
as divergent as the Chaschnen-perhaps a distinct species.

The ol der of the two spoke in a thin soft voice: "Wy are you here?"

"W go to take sequins," said Anacho. "W hope to | eave the sky-car in your care."
"You must pay. The sky-car is a valuable device."

"So much the better for you should we fail to return. W can pay nothing."

"I'f you return, you nust pay."

"No, no paynent. Do not insist or we will fly directly to Maust."

The nustard-yel |l ow faces showed no quiver of emotion. "Very well, but we allow you only to the
mont h Temas. "

"Only three nonths? Too short a period! Gve us until the end of Meumas, or better Azainas."
"Until Meurmas. Your sky-car will be secure against all but those fromwhomyou stole it."
"I't will be totally secure; we are not thieves."

"So be it. Until the first day of Meunams, on the precise instant."

The three took their possessions and wal ked through Khorai, to the caravan term nus. Under an
open shed a notor-wagon was being prepared for a journey, with a dozen nmen of as many races
standi ng by. The three nade arrangenents for passage, and an hour |ater departed Khorai, along the
road south to Maust.

Over barren hills and dry swal es rolled the notor-wagon, halting for the night at a hoste
operated by an order of white-faced wonmen. They were either nmenbers of an orgiastic religious sect
or sinple prostitutes; long after Reith, Anacho and Traz had stretched out upon the benches which
served as beds, drunken shouts and wild |aughter came fromthe snoky common room

In the norning the common room was dimand quiet, reeking with spilled wine and the snoke of
dead | anps. Men huddl ed face-down over tables, or sprawl ed al ong benches, their faces the col or of
ash. The wonen of the place entered, now harsh-voiced and perenptory, w th caul drons of thin
yel | ow goul ash. The men stirred and groaned, sonberly ate from earthenware bow s and staggered out
to the motorwagon, which presently set forth to the south.

By noon Maust appeared in the distance: a junble of tall narrow buildings with high gables and
crooked roof-lines, built of dark tinmber and age-bl ackened tile. Beyond, a barren plain extended
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to the dimHlls of Recall. Running boys came out to neet the notor-wagon. They shouted sl ogans
and hel d up signs and banners: "Sequin-takers attention! Kobo Hux will sell one of his excellent
sequi n-detectors." "Fornul ate your plans at the Inn of Purple Lights." "Wapons, puffpads, naps,
digging inplenments from Sag the Mercantilist are enminently useful."” "Do not grope at randony the
Seer Garzu divines the location of large purple nodes." "Flee the Dirdir with all possible
agility; use supple boots provided by Awal ko." "Your |ast thoughts will be pleasant if, before
death, you first consunme the euphoric tablets forrmulated by Laus the Thaumaturge." "Enjoy a jolly
respite, before entering the Zone, at the Platformof Merrinent."

The notor-wagon halted in a conmpound at the edge of Maust. The passengers alighted into a crowd
of baw ing nen, urgent boys, grimacing girls, each with a new proffer. Reith, Traz and Anacho
pushed through the throng, avoiding as best they could the hands which reached to grasp them and
their possessions.

They entered a narrow street running between tall, age darkened structures, the beer-col ored
sunlight barely penetrating to the street. Certain of the houses sold gear and inpl enents
concei vably useful to the sequin-taker: grading kits, canouflage, spoor elimnators, tongs, forks,
bars, monocul ars, maps, guides, talismns and prayer powders. From other houses came the clash of
cynbal s, a raucous honki ng of oboes, acconpani ed by calls of drunken exaltation. Certain of the
buil dings catered to ganblers; others functioned as inns, with restaurants occupying the ground
floor. Everywhere |lay the weight of antiquity, even to the dry aronatic odor of the air. Stones
had been polished by the casual touch of hands; interior tinmbers were dark and waxy; the old brown
tiles showed a subtle luster to glancing light.

At the back of the central plaza stood a spacious hostelry, which appeared to offer confortable
acconmodati on and whi ch Anacho favored, though Traz grunbled at what he consi dered excessive and
unnecessary luxury. "Mist we pay the price of a |leap-horse nerely to sleep the night?" he
conpl ai ned. "W have passed a dozen inns nore to nmy taste.”

"I'n due course you will learn to appreciate the civilized niceties,
"Cone, let us see what is offered within."

sai d Anacho indul gently.

Through a portal of carved wood they entered the foyer. Chandeliers fashioned to represent
sequin-clusters hung fromthe ceiling; a magnificent rug, black of field with a taupe border and
five starbursts of scarlet and ocher, cushioned the tile floor.

A maj ordonp approached to inquire their needs. Anacho spoke for three chanbers, clean |inen
bat hs and unguents. "And what do you dermand in the way of tariff?"

"For such accommopdation each nust pay a hundred sequi ns* per day," replied the najordono.

Traz gave an exclamati on of shock; even Anacho was noved to protest. "Wat?" he exclained. "For
three nodest chanbers, you demand three hundred sequins? Have you no sense of proportion? The
charges are outrageous."

The maj ordonmo gave his head a curt inclination. "Sir, this is the fambus Alawan I nn, at the
threshol d of the Carabas. Qur patrons never begrudge thenselves; they go forth either for wealth
or the experience of a Dirdir intestine. Wat then a few sequins nore or less? If you are unable
to pay our fees | suggest the Den of Restful Repose or the Black Zone Inn. Notice, however, that
the tariff includes access to a buffet of good-quality victuals as well as a library of charts,
gui des and technical advice, not to nention the services of an expert consultant."

"All very well," said Reith. "First we will look into the Black Zone Inn, and one or two other
establi shnents."

The Bl ack Zone I nn occupied the |oft above a ganbling establishnment. The Den of Restful Repose
was a cold barracks a hundred yards north of town, beside a refuse dunp.

After inspecting several other hospices the three returned to the A awan, where by dint of
furious haggling they managed to secure a sonewhat |ower rate, which they were forced to pay in
advance.

After a meal of stewed hackrod and neal cake, the three repaired to the library, at the back of
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the second floor. The side wall displayed a great map of the Zone; shelves held panmphlets,
portfolios, compilations. The consultant, a small sad-eyed man, sat to the side and responded to
questions in a confidential whisper. The three passed the afternoon studying the physiography of
the Zone, the tracks of successful and unsuccessful ventures, the statistical distribution of
Dirdir kills. O those who entered the Zone, sonething under two-thirds returned, with an average
gain of sequins to the value of about six hundred. "The figures here are somewhat m sl eadi ng,"
Anacho stated. "They include the fringe-runners who never venture nore than half a mle into the
Zone. The takers who work the hills and the far sl opes account for nost of the deaths and nost of
the weal th.”

There were a thousand aspects to the science of sequin-taking, with arrays of statistics to
illum nate every possible inquiry. Upon sighting a Dirdir band a sequi n-taker mght run, hide or
fight with chances of clean escape calculated in terms of physiography, the tine of day, proximty
to the Portal of d eams. Takers organized into bands for self-protection attracted an
overconpensating nunber of Dirdir and their chances of survival decreased. Nodes were found in al
parts of the Zone, nost being found in the H1lls of Recall and upon the South Stage, the savanna
at the far side of the hills. The Carabas was reckoned no-man's-land, takers occasionally
anbushi ng each other; such acts were reckoned as el even percent of the risk.

Dusk approached, and the library becane filled with gloom The three went down to the
refectory, where under the light of three great chandeliers, servitors in black silk Iivery had
already laid out the evening neal. Reith was noved to remark at so nuch el egance, to which Anacho
gave a bark of sardonic anmusenent. "How el se to justify such exorbitant tariffs?" He went off to
the buffet and returned with three cups of spiced w ne.

The three, |eaning back in the ancient settees, observed the other sojourners, nost of whom sat
alone. A few were in pairs, and a single group of four huddled at a far table, in dark cl oaks and
hoods whi ch revealed only long ivory noses.

Anacho spoke: "Eighteen nmen in the room wth ourselves. Nine will find sequins, nine will find
none. Two nmay | ocate a node of high value, purple or scarlet. Ten, perhaps twelve, wll pass
through Dirdir guts. Six, or perhaps eight, will return to Maust. Those ranging the farthest to
find the choicest nodes run the nost risk; the six or eight will show no great profit."

Traz said dourly, "Every day in the Zone a man faces one chance in four of death. H s average
gain is about four hundred sequins: it would seemthat these nmen, and ourselves as well, value
life at only sixteen hundred sequins."”

"Sormehow we' ve got to change the odds," said Reith.

"Everyone who conmes to the Zone nakes sinilar plans,"” said Anacho dryly. "Not all succeed."

"Then we nust try something no one el se has considered."
Anacho made a skeptical sound.

The three went forth to explore the town. The nusic houses showed red and green lights; on the
bal coni es frozen-faced girls tw tched and postured and sang strange soft songs. The ganbling
houses showed brighter lights and nore fervent activity. Each seened to specialize in a particul ar
gane, as sinple as the throw of fourteen-faced dice, as conplex as chess played agai nst the house
pr of essi onal s.

They stopped to watch a gane call Locate the Prine Purple Node. A board thirty feet long by ten
feet wide represented the Carabas. The Forelands, the Hlls of Recall, the South Stage, the gorges
and val l eys, the savannas, the streans and forests were faithfully depicted. Blue, red and purple
lights indicated the |ocation of nodes, sparse along the Forel ands, nore plentiful in the Hlls of
Recall and on the South Stage. Khusz, the Dirdir hunting canp, was a white block, with purple
prongs rising fromeach corner. A nunbered grid was superinposed upon all. A dozen players
overl ooked the board, each controlling a nanikin. Also on the board were the effigies of four
lunging Dirdir hunters. The players in turn cast fourteen-sided dice to deternine the novenent of
all the mani kins across the grid, as each player elected. The Dirdir hunters, nmoving to the same
nunbers, endeavored to cross an intersection on which rested a nani kin, whereupon the mani ki n was
decl ared destroyed and renoved fromthe gane.
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Each mani kin sought to cross the lights representing sequi n nodes, thus augnenting his score.
VWhenever he chose, he left the Zone by the Portal of d eans and was paid his w nnings. Mre often
pronpted by greed, the player held his manikin on the board until a Dirdir struck it down, by
which he lost the totality of his gain. Reith watched the gane in fascination. The players sat
clenching the rails of their booths. They stared and fidgeted, calling hoarse orders to the
operators, yelling in exultation when they won a node, groaning at the approach of the Dirdir,
| eani ng back with sick faces when their mani kins were destroyed and their w nnings |ost.

The gane ended. No further nanikins roamed the Carabas.

No Dirdir hunted an enpty Zone. The players stiffly descended fromtheir booths; those who had
won free of the Zone took their winnings. The Dirdir returned to Khusz beyond the South Stage. New
pl ayers bought mani kins, clinbed into the booths and the game began once nore.

Reith, Traz and Anacho continued along the street. Reith paused at a booth to scan packets of
fol ded paper on display. Placards read:

Meti cul ously annot ated across seventeen years: the chart of Sabour Yan, for a nere 1000
sequi ns, guaranteed to be unexpl oited.

and"

The chart of Goragonso the Mysterious, who lived in the Zone |like a shadow, nurturing his
secret nodes like children, at a nere 3500 sequins. Never exploited.

Reith | ooked to Anacho for explanation

"Si npl e enough. Such fol k as Sabour Yan and Goragonso the Mysterious over the years explore the
safer regions of the Carabas, seeking out |ow grade nodes, the waters and mnil ks, the pal e blues
whi ch are known as sards, the pale greens. Wen they | ocate such nodes they carefully note their
position and conceal them as best they mamy, under heaps of gravel or slabs of shale, thinking to
return in |ater years after the nodes nmature. If they find purple nodes so nuch the better, but in
the near regions which for safety's sake they frequent, purple nodes are few save those which as
"waters' or 'mlks' or 'sands,' were discovered and conceal ed a generation before. Wien such nen
are killed, their charts becone val uabl e docunents. Unfortunately, buying such a chart can be
risky. The first person to cone into possession of the chart mght "exploit' it, removing the
choi cest nodes, and then putting the chart up for sale as 'unexploited.' Wo can prove ot herw se?"

The three returned to the Alawan. In the foyer a single chandelier exuded the Iight of a
hundred sullen jewels, which lost itself in the shadows, with only a colored gl eam here and there
on the dark wood. The refectory was also dim occupied by a few murmuring groups. Froman urn they
drew bowl s of pepper-tea and settled thenselves in a booth.

Traz spoke in a disgruntled voice: "This place is insane: Maust and the Carabas together. W
shoul d | eave and seek wealth in some nornmal manner.”

Anacho gave an airy wave of white fingers and spoke in a didactic and fluting voice: "Maust is
merely an aspect of the interplay between nmen and noney, and nust be viewed on this basis.”

"Must you always tal k gibberish?" demanded Traz. "To gain sequins either in Maust or in the

Zone is a ganble, at poor odds. | do not care to ganble."

"As far as | amconcerned," said Reith, "I plan to gain sequins, but | do not intend to
ganbl e. "

"l mpossi bl e!'" Anacho declared. "In Maust you ganble with sequins; in the Zone you ganble with

your life. How can you avoid doi ng so?"
"I can try to reduce the odds to a tolerable level."

"Everyone hopes to do the same. But Dirdir fires burn nightly across the Carabas, and at Maust
t he shopkeepers earn nore than npst sequin-takers."
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"Taking sequins is uncertain and slow," said Reith. "I prefer sequins already gathered."

Anacho pursed his lips in quizzical calculation. "You plan to rob the sequi n-gat herers? The
process is risky."

Reith | ooked up at the ceiling. How could Anacho still misread the processes of his mnd? "I
plan to rob no sequin-takers."

"Then | am puzzled," said Anacho. "Whom do you intend to rob?"

Reith spoke with care. "Wile we watched the hunting gane,

| began to wonder: when Dirdir kill a taker, what happens to his sequins?"
Anacho gave his fingers a bored flutter. "The sequins are booty; what else?"
"Consider a typical Dirdir hunt-party: howlong will it remain in the Zone?"

"Three to six days. Grand hunts and conmenoratives are | onger; conpetition hunts are sonewhat
| ess extended. "

"And, in a day, how many kills will a typical party nmake?"

Anacho consi dered. "Each hunter naturally hopes for a trophy each day out. The usual well -
seasoned party kills two or three tines each day, sonetines nore. They waste nuch neat,
necessarily."

"So that the typical hunting party returns to Khusz with sequins fromas many as twenty
takers. "

Anacho said curtly, "So it might be."

"The average taker carries sequins to the value of, let us say, five hundred. Hence each
hunting party returns with a value of ten thousand sequins."

"Don't allow the calculation to excite you," Anacho remarked in the driest of voices. "The

Dirdir are not a generous folk."
"The gane-board, | take it, is an accurate representation of the Zone?"
Anacho gave a dour nod. "Reasonably so. Wiy do you ask?"

"Tonmorrow | want to trace the hunt routes out from Khusz and back again. If the Dirdir conme to
the Carabas to hunt nen, they can hardly protest if nmen hunt Dirdir."

"Who can i magi ne nen hunting the Efful gents?" croaked Anacho.

"It's never been done before?"

"Never! Do gekkos hunt snur?"

"In this case we gain the benefit of surprise.”

"No doubt of that!" declared Anacho. "But you nust proceed without nme; | will have none of it."

Traz choked back a guffaw, Anacho swung about. "What amuses you?"

"Your fear."

Anacho | eaned back in his seat. "If you knew the Dirdir as | do, you would fear too."

"They are alive. Kill, they die."

"They are hard to kill. Wen they hunt, they use a separate region of their nind, what they
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call the '"Ad State." No man can stand agai nst them Reith's concept verges upon insanity."

"Tonmorrow we' Il study the hunt board again," said Reith in a soothing voice. "Sonething may
suggest itself."

CHAPTER SI X

THREE DAYS LATER, an hour before dawn, Reith, Traz and Anacho departed Maust. Passing through
the Portal of deans, they set out across the Foreland toward the Hills of Recall, black on the
nottl ed dark brown and violet sky, ten mles to the south. Ahead and behi nd, a dozen other shapes
ran hal f-crouched through the cool gl oom Some had burdened t hensel ves with equi prent: digging
i mpl ements, graders, weapons, deodorizing ointnent, face-stains, canouflage; others had no nore
than a sack, a knife, a wad of alinentary paste.

Carina 4269 shoul dered up through the murk, and sonme of the takers, crawing into patches of
scrub, conceal ed thensel ves under canouflage cloth, to await the com ng of dusk before proceeding
further. Qhers plunged ahead, anxious to reach the Boul der Patch, accepting the risk of
interception. Stimulated by evidence of this riskashes mingled with burned bones and scraps of
| eather-Reith, Traz and Anacho accelerated their pace. Half-trotting, half-running they gained the
haven of the Boul der Path, where Dirdir did not care to hunt, w thout untoward incident.

They put down their packs and stretched out to rest. Al nost at once a pair of hulking figures
drew near: men of no race identifiable to Reith, brown of skin with | ong tangled bl ack hair and
curly beards. They wore rags; they stank abom nably and inspected the three with trucul ent
assurance. "W are in command of these prem ses," groaned one in a guttural voice. "Your cost for
respite is five sequins each; if you refuse we will thrust you into the open, and notice! Dirdir
stal k the northern ridge."

Anacho instantly leapt to his feet and with his shovel struck the speaker a great blow on the
head. The second nman swung his cudgel; Anacho cut up with his shovel blade, catching the man a
mai m ng bl ow under the wists. The cudgel flew aside; the man tottered back, looking in horror at
hi s hands. They fl apped under his wists like a pair of enmpty gloves. Anacho said, "Go forth
yourself to face the Dirdir." He junped forward with shovel raised; the two shanbled off into the
rocks. Anacho watched them go. "W had better nove."

The three took their packs and started away; alnost as they did so a great chunk of rock flew
down to smash into the ground. Traz junped up on a boulder and fired his catapult, evoking a wail
of distress.

The three took thensel ves a hundred yards south, sonmewhat up the slope fromthe Boul der Patch
where they commanded a view across the Forel ands and yet could not easily be approached fromthe
rear.

Settling back, Reith brought out his scanscope and studi ed the | andscape. He discerned half a
dozen furtive takers, and a band of Dirdir on a pronontory to the east. For ten minutes the Dirdir
stood i nmobil e, then suddenly di sappeared. A nonent |ater he picked them out again, noving with
long lunging strides down the slope and out upon the Forel ands.

During the afternoon, with no Dirdir in view, takers began to venture fromthe Boul der Patch
Reith, Traz and Anacho clinbed the slope, making for the ridge as directly as caution permtted.
They were al one now. Not a sound could be heard.

What with the need for stealth, progress was slow, sunset found themtoiling up a gulch just
bel ow the ridge, and they canme forth just in time to see the last corroded sliver of Carina 4269
fade fromsight. To the south the ground sloped in long rolls and swales down to the Stage: rich
ground for sequins, but highly dangerous owing to the proximty of Khusz, about ten miles to the
sout h.

Wth twilight a curious nood, m xed of nelancholy and horror, settled over the Carabas. In all
directions, winking fires appeared, each with its macabre inplication. Amazing, thought Reith,
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that men, for any inducenent whatever, would enter such a place. No nore than a quarter-mle
distant a fire sprang into existence, and the three quickly crouched into the shadows. The pal e
shapes of the Dirdir were clear to the naked eye.

Reith studied themthrough the scanscope. They stal ked back and forth, their efful gences
stream ng |ike | ong phosphorescent antennae, and they seenmed to be enmitting sounds too soft to be
hear d.

Anacho whi spered, "They use the 'O d State' of their brains; they are truly wild beasts, just
as on the Sibol plains a mllion years ago."

"Way do they wal k back and forth?"
"It is their custom they ready thenselves for their feeding frenzy."

Reith scrutinized the ground around the fire. In the shadows |ay two heaving shapes. "They're
alive!" whispered Reith in dismy.

Anacho grunted. "The Dirdir don't care to carry burdens. The prey nust run al ongsi de, hoppi ng
and leaping like the Dirdir all day if need be. If the prey flags, they sting himwith nerve-fire
and he runs with greater agility."

Reith put down the scanscope.

Anacho spoke in a voice carefully toneless: "You see themnowin the "Od State,” as wild
beasts, which is their elenental nature. They are magnificent. In other cases they show
magni fi cence of a different sort. Men cannot judge them but nerely stand back in awe."

"What of the elite Dirdirmen?"
"The | mmacul at es? What of then®?"
"Do they intate the Dirdir at hunting?"

Anacho | ooked off over the dark Zone. In the east a pink flush heralded the rising of the npon
Az. "The Imracul ates hunt. Naturally they cannot match Dirdir fervor and they are not privileged
to hunt the Zone." He glanced toward the nearby fire. "In the norning the wind will blow from us
to them Best that we nove on through the dark."

Az, low in the sky, cast a pink sheen over the |l andscape; Reith could think only of watered
bl ood. They noved east and south, picking a painful way across the rocky bones of old Tschai. The
Dirdir fire receded and passed from si ght behind a bluff. For a period the three descended toward
the Stage. They halted to sleep a fitful few hours, then once nore continued down through the alls
of Recall. Az now hung lowin the west, while Braz Iifted into the east. The ni ght was clear
every object showed a doubl e pi nk and bl ue shadow.

Traz went into the lead, watching, listening, testing each step. Two hours before dawn he
st opped short and notioned his conrades to stillness. "Dead snoke," he whispered. "A canp ahead
sonething is stirring."

The three listened. The | andscape gave back only sil ence.

Moving with utnost stealth, Traz angled away on a new route, up over a ridge, down through a
copse of feather-fronds. Once nore halting to listen, Traz suddenly gestured the other two back
i nto deep shade. From conceal nent they saw on the brow of the hill a pair of pale shapes, which
stood silent and alert for ten nminutes, then abruptly vani shed.

Reith whispered, "Did they know we were near?"
"I don't think so," Traz nmuttered. "Still, they m ght have picked up our scent."

Hal f an hour later they went cautiously forward, keeping to the shadows. Dawn col ored t he east;
Az was gone, followed by Braz. The three hurried through plumcolored gloom and finally took
shelter in a dense clunp of torquil. At sunrise, anmong the litter of twi gs and curled bl ack
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| eaves, Traz found a node the size of his two fists. Wen cracked | oose fromits brittle stem and
split, hundreds of sequins spilled forth, each glowing with a point of scarlet fire.

"Beautiful!" whispered Anacho. "Enough to excite avidity! A fewnore finds like this and we
coul d abandon Adam Reith's insane plan."

They searched further through the copse, but found nothing nore.

Dayl i ght reveal ed the South Stage savanna stretching east and west into the haze of distance.
Reith studied his nmap, conparing the nmountain behind with the depicted relief. "Here we are."” He
touched down his finger. "The Dirdir returning to Khusz pass yonder, west of the Boundary Wods,
which is our destination."

"No doubt our destiny as well,"” remarked Anacho with a pessimistic sniff.

"I would as soon die killing Dirdir as any other way," said Traz.

"One does not die killing Dirdir," Anacho corrected himdelicately. "They do not permt it.
Shoul d someone make the attenpt they prickle himw th nerve-fire."

"We'll do our best,"” said Reith. Lifting the scanscope he searched the | andscape and al ong the
ridge discovered three Dirdir hunting parties, scanning the slopes for gane. A wonder, thought
Reith, that any men whatever survived to return to Maust.

The day passed slowy. Traz and Anacho searched under the scrub for nodes, w thout success. During
the mddle afternoon a hunt crossed the slope not half a mle distant. First came a nan boundi ng
like a deer, his legs extending mghtily forward and back. Fifty yards behind ran three Dirdir

wi t hout exertion. The fugitive, despairing, halted with his back to a rock and prepared to fight;
he was swarnmed upon and overwhel ned. The Dirdir crouched over the prostrate form perfornmed some
sort of manipul ation, then stood erect. The man lay twitching and thrashing. "Nerve-fire," said
Anacho. "Somehow he annoyed them perhaps by carrying an energy weapon."” The Dirdir trooped away.
The victim by a series of grotesque efforts, gained his feet, and started a lurching flight
toward the hills. The Dirdir paused, |ooked after him The man halted and gave a great cry of
angui sh. He turned and followed the Dirdir. They began to run, bounding in feral exuberance.

Behi nd, running with crazy abandon, canme their captive. The group di sappeared to the north.

Anacho said to Reith, "You intend to pursue your plans?"

Reith felt a sudden yearning to be out of the Carabas, as far away as possible. "I understand
why the plan hasn't been tried before.”

Afternoon faded into a sad and gentle evening. As soon as fires appeared along the hillsides,
the three departed their covert and set off to the north.

At mdni ght they reached the Boundary Wod. Traz, fearing the sinuous half-reptilian beast
known as the smur, was reluctant to enter. Reith made no argunment and the three kept to the fringe
of the forest until dawn.

Wth the conming of light they perforned a cautious exploration, and found nothing nore noxi ous
than fluke lizards. Fromthe western edge of the woods Khusz was clearly visible, only three miles
south; entering and | eaving the Zone the Dirdir skirted the forest.

In the afternoon, after careful assessment of all the potentialities of the woods, the three
set to work. Traz dug, Anacho and Reith worked to fabricate a great rectangular net, using tw gs,
branches and the cord they had brought in their packs.

On the evening of the follow ng day the apparatus was conplete. Surveying the system Reith
al ternat ed between hope and despair. Wuld the Dirdir react as he hoped they ni ght? Anacho seened
to think so, though he spoke much of nerve-fire and exhibited intense pessin sm

M ddl e norning and early afternoon, when the hunts returned to Khusz, were theoretically the
productive periods. Earlier and later the Dirdir tended to go forth; the attention of these groups
the three did not care to attract.
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The ni ght passed and the sun rose on a day which one way or another nust prove to be fateful
For atine it seened that rain would fall, but by nmidnorning the clouds had drifted south; in the
suddenly clear air the light of Carina 4269 was |ike an antique tincture.

Reith waited at the edge of the woods, sweeping the | andscape through his scanscope. To the
north appeared a party of four Dirdir loping easily along the trail of Khusz. "Here they cone,"
said Reith. "This is it."

The Dirdir canme boundi ng down the trail, giving occasional whistles of exuberance. Hunting had
been good; they had enjoyed thensel ves. But | ook! Wat was there? A nan-beast at the edge of the
forest! What did the fool do here so close to Khusz? The Dirdir sprang in happy pursuit.

The man-beast ran for his life, as did all such creatures. It faltered early and stood at bay,
back to a tree. Venting their horrifying death-cry the Dirdir lunged forward. Under the feet of
the forenost the ground gave way; he dropped out of sight. The remamining three halted in
amazenent. A sound: a crackle, a thrash; on top of themfell a mat of tw gs, under which they were
trapped. And here cane nen, unspeakably triunmphant! A ruse, a ploy! Wth rage tearing their
vi scera, they struggled vainly against the mat, desperately intent to win free, to subnerge the
wi cked men in hate and horror

The Dirdir were killed, by stabbing, hewi ng and bl ows of the shovel.
The mat was rai sed, the bodies stripped of sequins and dragged away, the deadfall repaired.

A second group cane down fromthe north: only three, but creatures resplendent in casques, wth
ef ful gences |ike incandescent wires. Anacho spoke in awe: "These are Hundred- Trophy Excel |l ences!”

"So much the better,"” Reith signaled to Traz. "Bring themin; we'll teach them excellence."

Traz behaved as before, showing hinself, then fleeing as if in panic. The Excell ences pursued
wi t hout vehemence; they had enjoyed a fruitful hunt. The way under the dendrons had been trodden
bef ore, perhaps by other hunters. The quarry, curiously enough, showed little of the frantic
agility which added zest to the hunt; in fact, he had turned to face them his back to an enornous
gnarled torquil. Fantastic! He waved a blade. Did he challenge them the Excellences? Launch
forward, leap on him rend himto the ground, with the trophy to the first to touch hinm But!
shock! -t he ground col | apsing, the forest falling; a deliriumof confusion! And | ook: subnmen com ng
forth with blades, to hack, to stab! M nd-bursting rage, a frenzy of struggle, hissing and
scream ng-then the bl ade.

There were four slaughters that day, four on the next, five on the third day, by which tine the
process had becone an efficient routine. During nornings and eveni ngs the bodies were buried and
the gear repaired. The business seenmed as passionless as fishing-until Reith recalled the hunts he
had wi tnessed and so restored his zeal

The decision to halt the operation derived not fromthe dimnution of profit-each party of
hunters carried booty to a value of as nuch as twenty thousand sequi ns-or any |essening of fervor
on the part of the three. But even after sorting out the clears, nmlks and sards the booty was an
al rost unmanageabl e bul k, and Anacho's pessim sm had becone apprehensi on. "Sooner or |ater the
parties will be mssed. There will be a search; how could we escape?”

"One nore kill," said Traz. "Here now comes a group, rich fromtheir hunting."
"But why? W& have all the sequins we can carry!"”

"We can discard our sards and sone eneralds, and carry only reds and purples.™
Anacho | ooked at Reith, who shrugged. "One nore band."

Traz went to the edge of the forest and perforned his now well-school ed simul ati on of panic.
The Dirdir failed to react. Had they seen hinf They advanced with no accel eration of pace. Traz
hesitated a nonment, then once again showed hinself. The Dirdir saw hinm apparently they had al so
seen himon the first occasion, for instead of leaping into i mediate pursuit, they continued
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their easy jog. Watching fromthe shadows, Reith tried to decide whether they were suspicious or
merely sated with hunting.

The Dirdir halted to exanine the track into the forest. They cane into the wood slowy, one in
the | ead, another behind, two holding up the rear. Reith faded back to his post.

"Trouble," he told Anacho. "W may have to fight our way out."
" "Fight'?" cried Anacho. "Four Dirdir, three nmen?"

Traz, a hundred yards down the trail, decided to stinmulate the Dirdir. Stepping into the open
he ainmed his catapult at the forenpst and fired a bolt into the creature's chest. It gave a
whi stl e of outrage and sprang forward, efful gences stiff and furiously bright.

Traz dodged back, went to stand in his usual spot, a grin of irrational pleasure on his face.
He brandi shed his bl ade. The wounded Dirdir charged, and crashed into the pitfall. Its yells
became a weird keening of shock and pain. The remaining three stopped short, then came balefully
forward, step by step. Reith pulled the net release; it dropped, capturing two; one danced back

Reith cane forth. He yelled to Anacho and Traz. "Kill those under the net!" He junped through
the tangle to confront the remaining Dirdir. Under no circunstances nmust it escape.

Escape was renpte fromits nmind. It sprang upon Reith like a leopard, ripping with its tal ons.
Traz ran forward brandi shing his dagger and threw hinmself on the Dirdir's back. The Dirdir rolled
over backward, and tearing Traz's | egs | oose, made play with his own dagger. Anacho | eaped
forward; with one m ghty swordstroke he hacked apart the Dirdir's arm with a second bl ow he cl ove
the creature's head. Staggering and tottering, cursing and panting, the three finished off the
remaining Dirdir, then stood in vast relief that they had fared so well. Blood punped from Traz's
leg. Reith applied a tourniquet, opened the first-aid kit he had brought with himto Tschai. He
di sinfected the wound, applied a toner, pressed the wound together, sprayed on a filmof synthetic
skin, and eased off the tourniquet. Traz grinmaced, but nade no conplaint. Reith brought forth a
pill. "Swallow this. Can you stand?"

Traz rose stiffly to his feet.

"Can you wal k?"

"Not too well."

"Try to keep noving, to prevent the leg fromgoing stiff."

Reith and Anacho searched the corpses for booty, to their enornous profit: a purple node, two
scarlets, a deep blue, three pale greens and two pale blues. Reith shook his head in nmarvel and
vexation. "Wealth! But useless unless we get it back to Maust."

He watched Traz |inping back and forth with obvious effort. "W can't carry it all."

The corpses they rolled into the pitfall, and covered themover. The net they hauled off into
t he underbrush. Then they sorted out the sequins, naking three packs, two heavy and one light.
There still remained a fortune in clears, nilks, sards, deep blues and greens. These they w apped

into a fourth parcel, which they secreted under the roots of the great torquil

Two hours remai ned until dusk. They took up their packs, went to the eastern edge of the
forest, accommodating their gait to Traz. Here they argued the feasibility of canping until Traz's
| eg had heal ed. Traz woul d hear none of it. "I can keep up, so long as we don't have to run."

"Running won't help us in any case," said Reith.

"If they catch us," said Anacho, "then we must run. Wth nerve-fire at our necks."

The afternoon |ight deepened through gold and dark gold; Carina 4269 di sappeared and sepia murk
fell over the | andscape. The hills showed minuscule flickers of flame. The three set forth, and so
the di smal journey began: across the Stage fromone black clunp of dendron to another. At |ast
they canme to the sl opes, and doggedly began to clinb.
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Dawn found them under the ridge, with both hunters and hunted already astir. Shelter was
nowhere in sight; the three descended into a gulch and contrived a covert of dry brush

The day advanced. Anacho and Reith dozed while Traz lay staring at the sky; the enforced
i dl eness had caused his leg to stiffen. At noon a hunt of four proud Dirdir, resplendent in
glittering casques, crossed the ravine. For a nonent they paused, apparently sensing the near-
presence of quarry, but other affairs attracted their attention and they continued off to the
north.

The sun declined, illuminating the eastern wall of the gulch. Anacho gave an uncharacteristic
snort of laughter. "Look there." He pointed. Not twenty feet distant the ground had broken
revealing the winkled done of a |arge mature node. "Scarlets at |east. Muybe purples.”

Reith nade a gesture of sad resignation. "W can hardly carry the fortune we already have. It
is sufficient.”

"You underestimate the rapacity and greed of Sivishe," grunbled Anacho. "To do what you propose
will require two fortunes, or nore." He dug up the node. "A purple. W can't |leave it behind."

"Very well," said Reith. "I"Il carry it."
"No," said Traz. "I'Ill carry it. You two already have nost of the |oad."
"We'll divide it into three parts,” said Reith. "It won't be all that nmuch nore.”

Ni ght cane at last; the three shoul dered their packs and continued. Traz hoppi ng, hobbling,
grimacing in pain. Down the north slope they noved, and the cl oser they approached the Portal of
d eans, the nore ghastly and detestabl e seened the Zone.

Dawn found them at the base of the hills, with the Portal yet ten mles north. As they rested
in a shadowed fissure, Reith swept the | andscape through his scanscope. The Forel ands seenmed qui et
and al nost devoid of |ife. Far to the northwest a dozen shapes nade for the Portal of {d eans,
hopi ng to reach safety before full daylight. They ran with the peculiar scuttling gait that men
instinctively used within the Zone, as if they thereby nmade t hensel ves inconspi cuous. A band of
hunters stood on a relatively nearby crag, still and alert as eagles. They watched the fleeing nen
with regret. Reith put aside all hope of reaching the Portal before dark. The three passed anot her
dreary day behind a boul der, with canoufl age cl oth overhead.

During the middle norning a sky-car drifted overhead. "They're |ooking for the mssing hunts,"
sai d Anacho in a hushed voice. "Undoubtedly there will be a tsau'gsh ... W are in great danger."

Reith | ooked after the sky-car, then gauged the niles to the Portal. "By midnight we should be
safe.”

"W may not last till mdnight, if the Dirdir close off the Forelands, as well they may do."
"W can't set out now, they'd take us for sure.”
Anacho gave a dour nod. "Agreed."

Towar ds mi ddl e afternoon anot her sky-car came to hover over the Forel ands. Anacho hi ssed
between his teeth. "W are trapped.” But after half an hour the sky-car once nore drifted south
beyond the hills.

Reith made a careful scrutiny of the | andscape. "I see no hunts. Ten niles neans at |east two
hours. Shall we nake a run for it?"

Traz | ooked down at his leg with a wistful expression. "You two go on. 1'll follow when the sun
goes down. "

"Too late by then," said Anacho. "Already it is too |late."

Once nore Reith searched the ridges. He helped Traz to his feet. "It's all of us or none.™
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They started out across the barrens, feeling naked and vul nerable. Any hunt which chanced to
| ook down fromthe ridge into this particular sector could not fail to notice them

They proceeded for half an hour, scuttling half-crouched Iike the others. Fromtine to tine
Reith paused to sweep the | andscape to the rear with his scanscope, dreading |lest he see the dire
shapes in pursuit. But the nmles fell behind, and hope correspondingly began to rise. Traz's face
was gray with pain and exhaustion; neverthel ess he forced the pace, tottering at a half-run, unti
Reith suspected that he ran from sheer hysteri a.

But suddenly Traz stopped. He | ooked back at the ridges. "They are watching us."

Reith scrutinized the ridges, slopes and dark gul ches, but saw nothing. Traz had al ready set
off at an erratic lope, with Anacho hunching along behind. Reith followed. A few hundred yards
further north he paused again, and this tine thought he saw a flicker of light reflecting from
metal. Dirdir? Reith gauged the distance ahead. They had cone roughly hal fway across the barrens.
Reith drew a deep breath and ran off after Traz and Anacho. Conceivably the Dirdir m ght not
choose to pursue so far across the Forel ands.

A second tinme he halted and | ooked back. Al uncertainty was gone: four shapes bounded down the
sl opes. There could be no doubt as to their intent.

Reith caught up with Traz and Anacho. Traz ran with glaring eyes, nouth open so that his teeth
showed. Reith took the heaviest bag fromthe |ad's shoulder, threwit over his own. If anything,
Traz slowed his pace a trifle. Anacho gauged the distance ahead, studied the pursuing Dirdir. "W
have a chance."

The three ran, hearts pounding, lungs burning. Traz's face was like a skull. Anacho relieved
hi m of the renai ni ng parcel

The Portal of deans was visible: a haven of wonderful security. Behind cane the hunters, by
prodi gi ous | eaps.

Traz was faltering, with the Portal yet a half-mle ahead. "Onnmale!" called Reith.

The effect was startling. Traz seened to expand, to grow tall. He stopped short and swung about
to face the pursuers. His face was that of a stranger: a person sagaci ous, fierce and dom nant,
the personification in fact of the enblem Onnal e.

Onnmal e was too proud to flee.
"Run!" cried Reith in a panic. "If we nmust fight, let's fight on our own terns!"

Traz, or Onmal e-the two were confused-seized a pack from Reith and one from Anacho and sprang
ahead toward the Portal

Reith wasted a hal f-second gauging the distance to the first Dirdir, then continued his flight.
Traz soared across the barrens. Anacho, his face pink and distorted, pounded behind.

Traz gained the Portal. He turned and waited, catapult in one hand, sword in the other. Anacho
passed through, then Reith, not fifty feet in advance of the forenost Dirdir. Traz backed to stand
just beyond the boundary, challenging the Dirdir to attack. The Dirdir gave a shrill scream of
fury. It shook its head, and its efful gences, standing high, vibrated. Then, curvetting, it |oped
south, after its conrades, already on their way back to the hills.

Anacho | eaned panting against the Portal of G eans. Reith stood with the breath rasping in his
throat. Traz's face was vacant and gray. His knees buckled; he fell to the ground and |ay quiet,
giving not so nmuch as a twitch.

Reith staggered forward, turned himover. Traz seenmed not to breathe. Reith straddl ed his body
and applied artificial respiration. Traz gave a throat-wenching gasp. Presently he began to
breat he evenly.

The solicitors, touts and beggars who normally kept station by the Portal of d eans had
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scattered, aghast at the approach of the Dirdir. First to return was a young nan in a |ong maroon
gown, who now stood maki ng graci ous novenents of concern. "An outrage," he lanmented. "The conduct
of the Dirdir! Never should they chase so close to the gate! They have al nost killed this poor
young man!"

"Quiet," snapped Anacho. "You disturb us."

The young man stood aside. Reith and Anacho lifted Traz to his feet, where he stood in
sonet hing of a stupor.

The young nman once again cane forward, his soft brown eyes all-seeing, all-knowi ng. "Alow ne
to assist. | amlssamthe Thang; | represent the Hopeful Venture Inn, which pronmises a restfu
at rosphere. Allow ne to assist you with your parcels." Picking up Traz's pack he turned a startled
gaze toward Reith and Anacho. " Sequi ns?"

Anacho sei zed his pack. "Be off with you! Qur plans are established!"

"As you will," said |Issamthe Thang, "but the Hopeful Venture Inn is near at hand, and
sonet hing apart fromthe tunmult and gam ng. Wile confortable, the expense does not approach the
exorbitant fees of the A awan."

"Very well,"” said Reith. "Take us to the Hopeful Venture."

Anacho muttered under his breath; to which |ssamthe Thang nmade a delicate gesture of reproach
"This way, if you will."

They trudged toward Maust, Traz hobbling on his |lane |eg.

"My menory is a junble,” he nmuttered. "I recall crossing the Forelands; | remenber that someone
shouted into nmy ear-"

"It was |," said Reith.

"--then after, nothing real, and next | lay beside the Portal." And a nonent |ater he nused: "I
heard roaring voices. A thousand faces | ooked past ne, warriors' faces, raging. | have seen such

things in dreans.” His voice dw ndl ed; he said no nore.

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE HOPEFUL VENTURE |Inn stood at the back of a narrow alley, a brooding, age-bl ackened
structure, doing no great business, to judge fromthe comon room which was dark and still.
I ssam it now appeared, was the proprietor. He nade an effusive show of hospitality, ordering
water, lanps and linen up to the "grand suite," which orders were effected by a surly servant with
enornous red hands and a shock of coarse red hair. The three nounted a tw sting stairway to the
suite, which conprised a sitting-room a wash-room several irregular alcoves furnished with sour-
snel ling couches. The servant arranged the | anps, brought flasks of wi ne and departed. Anacho
exam ned the | ead and wax stoppers, then put the flasks aside. "Too much risk of drugs or poison
When the nan awakes-if he awakes-his sequins are gone and he is bereft. | amdissatisfied;, we
woul d have done better at the Al awan."”

"Tonmorrow is tinme enough,” said Reith, sinking into a chair with a groan of fati gue.

"Tormorrow we nmust be gone from Maust," said Anacho. "If we are not marked nmen now, we soon wl|l
be.” He went forth and presently returned with bread, neat and wi ne.

They ate and drank; then Anacho checked the bars and bolts. "Wo knows what transpires in these
old piles? A knife in the dark, a single sound, and who is the wi ser save |ssamthe Thang?"

Agai n checking the | ocks, the three prepared thenselves for sleep. Anacho, declaring hinself to
be easily aroused, put the sequins between hinself and the wall. Except for a single wavering
night |ight the | anps were extinguished. A few nmonents | ater Anacho slipped noisel essly across the
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roomto Reith's couch. "I suspect peepholes and listening pipes," he whispered. "Here are the
sequins. Put them beside you. Let us sit quietly and watch for a period."

Reith forced hinself into a state of alertness. Fatigue defeated him his eyelids drooped. He
sl ept.

Time passed. Reith was aroused by a prod from Anacho's el bow, he sat up with a jerk of guilt.
"Quiet," said Anacho in the ghost of a whisper. "Look yonder."

Reith peered through the darkness. A scrape, a novenent in the shadows, a dark shape-a |ight
suddenly flared up. Traz stood, crouched and glaring, arms concealed in the shadow of his body.

The two nmen by Anacho's couch turned to face the lanp, faces blank and startled. One was |ssam
the Thang; the second was the burly servant who had been groping with his enornous hands for the
neck of Anacho, presunmably asleep on the couch. The servant enitted a curious whi sper of
excitenent and hopped across the room hands clutching. Traz fired his catapult into the tw sted
face. The man fell silently, going to oblivion w thout apprehension or regret. Issamsprang for an
opening in the wall. Reith bore himto the floor. |Issamfought desperately; for all his
sl enderness and delicacy he was as strong and quick as a serpent. Reith seized himin an arml ock
and jerked himerect, squeaking in pain.

Anacho flipped a cord around Issam s neck and prepared to tighten the noose. Reith grimced but
made no protest. This was the justice of Maust; it was only fitting that here, in the flaring
| amplight, Issam should go to his doom

| ssam fervently cried out: "No! | amonly a mserable Thang! Don't kill me! 1'lIl help you, I
swear! 1'll help you escape!"”

"Wait," said Reith. To Issam "How do you nmean, help us escape? Are we in danger?"
"Yes, of course. Wat should you expect?"
"Tell me of this danger."

Sensing reprieve, Issamdrew hinmself up, indignantly shrugged away Anacho's hands. "The
information is valuable. How nuch will you pay?"

Reith nodded to Anacho. "Proceed."

| ssam gave a heart-rending wail. "No, no! Trade ne ny life for your three lives-is that not
enough?"

"1f such be the case."
"It is the case. Stand back, then; renove the noose."
"Not until we know the kind of bargain we are naking."

| ssam | ooked fromface to face and saw nothing to encourage him "Well, then, secret word has
come to me. The Dirdir are in a state of frothing fury. Sonmeone has destroyed an unlikely nunber
of hunting parties, and stolen the booty-as nuch as two hundred thousands' worth of sequins.
Speci al agents are on watch-here and el sewhere. Whoever submits any information will derive great
benefit. If you are the person of the case, as | suspect, you will never |eave Maust except in
prickle-collars-unless | help you."

Reith asked cautiously, "Help us how?"
"I can and will save you-for a price."

Reith | ooked toward Anacho, who drew taut the cord. Issamclawed at the constriction, eyes
bulging in the lanplight. The noose | cosened. |ssamcroaked, "My life for yours, that is our
bar gai n. "

"Then talk no nore of 'price.' Needless to say, don't try to trick us.”
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"Never, never!" croaked Issam "I live or die with you! Your life is ny lifel W nust |eave
now. Morning will be too late.™

"Leave how? Af oot ?"

"I't may not be necessary. Mke yourselves ready. Do those bags and parcels actually contain
sequi ns?"

"Scarlets and purples," said Anacho with sadistic relish. "If you want the sane, go into the
Zone and kill Dirdir."

| ssam shuddered. "Are you ready?" He waited inpatiently while the three resuned their garnents.
On sudden t hought he dropped down to rifle the corpse of the servant and clucked with satisfaction
at the handful of clears and nilks he found in the pouch.

The three were ready. In spite of Issanis protest Anacho nmi ntai ned the noose around his neck
"So that you will not nisunderstand our intentions."

"Must | always be cursed with suspicious associ ates?"

The main avenue of Maust vibrated with novenent, the shift of faces, colored lights; fromthe
taverns came wailing music, drunken bel ches of |aughter, an occasional angry outcry. By furtive
shortcuts and dark detours Issamtook themto a stable at the north of town, where a scowing
attendant finally responded to Issanis pounding. Five mnutes of surly haggling resulted in the
saddl i ng of four |eap-horses; ten mnutes |later, as the noons of Az and Braz sinultaneously rolled
up the eastern sky, Reith, Anacho, Traz and |ssam bounded north on the gaunt white | eaphorses of
Kachan, and |eft Maust behi nd.

Through the night they rode and at dawn entered Khorai. Snoke trickling up fromiron chi meys
drifted north over the First Sea, which by sone trick of |ight appeared as black as a sea of
pitch, with the plumcol ored northern sky for a backdrop

Thr ough Khorai they pounded and down to the harbor where they di snounted. |ssam wearing the
nost nodest of sniles, bowed to Reith, hands fol ded behind his dark red gown. "I have achieved ny
goal ; ny friends have been delivered safe to Khorai."

"The friends you hoped to strangle a few hours ago."
| ssam s snile becanme tremul ous. "That was Maust! One's behavior in Maust mnust be tolerated.”
"As far as | amconcerned, you may return."

| ssam bowed | ow once nore. "May ni ne-headed Sagori o nmai myour enemes! So now, farewell!" |ssam
took the pal e | eaphorses back through Khorai and di sappeared to the south.

The sky-car rested where they had left it. As they clinbed aboard, the harbormaster |ooked on
with a saturnine sneer, but nade no comment. M ndful of Khor trucul ence the three took pains to
i gnore his presence.

The sky-car rose into the norning sky, curved along the shore of the First Sea. So began the
first stage of the journey to Sivishe.

CHAPTER El GHT

THE SKY- CAR FLEW west. To the south spread a vast dusty desert; to the north lay the First Sea.
Bel ow and ahead nudflats alternated with pronontories of sandstone in a nbnotonous succession, one
beyond the other, into the haze at the linmt of vision

Traz slept the sleep of sheer exhaustion. Anacho, to the contrary, sat unconcerned and
careless, as if fear and energency were foreign to his experience. Reith, though he ached with
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fatigue, could not wench his gaze away fromthe radar-screen, except to search the sky. Anacho's
carefree manner at |ast becanme exasperating. Reith glared at himthrough red-rinmed eyes and spoke

in a dour voice: "For a fugitive you show surprisingly little apprehension. | admre your
conposure. "
Anacho made an easy gesture. "What you call conposure is childlike faith. | have becone

superstitious. Consider: we have entered the Carabas, killed dozens of First Folk and carried off
their sequins. So now, how can | take seriously the prospect of casual interception?"

"Your faith is greater than mne," growed Reith. "I expect the whole force of the Dirdir
systemto be scouring the skies for us."

Anacho gave an indul gent laugh. "That is not the Dirdir way! You project your own concepts into
the Dirdir mind. Renenber, they do not | ook upon organization as an end in itself; this is a human
attribute. The Dirdir exists only as hinself, a creature responsible only to his pride. He
cooperates with his fell ows when the prospect suits him?"

Reith shook his head skeptically, and went back to studying the radar-screen. "There nust be
more to it than that. How does the society hold together? How can the Dirdir sustain |ong-term
proj ects?”

"Very sinple. One Dirdir is nuch |like another; there are racial forces which conpel all alike
In great dilution, the submen know these forces as 'tradition,' 'caste authority,' 'zest to
overachieve'; in the Dirdir society they becone conpul sions. The individual is bound to custons of
the race. Should a Dirdir need assistance he need only cry out hs'ai hs'ai, hs'ai and he is
hel ped. If a Dirdir is wonged, he calls dr'ssa dr'ssa, dr'ssa and conmands arbitration. |If the
arbitration fails to suit himhe can challenge the arbitrator, who is usually an Excellence; if he
defeats the arbitrator, he is vindicated. Mire often he hinself is defeated; his efful gences are
pl ucked out and he beconmes a pariah ... There are few chall enges of arbitration."

"Under such conditions, the society would seemto be highly conservative."

"This is the case, until there is need for change, and then the Dirdir applies hinself to the
problemw th 'zest to over-achieve.' He is capable of creative thinking; his brain is supple and
responsi ve; he wastes no energy upon mannerism Miltiple sexuality and the 'secrets' of course are
a distraction, but like the hunt they are a source of violent passion beyond human conprehension.”

"Al'l this to the side, why should they give up the search for us so easily?"

"I's it not clear?" denmanded Anacho testily. "How could even the Dirdir suspect that we fly
toward Sivishe in a sky-car? Nothing identifies the nen sought at Smargash with the nen who
destroy Dirdir in the Carabas. Perhaps in tinme a connection will be made, if, for exanple, |Issam
the Thang is questioned. Until then they are ignorant that we fly a sky-car. So why put up search-
screens?"

"I hope you're right,"” said Reith.

"We shall see. Meanwhile-we are alive. We fly a sky-car in confort. W carry better than two
hundred t housand sequins. Notice ahead: Cape Braize! Beyond |lies the Schanizade. W will now alter
course and cone down upon Haul k from above. Wio will notice a single sky-car anbng a hundred? At
Sivishe we will ningle with the nultitude, while the Dirdir seek us across the Zhaarken, or at
Jal kh, or out on the Hunghus tundra."

Ten m | es passed bel ow the sky-car with Reith pondering the soul of the Dirdir race. He asked
"Suppose you or | were in trouble and cried dr'ssa dr'ssa, dr'ssa?"

"That is the call for arbitration. Hs'ai hs'ai, hs'ai is the cry for help."
"Very well, hsai hsai, hsai-would a Dirdir be inpelled to hel p?"

"Yes; by the force of tradition. This is automatic, a reflexive act: the connective tissue
whi ch binds an otherwi se wild and mercurial race."

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/Vance,%20Jack%20-%20Tschai%203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt (33 of 81) [2/4/03 10:46:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20V ance/V ance,%20Jack%20-%20T schai %6203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt

Two hours before sunset a stormblew in fromthe Schani zade. Carina 4269 becane a brown waith,
t hen di sappeared as bl ack clouds tunbled up the sky. Surf like dirty beer-foam swept across the
beach, close to the boles of the black dendrons whi ch shrouded the foreshore. The upper fronds
twisted to gusts of wind, turning up glossy gray undersides; roiling patterns noved across the
bl ack upper surfaces.

The sky-car fled south through the unber dusk, then, with the last glimrer of light, |anded in
the lee of a basalt jut. The three, huddling upon the settees and ignoring the odor of Dirdir
bodi es, slept while the storm hissed through the rocks.

Dawn brought a strange illumnation, like Iight shining through brown bottle-glass. There was
neither food nor drink in the sky-car, but pilgrimpod grew out on the barrens and a bracki sh
river flowed nearby. Traz went quietly along the bank, craning his neck to peer through the
reflections. He stopped short, crouched, plunged into the water to energe with a yellow creature,
all thrashing tentacles and jointed | egs, which he and Anacho devoured raw. Reith stolidly ate
pi | gri m pod.

Wth the neal finished they | eaned back agai nst the sky-car, basking in the honey-col ored
sunl i ght and enjoying the norning calm "Tonorrow, " said Anacho, "we arrive in Sivishe. Qur life
once nore changes. W are no longer thieves and desperadoes, but nen of substance, or so we nust
let it appear.”

"Very well," said Reith. "Wat next?"
"We nust be subtle. W do not sinply apply at the spaceyards with our noney."
"Hardly," said Reith. "On Tschai whatever seens reasonable is wong."

"It is inpossible," said Anacho, "to function w thout the support of an influential person

This will be our first concern."”

"ADrdir? & a Drdirmn?"

"Sivishe is a city of sub-nen; the Dirdir and Dirdirmen keep to Hei on the mainland. You will
see."

CHAPTER NI NE

HAULK HUNG LI KE a cranped and distorted appendi x fromthe di stended belly of Kislovan, with the
Schani zade Ccean to the west and the Gulf of Ajzan to the east. At the head of the gulf was the
island Sivishe, with an untidy industrial junble at the northern end. A causeway led to the
mai nl and and Hei, the Dirdir city. At the center of Hei and dominating the entire | andscape stood
a box of gray glass five mles long, three mles wide, a thousand feet high: a structure so |arge
that the perspectives seened distorted. A forest of spires surrounded the box, a tenth as high
scarl et and purple, then mauve, gray and white toward the periphery.

Anacho indicated the towers. "Each house a clan. Soneday | will describe the Iife of Hei: the
pronenades, the secrets of nultiple sex, the castes and class. But of nmore i mediate interest,
yonder |lie the spaceyards."

Reith saw an area at the center of the island surrounded by shops, warehouses, depots and
hangars. Six |arge spaceships and three snaller craft occupied bays to one side. Anacho's voice
broke into his specul ations.

"The spaceships are well secured. The Dirdir are far nore stringent than the Wankh-by instinct
rather than by reason, for no one in history has stolen a spaceship."”

"No one in history has cone with two hundred thousand sequins. Such noney will grease a |ot of
pal nms. "

"What good are sequins in the @ ass Box?"
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Reith said no nore. Anacho took the sky-car down to a paved area beside the spaceyards.
"Now, " said Anacho in a calmvoice, "we shall learn our destiny."
Reith took instant alarm "Wat do you nean by that?"

"If we have been traced, if we are expected, then we will be taken; and soon there will be an
end to us. But the car yard seens as usual; | expect no disaster. Renmenber now, this is Sivishe,
amthe Dirdirman, you are the sub-men; act accordingly."

Rei th dubi ously searched the yard. As Anacho had stated there seemed no untoward activity.

The sky-car landed. The three alighted. Anacho stood austerely aside while Reith and Traz
renoved t he packs.

A power -wagon approached and fixed clanps to the sky-car. The operator, a hybrid of Dirdirman
and anot her race unknown, inspected Anacho with inmpersonal curiosity, ignoring Reith and Traz.
"What is to be the disposition?”

"Tenporary deposit, on call," said Anacho.
"To what charge?”

"Special. I'lIl take the token."

"Nunber sixty-four." The clerk gave Anacho a brass disc. "I require twenty sequins."

"Twenty, and five for yourself."

The Iift-wagon conveyed the sky-car to a nunbered slot. Anacho led the way to a slide-way, with
Reith and Traz trudgi ng behind with the packs. They stepped aboard and were conveyed out to a wi de
avenue, along which ran a considerable traffic of power-wagons, passenger cars, drays.

Here Anacho paused to reflect. "I have been gone so long, | have traveled so far, that Sivishe
i s sonewhat strange. First, of course, we need | odgi ngs. Across the avenue, as | recall, is a
suitable inn."

At the Ancient RealmlInn the three were |l ed down a white and black-tiled corridor to a suite
overl ooki ng the central court, where a dozen wonmen sat on benches watching the wi ndows for a
si gnal .

Two seenmed to be Dirdirwonen: thin sharp-faced creatures, pallid as snow, with a sparse fuzz of
gray hair at the back of their scal ps. Anacho surveyed them thoughtfully for a nonent or so, then
turned away. "W are fugitives, of course,” he said, "and we nust be wary. Nevertheless, here in
Si vi she where many people come and go, we are as safe as we m ght be anywhere. The Dirdir do not
concern thensel ves with Sivishe unless circunmstances fail to suit them in which case the
Admi nistrator goes to the dass Box. Otherwi se, the Adm nistrator has a free hand; he taxes
pol i ces, judges, punishes, appropriates as he sees fit and is therefore the |east corruptible man
in Sivishe. For influential assistance we nust seek el sewhere; tonorrow | wll nake an inquiry.
Next we will need a structure of suitable dinensions, close by the spaceyards, yet inconspicuous.
Again, a matter requiring discreet inquiry. Then-nost sensitive of all-we nust hire technica
personnel to assenble the conponents and performthe necessary tuning and phasing. If we pay high
wages we can no doubt secure the right nen. | will represent nyself as a Dirdirman Superior-in
fact, ny former status-and hint of Dirdir reprisals against | oose-nmouthed nmen. There is no reason
why the project should not go easily and snoothly, except for the innate perversity of
ci rcumst ances. "

"I'n other words," said Reith, "the chances are agai nst us."

Anacho ignored the remark. "A warning: the city seethes with intrigue. Folk cone to Sivishe for
a single purpose: to win advantage. The city is a turmoil of illicit activity, robbery, extortion,
vice, ganbling, gluttony, extravagant display, swindling. These are endem ¢, and the victim has
smal | hope of recourse. The Dirdir are unconcerned; the antics and naneuvers of the subnmen are
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nothing to them The Adnministrator is interested only in maintaining order. So: caution! Trust no
one; answer no questions! Identify yourselves as steppe-nen seeking enpl oynment; profess stupidity.
By such neans we mnimze risk."

CHAPTER TEN

IN THE MORNI NG Anacho went forth to nake his inquiries. Reith and Traz descended to the street
cafe and sat watching the passersby. Traz was displeased with everything he saw. "All cities are
vile," he grunbled. "This is the worst: a detestable place. Do you notice the stink? Chemicals,
snoke, disease, rotting stone. The snell has infected the fol k; observe their faces."

Reith could not deny that the inhabitants of Sivishe were an unprepossessing lot. Their
conpl exi ons ranged from nuddy brown to Dirdirman white; their physiognom es reflected thousands of
years of hal f-purposeful nutation. Never had Reith seen so wary and sel f-contained a people.
Living in contiguity with an alien race had fostered no fellowship: in Sivishe each man was a
stranger. As a positive consequence, Reith and Traz were inconspicuous: no one |ooked twice in
their direction.

Reith sat nusing over his bowl of pale w ne, relaxed and al nost at peace. As he pondered old
Tschai, it occurred to himthe single honbgenizing force was the | anguage, the same across the
entire planet. Perhaps because communication often represented the difference between life and
deat h, because those who failed to conmuni cate died, the | anguage had retained its universality.
Presumably the | anguage had its roots on ancient Earth. It resenbled no | anguage with which he was
fam liar. He considered key words. Vamwas "nother"; tatap was "father"; issir was "sword." The
cardi nal nunbers were aine, sei, dros, enser, nif, hisz, yaga, managa, nuwai, tix. No significant
parall el s, but sonehow, a hunting echo of Earth sounds ..

In general, reflected Reith, life on Tschai ranged a wi der ganut than did life on Earth.
Passions were nore intense: grief nmore poignant, joy nore exalted. Personalities were nore
decisive. By contrast the folk of Earth seened pensive, conditional, sedate. Laughter on Earth was
| ess boisterous; still, there were fewer gasps of horror

As he often did, Reith wondered: Suppose | return to Earth, what then? Can | adjust to an
exi stence so placid and staid? O all ny life will I long for the steppes and seas of Tschai ?
Reith gave a sad chuckle. A problem he would be glad to confront.

Anacho returned. After a quick glance to left and right he settled hinmself at the table. H's
manner was subdued. "I've been optim stic," he muttered. "l've trusted too nuch to nmy nenories.”

"How so?" Reith denmanded.

"Nothing inmedi ate. It seens, nerely, that | have underestimated our inpact on the tines. Tw ce
this morning | heard talk of the madnen who i nvaded the Carabas and sl aughtered Dirdir as if they
were lippets. Hei throbs with agitation and anger, or so it is said. Various tsaugsh are in
progress; all would regret to be the madnen once they are captured."”

Traz was outraged. "The Dirdir go to the Carabas to kill nen," he stornmed. "Wy shoul d they
resent the case when they thenselves are killed?"

"Hist!" exclainmed Anacho. "Not so loud! Do you wish to attract attention? In Sivishe no one
blurts forth his thoughts; it is unwhol esone!"

"Anot her black mark against this squalid city!" declared Traz, but in a nore restrai ned voice

"Cone now," said Anacho nervously. "It is not so disheartening after all. Think of it! Wile
Dirdir range the continents, we three rest in Sivishe, at the Ancient RealmlInn."

"A precarious satisfaction," said Reith. "What else did you | earn?"

"The Administrator is Codo Erlius. He has just assumed office-not necessarily advantageous
fromour point of view since a new official is apt to stringency. | have nade guarded inquiries,
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and since | ama Dirdirman Superior, | did not encounter total frankness. However a certain nane
has been mentioned twice. That nane is Aila Wudiver. Hi s ostensible occupation is the supply and
transport of structural materials. He is a notable gourmand and vol uptuary, with tastes at once so
refined, so gross and so inordinate as to cost himvast sunms. This information was given freely,
in a tone of envious admration. Whwudiver's illicit capabilities were nmerely inplied.”

"Wyudi ver woul d appear to be an unsavory coll eague," said Reith.

Anacho snorted in derision. "You demand that | find someone proficient at conniving, chicanery,
theft; when | produce this man, you | ook down your nose at him"

Reith grinned. "No ot her names were nentioned?”

"Anot her source explained, in a carefully facetious manner, that any extraordinary activity
must surely attract the attention of Wwudiver. It would seemthat he is the man with whom we nust
deal. In a certain sense, his reputation is reassuring; he is necessarily conpetent."”

Traz entered the conversation. "Wat if this Wudiver refuses to help us? Are we not then at
his mercy? Could he not extort our sequins fromus?"

Anacho pursed his |ips, shrugged: "No schene of this sort is absolutely reliable. Aila Wudiver
woul d seemto be a sound choice, fromour point of view He has access to the sources of supply,
he controls transport vehicles, and possibly he can provide a suitable building in which to
assenbl e a space-boat."

Reith said reluctantly, "W want the nost conpetent man, and if we get himl suppose we can't
cavil at his personal attributes. Still, on the other hand ... GCh, well. Wat pretext should we
use?"

"The tal e you gave the Lokhars-that we need a spaceship to take possession of a treasure-is as
good as any. Woudiver will discredit all he is told; he will expect duplicity, so one tale is as
good as anot her."

Traz muttered: "Attention! Dirdir are approaching."

There were three, striding with a portentous gait. Cages of silver mesh clung to the back of
their bone-white heads; the efful gences splayed down to either side of their shoul ders. Flaps of
soft pale leather hung fromtheir arns, alnost to the ground.

Q her strips hung down front and back, indited with vertical rows of red and black circul ar
synbol s.

"I nspectors,” nmuttered Anacho through down-drooping |lips. "Not once a year do they conme to
Si vi she-unl ess conpl aints are nade. "

"WIIl they know you for a Dirdirman?"
"OfF course. | hope they do not know ne for Ankhe at afram Anacho, the fugitive."

The Dirdir passed; Reith glanced at themindifferently, though his flesh crept at their
proximty. They ignored the three and continued al ong the avenue, pale |eather flaps swinging to
their stride

Anacho's face relaxed fromits glare of tension. In a subdued voice, Reith said, "The sooner we
| eave Sivishe the better.”

Anacho drunmed his fingers on the table and gave a final decisive rap. "Very well. | wll
tel ephone Aila Wudi ver and arrange an exploratory nmeeting." He stepped into the inn and presently
returned. "A car will arrive shortly to pick us up."

Reith had not been ready for so swift a response. "What did you tell hin?" he asked uneasily.

"That we wanted to consult himin regard to a business nmatter."
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"Hnf." Reith | eaned back in his chair. "Too nmuch haste is as bad as too little."
Anacho threw up his hands in vexation and defeat. "Wat reason to del ay?"
"No real one. | feel strange to Sivishe and unsure of ny responses, hence worried."
"No worry there. Wth fanmiliarity Sivishe beconmes even | ess reassuring."

Reith said no nore. Fifteen nmnutes |ater an antique black vehicle, which at one tine had been
a grand saloon, halted in front of the hotel. A niddle-aged man, harsh and grim |ooked forth. He
jerked his head toward Anacho. "You await a car?"

"To Woudi ver ?"
"Get in."

The three clinbed into the vehicle, seated thenselves on benches. The car rolled at no great
speed down the avenue, then, turning off toward the south, entered a district of slatternly
apartment houses: buildings erected with neither judgment nor precision. No two doorways were a
i ke; windows of irregular shape and size opened at randomin the thick walls. Wan-faced fol k
stood in alcoves or peered down into the streets; all turned to watch the passage of the car
"Laborers," said Anacho with a sniff of distaste. "Kherman, Thangs, Sad |slanders. They cone from
all Kislovan and | ands beyond, as well."

The car continued across a littered plaza, into a street of small shops, all fitted with heavy
metal shutters. Anacho asked the driver, "How far to Wudi ver's?"

"Not far." The reply was uttered with hardly a notion of the lips.
"Where does he live? Qut on the Hei ghts?"
"On Zamia Rise.”

Reith consi dered the hooked nose, the dour cords of nuscle around the colorless nouth: the face
of an executi oner

The way led up a low hill. The houses became abandoned gardens. The car halted at the end of a
| ane. The driver with a curt gesture signaled the three to alight, then silently led themalong a
shadowy passage snelling of dankness and nold, through an archway, across a courtyard, up a
shallow flight of stairs into a roomwith walls of nustard-colored tile.

"Wait here." He passed through a door of black psilla bound with iron, and a nonent |ater
| ooked forth. He crooked his finger. "Cone."

The three filed into a |large white-walled chanber. A scarlet and maroon rug nuffled the floor
for furniture there were settees padded with pink, red and yellow plush, a heavy table of carved
wax-wood, a censer exuding wi sps of heavy snmpoke. Behind the table stood an enornous yel | ow ski nned
man in robes of red, black and ivory. His face was round as a nelon; a few strands of sandy hair
lay across his nottled pate. He was a man vast in every dinmension and notivated, so it seened to
Reith, by a grandiose and cynical intelligence. He spoke: "I amAila Wudiver." H's voice was
under exquisite control; nowit was soft and fluting. "I see a Dirdirman of the First-"

"Superior!" Anacho corrected.

"-a youth of a rough unknown race, a nan of even nore doubtful extraction. Wiy does such an ill-
mat ched trio seek me out?"

"To discuss a matter possibly of nutual interest," said Reith.
The lower third of Whudiver's face trenbled in a grin. "Continue."

Reith | ooked around the room then turned back to Wudiver. "I suggest that we nove to anot her
| ocation, out of doors, by preference.”
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Woudi ver's thin, alnost-nonexistent eyebrows |ofted high in surprise. "I fail to understand.
WIl you expl ain?"

"Certainly, if we can nove to another area."

Woudi ver frowned i n sudden petul ance, but marched forward. The three followed himthrough an
archway, up a ranp and out on a deck which overl ooked a vast hazy distance to the west. Wudi ver
spoke in a voice now carefully resonant: "Does this situation seem suitable?"

"Better," said Reith.

"You puzzle ne," said Wudiver, settling into a massive chair. "Wuat noxious influence do you
so dread?"

Reith | ooked neani ngfully across the panorama, toward the colored towers and cloud-gray d ass
Box of far Hei. "You are an inportant man. Your activities conceivably interest certain folk to
the extent that they monitor your conversations."

Wudi ver made a jovial gesture. "Your business appears highly confidential, or evenillicit."
"Does this alarmyou?"

Woudi ver pursed his lips into a fountain of gray-pink gristle. "Let us get down to affairs."
"Certainly. Are you interested in gaining wealth?"

"Poof ," said Wudiver. "I have enough for all ny small needs. But anyone can use nore noney."

"I n essence, the situation is this: we know where and how to obtain a considerable treasure at
no risk."

"You are the nbst fortunate of nen!"

"Certain preparations are necessary. W believe that you, a man of known resource, will be able
to provide assistance in return for a share of the gain. | do not, of course, refer to financia
assi stance. "

"l cannot say yes or no until | amapprised of all details,"” said Wudiver in the nost suave of
voi ces. "Naturally, you nmay speak w thout reserve; ny reputation for discretionis a byword."

"First we need a clear indication of your interest. Wiy waste time for nothing?"
Woudi ver blinked. "I amas interested as is possible in a factual vacuum"
"Very well, then. Qur problemis this: we nmust procure a small spaceship.”

Wudi ver sat notionless, his eyes boring into Reith's face. He glanced swiftly at Traz and
Anacho, then gave a short brisk laugh. "You credit nme with remarkabl e powers! Not to say reckless
audacity! How can | possibly provide a spaceship, large or small? Either you are nadmen or you
take ne for one!"

Reith snmiled at Wudiver's vehenence, which he diagnosed as a tactical device. "W have
considered the situation carefully,"” said Reith. "The project is not inpossible with the help of a
person such as yourself."

Wyudi ver gave his great |enon-col ored head a peevish shake. "So |I merely point my finger toward
the Gand Spaceyards and produce a ship? |Is this your belief? You would have nme boundi ng through
the d ass Cage before the day was out.”

"Renenber," said Reith, "a large vessel is not necessary. Conceivably we could acquire an
obsolete craft and put it into workable condition. O we mght obtain conponents from persons who
could be induced to sell, and assenble themin a nakeshift hull."

Woudi ver sat pulling at his chin. "The Dirdir certainly woul d oppose such a project."
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"l mentioned the need for discretion," said Reith.

Wyudi ver puffed out his cheeks. "How much wealth is involved? What is the nature of this
weal th? Where is it | ocated?"

"These are details which at the nonment can have no real interest for you," said Reith.

Woudi ver tapped his chin with a yellow forefinger. "Let us discuss the matter as an
abstraction. First, the practicalities. A large sumof noney would be required: for inducenments,
technical help, a suitable place of assenbly, and of course for the conponents you nention. \Were
woul d this nmoney cone fron?" Hi s voice took on a sardonic resonance. "You did not expect financing
fromAi | a Wudi ver ?"

"Financing is no problem" said Reith. "W have anple funds."
"I ndeed! " Wbudi ver was i npressed. "How nmuch, may | ask, are you prepared to spend?"
"Ch, fifty to a hundred t housand sequins."

Woudi ver gave his head a shake of indul gent anusenent. "A hundred thousand woul d be barely
adequate." He turned a glance toward Hei. "I could never concern nyself in any illicit or
forbi dden enterprise."

"Naturally not."

"I might be able to advise you, on a friendly and infornmal basis, for say, a fixed fee, or
per haps a percentage of outlay, and a snmall share in any eventual rewards."

"Somet hing of the sort might suit our needs," said Reith. "How |l ong, at an estimate, would such
a project require?"

"Who knows? Who can prophesy such things? A nonth? Two nonths? Information is essential, which
we now | ack. A know edgeabl e person fromthe Gand Spaceyards nust be consulted."

"Know edgeabl e, conpetent, and trustworthy," amended Reith.

"That goes without saying. | know the very nman, a person for whom | have done several favors.
In the course of a day or two I will see himand bring up the matter."

"Why not now?" asked Reith. "The sooner the better."

Wudi ver raised a hand. "Haste |eads to miscalculation. Cone back in two days; | may have news
for you. But first the matter of finance. | cannot invest ny tinme without a retainer. | will need
a small sumsay five thousand sequi ns-as earnest noney."

Reith shook his head. "I'll show you five thousand." He produced a card of purple sequins. "In
fact here is twenty thousand. But we can't afford to spend a sequin except on actual costs."

Woudi ver's face was one vast hurt. "What of ny fee, then? Must | toil for joy al one?"
"OfF course not. If all goes well, you will be rewarded to your satisfaction.”

"This must serve for the nonment," declared Wudi ver in sudden heartiness. "In two days | will
send Artilo for you. Discuss the matter with no one! Secrecy is absolutely essential!"

"This we well understand. In two days then."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

SIVISHE WAS A dull city, gray and subdued, as if oppressed by the proxinity of Hei. The great
hones of Prospect Heights and Zam a R se were pretentious enough, but |acked style and finesse.

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/Vance,%20Jack%20-%20Tschai%203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt (40 of 81) [2/4/03 10:46:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20V ance/V ance,%20Jack%20-%20T schai %6203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt

The folk of Sivishe were no less dull: a sonmber, hunorless race, grayskinned and tending toward
overwei ght. At their neals they consuned great bow s of clabber, platters of boiled tuber, mneat
and fish seasoned with a rancid bl ack sauce that nunbed Reith's pal ate, though Anacho decl ared
that the sauce occurred in nunmerous variants and was in fact a cultivated taste. For organi zed
entertai nnent there were daily races, run not by aninmals but by nen. On the day after the neeting
wi th Woudiver, the three watched one of the races. Eight nmen participated, wearing garnents of
different colors and carrying a pole topped with a fragile glass gl obe. The runners not only
sought to outrun their opponents but also to trip themby agile side-kicks, so that they fell and
broke their glass gl obes, and were hence disqualified. The spectators nunmbered twenty thousand and
mai ntai ned a | ow guttural how during the duration of each race. Reith noticed a nunber of
Dirdirmen anong the spectators. They bet with as nmuch verve as anyone, but kept thensel ves
fastidiously apart. Reith wondered that Anacho would risk recognition by sone previous

acquai ntance, to which Anacho gave a bitter |augh.

"Wearing these clothes | amsafe. They will never see ne. If | wore Dirdirnmen clothes | would
be recogni zed at once and reported to the Castigators. Already | have seen half a dozen forner
acquai nt ances. None have so nuch as gl anced at me."

The three visited the Grand Sivishe Spaceyards, where they strolled around the periphery
observing the activity within. The spaceshi ps were |ong, spindle-shaped, with intricate fins and
sponsons--totally different fromthe bul ky Wankh vessels and the flanboyant craft of the Blue
Chasch, just as these differed fromthe starships of Earth.

The yards appeared to operate at less than top efficiency and far bel ow capacity; even so, a
respectabl e volune of work was in progress. Two cargo vessels were in the process of overhaul; a
passenger ship seened to be under construction. Elsewhere they noted three snaller ships,
apparently unconmi ssioned warcraft, five or six space-boats in various stages of repair, a clutter
of hulks on a junk heap to the rear of the shops. At the opposite end of the spaceyard three ships
in conm ssion rested on |arge black circles.

"They fare occasionally to Sibol," said Anacho. "There is no great traffic. Long ago when the
Expansi oni sts held sway Dirdir ships went out to many worlds. No longer. The Dirdir are quiescent.
They would like to force the Wankh of f of Tschai and sl aughter the Bl ue Chasch, but they do not
mar shal their energies. It is sonehow frightening. They are a terrible and active race and cannot
lie quiet too |l ong. One of these days they nust explode, and go forth again."

"What of the Pnume?" Reith asked.

"There is no established pattern.." Anacho pointed to the palisades behind Hei. "Through your
electric tel escope you m ght see Pnunme warehouses, where they store netals for trade with the
Dirdir. Pnunekin occasionally cone out into Sivishe for one purpose or another. There are tunnels
through all the hills and out into the country beyond. The Pnume observe every nove the Dirdir
make. They never cone forth, however, for fear of the Dirdir, who kill themfor vermn. On the
other hand a Dirdir who goes hunting al one nay never return. The Pnune have taken himdown into
their tunnels, so it is believed."

"I't could only happen on Tschai," said Reith. "The folk trade in nutual detestation and kil
each other on sight."

Anacho gave a sour snort. "I see nothing remarkable in the fact. The tradi ng conduces to mnutua
profit; the killing gratifies the nutual detestation. The institutions have no common ground."

"What of the Pnumekin? Do the Dirdir or Dirdirnmen nol est thenP"

"Not in Sivishe. A truce is observed. Elsewhere they too are destroyed, though rarely do they
show t hensel ves. There are, after all, relatively few Pnunekin, who nust be the strangest and nost
remarkabl e fol k of Tschai ... W must depart before we attract the attention of the yard police."

"Too late," said Traz in a dreary voice. "W are being watched at this nmonent."
"By whonP"

"Behind us, along the way, stand two nen. One wears a brown jacket and a | oose bl ack hat; the
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other a dark blue cloak and the head-shroud."
Anacho gl anced al ong the avenue. "They are not police-at |east not yard guards."

The three turned back to the dingy junble of concrete which marked the center of Sivishe.
Carina 4269, glow ng through a high | ayer of haze, cast cool brown |ight over the | andscape. Full
inthe light came the two nmen, and sonething in their noiseless gait sent a pang of panic through
Reith. "Who can they be?" he nuttered.

"I don't know. " Anacho turned a quick glance over his shoul der, but the nmen were no nore than

sil houettes against the light. "I don't think they are Dirdirnen. W have been in contact with
Aila Wwudiver; it may be that he is watched. Wudiver's own nen conceivably. O a crininal gang?
After all, we m ght have been noticed coming down in the sky-car, or taking sequins to the vaults-

Worse! Qur descriptions from Maust may have been circul ated. W are not undistinctive."

Reith said grimy, "We'll have to find out, one way or another. Notice where the street passes
cl oses to that broken building-"

"Suitable."

The three strolled past a crunmbling buttress of concrete, then, once out of sight, junped to
the side and waited. The two nmen came running past on | ong noiseless strides. As they passed the
buttress, Reith tackled one, Anacho and Traz seized the other. Wth a sudden excl amati on Anacho
and Traz released their grip. For an instant Reith sensed a curious rancid odor, |ike canphor and
sour milk. Then a bone-racki ng shudder of electricity sent himlurching back. He gave a croak of
di smay. The two nmen fl ed.

"I saw them" said Anacho in a subdued voice. "They were Pnunekin, or perhaps Gzhindra. Dd
they wear boots? Pnunekin walk with bare feet."

Reith went to | ook after the pair, but in sone mracul ous fashion they had di sappeared. "What
are Gzhindra?"

"Pnunekin outcasts."

The three trudged back through the dank streets of Sivishe.

Anacho presently said, "It mght have been worse."

"But why shoul d Pnurmekin foll ow us?"

Traz muttered, "They have been followi ng us since we departed Settra. And nmaybe before.”

"The Pnure think strange thoughts,"” said Anacho in a heavy voice. "Their actions seldom admt
of sensible explanation; they are the stuff of Tschai itself."

CHAPTER TWELVE

THE THREE SAT at a table outside the Ancient Real mlInn, sipping soft wine and watching the
passing fol k of Sivishe. Misic was the key to a people's genius, thought Reith. This norning,
passing a tavern, he had listened to the nusic of Sivishe. The orchestra consisted of four
instruments. The first was a bronze box studded with vell umw apped cones whi ch when rubbed
produced a sound like a cornet played at the | owest possible range. The second, a vertical wooden
tube a foot in diameter, with twelve strings across twelve slots, emtted resonant twangi ng
arpeggi os. The third, a battery of forty-two druns, contributed a conplex muffled rhythm The
fourth, a wooden slidehorn, bleated, honked and produced wonderful squealing glissandos as well

The nusic perforned by the ensenble seened to Reith peculiarly sinple and linited: a repetition
of sinple nmelody, played with only the smallest variation. A few fol k danced: nmen and wonen, face
to face, hands at sides, hopping carefully fromone leg to the other. Dull! thought Reith. Yet, at
the end of the tune the couples separated with expressions of triunph, and recommenced their
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exertions as soon as the nusic started again. As minutes passed, Reith began to sense

conpl exities, alnost inperceptible variations. Like the rancid black sauce which drowned the food,
the nusic required an intensive effort even to ingest; appreciation and pl easure must renain
forever beyond the reach of a stranger. Perhaps, thought Reith, these al nost-unheard quavers and
hesitations were the el enents of virtuosity; perhaps the fol k of Sivishe enjoyed hints and
suggestions, fugitive lusters, alnost unnoticeable inflections: their reaction to the Dirdir city
so cl ose at hand.

No | ess an index to the thought-processes of a people was their religion. The Dirdir, so Reith
knew from conversations with Anacho, were irreligious. The Dirdirnen, to the contrary, had evol ved
an el aborate theol ogy, based on a creation nyth which derived Man and Dirdir froma single
prinordi al egg. The subren of Sivishe patronized a dozen different tenples. The observances, as
far as Reith could see, followed the nore or |ess universal pattern-abasenent, followed by a
request for favors, as often as not foreknow edge regarding the outcone of the daily races.
Certain cults had refined and conplicated their doctrines; their doxol ogy was a netaphysica
jargon subtl e and anbi guous enough to pl ease even the fol k of Sivishe. Qther creeds serving
different needs had sinplified procedures so that the worshipers nerely nmade a sacred sign, threw
sequins into the priest's bow, received a benediction and were off about their affairs.

The arrival of Wudiver's black car interrupted Reith's nusing. Artilo, leaning forth with a
| eer, made a perenptory gesture, then sat crouched over the wheel staring off down the avenue.

The three entered the car, which lurched off across Sivishe. Artilo drove in a southeast
direction, generally toward the spaceyards. At the edge of Sivishe, where a |ast few shacks
dwi ndl ed out across the salt flats, a cluster of ramshackl e warehouses surrounded piles of sand,
gravel, bricks, sintered marl. The car rolled across the central conpound and halted by a smal
office built of broken brick and bl ack sl ag.

Woudi ver stood in the doorway. Today he wore a vast brown jacket, blue pantal oons, and a bl ue
hat. Hi s expression was bl and and unrevealing; his eyelids hung hal fway across his eyes. He raised
his armin a gesture of neasured wel cone, then backed into the dimess of the hut. The three
alighted and went within. Artilo, com ng behind, drew hinmself a nug of tea froma great black urn,
then, hissing irritably, went to sit in a corner

Wyudi ver indicated a bench; the three seated thensel ves. Wudi ver paced back and forth. He
raised his face to the ceiling and spoke. "I have made a few casual inquiries. |I fear that | find
your project inpractical. There is no difficulty as to work-space, the south warehouse yonder
woul d suit admirably and you could have it at a reasonable rent. One of ny trusted associates, the
assi stant superintendent of supply at the spaceyards, states that the necessary conponents are
available ... at a price. No doubt we could salvage a hull fromthe junkyard; you would hardly
require luxury, and a crew of conpetent technicians would respond to a sufficiently attractive
wage. "

Reith began to suspect that Wudi ver was | eading up to sonething. "So, then, why is the project
i mpractical ?"

Woudi ver snmiled with innocent sinplicity. "For ne, the profit is inadequate to the risks
i nvol ved. "

Rei th nodded sonberly and rose to his feet. "lI'msorry then to have occupi ed so nuch of your
tinme. Thank you very nuch for the information."

"Not at all,"” said Wudiver graciously. "I wish you the best of luck in your endeavor. Perhaps
when you return with your treasure, you will want to build a fine palace; then I hope you will
remenber me."

"Quite possibly," said Reith. "So now..."

Woudi ver seened in no hurry to have themgo. He settled into a chair with an unctuous grunt.
"Anot her dear friend deals in gens. He will efficiently convert your treasure into sequins, if the
treasure is gens, as | presune? No? Rare metal, then? No? Aha! Precious essences?"

"I't mght be any or none," said Reith. "I think it best, at this stage, to remain indefinite."
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Woudi ver twisted his face into a mask of whinsical vexation. "It is precisely this
i ndefiniteness which gives ne pause! |If | knew better what | m ght expect-"

"\Whoever helps ne," said Reith, "or whoever acconpani es ne, can expect wealth.”

Woudi ver pursed his lips. "So now | nust join this piratical expedition in order to share the
boot y?"

"I'I'l pay a reasonable percentage before we |eave. If you come with us" Reith rolled his eyes
toward the ceiling at the thought "or when we return, you'll get nore."

"How much nore, precisely?"
"I don't like to say. You'd suspect nme of irresponsibility. But you wouldn't be di sappointed."

Fromthe corner Artilo gave a skeptical croak, which Wudiver ignored. He spoke in a voice of
great dignity. "As a practical man | can't operate on speculation. | would require a retaining fee
of ten thousand sequins." He blew out his cheeks and gl anced toward Reith. "Upon receipt of this
sum | would i mediately exert ny influence to set your schenme into notion."

"All very well," said Reith. "But, as a ridiculous supposition, |let us assune that, rather than
a man of honor, you were a scoundrel, a knave, a cheat. You might take ny noney, then find the
proj ect inpossible for one reason or another, and I would have no recourse. Hence | can pay only
for actual work acconplished.™

A spasm of annoyance crossed Wudi ver's face, but his voice was bl andness itself. "Then pay ne
rent for yonder warehouse. It is a superb location, unobtrusive, close to the spaceyards, with

every conveni ence. Furthernore, | can obtain an old hull fromthe junkyards, purportedly for use
as a storage bin. I will charge but a noninal rent, ten thousand sequins a year, payable in
advance. "

Rei th nodded sagely. "An interesting proposition. But since we won't need the prem ses for nore
than a few nonths, why should we inconveni ence you? W can rent nore cheaply el sewhere, in even
better circunstances."

Whudi ver's eyes narrowed; the flaps of skin surrounding his nmouth trenbled. "Let us deal openly
with each other. Qur interests run together, as long as | gain sequins. | will not work on the
cheap. Either pay earnest-nobney, or our business is at an end."

"Very well," said Reith. "We will use your warehouse, and | will pay a thousand sequins for
three nonths' rent on the day a suitable hull arrives on the prem ses and a crew starts to work."

"Hnf. That could be tonorrow. "

"Excel lent!"

"I will need funds to secure the hull. It has worth as scrap netal. Drayage will be a charge."

"Very well. Here is a thousand sequins." Reith counted the sum upon the desk. Wudiver sl apped
down his great slab of a hand. "Insufficient! I|nadequate! Paltry!"

Reith spoke sharply. "Evidently you do not trust ne. This does not predi spose me to trust you
But you risk nothing but an hour or two of your tinme whereas | risk thousands of sequins."

Woudi ver turned to Artilo. "Wat would you do?"
"Wal k away fromthe ness."
Woudi ver turned back to Reith, spread wide his arns. "There you have it."

Reith briskly picked up the thousand sequins. "Good day, then. It is a pleasure to have known
you. "
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Nei t her Woudi ver nor Artilo stirred.
The three returned to the hotel by public passenger wagon
A day later Artilo appeared at the Ancient RealmlInn. "Aila Wudiver wants to see you."
"What for?"

"He's got you a hull. It's in the old warehouse. A gang is stripping and cleaning it. He wants
money. \Wat el se?"

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

THE HULL was satisfactory, and of adequate di nensions. The netal was sound; the observation
ports were clouded and stained but well seated and seal ed.

Woudi ver stood to the side as Reith inspected the hull, an expression of lofty tolerance on his
face. Every day, so it seened, he wore a new and nore extravagant garnent, today a bl ack and
yellow suit, a black hat with a scarlet panache. The clasp securing his cape was a silver and
bl ack oval, bisected along the m nor axis. Fromone end protruded the stylized head of a Dirdir
fromthe other the head of a man. Wudi ver, noticing Reith's gaze, gave a profound nod. "You would
never suspect as nuch from ny physique, but ny father was | muacul ate."

"I ndeed! And your nother?"
Woudi ver's mouth tw tched. "A nobl ewonan of the north."
Artilo spoke fromthe entry port: "A tavern wench of Thang, narshwonan by bl ood."

Woudi ver sighed. "In the presence of Artilo, romantic delusion is inpossible. In any event, but
for the accidental interposition of an incorrect wonb, here would stand Al a Wudi ver, Dirdirman
I macul ate of the Violet Degree, rather than Aila Wudiver, dealer in sand and gravel, and gall ant
prosecutor of |ost causes."

"I'llogical,"” nmurrmured Anacho. "In fact, inprobable. Not one Inmaculate in a thousand retains
Prinmtive Paraphernalia.”

Wudi ver's face instantly became a peculiar magenta color. Wirling with astoundi ng sw ftness,
he pointed a thick finger. "Wio dares talk of |ogic and probability? The renegade Ankhe at afram
Anacho! Who wore Blue and Pink w thout undergoing the Angui sh? Wio di sappeared coincidentally with
the Excellent Azarvimissit Dardo, who has never been seen again? A proud Dirdirman, this Ankhe at
af ram "

"I no longer consider nyself a Dirdirman,"” said Anacho in a level voice. "I definitely have no
anbition for the Blue and Pink, nor even the trophies of ny |ineage."

"In this case kindly do not comrent upon the plight of one who is unluckily barred fromhis
rightful caste!”

Anacho turned away, fuming with anger, but obviously deening it wise to hold his tongue. It
appeared that Aila Wudiver had not been idle, and Reith wondered how far his researches had
ext ended.

Woudi ver gradual ly regained his conposure. His mouth twitched, his cheeks puffed in and out. He
made a scornful noise. "To nore profitable matters. Wat is your opinion of this hul k?"

"Favorabl e," said Reith. "W could expect no better fromthe scrap-heap."

"This is ny opinion as well,"” said Wudiver. "The next phase of course will be sonewhat nore
difficult. My friend at the spaceyards is by no neans anxious to run the d ass Box, no nore |. But
an adequacy of sequi ns works wonders. Wiich brings us to the subject of noney. My out-of -pocket
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expenses are eight hundred and ninety sequins for the hull, which | consider good val ue. Drayage
charge: three hundred sequins. Shop rental for one nonth: one thousand sequins. Total: twenty-one
hundred and ninety sequins. My conmm ssion or personal profit |I reckon at ten percent, or two
hundred and ni neteen sequins, to a total of twenty-four hundred and ni ne sequins."

"Wait, wait, wait!" cried Reith. "Not a thousand sequins a nonth, a thousand for three nonths;
that was my offer.”

"It is too little."

"I'"ll pay five hundred, not a clear nore. Now in the matter of your commission, |let us be
reasonabl e. You provide drayage at a profit; | pay a large rent on your warehouse; | see no reason
to hand over an additional ten percent on these itens."

"Way not ?" inquired Whudiver in a reasonable voice. "It is a convenience to you that | can
of fer these services. | wear two hats, so to speak: that of the expediter and that of the
supplier. Wiy, nerely because the expediter finds a certain supplier convenient, inexpensive and
efficient, should he be denied his fee? If the drayage were perfornmed el sewhere, the charges woul d
be no less, and | would receive ny fee w thout conplaint."

Reith could not deny the logic of the presentation, nor did he try. He said, "I don't intend to
pay nore than five hundred sequins for a ranmshackl e old shed you'd be happy renting for two
hundr ed. "

Woudi ver held up a yellow finger. "Consider the risk! W are about to suborn the thievery of
val uabl e property! | amrewarded, please understand, partly for services rendered and partly to
allay ny fear of the d ass Box."

"This is a reasonabl e statement, fromyour point of view," said Reith. "As far as | am
concerned, | want to conplete the spaceship before the noney runs out. After the ship is conplete,
fuel ed and provisioned, you can take every sequin remaining, for all | care.”

"I ndeed! " Wbudi ver scratched his chin. "How many sequins do you have then, so that we can plan
accordi ngly?"

"Sonet hing over a hundred thousand."
"Mrf. | wonder if the job can be done at all-let alone allow for surplus.”
"My point exactly. | want to keep non-construction expenses to the mnimm"

Woudi ver turned his face toward Artilo. "See how |l amreduced. Al prosper but Wudiver. As
usual , he suffers for his generosity."

Artilo gave a noncommittal grunt.

Reith counted out sequins. "Five hundred-exorbitant rent for this ranmshackl e shed. Drayage:
three hundred. The hull: eight hundred and ninety. 1'Il pay ten percent on the hull. Another
ei ghty-nine. A total of seventeen hundred and seventy-nine."

Woudi ver's broad yell ow face mrrored a succession of enotions. At |last he said, "I nust remnd
you that a policy of parsinony is often the nobst expensive in the end."

"If the work goes efficiently,” said Reith, "you won't find me parsinonious. You'll see nore
sequi ns than you ever dreaned existed. But | intend to pay only for results. It is to your
interest to expedite the space-boat as best you can. |If the nobney runs out we're all the losers."

For once Wbudi ver had nothing to say. He stared dolefully at the glittering heap on the table,
then, separating purples, scarlets, dark greens, he counted. "You drive a hard bargain."

"To our mutual benefit, ultimtely."

Woudi ver dropped the sequins into his pouch. "If | nust |I rmust." He drummred his fingers agai nst
his thigh. "Well, as to the conponents, what do you require first?"
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"I know not hi ng about Dirdir nmachinery. W need the advice of an expert technician. Such a man
shoul d be here now. "
Woudi ver squi nted sidel ong. "Wthout know edge, how do you expect to fly?"
"I am acquai nted with Wankh space-boats."
"Hmf. Artilo, go fetch Deine Zarre fromthe Technical Cub."
Wyudi ver stal ked off to his office, |leaving Reith, Anacho and Traz al one in the shed.

Anacho surveyed the hull. "The old hul k has done well. This is the Ispra, a series now
obsol ete, in favor of the Concax Screanmer. We nust obtain |Ispra conponents, to sinplify the work."

"Are these avail abl e?"

"Undoubtedly. | believe you got the better of the yellow beast. His father an I nmacul ate-what a
joke! His nother a marsh-wonan-that | can believe!l He's evidently gone to pains to |earn our
secrets.”

"I hope he doesn't learn too nuch."

"As long as we can pay, we're safe. W have a sound hull at a fair price, and even the renta
is not too exorbitant. But we nust be careful: normal profits won't suit him"

"No doubt he'll swindle us," said Reith. "If we end up with a functioning space-boat, | don't
really care." He wal ked around the hull, occasionally reaching out to touch it, in a kind of
wonder. Here, solid and definite, the basis of a vessel to take himhone! Reith felt a surge of
affection for the cold netal, in spite of its alien Dirdir |ook

Traz and Anacho went outside to sit in the wan afternoon sunlight, and Reith presently joined
them Wth inmages of Earth in his nind, the | andscape becane suddenly strange, as if he were
viewing it for the first time. The crunbling gray city Sivishe, the spires of Hei, the d ass Box
reflecting a dark bronze shine from Carina 4269, the | oom of the palisades through the murk: this
was Tschai. He | ooked at Traz and Anacho: these were nen of Tschai

Reith sat down on the bench. He asked, "Wat's inside the dass Box?"

Anacho seened surprised at his ignorance. "It is a park, a sinulation of old Sibol. Young
Dirdir learn to hunt; others take exercise and relaxation. There are galleries for onl ookers.
Criminals are the prey. There are rocks, Sibol vegetation, cliffs, caves; sonetinmes a nan avoids
the hunt for days."

Reith | ooked across to the G ass Box. "The Dirdir hunt in there now?"
"So | suppose.”

"What of the Dirdirmen | nmacul at es?"

"They are sonetines allowed to hunt."

"They devour their prey?"

"OF course.”

Along the rutted road cane the black car. It splashed through a puddle of oily sline, halted
before the office. Wudiver cane to stand in the doorway, a grotesque lunp in black and yell ow
finery. Artilo stepped down fromthe driver's bench; fromthe cab came an old man. Hi s face was
haggard and his body seemed distorted or twi sted; he noved slowy, as if every effort cost him
pai n. Woudi ver strutted forward, spoke a word or two, then conducted the old man to the shed.

Woudi ver spoke: "This is Deine Zarre, who will supervise our project. Deine Zarre, | introduce
to you this man of no distinguishable race. He calls hinmself Adam Reith. Behind you see a
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defal cated Dirdirman: a certain Anacho; and a youth who appears to derive fromthe Kotan steppes.
These are the folk with whomyou nust deal. | amno nore than an adjunct; make all your
arrangenents with Adam Reith.™"

Dei ne Zarre gave his attention to Reith. His eyes were clear gray, and in contrast to the bl ack
of the pupils seemed al nost |um nous. "What is the project?”

Another man to know the secret, thought Reith. Already with Aila Wudiver and Artilo, the Iist
was overlong. But no help for it. "In the shed is the hull of a space-boat. We want to put it into
operative condition."

Dei ne Zarre's expression changed little. He searched Reith's face a nmonent, then turned and
linped into the shed. Presently he reappeared. "The project is possible. Anything is possible. But
feasible? | don't know. " H s gaze once nore searched Reith's face. "There are risks."

"Woudi ver shows no great alarm O all of us he is the npst sensitive to danger."

Dei ne Zarre gave Wudi ver a di spassionate glance. "He is al so the nost supple and resourcef ul
For nyself, | fear nothing. If the Dirdir cone to take ne, | shall kill as nany as possible."

"Come, cone," chided Whudiver. "The Dirdir are as they are: folk of fantastic skills and
courage. Are we not all Brothers of the Egg?,

Dei ne Zarre gave a dismal grunt. "Who is to supply machinery, tools, conponents?"

"The spaceyards, " said Wudiver dryly. "Wo el se?"
"W will need technicians: at |east six men, of absolute discretion."

"A chancy matter," Wudiver admtted. "But the chance can be mninimzed by inducenents. If Reith
pays themwel |, the inducenment of noney. If Artilo counsels them the inducenent of reason. I|f |
i ndi cate the consequences of a |oose tongue, the inducenent of fear. Never forget, Sivishe is a
city of secrets! As witness we who stand here.”

"True," said Deine Zarre. Again he searched Reith with his renmarkable eyes. "Were do you w sh
to go in your spaceship?"

Woudi ver spoke with overtones either of nockery or nmalice: "He goes to claima fabul ous
treasure, which we all will share."

Deine Zarre smled. "I want no treasure. Pay me a hundred sequins a week; it is all | require."
"So little?" demanded Wbudi ver. "You reduce my conmi ssion."

Dei ne Zarre gave himno heed. "You intend to start work at once?" he asked Reith.

"The sooner the better.”

"I will list imediate needs." To Wudiver: "When can you arrange delivery?"

"As soon as Adam Reith provides the wherewithal."

"Put through the order tonight," said Reith. "I"'Il bring noney tonorrow. "

"What of the honorariumfor ny friend?" demanded Wudi ver testily. "Does he work for nothing?
What of the fee for the warehouse guards? Do they | ook sideways for their health?"

"How much?" asked Reith.

Wbudi ver hesitated, then said in a dull voice, "Let us avoid a tiresonme quarrel. | wll present
the mnimumprice first. Two thousand sequins."

"So much? Incredible. How nany men nust be bribed?"

"Three. The assistant supervisor, two guards.”
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Deine Zarre said, "Gve it to him | dislike haggling. If you nust econonize, pay ne |less."

Reith started to conplain, then shrugged, managed a painful grin. "Very well. Two thousand
sequins. "
"Remenber," said Wudiver, "you nust bear the inventory cost of the nerchandise; it is

difficult to steal outright."

During the eveni ng four power-wagons unl oaded at the shed. Reith, Traz, Anacho and Artilo
trundl ed the crates into the shed, as Deine Zarre checked them off his master list. Wudiver
appeared on the scene at nmidnight. "Al is well?"

Deine Zarre said, "As far as | can tell, the basic needs are here."

"Good." Wbudiver turned to Reith, handed hima sheet of paper. "The invoice. Notice that it is
item zed, and bluster will serve no purpose.”

Reith read the total in a weak whisper "Ei ghty-two thousand sequins."

"Did you expect |ess?" Wudiver asked jauntily. "My fee is not included. N nety thousand two
hundred sequins in all."

Reith asked Deine Zarre, "ls there everything we need?"

"By no neans."

"How rmuch time will be required?"

"Two or three nonths. Longer if the conponents are seriously out of phase.”

"What nust | pay the technicians?"

"Two hundred sequins a week. Unlike nyself, they are notivated by the need for noney."

On the screen of Reith's imagination appeared a picture of the Carabas: the dun hills, the gray
outcrops, the thickets of thorn, the horrid fires by night. He renenbered the furtive passage
across the Forelands, the Dirdir-trap in Boundary Forest, the race back to the Portal of d eans.

Ni nety thousand sequins represented alnost half of this ... If the noney dwi ndled too fast, if
Woudi ver becane too brazenly corrupt, what then? Reith could not bear to think the thought.
"Tomorrow | will bring the nmoney."

Woudi ver gave a fateful nod. "Good. Or tonorrow night the goods return to the warehouse."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

W THI N THE SHED the old Ispra began to conme alive. The propul sors were raised into their
sockets, bolted and welded. Up through the stern access panel the generator and converter were
hoi sted, then slid forward and secured. The Ispra was no |longer a hulk. Reith, Anacho and Traz
Wi re-brushed, ground, polished, renoved rotten paddi ng, sour-snelling old settees. They cl eaned
the observation ports, reamed air conduits, installed new seals around the entry hatch

Dei ne Zarre did no work. He hobbled here and there, his gray eyes missing no details. Artilo
occasionally | ooked into the shed, a sneering droop to his gray nouth. Wudi ver was seldomto be
seen. During his rare appearances he was cold and businesslike, all trace of his first jocundity
gone.

For an entire nonth Wbudi ver did not show hinself. Artilo, in a confiding nood, spat down at
the ground and said, "Big Yellow s out at his country place."

"Ch? What's he do out there?"
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Artilo twisted his head sidewi se, showing Reith a |opsided grin. "Thinks he's a Dirdirnman
that's what. That's where his noney goes, on his fences and scenery and hunts, w cked old beast."

Reith stood stock-still staring at Artilo. "You nmean he hunts nmen?"

"For sure. He and his cronies. Yellow has two thousand acres to his place, alnpst as big as the
A ass Box. Walls aren't so good, but he's got themcircled by electric wires and sting snaps.
Don't go to sleep on Yellow s wine; you'll wake up to find yourself in the hunt."

Reith forbore to inquire the disposition of the victins; it was information he did not want.

Anot her of the ten-day Tschai weeks passed, and Wudi ver appeared, in a surly nood. H s upper
lip was stiff as a shingle, totally concealing his nouth; his eyes darted truculently right and
left. He strutted close to Reith; the great hulk of his torso blotted out half the | andscape. He
held out his hand. "Rent." His voice was flat and col d.

Reith brought forth five hundred sequins and placed themon a shelf. He did not care to touch
the yel | ow hand.

Woudi ver, in a spasm of petul ance, struck out with the back of his hand, knocking Reith head
over heels. Reith picked hinmself up in astonishment. Hi s skin began to prickle, signaling the
onset of fury. Fromthe corner of his eye he noticed Artilo | ounging against the wall. Artilo
woul d shoot himas calmy as he m ght crush an insect, this he knew. Nearby stood Traz, watching
Artilo intently. Artilo was neutralized.

Wyudi ver stood | ooking at him eyes cold and expressionless. Reith heaved a deep sigh, choked
back his wath. To strike back at Wudi ver woul d gain none of his respect, but only stinulate the
whol e of his rancor. Inevitably sonething dreadful would occur. Reith slowy turned away. "Bring
me ny rent!" barked Wudi ver. "Do you take ne for a nendicant? | have been sufficiently wounded by
your arrogance. In the future extend me the respect due to my caste!"

Again Reith hesitated. How nmuch easier to attack the nonstrous Wudiver and accept the
consequences! Wi ch woul d be wreckage of the program Again Reith sighed. If it were necessary to
eat crow, a nouthful was no worse than a taste

In cold and austere silence he handed the sequins to Wudi ver, who only glared and nade a
waggl ing notion of the hips. "It is insufficient! Wy should | subsidize your undertaking! Pay ne
my due! The rent is one thousand sequins a nonth!"

"Here is another five hundred sequins,” said Reith. "Please do not denand nore, because it wll
not be forthcon ng."

Wyudi ver nade a contenptuous sound, wheeled and stal ked away. Artilo | ooked after himand spat
in the dust. Then he gave Reith a specul ative gl ance.

Reith went inside the shed. Deine Zarre, who had observed the episode, made no comment. Reith
tried to soothe his humliation in work

Two days | ater Wbudi ver reappeared, wearing his gaudy black and yellow outfit. H's trucul ence
of the previous occasion had vani shed; he was blandly polite. "Well, then, and what is the current
state of your project?"

Reith responded in a flat voice. "There have been no najor problens. The heavy conponents are
in place and connected. The instrunents have been installed, but are not operative. Deine Zarre is
preparing another list: the magnetic justification system navigation sensors, the environnent
conditioners. Perhaps we should al so purchase fuel cells at this tinme."

Woudi ver pursed his lips. "Just so. Again the sad occasion arises, of parting with your hard-
gai ned sequins. How, may | ask, did you garner so large a sun? It is a fortune in itself. Wth so
much in hand | wonder that you risk all on a w | d-goose chase."

Reith nmanaged a wintry smile. "Evidently |I do not regard the expedition as a wi |l d-goose chase."

"Extraordi nary. When will Deine Zarre have his list in hand?"
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"Perhaps -it is finished now"
Dei ne Zarre had not finished his list but did so while Wudiver waited.

Scanning the list with head thrown back and eyes hal f-cl osed, Wudiver said, "I fear that the
expense will be in excess of your reserves."

"I hope not," said Reith. "How rmuch do you reckon?"

"I can't say for certain; | do not know. But with rent, |abor costs, your original investnents,
you cannot have too much noney left." He | ooked at Reith questioningly.

The last thing Reith planned to do was confide in Wudiver. "It is essential then that we keep
costs to a m ninum"

"Three basic costs nust be net without fail,"” intoned Wwudiver. "The rent, ny fees, honorariuns
to ny associates. What renmains nay be spent as you will. This is nmy point of view And now be so
good as to tender ne two thousand sequins, for the honorariuns. The materials, should you be
unabl e to pay, can be returned w thout prejudice and at no cost other than drayage fees."

doomly Reith handed over two thousand sequins. He nmade a nental cal cul ation: of sonething
like two hundred and twenty thousand sequi ns brought fromthe Carabas, |ess than half remained.

Sormewhat | ater a smaller wagon arrived, with eight canisters of fuel. Traz and Anacho started
to unl oad these, but Reith stopped them "One nonent." He went into the shed where Deine Zarre
checked itens off his list. "Did you order fuel?"

"Yes."

Dei ne Zarre seemed pensive, thought Reith, as if his mnd wandered afi el d.

"How long will a canister of fuel drive the ship?"

"Two are needed, one for each cell. These will give about two nonths' service."
"Ei ght canisters have been delivered."

"I ordered four, to ensure two spares.”

Reith returned to the dray. "Take off four," he told Traz and Anacho. The driver sat in the
shadow of the cab. Reith leaned in to address him and to his surprise saw Artilo, apparently in
no anxiety to identify hinself. Reith said, "You brought eight cans of fuel; we ordered four."

"Yellow said to bring eight."

"We only need four. Take four back."

"Can't be done. Talk to Big Yellow"

"I need only four cans. That's all |I'mtaking. Do what you like with the others."

Artilo, whistling between his teeth, junped fromthe cab, unloaded the four extra canisters,
carried themover to the shed. Then he clinbed back into the dray and drove off.

The three stood | ooking after him Anacho said in a toneless voice, "Trouble is on its way."
"I expect so," said Reith.

"The fuel cells," said Anacho, "are no doubt Wudiver's own property. Perhaps he stole them
per haps he bought them on the cheap. Here is an excellent chance to di spose of themat a profit."

Traz made a grow ing sound in his throat. "Wudiver should be nade to carry away the cells on
hi s back."
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Reith gave an uneasy laugh. "If | only knew how to rmake him
"He fears for his life, |ike anyone el se."
"True. But we can't cut off our nose to spite our face."

In the norning Woudi ver did not arrive to hear the statements which Reith had brooded upon a
| arge part of the night. Reith drove hinself to work, with the thought of Wudiver pressing on him
Iike the wei ght of doom

On this nmorning Deine Zarre was not on hand either, and the technicians nuttered among
thensel ves nore freely than they dared in Deine Zarre's presence. Reith presently desisted from
his work and nade a survey of the project. There were, he thought, good grounds for optinism The
mej or components were installed; the delicate job of tuning proceeded at a satisfactory rate. At
these jobs Reith, though acquainted with Earth space-drive systens, was hel pl ess. He was not even
certain that the drives functioned by the same principles.

About noon a line of black clouds broke over the palisades |ike a scud of surf. Carina 4269
went wan, faded through tones of brown, and di sappeared; nonents later rain swept the eerie
| andscape, blotting Hei fromsight, and now pl oddi ng through the rain cane Deine Zarre, foll owed
by a pair of thin children: a boy of twelve, a girl three or four years older. The three trudged
into the shed, where they stood shivering. Deine Zarre seened drained of energy; the children were
nunb.

Reith broke up sone crates, lit a fire in the niddle of the shed. He found sonme coarse cloth
and tore it into towels. "Dry yourselves. Take off your jackets and get warm"

Dei ne Zarre | ooked at hi m unconprehendi ngly, then slowy obeyed. The children followed suit.
They were evidently brother and sister, quite possibly Deine Zarre's grandchildren. The boy's eyes
were blue; those of the girl were a beautiful slate gray.

Reith brought forth hot tea and at |ast Deine Zarre spoke. "Thank you. W are alnobst dry." And
a nonent later: "The children are in ny care; they will be with nme. If you find the prospect
i nconvenient, | nust give up ny enploynent."

"OF course not," said Reith. "They are wel cone here, as long as they understand the need for
sil ence. "

"They will say nothing." Deine Zarre | ooked at the two. "Do you understand? \Watever you see
must not be nentioned el sewhere.”

The three were in no mood for conversation. Reith, sensing desolation and misery, lingered. The
children watched himwarily. "I can't offer you dry clothes,” said Reith. "But are you hungry? W
have food on hand."

The boy shook his head with dignity; the girl smiled and becanme suddenly charming. "W have had
no breakfast."

Traz, who had been standing to the side, ran to the larder and presently returned with seed-
bread and soup. Reith watched gravely. It appeared that Traz's enotions had been affected. The
girl was appealing, if somewhat peaked and m serable.

Deine Zarre finally stirred hinself. He pulled his steam ng garnents taut and went to inspect
the work done in his absence.

Reith tried to nmake conversation with the children. "Are you becom ng dry?"
"Yes, thank you."

"Define Zarre is your grandfather?"

"Qur uncle."”

"I see. And now you are to live with hinP"
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"Yes."

Reith could find nothing nore to say. Traz was nore direct. "Wat happened to your father and
not her ?"

"They were killed, by Fairos; said the girl softly. The boy blinked.
Anacho said, "You nmust be fromthe Eastern Skyrise."

"Yes."

"How did you get fromthere to here?"

"W wal ked. "

"It is a long way, and dangerous."

"W were | ucky.
their flight.

The two stared into the fire. The girl winced, recalling the circunstances of

Reith went off to find Deine Zarre. "You have new responsibilities."

Dei ne Zarre darted Reith a sharp |ook. "That is correct."

"You work here for |ess than you deserve to be paid, and | want to increase your salary."
Dei ne Zarre gave a gruff nod. "I can put the noney to use.”

Reith returned to the floor of the shed, to find Wudiver standing in the doorway, a vast
bul bous sil houette. His attitude was one of shocked di sapproval. Today he wore another of his
grand outfits: black plush breeches tight around his nassive | egs, a coat of purple and brown with
a dull yellow sash. He marched forward to stare fixedly down at the boy and girl, one to the
other. "Who built this fire? Wat do you do here?"

The girl quavered: "W were wet; the gentleman warned us before the fire.™
"Aha. And who is this gentlenan?"

Reith cane forward. "I amthe gentleman. These are relations of Deine Zarre. | built the fire
to dry them"

"What of ny property? A single spark and all goes up in flanes!"

"In the rain | conceived the danger to be slight."

Woudi ver nade an easy gesture. "l accept your reassurances. How does all proceed?"
"Well enough," said Reith.

Woudi ver reached into his sleeve and brought forth a paper. "I have here an account for the
deliveries of last night. The total, you will notice, is extrenmely |ow, because | was given an
inclusive lot price."

Reith unfol ded the paper. Black sprawling characters spelled out: Merchandi se, as supplied:
Sequi ns 106, 800.

Woudi ver was saying: "-appears we are proceeding in really wonderful luck. |I hope it will |ast.
Only yesterday the Dirdir trapped two thieves working out of the export warehouse and took them
instantly to the 3 ass Box. So, you see, our present security is fragile."

"Woudi ver," said Reith, "this bill is too high. Far too high. Further, | don't intend to pay
for extra energy-cans."

"The price, as | noted," said Wudiver, "is an inclusive one. The extra cans cone at no extra
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cost. In a sense, they are free."

"This is not the case, and | refuse to pay five tines what is reasonable. In fact, | don't have
enough noney."

"Then you nust get sone nore," said Wudi ver softly.
Reith snorted. "You make the task sound so easy."

"It is for sonme," said Wudiver airily. "A nost remarkable runmor circulates the city. It
appears that three nmen, entering the Carabas, slaughtered an astoni shing nunber of Dirdir,
subsequently robbing the bodies. The nen are described as a youth, fair, |like a Kotan steppe-
dwel l er; a renegade Dirdirman; and a dark qui et man of no distinguishable race. The Dirdir are
anxi ous to hunt down these three. Another runor purports to concern the sane three nmen. The dark
man reportedly states his origin to be a far-off world fromwhich he insists all nmen derive: in ny
opi nion a bl aspheny. Wat do you think of all this?"

"Interesting," said Reith, trying to conceal his despair

Woudi ver pernmitted hinself to smirk. "We are in a vulnerable position. There is danger to
mysel f, grave danger. Should |I expose nyself for nothing? | assist you fromnotives of conradeship
and altruismof course, but | nust receive ny reconpense."

"I cannot pay so much," said Reith. "You knew approximately the extent of my capital; now you
attenpt to extort nore."

"Why not ?" Woudi ver could no longer restrain a grin. "Assune that the runors | cited are
accurate; assunme that by some wild accident you and your henchnen were the persons in question
then is it not true that you have shameful |y deceived nme?"

"Assum ng as nuch-not at all."
"What of the wonderful treasure?"

"It is real. Assist me to the best of your abilities. In one nonth we can depart Tschai. In
anot her month you will be repaid beyond your dreans.”

"Where? How?" Woudi ver hitched hinself forward; he | ooned over Reith and his voice came deep
and rich fromthe far caverns of his chest. "Let me ask outright: did you pronmulgate a tale that
the original home of man is a far world? Or even nore to the point: do you believe this hideous
fant asy?"

Reith, with spirits plunging even deeper, tried to sidestep the quagnmire. "W are dealing with
side issues. Qur arrangenent was clear; the runors you nention have no rel evance."

Woudi ver slowly, deliberately, shook his head.

"When the spaceship |l eaves,"” said Reith, "you shall have every sequin in ny possession. | can
do no better than that. If you nake unreasonabl e denmands..." He searched for a convincing threat.

Wudi ver tilted up the great expanse of his face, chuckled. "What can you do? You are hel pless.
One word fromnme and you are instantly taken to the G ass Box. Wat are your options? None. You
must do as | dermand.”

Reith | ooked around the shed. In the doorway stood Artilo, applying ash-gray snuff to his
nostrils. At his belt hung a handgun

Dei ne Zarre approached. |gnoring Wudiver he spoke to Reith. "The energy-cans are not to ny
order. They are a nonstandard size and appear to have been used for an indeterm nate period. They
must be rejected.”

Woudi ver's eyes narrowed, his mouth jerked. "Wat? They are excellent canisters.”

Deine Zarre said in a toneless but utterly definite voice, "For our purposes they are useless.”
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He departed. The boy and the girl | ooked after himw stfully. Wudi ver turned to exam ne t hem
with what appeared to Reith a peculiar intensity.

Reith waited. Wudi ver swung about. For a nonent he regarded Reith through narrowlidded eyes.
"Well, then," said Wudiver, "it seens that different energy-cans are needed. How do you propose
to pay for thenP"

"I'n the usual way. Take back those eight cans of junk; provide four fresh cans and subnmit an
item zed bill. A fair account | amable to pay just barely. Don't forget, | nust neet |abor
costs."

Woudi ver considered. Deine Zarre crossed the shed to speak to the boy and girl and Wudi ver was
distracted. He strutted over to join the group. Reith, linmp with fatigue, went to the workbench
and poured hinmself a mug of tea, which he drank with a shaking hand.

Woudi ver had becone extrenely affable, and went so far as to pat the boy on the head. Deine
Zarre stood stiff, his face the col or of wax.

Woudi ver at last turned away. He crossed the shed to Artilo, spoke a nmonment or two. Artilo went
out side, where blasts of wind sent ripples scurrying across the puddles.

Woudi ver signaled Reith with one hand, Deine Zarre with the other. The two approached. Wudi ver
sighed with vast nelancholy. "You two are dedicated to ny poverty. You insist on the npst
exquisite refinenments but refuse to pay. So be it. Artilo is taking away the canisters you so
condemrm. Zarre, come with me now and select cells to suit your needs."

"At this noment? | nust take care of the two children.”

"Now. At once. Tonight | visit nmy little property. | will not return for a period. It is
evident that ny help is underval ued here."

Dei ne Zarre acqui esced with poor grace. He spoke to the boy and girl, then departed with
Woudi ver.

Two hours passed. The sun, breaking through the clouds, sent a single ray down upon Hei, so
that the scarlet and purple towers glittered against the black sky. Down the road came Wbudi ver's
black car. It rolled to a halt in front of the shed; Artilo alighted. He sauntered into the shed.
Reith watched him wondering as to his air of purposefulness. Artilo approached the boy and girl,
stood | ooki ng down at them and they in turn | ooked up, eyes wide in their pale faces. Artilo
spoke a few terse words; Reith could see the corded nuscles at the back of his jaw jerk as he
spoke. The children | ooked dubi ously across the roomat Reith, then reluctantly started to nove
toward the door. Traz spoke to Reith in a | ow urgent voice: "Sonething is wong. Wat does he want
with then?"

Reith noved forward. He asked, "Wiere are you taking these two?"

"No affair of yours.”

Reith turned to the children. "Don't go with this man. Wait until your uncle returns."”
The girl said, "He says he is taking us to our uncle."

"He can't be believed. Something is wong."

Artilo turned to face Reith, an act as sinister as the coiling of a snake. He spoke in a soft
voice. "I have my orders. Stand away."

"Who gave you the orders? Wudiver?"

"It is no concern of yours." He notioned to the two children. "Cone." Hi s hand went under his
old gray jacket and he watched Reith sidel ong.

The girl said, "W are not going with you."
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"You must. I'Il carry you."
"Touch themand I'Il kill you," said Reith in a flat voice.

Artilo gave hima cool stare. Reith braced hinself, nmuscles creaking with tension. Artilo
brought forth his hand; Reith saw the dark shape of a weapon. He |unged, chopped down at the cold
hard arm Artilo had been expecting this; fromthe sleeve of his other hand sprang a | ong bl ade,
which he thrust at Reith's side, so swiftly that Reith, whirling away, felt the sting of the edge
Artil o sprang back, knife poised, though he had | ost the handgun. Reith, intoxicated with fury and
the sudden rel ease of tension, edged forward, eyes fixed on the unblinking Artilo. Reith feinted.
Artilo reacted by not so nuch as a quiver. Reith struck with his left hand; Artilo cut up; Reith
seized his wist, whirled, bent, heaved, threw himfar across the roomwhere he lay in a crunpled
heap.

Reith dragged himto the door, threw himoutside into a puddle of sline.

Artilo painfully hoisted hinself to his feet and |linped over to the black car. In a passionless
matter-of -fact fashion, never |ooking toward the shed, he scraped the nmud from his garnents,
entered the car and departed.

Anacho said in a disapproving voice, "You should have killed him Matters will be worse than
ever."

Reith had no reply to nake. He becane consci ous of the blood oozing down his side. Pulling up
his shirt he found a long thin slash. Traz and Anacho applied a dressing; the girl sonewhat
tim dly approached and tried to hel p. She seened deft and capabl e; Anacho noved aside. Traz and
the girl conpleted the job.

"Thank you," said Reith.

The girl | ooked up at him her face full of a hundred different nmeanings. But she coul d not
bring herself to speak.

The afternoon waned. The girl and boy stood in the doorway | ooking up the road. The technicians
departed; the shed was silent.

The bl ack car returned. Deine Zarre stepped stiffly forth, followed by Wudiver. Artilo, going
to the luggage conpartment, brought forth four energy cells, which he carried at a pai nful hobble
into the shed. His manner, as far as Reith could see, was no different fromusual: dour
i npersonal , silent.

Wyudi ver turned a single glance toward the girl and the boy, who shrank back into the shadows.
Then he approached Reith. "The energy canisters are here. They are approved by Zarre. They cost a
great deal of noney. Here is ny statenent for next nonth's rent and Artilo's salary-"

"Artilo's salary?" demanded Reith. "You nust be joking."

"-the total, as you see, is exactly one hundred thousand sequins. The sumis not subject to
di m nution. You nmust pay at once or | will evict you fromthe prenises." And Wudi ver pursed his
lips in a cold snile

Reith's eyes misted with hate. "I can't afford this anpbunt of noney."

"Then you nust go. Further, since you are no longer nmy client, I will be obligated to nmake a
report of your activities to the Dirdir.™

Reit h nodded. "One hundred thousand sequins. And after that, how rmuch nore?"
"What ever suns you require ne to lay out."
"No further blackmail ?"

Woudi ver drew himself up. "The word is capricious and vulgar. | warn you, Adam Reith, that |
expect the same courtesy that | accord.”
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Reith managed a sad | augh. "You'll have your noney in five or six days. | don't have it now. "

Woudi ver cocked his great head skeptically sidewi se. "Were do you propose to secure this
noney?"

"I have nmoney waiting for ne in Coad."

Woudi ver snorted, wheeled and marched to his car. Artilo hobbled after him They departed.
Traz and Anacho cane to watch after the car

In a wondering voice Traz asked, "Were will you get a hundred thousand sequi ns?"

"We left as nmuch buried in the Carabas,” said Reith. "The only problemis bringing it back-and
perhaps it won't be so nmuch of a problemafter all."

Anacho's | ank white jaw dropped. "I've always suspected you of insane optimsm..."

Reith held up his hand. "Listen. | will fly north by the sanme route the Dirdir thensel ves use
They will take no notice, even should a search-screen be operating, which is doubtful. I will Iand
after dark, to the east of the forest. In the nmorning I will dig up the sequins and take them back
to the sky-car and at dusk I will fly back to Sivishe |ike a party of Dirdir returning fromthe
hunt . "

Anacho gave a derogatory grunt. "You make it sound so sinple."

"As probably it will be, if all goes well."

Reith | ooked wistfully back toward the shed and the hal f-conplete spaceship. "I mght as well
start now. "

"I"ll go with you," said Traz. "You'll need help."

Anacho made a dreary sound. "I had better go as well."

Reith shook his head. "One can do the job as well as three. You two remain here and keep our
affairs noving."

"And if you don't return?”

"There are sixty or seventy thousand sequins still in the pouch. Take the nobney and | eave
Sivishe ... But I'Il be back. | can't doubt this. It's not possible that we should toil and suffer
so greatly only to fail."

"Hardly a rational assessnent," Anacho said dryly: "l expect never to see you again."

"Nonsense," said Reith. "Well, I'll get started. The sooner | |eave, the sooner | return."

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

THE SKY- CAR SAILED quietly through the night of old Tschai, over |andscape ghostly in the Iight
of the blue nmoon. Reith felt Iike a man drifting through a strange dream He nused over the events
of his Iife, his childhood, his years of training, his mssions anong the stars and finally his
assignment to the Explorator 1V. Then Tschai: destruction and disaster, his time with the Enbl em
nonmads, the journey across Aman Steppe and the Dead Steppe to Pera; the sack of Dadiche; the
subsequent journey to Cath and his adventures at Ao Hidis. Then the journey to Carabas, the
sl aughter of the Dirdir, the construction of the spaceship in Sivishe. And Wudiver! On Tscha
both virtue and vice were exaggerated; Reith had known nmany evil nen, anong whom Wudi ver ranked
hi gh.

The ni ght advanced; the forests of central Kislovan gave way to barren upl ands and sil ent
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wasteland. In all the circle of vision, no light, no fire, no sign of human activity was visible
Reith consulted the course nonitor, adjusted the automatic pilot. The Carabas lay only an hour
ahead. The blue nmoon hung |l ow, when it set the | andscape woul d be dark until dawn.

The hour passed. Braz sank behind the horizon; in the east appeared a sepia glimer announcing
the nearness of dawn. Reith, dividing his attention between the course nonitor and the ground
below, finally thought to glinpse the shape of Khusz. At once, he dropped the car lowto the
ground and veered to the east, sw nging behind the Boundary Forest. As Carina 4269 thrust a first
cool brown sliver over the edge of the horizon Reith | anded, close under the first great torquils
of the forest.

For a period he sat watching and listening. Carina 4269 rose into the sky and the |ow |ight
shone directly upon the sky-car. Reith gathered broken fronds and branches, which he |aid against
the car, canmpuflaging it to some extent.

The tinme had come when he nust venture into the forest. He could delay no | onger. Taking a sack
and a shovel, tucking weapons into his belt, Reith set forth.

The trail was familiar. Reith recogni zed each bole, every dark sheaf of fungus, every hummock
of lichen. As he passed through the forest he becane aware of a sickening odor: the reek of
carrion. This was to be expected. He halted. Voices? Reith junped off the trail, |istened.

Voi ces indeed. Reith hesitated, then stole forward through the heavy foliage.

Ahead lay the site of the trap. Reith approached with the nost extrene caution, creeping on his
hands and knees, finally crawing on his elbows ... He |ooked forth upon an eerie sight. To one
side, in front of a great torquil, stood five Dirdir in hunting regalia. A dozen gray-faced nen
stood in a great hole, digging with shovels and buckets: this was the hole, greatly enlarged, in
which Reith, Traz and Anacho had buried the Dirdir corpses. Fromthe splendid rotting carrion cane
an odious stench ... Reith stared. One of these nen was surely fanmliar-it was |Issamthe Thang.
And next to himworked the hostler, and next, the porter at the Alawan. The others Reith coul d not
positively identify, but all seened sonehow fam liar, and he assuned themto be folk with whom he
had deal i ngs at Maust.

Reith turned to inspect the five Dirdir. They stood stiff and attentive, efful gences flaring
out behind. If they felt enotion, or disgust, none was evident.

Reith did not allow hinself to reason, to weigh, to calculate. He brought forth his hand-gun
he ained, he fired. Once, twice, three tines. Three Dirdir fell dead; the other two sprang around
in questioning fury. Four times, five times: two glancing hits. Emerging fromhis cover Reith
fired twice nore down into the thrashing white bodies before they becanme still.

The nmen in the pit stood frozen in wonder. "Up!" cried Reith. "Qut of there!"

| ssam t he Thang yell ed hoarsely, "It is you, the nurderer! Your crimes brought us here!"
"Never mind that," said Reith. "Get up out of that hole and fly for your lifel"

"What good is that? The Dirdir will track us! They will kill us in sone abom nabl e fashion-"

The hostler was already out of the hole. He went to the Dirdir corpses, availed hinmself of a
weapon, and turned back to Issamthe Thang. "Don't bother to clinb fromthe hole.” He fired; the
Thang's yell was cut short; his body rolled dowmn anong the decaying Dirdir.

The hostler said to Reith, "He betrayed us all, hoping for gain; he gained only what you saw,
they took himwith the rest of us.”

"These five Dirdir-were there nore?"
"Two Excel | ences who have gone back to Khusz."
"Take the weapons and go your way."

The men fled toward the Hills of Recall. Reith dug under the roots of the torquil. There, the
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sack of sequins. To the value of a hundred thousand? He could not be sure.

Shoul deri ng the pouch, looking for a last tinme on the scene of carnage and the pitiful corpse
of Issamthe Thang, he departed the scene.

Back at the sky-car he | oaded the sequins into the cabin and set hinmself to wait, anxiety
gnawi ng at his stonach. He dared not depart. If he flew |low he night be seen by hunt parties; if
he flew high the screen across the Carabas woul d detect him

The day passed. Carina 4269 dropped behind the far hills. Sad brown twilight fell over the
Zone. Along the hills the hateful flickers sprang into existence. Reith could wait no |longer. He
took the sky-car into the air.

Low over the ground he skinmed until he was clear of the Zone, then rising high drove south for
Si vi she.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

THE DARK LAND passed astern. Reith sat staring ahead, visions flitting across his inner eye:
faces, twi sted in passion, horror, pain. The shapes of Blue Chasch, Wankh, Pnume, Phung, G een
Chasch, Dirdir, all |eaped upon the stage of his inmagination, to stand, turn, performa gesture
and | eap away.

The ni ght passed. The sky-car slid south and when Carina 4269 rose into the east the spires of
Hei glistened far ahead.

Wthout incident Reith |anded the sky-car, though it seened that a passing party of Dirdirmen
scrutinized himw th suspicious intensity as he departed the field with his sack of sequins.

Reith went first to his roomat the Ancient Realm Neither Traz nor Anacho were on the
prenmi ses, but Reith thought nothing of this; they often passed the nights at the shed.

Reith stunbled to his couch, threw the bag of sequins against the wall, stretched out and
al nost i medi ately sl ept.

He awoke to a hand on his shoulder. He rolled over to find Traz standing above him

Traz spoke in a husky voice: "I was afraid you'd cone here. Hurry, we nust |eave. The apart nent
i s now dangerous."

Reith, still torpid, swng hinself to a sitting position. The tine was early afternoon, or so
he judged by the shadows outside the w ndow.

"What's the trouble?"

"The Dirdir took Anacho into custody. | was out buying food, or they would have taken ne as
well."

Reith was now fully awake. "Wen did this happen?"

"Yesterday. It was Woudi ver's doing. He cane to the shed, and asked questions about you. He
wanted to know if you clainmed to cone from another world; he persisted and woul d not accept
evasion. | refused to speak, as did Anacho. Wudi ver began to reproach Anacho as a renegade. ' You
a former Dirdirman, how can you live |like a subman anmong sub-nmen?"' Anacho becane provoked and
said that Bifold Genesis was a nyth. Wudi ver went away. Yesterday norning the Dirdir canme here to
the rooms and took Anacho. If they force himto talk, we are not safe and the ship is not safe."

Reith's fingers were nunb as he pulled on his boots. Al at once the structure of his life,
contrived at such cost, had coll apsed. Wudiver, always Wudi ver.

Traz touched his arm "Cone; best that we | eave! The roons nmay be watched."
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Reith picked up the bundl e of sequins. They departed the building. Through the alleys of
Si vi she they wal ked, ignoring the pale faces |ooking forth from doorways and odd- shaped w ndows.

Reith becane aware that he was ravenously hungry; at a snall restaurant they ate boil ed sea-
thrush and spore-cake. Reith began to think nore clearly. Anacho was in Dirdir custody; Wudiver
woul d certainly be expecting sone sort of reaction fromhim O would he be so assured of Reith's
essenti al hel pl essness that he woul d expect matters to go on as before? Reith grinned a ghastly
grin. If Wudiver reckoned as nmuch, he would be right. Unthinkable to jeopardize the ship for any
circunmst ance whatever! Reith's hate for Wudiver was like a tunor in his brain, and he nust ignore
it; he nmust nmake the best of an agoni zing dil emma

Reith asked Traz, "You have not seen Wudi ver?"

"I saw himthis norning. | went to the shed; | thought you mi ght have gone there. Wudiver
arrived and went into his office."

"Let's see if he's still there."
"What do you intend to do?"

Reith gave a strangled |l augh, "I could kill himbut it would do no good. W need i nformation.
Woudi ver is the only source.”

Traz said nothing; as usual Reith was unable to read his thoughts.

They rode the creaking six-wheeled public carrier out to the construction yard, and every turn
of the wheels wound the tension tighter. Wien Reith arrived at the yard and saw Wudiver's bl ack
car the bl ood surged through his brain and he felt Iightheaded. He stood still, drew a deep breath
and becane quite calm

He thrust the pouch of sequins upon Traz. "Take it into the shed and hide it."

Traz took the sack dubiously. "Don't go alone. Wait for ne.

"l expect no trouble. W can't afford the luxury, as Wudiver well knows. Wait for ne by the
shed. "

Reith went to Wudiver's eccentric stone office and entered. Wth his back to the charcoa
brazier stood Artilo, |egs splayed, arns behind his back. He exam ned Reith w thout change of
expressi on.

"Tell Wbudiver | want to see him" said Reith.

Artilo sauntered to the inner door, thrust his head in, spoke. He backed away. The door swung
aside with a wench that alnost tore it fromits hinges. Wudi ver expanded into the room a
gl ari ng-eyed Wudi ver with great upper lip folded down over his nouth. He | ooked across the room
with the unfocused all-seeing glare of a wathful god, then seenmed to catch sight of Reith, and
hi s mal evol ence concentrated itself.

"Adam Reith, " spoke Whudiver in a voice like a bell. "You have returned. Were are ny sequi ns?"
"Never m nd your sequins," said Reith. "Were is the Dirdirnman?"

Wbudi ver hunched hi s shoul ders. For a nonent Reith thought he was about to strike out. If so
Reith knew that his selfcontrol would dissolve, for better or worse

Woudi ver spoke in a throbbing voice: "Do you think to fatigue me with wangling? Think again
G ve ne ny noney and depart.”

"You shall have your npbney," said Reith, "as soon as | see Ankhe at afram Anacho."

"You wi sh to see the blasphermer, the renegade?" roared Wudiver. "Go to the d ass Box, you wll
see himclearly enough.”
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"He is in the G ass Box?"

"\Where el se?"

"You are certain?"

Wbudi ver | eaned back against the wall. "Wy do you wi sh to know?"

"Because he is ny friend. You betrayed himto the Dirdir; you nust answer to ne."

Woudi ver began to swell, but Reith said in a weary voice, "No nore dranma, no nore shouting. You
gave Anacho to the Dirdir; now | want you to save him"

"I mpossi ble,” said Wudiver. "Even if | wished | could do nothing. He is in the dass Box, do
you hear ?"

"How can you be sure?"

"Where el se should he be sent? He was taken for his old crines; the Dirdir will |earn nothing
of your project, if that is your worry." And Wudiver showed his nouth in a gigantic sneer
"Unl ess, of course, he hinself reveals your secrets.”

"I'n which case," said Reith, "you would |ikew se find yourself in difficulties."

Woudi ver had no coment to make.

Reith asked in a gentle voice, "Can noney buy Anacho's escape?"

"No," intoned Wudiver. "He is in the dass Box."

"So you say. How can | be sure?"

"As | inforned you-go |ook."

"Anyone who wi shes can wat ch?"

"Certainly. The Box holds no secrets.”

"What is the procedure?”

"You cross to Hei, you walk to the Box, you clinb to the upper gallery which overl ooks the
fields."

"Could a person lower a rope, or a |adder?"

"Certainly, but he could not hope for long Iife; he would be thrust at once down upon the field
If you plan anything of this nature | nyself will cone to watch."

"Suppose | were to offer you a mllion sequins," said Reith, "could you arrange that Anacho
escape?"

Woudi ver darted his great head forward. "A mllion sequins? And you have been crying poverty to
me for three nonths? | have been deceived!"

"Coul d you arrange the escape for a mllion sequins?"

Woudi ver showed a dainty pink tip of tongue. "No, | fear not ... a mllion sequins ... | fear
not. There is nothing to be done. Nothing. So you have gained a nmillion sequins?"
"No," said Reith. "I only wanted to learn if Anacho's escape was possible."

"It is not possible,"” said Wudiver crossly. "Were is ny noney?"

"I'n due course," said Reith. "You betrayed ny friend; you can wait."
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Agai n Wudi ver seenmed on the verge of swinging his great arm But he said, "You m suse
| anguage. | did not 'betray': | exposed a crimnal to his just deserts. Wat loyalty do | owe you
or yours? You have given none to ne, and would do worse if opportunity offered. Bear in mind, Adam
Reith, that friendship nmust work in two directions. Do not expect what you are unwilling to give.
If you find my attributes distasteful, renenber that | feel the sane about yours. Which of us is
correct? By the standards of this time and this place, it is certainly |I. You are the interl oper
your protests are ludicrous and unrealistic. You blame nme for inordinacy. Do not forget, Adam
Reith, that you chose ne as a man who would performillegal acts for pay. This is your expectation
of me; you care nothing for nmy security or prospects. You cane here to exploit ne, to urge ne to
dangerous acts for trifling sunms; you must not conplain if ny conduct seens nerely a nmirror of
your own."

Reith could find no answer. He turned and |left the office.

In the shed, work was proceeding at its usual pace: a haven of nornalcy after the Carabas and
the mnd-tw sting colloquy with Wudiver. Traz waited just inside the portal. "Wat did he say?"

"He said Anacho was a crinminal, that | came here to exploit him How can | argue?”
Traz curled his lip. "And Anacho?"

"In the d ass Box. Wudiver says it's easy to get in but inpossible to get out."” Reith wal ked
back and forth across the shed. Halting in the doorway, he | ooked across the water toward the
great gray shape. He spoke to Traz: "WII you ask Deine Zarre to step out here?"

Dei ne Zarre appeared. Reith asked, "Have you ever visited the dass Box?"
"Long ago."

"Woudi ver tells me that a nman might lower a rope fromthe upper gallery."
"Should he care so little for his life."

"I want two quantities of high-potency battarache-enough, say, to destroy this shed ten tines
over. Where can | get it in a hurry?"

Dei ne Zarre reflected a nmonent, then gave a slow fateful nod. "Wait here.”

He returned in something over an hour with two clay pots. "Here is battarache; here are fuses.
It is contraband material; please do not reveal where you obtained it."

"The subject will never arise," said Reith. "Or so | hope."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SHROUDED | N GRAY cl oaks Reith and Traz crossed the causeway to the mainland. By a fine w de
avenue, surfaced with a rough white substance that rasped underfoot, they entered the Dirdir city
Hei. To either hand rose spires, purple and scarlet; those of gray nmetal and silver stood far to
the north behind the @ ass Box. The avenue | ed cl ose beside a hundred-foot shaft of scarlet.
Surroundi ng this was an expanse of clean white sand upon which rested a dozen peculiar objects of
pol i shed stone. Art-things? Fetishes? Trophi es? There was no way of knowing. In front of the
spire, on a circular plat of white marble, stood three Dirdir. For the first time Reith saw a
Dirdir female. The creature was shorter and seened less resilient, less flexible, than the nale;
her head was wi der at the scalp and pointed at the area corresponding to a chin; she was sonewhat
darker in color: a pallid gray subtly shaded with nauve. The two stood contenplating the third, a
male Dirdir whelp, half the size of the adult. Fromtine to time the efful gences of the three
twitched to point to one or another of the polished rock-pieces, an activity which Reith nmade no
effort to understand.

Reith watched themin a mingling of revul sion and reluctant adniration, and he could not avoid
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t hi nki ng of the "nysteries."

Sone tine previously Anacho had explained the Dirdir sexual processes. "Essentially, the facts
are these: there are twelve styles of male sexual organs, fourteen of the fenmale. Only certain
pai rings are possible. For instance, the Type One Male is conpatible only with Types Five and N ne
Femal e. Type Five Femal e adjusts only to Type One Male, but Type Nine Fenmal e has a nore genera
organ and is conpatible with Types One, Eleven and Twel ve Ml e.

"The matter becones fantastically conplex. Each male and fenale style has its specific and
theoretical attributes, which are very seldomrealized-as long as an individual's type is secret!
These are the Dirdir 'nysteries'! Should an individual's type become known, he is expected to
conformto the theoretical attributes of the type, regardless of inclination; he rarely does so,
and is constantly enbarrassed on this account.

"As you can imagine, a matter so conplicated absorbs a great deal of attention and energy and,
perhaps, by keeping the Dirdir fragnented, obsessed and secretive, has prevented them from
overrunning the world of space.”

"Amazing," said Reith. "But if the types are secret and generally inconpatible, how do they
mat e? How do they reproduce?”

"There are several systens: trial marriage, the so-called 'dark gatherings,' anonynmous noti ces.
The difficulties are transcended."” Anacho paused a nonent, then proceeded delicately. "I need
hardly point out that |owcaste Dirdirnmen and Dirdirworen, |acking the 'noble divinity' and
without 'secrets,' are thus held to be deficient and somewhat cl ownish."

"Hmm " said Reith. "Why do you specify 'lowcaste Dirdirnmen ? \Wat of the |Imuacul ates?"

Anacho cleared his throat. "The | nmacul ates obvi ate shame by el aborate surgical nethods. They
are allowed to alter thenselves in accordance with one of eight styles; thus they are conceded
"secrets' as well, and rmay wear Blue and Pink."

"What about mating?"

"It is nore difficult, and in fact becones an ingeni ous anal ogue of the Dirdir system Each
style will match at npbst two styles of the other sex."

Reith could no longer restrain his mrth. Anacho listened with an expression, half-grim half-
rueful. "What of yourself?" asked Reith. "How far did you involve yoursel f?"

"Not far enough," said Anacho. "For certain reasons | wore Blue and Pink w thout providing
mysel f the requisite 'secret.' | was declared an outlaw and an atavism this was ny situation at
our first neeting.”

"A curious crinme," said Reith.
Now Anacho darted for his |life across the sinulated | andscape of Si bol

The avenue | eading to the d ass Box becane even broader, as if in some attenpt to keep it in
scale with the vast bul k. Those who wal ked the rasping white surface-Dirdir, D rdirmen, conmnon
| aborers in gray cloaks-seened artificial and unreal, like figures in classical perspective
exerci ses. As they wal ked they | ooked neither right nor left, passing Reith and Traz as if they
were invisible.

Scarlet and purple spires reared to all sides; ahead stood the G ass Box, dwarfing all el se
Reith began to suffer oppression of the spirit; Dirdir artifacts and the human psyche were in
di scord. To tolerate such surroundings, a man eventually must deny his heritage and subnit to the
Dirdir world-view. In short, he rmust becone a Dirdirnman

They came up beside two other nmen, like thenselves nmuffled in hooded gray cloaks. Reith spoke
"Perhaps you will informus. W want to visit the dass Box but we do not understand the
procedure."

The two nmen gave himan uncertain appraisal. They were father and son, both short, round-faced,
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with round little paunches, thin arns and | egs. The older man said in a reedy voice, "One nerely
mounts by the gray ranps; there is no nore to know. "

"You yourselves go to the d ass Box?"

"Yes. There is a special hunt at noon, for a great Dirdirman villain, and there may well be a
tossing."

"W had heard nothing of this. W is this Dirdirman villain?"

The two agai n exam ned hi m dubi ously, apparently froma condition of innate uncertainty. "A
renegade, a bl asphenmer. W are scourers at the Number Four Fabrication Plant; we received
information fromthe Dirdirmen thensel ves."

"You go often to the d ass Box?"

"Often enough." The father spoke rather tersely. The son anplified: "It is authorized and
endorsed by the Dirdirmen; there is no expense."

"Cone," said the father. "We nust hurry."

"I'f you have no objection," said Reith, "we will follow you and take advantage of your
famliarity with the procedures."

The father agreed with no great enthusiasm "W do not care to be delayed.” The two set off up
t he avenue, heads crouched upon their shoulders, a gait characteristic to the Sivishe | aborers.
Imtating the sag-necked slouch Reith and Traz followed. The glass walls reared overhead I|ike
vitreous cliffs, showing spots of a red-nagenta glow where the illunmination fromw thin penetrated
the glass. Angling along the sides were ranps and escal ators coded by col or; purple, scarlet,
mauve, white and gray, each rising to different levels. The gray ranps led to a balcony only a
hundred feet fromthe ground, evidently the |owest. Reith and Traz, joining a stream of nen, wonen
and children, clinbed the ranp, passed through an ill-snelling passage which tw sted forward and
back and suddenly energed upon a bright bleak expanse, illuminated by ten miniature suns. There
were |ow crags and rolling hills, thickets of harsh vegetation: ocher, tan, yellow, bone-white,
pal e whitish brown. Bel ow was a bracki sh pond, a thicket of hard white cactus-like gromhs; in the
near di stance stood a forest of bone-white spires identical in shape and size to the Dirdir
residential towers. The sinmilarity, thought Reith, could not be coincidental; on Sibol the Dirdir
evidently inhabited hollow trees.

Sonmewhere anong the hills and thickets wandered Anacho, in fear of his life, bitterly
regretting the inpul se which had brought himto Sivishe. But Anacho was not to be seen; in fact
nowhere was there sign of either man or Dirdir. Reith turned to the two | aborers for explanation.

"It is a quiet period," stated the father. "Notice the hill yonder? And its equal at the far
north? These are base canps. During a quiet period the gane takes refuge at one or the other of
the canps. Let nme see; where is ny schedul e?”

"I carry it," said the son. "Quiet continues yet an hour; the gane is at this close hill."

"We are in good tine. According to rules of this particular cycle, there will be darkness in
one hour, for a period of fourteen nminutes. Then South H Il becones fair territory and the gane
must vacate to North Hill, which in its turn becones refuge. | amsurprised that with so notorious
a crimnal, they do not allow Conpetition rules.”

"The schedul e was established | ast week," replied the son. "The crimnal was taken only a day
or so ago."

"We still nmay see good techni ques, and perhaps a tossing or two.
"I'n one hour, then, the field goes dark?"
"For fourteen minutes, during which the hunt begins."

Reith and Traz returned to the outside balcony and the suddenly di m|andscape of Tschai
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Pul ling their hoods close, hunching their necks, they sidled dow the ranp to the ground.

Reith | ooked in all directions. C oaked |aborers marched stolidly up the gray ranp. Dirdirmen
used the white ranps; Dirdir rode mauve, scarlet and purple escalators to the high bal conies.

Reith went to the gray glass wall. He sat down and pretended to adjust his shoe. Traz stood in
front of him Fromhis pouch Reith brought forth a pot of battarache and an attached timer. He
carefully adjusted a dial, pulled a lever, laid it beside a shrub, against the glass wall.

No one heeded. He adjusted the tinmer on the second pot of battarache, gave pouch, battarache
and timer to Traz. "You know what to do."

Traz reluctantly took the pouch. "The plan may succeed, but you and Anacho will both certainly
be killed."

Reith pretended that Traz was wong for once, for the encouragenent of themboth. "Drop off the
battarache-you'll have to hurry. Renenber, just opposite to here. There isn't nmuch tine. And I'|
see you at the construction shed."

Traz turned away, concealing his face in the folds of his hood. "Very well, Adam Reith."
"But just in case sonething goes wong: take the noney and | eave as fast as you can."

" Goodbye. "

"Hurry now. "

Reith watched the gray shape dimnish along the base of the 3 ass Box. He drew a deep breath
There was |little tinme. He nmust commt hinself at once; if darkness arrived before he had | ocated
Anacho, all the effort and risk were in vain.

He returned back up the gray ranp, passed through the portal into the Sibol glare

He scanned the field, taking careful note of |andmarks and directions, then noved south around
the deck, toward South Hill. The spectators becane | ess nunerous, nost tending toward the mddle
or the north.

Reith selected a spot near a stanchion. He | ooked right and left. No one stood within two
hundred feet of him The decks above were enpty. He brought out a coil of light rope, parted it,
passed it around the stanchion, threw the parts down. Wth a look to right and left he swing
hi nsel f over the rail, lowered hinself to the hunting ground.

He did not go unnoticed. Pallid faces peered down in wonder. Reith paid them no heed. He no
| onger shared their world; he was ganme. He pulled the rope down and ran off toward South Hill
coiling the rope as he ran through forests of bristle, over linestone juts and cof fee-col ored
chert.

He neared the first slopes of South HIl, sighting neither hunters nor gane. The hunters woul d
now be taking such positions as tactics dictated; the gane woul d be lurking at the base of South
H 11, wondering how best to reach the sanctuary of North Hill. Reith suddenly cane upon a young

Gray, crouched in the shadow of a white banmboo-li ke growh. He wore sandals and a breech-clout; he
carried a club and a cactus-prong dagger. Reith asked him "Were is the Dirdirman, the one just
put out on the field?"

The Gray gave his head an indifferent jerk. "There m ght be one such around the hill. Leave ne
you create a flurry of darkness with your cloak. Drop it off; your skin is the best canoufl age.
Don't you know the Dirdir observe your every nove?"

Reith ran on. He saw two elderly nen, stark naked, with stringy muscles and white hair,
standi ng poised like specters. Reith called out, "Have you seen the Dirdirman anywhere near?"

"Up beyond, or so it may be. Take yourself off, with your dark cloak."

Reith scranbled up a jut of sandstone. He called out: "Anacho."
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No response. Reith |ooked at his watch. In ten mnutes the field would go dark. He searched the
side of South Hill. Alittle distance away he glinpsed novenent: persons running off through the
thicket. H's cloak seened to arouse antagonisny he renoved it, threwit over his arm

In a hollow Reith found four nmen and a worman. They showed himthe faces of hunted aninmals, and
woul d not reply to his question. Reith |abored up the hill, to gain a better view "Anacho!" he
called. Afigure in a white snock swng around. Reith felt engulfed in relief; his knees felt
weak; tears cane to his eyes. "Anacho!"

"What do you do here!"

"Hurry. This way. W're about to escape.”

Anacho | ooked at himin stupefaction. "No one escapes the d ass Box."
"Conme al ong! You'll see!"

"Not that way," cried Anacho hoarsely. "Safety lies to the north, on North HIl! Wen the
darkness cones the hunt starts!”

"I know, | know W don't have rmuch tine. Come this way. W nust take cover somewhere over
yonder; we nust be ready."

Anacho threw his hands in the air. "You must know sonmething | don't know "

They ran back the way Reith had cone, to the western face of South Hll. As they ran Reith
gasped out the details of the plan

Anacho asked in a hollow voice, "You did all this ... for me? You cane down here on the field?"

"No matter about that. Nowwe want to be close to that tall clunp of white bristles. Were
shal |l we take cover?"

"Wthin the clunp-as good as any. Notice the hunters! They take their positions. They nust keep
off half a mile until the darkness cones. W are just barely within the sanctuary. Those four are
mar ki ng us!"

"Darkness will be coining in seconds. Qur plan is this: we run due west, toward that nound.
Fromthere we work to that bank of brown cactus and around the southern edge. Most inportant: we
must not becone separated!"

Anacho made a plaintive gesture. "How can we avoid it? W can't call out; the hunters will hear

us.

Reith gave himan end of the rope. "Hold to that. And if we are separated we neet on the west
edge of that yellow clunp.”

They waited for darkness. Qut on the field the young Dirdir took up their positions, with here
and there nore experienced hunters. Reith |ooked to the east. By some trick of Iight and
at nosphere the fields seened to be open and to extend to far horizons; only by dint of
concentration could Reith nake out the east wall

Dar kness cane. The lights dulled to red, flickered out. Far to the north glowed a single purple
light, to indicate direction. It cast no illum nation. Darkness was conpl ete. The hunt had begun.
Fromthe north canme Dirdir hunting calls: chilling hoots and ul ul ati ons.

Reith and Anacho noved west. Fromtine to tine they halted to listen through the dark. To their
right came a sinister jingling. They stood stock-still. The jingling and a pad- pad-pad faded off
to the rear.

They arrived at their |andmark humock, and continued toward the clunp of cactus. Sonething was
near. They halted to listen. It seened to their straining ears, or nerves, that sonething el se
paused as wel | .
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From hi gh, hi gh above cane a many-voiced cry, ranging up and down the sonic range, then another
and anot her. "The huntcalls of all the septs," Anacho whispered. "A traditional ritual. Now from
the field, all the sept-nmenbers present nust give voice." The calls from above halted; from al
parts of the hunting field, eerie out of the dark, came the responses. Anacho nudged Reith. "Wile
the responses sound, we are free to nove. Cone."

They set out with long strides, their feet sensitive as eyes. The hunt-sl ogans dwi ndl ed away
into the distance; again there was silence. Reith struck a loose rock with his feet, to cause a
distressing rattle. They froze, teeth gritted.

There was no reaction. On they wal ked, on and on, feeling out with their feet for the cactus
clunmp, but encountering only air and harsh soil. Reith began to fear that they had passed it by,
that the lights would go on to expose themto all the hunters, all the spectators.

Seven mnutes of darkness had el apsed, or so he estimated. In another mnute, at the |atest,
they should find the outskirts of the clump ... A sound! Running feet, apparently human, passed
not thirty feet distant. A nonent later a jogging thud, shrill whispers, a jingle of hunting gear.
The sounds passed, dwi ndled. Silence returned.

Seconds |l ater they came to the cactus. "Around to the southern side," Reith whispered. "Then on
hands and knees into the center."

The two pushed through the coarse stal ks, neeting sharp side-prongs.
"Light! Here it cones!”

The dark began to dissipate in the style of a Sibol sunrise: up through gray, pallid white,
into the full glare of day.

Reith and Anacho | ooked about them The cactus provided fair conceal nent; they seened in no
i mm nent peril, though not a hundred yards distant three Dirdir scions bounded across the field,
heads high, searching in all directions for fleeing game. Reith consulted his watch. Fifteen
m nutes remained-if Traz had suffered no nishap, if he had been able to reach the opposite wall of
the G ass Box.

The forest of white bristle lay a quarter of a nmile ahead, across somewhat open ground. It
m ght, thought Reith, be the |ongest quarter-mle he had ever traversed.

The two worned through the cactus to the northern verge. "The hunters keep to niddle ground for
an hour or so," said Anacho. "They restrain quick penetration to the north, then they work to the
south."

Rei t h handed Anacho a power-gun, tucked his own into his waistband. He raised to his knees. A
mle distant he glinpsed novenent, Dirdir or game he could not be sure. Anacho suddenly pulled him
down into conceal ment. From behind the cactus bush trotted a group of I mracul ates, hands sheat hed
inartificial talons, sinulated efful gences trailing over their shirting white pates. Reith's
stonmach twi sted; he stifled the inpulse to confront the creatures, to shoot them

The Dirdirnen | oped past, and it seened that they nissed seeing the fugitives only through the
sheerest chance. They angled away to the east, and, sighting game, bounded off at full speed.

Reith checked his watch; tinme was growi ng short. Rising to his knees, he |ooked in al
directions. "Let's go."

They junped erect, ran off for the white forest.

They paused hal fway, crouched behind a little thicket. By South H Il a hot hunt was in
progress; two bands of hunters converged on game which had taken cover on South Hill itself. Reith
checked his watch. Nine mnutes. The white forest was only a mnute or two away. The | one spire
whi ch he had established as a | andmark coul d now be seen, a few hundred yards west of the forest.
They set forth again. Four hunters stepped fromthe forest, where they had stationed thenselves to
spy out the ganme. Reith's heart sank into his boots. "Keep going," he said to Anacho. "We'Il fight
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them "

Anacho | ooked dubiously at the power-gun. "If they take us with guns, they'll toss us for days
but | was to be tossed in any event."

The Dirdir watched in fascination as Reith and Anacho approached. "W nust take theminto the
forest," nuttered Anacho. "The judges will intervene if they see our guns."

"Around to the left then, and behind that clunp of yellow grass."”

The Dirdir did not advance to neet them but noved to the side. Wth a final burst Reith and
Anacho gai ned the edge of the forest. The Dirdir screaned their hunt slogans and sprang forward,
while Reith and Anacho retreated.

"Now, " said Reith. They brought forth their guns. The Dirdir gave a croak of disnmay. Four quick
shots: four dead Dirdir. Instantly from high above came a great how: a mind-jarring ululation
Anacho shouted out in sheer frustration, "The judges saw. They'll watch us now, and direct the
hunt. We are lost."

"We have a chance," Reith insisted. He wi ped the sweat fromhis face, squinting against the
glare. "In three minutes-if all goes well-the explosion. Let's go on to the long spire."

They ran through the forest, and as they energed they saw hunt-teans loping in their direction
The howl i ng overhead rose and fell, then stopped.

They reached the single spire, with the glass wall only a hundred yards distant. Above,
obscured by glare and reflections, ran the observation decks; Reith was barely able to nake out
t he gapi ng spectators.

He checked his watch
Now.

An interval, to be expected: the Box was three miles across. Seconds passed, then cane a great
puf f of shock and a thunderous reverberation. Lights flickered; far to the east they were
extingui shed. Reith peered but could not see the effect of the blast. From overhead, up and down
the length of the field, canme a frantic baying, expressing rage so savage and stupendous t hat
Reith's knees becanme weak.

Anacho was nore matter-of-fact. "They direct all hunts east to the rupture, to prevent the
escape of gane."

The hunts which had been converging upon Reith and Anacho turned and raced off to the east.
"Get ready," said Reith. He | ooked at his watch. "To the ground."

A second explosion: a tremendous shatter to gladden Reith's heart, to lift himinto a state of
near religious exaltation. Shards and chunks of gray gl ass whistled overhead; the |ights dimred,
went dark. Before them appeared a gap, |ike an opening into a new di nension, a hundred feet w de,
al nost as high as the first observation deck

Reith and Anacho junped to their feet. Wthout difficulty they reached the wall and sprang
through-away fromthe arid Sibol, out into the dim Tschai afternoon

Down the broad white avenue they ran, then at Anacho's direction turned off to the north,
toward the factories and the white Dirdirman spires, then to the waterfront, and across the
causeway into Sivishe.

They halted to catch their breath. "Best that you go direct to the sky-car," said Reith. "Take
it and | eave. You won't be safe in Sivishe."

"Woudi ver issued the information against me; he'll do the sane for you," said Anacho.

"I can't |eave Sivishe now, with the spaceship so near to conpletion. Wudiver and | nust have
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an under st andi ng. "

"Never," said Anacho bleakly. "He is a great wad of nmlice.

"He can't betray the spaceship w thout endangering hinself,"’
acconplice; we work in his shed."”

argued Reith. "He is our

"He'd explain it away sonehow. "

"Per haps, perhaps not. In any event, you nust |eave Sivishe. We'll share the npney-then you
must go. The sky-car is no nore use to ne."

Anacho's white face becane nmulish. "Not so fast, | amnot the goal of a tsaugsh, renenber this.
Wio will take the initiative to seek me out?"

Reith | ooked back toward the 3 ass Cage. "You don't think they'll seek you in Sivishe?"

"They are unpredictable. But I'mas safe in Sivishe as anywhere else. | can't go back to the
Anci ent Real m They won't seek ne at the shed unl ess Wudi ver betrays the project."”

"Woudi ver nust be controlled," said Reith.
Anacho only grunted. They set off once nore, through the nmean alleys of Sivishe.

The sun passed behind the spires of Hei and di mess seeped into the already shadowed streets.
Reith and Anacho rode by public powerwagon to the shed. Wudiver's office was dark; within the
shed dimlights glinmered. The nechanics had gone home; there seened to be no one on the prem ses

In the shadows a figure nmoved. "Traz!" cried Reith.

The lad came forward. "I knew that you would conme here, if you won free."

Nei t her the nonmads nor the Dirdirmen were given to denonstration; Anacho and Traz nerely took
note of each other

"Best that we leave this place," said Traz. "And quickly."

"I said to Anacho, | say to you: take the sky-car and go. There is no reason for you to risk
anot her day in Sivishe."

"And what about you?"

"I must take ny chances here."

"The chances are very small, what wi th Wudiver and his vindictiveness."
"I will control Wudiver."

"An inpossibility!"™ Anacho cried out. "Wio can control such perversity, so much nonstrous
passion? He is beyond reason."

Rei th nodded somberly. "There is only one certain way, and it nay be difficult."

"How do you intend this niracle?" Anacho denanded.

"I intend sinply to take himat gunpoint, and bring himhere. If he will not come, | wll kill
him If he cones, he will be ny captive, under constant guard. | can think of nothing better."
Anacho grunted. "I would not object to guarding Big Yellow "

"The tine to act is now," said Traz. "Before he knows of the escape."

"For you two, no!" Reith declared. "If | get killed ... too bad but unavoidable. It is a risk I
have to take. Not so for you. Take the skycar and noney, |eave now while you are able!"

"I remain," said Traz.
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"And | as well,"” said Anacho.

Reith nmade a gesture of defeat. "Let's go after Wudiver."

CHAPTER El GHTEEN

THE THREE STOOD in the dark court outside Wudiver's apartnents, judgi ng how best to open the
postern. "W don't dare force the lock," nmuttered Anacho. "Wudiver undoubtedly guards hinself
with alarns and death-traps."

"We'll have to go over the top," said Reith. "It shouldn't be too hard to reach the roof." He
studied the wall, the cracked tile, a twisted old psilla. "Nothing to it." He pointed. "Up there,
across to there-then there and over."

Anacho shook his head gloomly. "I'msurprised to find you still so innocent. Wiy do you think
the route appears so sinple! Because Wudi ver is convinced no one can clinb? You'd find strings,
traps and jangl e-buttons every place you put your hand."

Reith chewed his lip in nortification. "Well, then, how do you propose we get in?"
"Not through here," said Anacho. "W nust defeat Wudiver's craft with cleverness of our own."
Traz made a sudden notion, and drew the other two back into the deep shadows of an area-way.

Along the alley came a shuffle of footsteps. A tall thin shape |linped past them and went to
stand by the postern. Traz whispered: "Deine Zarre! He's in a bitter state.”

Dei ne Zarre stood notionl ess; he brought forth a tool and worked on the | ock. The postern swung
open; he wal ked through, his pace inexorable as doom Reith sprang forward and held the gate ajar.
Dei ne Zarre |inped on unseeing. Traz and Anacho passed through the postern; Reith et the gate
rest against the lock. They now stood in a paved loggia, with a dimy lit passage |eading to the
mai n bul k of the house. "For the nmonent," said Reith, "you two wait here; let nme confront Wudi ver
al one. "

"You'll be in great danger," said Anacho. "It's obvious that you canme for no good!"
"Not necessarily!" said Reith. "He will be suspicious, certainly. But he can't know that I|'ve
seen you. |If he sees the three of us he'll be on his guard. Alone, | have a better chance of

outwitting him™

"Very well," said Anacho. "We'll wait here, for a certain period, at any rate. Then we'll cone
in after you."

"Gve nme fifteen minutes." Reith set off down the passage, which opened into a courtyard.
Across, in front of a brassbound door, stood Deine Zarre, plying his tool. Light suddenly fl ooded
the courtyard. Deine Zarre had apparently tripped an alarm

Into the courtyard stepped Artilo. "Zarre," he said.

Dei ne Zarre turned about.

"What do you do here?" Artilo asked in a gentle voice.

"I't is no concern of yours," said Deine Zarre tonelessly. "Leave ne be."

Wth an uncharacteristic flourish, Artilo brought forth a power-gun. "I have been so ordered.
Prepare to die."

Reith stepped quickly forward, but the notion of Deine Zarre's eyes gave warning to Artilo; he
started to | ook about. Wth two long strides, Reith was on him He struck a terrible blow at the
base of Artilo's skull, and Artilo collapsed dead. Reith took up the power-gun, rolled Artilo to
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the side. Deine Zarre was already turning away, as if the circunstances held no interest.
Reith said, "Wait!"

Dei ne Zarre turned around once nore. Reith came forward. Deine Zarre's gray eyes were
astoni shingly clear. Reith asked, "Wy are you here?"

"To kill Woudiver. He has savaged ny children." Deine Zarre's voice was cal mand expository.
"They are dead, both dead, and gone fromthis sad world Tschai."

Reith's voice sounded nuffled and distant to his own ears.

"Wyudi ver nust be destroyed ... but not until the ship is conmplete.”

"He will never let you conplete the ship."

"That is why | am here.”

"What can you do?" Deine Zarre spoke contenptuously.

"I intend to take himcaptive, and keep himuntil the ship is finished. Then you may kill him"

"Very well," said Deine Zarre in a dull voice. "Wiy not? | will make himsuffer."

"As you please. You go ahead, | will conme close behind, as before. Wen we find Wudi ver
upbraid him but offer no violence. W don't want to drive himto desperate action."

Dei ne Zarre turned without a word. He worked open the door, to reveal a roomfurnished in
scarlet and yellow. Deine Zarre entered, and after a quick | ook over his shoulder Reith followed.
A dwarfish, dark-skinned servant in an enornous white turban stood startl ed.

"Where is Ailla Wudiver?" asked Deine Zarre in his npbst gentle voice.

The servant becane haughty. "He is inportantly busy. He has great dealings. He cannot be
di sturbed."

Sei zing the servant by the scruff of the neck Reith half raised himoff the ground, dislodging
the turban. The servant keened in pain and wounded dignity. "Wat are you doi ng? Take your hands
away or | will sunmon ny naster!”

"Precisely what we want you to do," said Reith.

The servant stood back, rubbing his neck and glaring at Reith. "Leave the house at once!"
"Take us to Whudiver, if you want to avoid trouble!"

The servant began to whine. "I may not do so. He'll have me whi pped!"

"Look yonder in the courtyard,"” said Deine Zarre. "You'll see Artilo's dead body. Do you wi sh
to join hinP"

The servant began to shake and fell on his knees. Reith hoisted himerect. "Quick now To
Woudi ver!"

"You must tell himl was forced, on threat of ny life!" cried the servant with chattering
teeth. "Then you must swear-"

The portiere at the far end of the roomparted. The great face of Aila Wudiver peered through
"What is this disturbance?"

Reith pushed the servant away. "Your nman refused to sumon you."

Whudi ver exam ned himwi th the cl everest and npbst suspici ous gaze imagi nable. "For good reason
I amoccupied with inportant affairs.”
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"None so inportant as mine," said Reith.

"A nmoment," said Woudiver. He turned, spoke a word or two to his visitors, swaggered back into
the scarlet and yellow sal on. "You have the noney?"

"Yes, of course. Wwuld | be here ot herw se?"

For anot her | ong nonent Wudiver surveyed Reith. "Were is the noney?"

"In a safe place.

Wbudi ver chewed at his pendulous Iower lip. "Do not use that tone with nme. To be candid,
suspect you of contriving an infamy, that which today all owed the escape of nunerous crininals
fromthe d ass Box."

Reith chuckled. "Tell ne, if you please, how | could be two places at once?"

"If you were in a single place, that is enough to damm you. A nan corresponding to your
description lowered hinself to the field only an hour before the event. He would not have done so
had he not been sure of escape. It is noteworthy that the renegade Dirdirman seemed to be anpng
those m ssing.”

Dei ne Zarre spoke: "The battarache canme fromyour store; you will be held responsible if |
shoul d utter a word."

Wudi ver seemed to notice Deine Zarre for the first tine. In sinulated surprise he spoke. "What
do you do here, old nan? Better be off about your business."

"I came to kill you," said Deine Zarre. "Reith asked that | wait."

"Cone al ong, Wbudiver," said Reith. "The gane is over.
I"I'l burn sonme of your hide."

He di spl ayed his weapon. "Quickly, or

Woudi ver | ooked fromone to the other w thout apparent concern. "Do the mice bare their teeth?"

Reith, fromlong experience, knew enough to expect wangling, obstinacy, and generally perverse
behavior. In a resigned voice he said, "Cone along, Wudiver."

Woudi ver smiled. "Two ridiculous little sub-nmen.” He raised his voice atrifle. "Artilo!l"

"Artilo is dead," said Deine Zarre. He | ooked right and left in something |ike puzzlenent.
Wbudi ver wat ched hi m bl andly. "You seek sonethi ng?"

Dei ne Zarre, ignoring Wudiver, nmuttered to Reith, "He is too easy, even for Wudiver. Take
care."

Reith said in a sharp voice, "On the count of five, I'll burn you."
"First, a question," said Wudiver. "Were do we go?"
Reith ignored him "One ... two..."

Woudi ver sighed hugely. "You fail to anuse ne."

three..."

"Somehow | rnust protect mnyself

f our

so nmuch is clear.
on Reith and Dei ne Zarre.

Wyudi ver backed against the wall. The velvet canopy instantly sl unped

Reith fired the gun but the folds struck down his arm and the ray scarred only the black and
white tiles of the floor.
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Woudi ver' s chuckl e sounded nuffled but rich and unctuous. The floor vibrated to his om nous
tread. A vast weight suffocated Reith; Wudiver had flung hinself down upon his body. Reith |ay
hal f dazed. Wbudi ver's voi ce sounded cl ose. "So the jackanapes thought to trouble Aila Wudiver?
See how he is now" The weight lifted. "And Deine Zarre, who courteously refrained from
assassination. Well then, farewell, Deine Zarre. | am nore decisive."

A sound, a sad sodden gurgle and then a scraping of fingernails upon the tiles.

"Adam Reith," said the voice. "You are a peculiar mad case. | aminterested in your intentions.
Drop the gun, put your arns to the front and do not nove. Do you feel the weight on your neck?
That is nmy foot. Quick then, arms forward, and no sudden notions. Hisziu, nmake ready."

The folds were pulled back, away fromReith's extended arnms. N nble dark fingers bound his
wists with silk ribbon

The vel vet was further drawn back. Reith, still somewhat dazed, |ooked up at the spraddle-
| egged bul k. Hisziu the servant skipped back and forth, around and under, |ike a puppy.
Woudi ver hoisted Reith erect. "Walk, if you will." He sent Reith stunbling with a shove.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

IN A DARK room against a netal rack, stood Reith. His outstretched arns were taped to a
transverse bar; his ankles were |ikew se secured. No |ight entered the roomsave the glimer of a
few stars through a narrow wi ndow. Hisziu the servant crouched four feet in front of him with a
Iight whip of braided silk, little nore than a | ength of supple cord attached to a short handl e.
He seemed able to see in the dark and anused hinmself by snapping the tip of the whip, at
unpredi ctabl e intervals, upon Reith's wists, knees and chin. He spoke only once. "Your two
friends have been taken. They are no better than you: worse, indeed. Wudiver works with them"”

Reith stood linp, his thoughts sluggish and disnal. Disaster was conpl ete; he was consci ous of
nothing else. The malicious little snaps of Hi sziu's whip barely brushed the edge of his
awar eness. Hi s exi stence was coming to an end, to be no nore remarked than the fall of a raindrop
into one of Tschai's sullen oceans. Somewhere out of sight the blue noon rose, casting a sheen
across the sky. The sl ow waxi ng and equal ly sl ow wani ng of noonlight told the passing of the
ni ght.

Hisziu fell into a drowse and snored softly. Reith was indifferent. He raised his head, | ooked
out of the window. The shinmer of noonlight was gone; a nuddy col or towards the east signaled the
comi ng of Carina 4269. Hisziu awoke with a start, and flicked the whip petulantly at Reith's
cheeks, raising instant bl oodblisters. He left the chanber and a nmonment |ater returned with a nug
of hot tea, which he sipped by the window Reith croaked: "I'll pay you ten thousand sequins to
cut ne | oose.”

Hi sziu paid himno heed.

Reith said, "And another ten thousand if you help ne free ny friends."

The servant sipped the tea as if Reith had never spoken.

The sky gl owed dark gold; Carina 4269 had appeared. Steps sounded; Wudiver's bulk filled the
doorway. A nonment he stood quietly, assessing the situation, then, seizing the whip, he gestured
H sziu fromthe room

Wudi ver seenmed exalted, as if drugged or drunk. He slapped the whip against his thigh. "I
can't find the noney, Adam Reith. Were is it?"

Reith attenpted to speak in a casual voice. "Wat are your plans?"

Woudi ver raised his hairless eyebrows. "I have no plans. Events proceed; | exist as well as |
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rray i n
"Way do you keep ne tied here?"

Ai | a Wudi ver sl apped the whip against his leg. "I have naturally notified ny kinsmen of your
appr ehensi on. "

"The Dirdir?"

"Of course." Wbudiver gave his thigh a rap with the whip.

Reith spoke with great earnestness. "The Dirdir are no kinsmen of yours! Dirdir and nen are not
even renotely connected; they cone fromdifferent stars.”

Woudi ver | eaned indolently against the wall. "Were do you | earn such idiocy?"

Reith Iicked his |lips, wondering where |ay his best hope of succor. Wudiver was not a rationa
man; he was notivated by instinct and intuition. Reith tried to project utter certainty as he
spoke. "Men originated on the planet Earth. The Dirdir know this as well as |I. They prefer that
Di rdirmen decei ve thensel ves."

Woudi ver nodded thoughtfully. "You intend to seek out this "Earth' with your spaceship?"

"I don't need to seek it out. It lies two hundred light-years distant, in the constellation
Cari."

Woudi ver pranced forward. Wth his yellow face a foot fromReith's he bell owed, "And what of
the treasure you prom sed ne? You m sled, you deceived!"

"No," said Reith. "I did not. | aman Earthman. | was shi pwecked here on Tschai. Hel p ne back
to Earth; you will receive whatever treasure you care to name."

Woudi ver backed slowy away. "You are one of the Yao redenptionist cult, whatever it calls
itself."

"No. | amtelling the truth. Your best interest lies in helping ne."

Wbudi ver nodded sagely. "Perhaps this is the case. But first things first. You can easily
denonstrate your good faith. Were is ny noney?"

"Your noney? It is not your noney. It is my noney."
"A sterile distinction. Were is, shall we say, our noney?"
"You'll never see it unless you performyour obligations."

"This is utter obstinacy!" stormed Wudi ver. "You are captured, you are done, and your henchnen
as well. The Dirdirman nust return to the G ass Cage. The steppe-boy will be sold into slavery-
unl ess you care to buy his life with the noney."

Reith sagged and becane listless. Wudiver strutted back and forth across the room darting
gl ances at Reith. He cane cl ose and prodded Reith in the stomach with the whip. "Were is the
noney?"

"I don't trust you," said Reith in a dreary voice. "You never keep your promses." Wth a great
effort, he lifted hinself erect and tried to speak in a calmvoice. "If you want the noney, let me
go free. The spaceship is al nost finished. You may conme along to Earth."

Woudi ver's face was inscrutable. "And then?"
"A space-yacht, a pal ace-whatever you want. You shall have it.

"And how shall | return to Sivishe?" demanded Wudi ver scornfully. "Wat of ny affairs? It is
plain that you are mad; why do you waste ny tinme? Wiere is the noney? The Dirdirman and the steppe-
| ad have declared with conviction that they do not know. "
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"I don't know either. | gave it to Deine Zarre and told himto hide it. You killed him"
Wudi ver stifled a groan of dismay. "My noney?"

"Tell me," said Reith, "do you intend that | finish the spaceship?”

"I't has never been mny intention!"

"You defrauded ne?"

"Why not? You tried the same. The man that beats Aila Wudiver is cunning indeed."

"No question as to that."

H sziu entered the room and, standing on tiptoe, whispered into Wudiver's ear. Wudi ver
stanmped with rage. "So soon? They are early! | have not even started." He turned to Reith, his
face seething like water in a boiling pot. "Quick then, the noney, or | sell the lad. Quick!"

"Let us go! Help us finish the spaceship. Then you shall have your noney!"

"You unreasonabl e ingrate!" hissed Wudi ver. Footsteps sounded. "I amthwarted!" he groaned.
"What a sad life is mne. Vernmin!" Wudiver spat into Reith's face and beat himfuriously with the
whi p.

Into the room proudly conducted by Hi sziu, came a tall Dirdirman, the nost splendid and
strange Reith had yet seen: by all odds an | mmacul ate. Wudiver nuttered to H sziu fromthe side
of his nouth; Reith's bonds were cut. The Dirdirman attached a chain to Reith's neck, clasped the
other end to his belt. Wthout a word he wal ked away, shaking his fingers in fastidi ous disdain

Reith stunbl ed after.

CHAPTER TVENTY

BEFORE WOUDI VER S HOUSE stood a white-enanel ed car. The Immuacul ate snapped Reith's chain to a
ring at the rear. Reith watched in dreary wonder. The |Inmacul ate stood al nost seven feet tall,
with artificial effulgences attached to wens at either side of his peaked scalp. H's skin gl eaned
white as the enanel of the car; his head was totally hairless; his nose was a ridged beak. For al
hi s strange appearance and undoubtedly altered sexuality, he was a man, runinated Reith, derived
fromthe sanme soil as hinself. Fromthe house, at a quick stunble, as if shoved, came Anacho and
Traz. Chains encircled their necks; behind, jerking the | oose ends, ran Hisziu. Two Dirdirnman
Elites foll owed. They shackled the chains to the back of the car. The Inmacul ate spoke a few
si bilant words to Anacho and indicated a shelf running across the rear of the car. Wthout | ooking
back, he stepped into the car, where the two Elites already sat. Anacho nuttered, "Cinb aboard,
otherwi se we'll be dragged."”

The three crawl ed up on the rear shelf, clutched the rings to which their neck chains were
shackl ed. In such undignified fashion they departed Wudiver's residence. Wudi ver's bl ack sal oon
trundled fifty yards behind, with Wudiver's huge bul k crouched over the steering apparatus.

"He wants recognition," said Anacho. "He has assisted at an inmportant hunt; he wants a share of
the status.”

"I made the mistake," said Reith in a thick voice, "of dealing with Wudiver as if he were a
man. If | had treated himas an animal we mght be better off."

"We could hardly be worse."
"Where are we goi ng?"

"To the d ass Box; where el se?"
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"W are to have no hearing, no opportunity to speak for oursel ves?"
"Naturally not," said Anacho curtly. "You are sub-men. | am a renegade."”

The white car veered into a plaza and halted. The Dirdirnmen alighted and stood stiffly apart,
wat chi ng the sky. A plunp, niddle-aged man in a rich dark brown suit canme forward: a person of
status and evident vanity, with his hair elaborately curled and jewel ed. He addressed the
Dirdirmen in an easy manner; they replied after a nonent's meani ngful silence.

"That is Erlius, Administrator of Sivishe," grunted Anacho. "He wants to be in at the kill too.
It seems that we are inportant gane."

Attracted by the activity, the folk of Sivishe began to gather around the white car. They
formed a wi de respectful circle, eyeing the captives with macabre specul ation, crouching back
whenever the glance of a Dirdirman drifted in their direction

Woudi ver remained in his car, at a distance of fifty yards or so, apparently arranging his
thoughts. At last he alighted and seened to concern hinself with the nmatter indited on a fold of
paper. Erlius, noticing, quickly turned his back

"Look at the two of them" growl ed Anacho. "Each hates the other: Wudiver ridicules Erlius for
| acking Dirdirman bl ood; Erlius would Iike to see Wudiver in the dass Box."

"So would I," said Reith. "Speaking of the dass Box, why are we waiting?"
"For the | eaders of the tsaugsh. You will see the dass Box soon enough."

Reith fretfully wenched at the chain. The Dirdirmen turned him glances of adnonition
"Ridiculous," nmuttered Reith. "There nust be sonething we can do. What of the Dirdir traditions?
What if | cried h'sai h'sai, h'sai, or whatever the call for arbitration?"

"The call is dr'ssa dr'ssa, dr'ssal”
"What woul d happen if | called for arbitration?”

"You woul d be no better than before. The arbitrator would find you guilty and, as before: the
d ass Box."

"And if | challenged the arbitration?"
"You'd be forced to fight, and killed all the sooner.™
"And no one can be taken unless he is accused?"

"In theory," said Anacho curtly, "that is the custom Wo do you plan to chall enge? Wudi ver?
It will do no good. He has not accused you, but only cooperated with the hunt."

"W will see.”
Traz pointed into the sky. "Here conme the Dirdir."

Anacho studi ed the descendi ng sky-car. "The Thisz crest. |If the Thisz are involved, we can
expect brisk treatnent indeed. They nmay even issue a proscription, that none but Thisz can hunt
us."

Traz strained against the chain shackle w thout avail. He gave a hiss of frustration and turned
to watch the descendi ng sky-car. The grayhooded crowd drew back from underneath; the sky-car
| anded not fifty feet fromthe white vehicle. Five Dirdir alighted: an Excellent and four of |ower
caste.

The | mmacul ate Dirdirman stepped grandly forward, but the Dirdir ignored himw th the sane
i ndi fference he had shown Erhus.

For a nonent or two the Dirdir appraised Reith, Anacho and Traz. Then they nade a signal to the
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I mmacul ate and uttered a few brief sounds.

Erlius stepped forward to pay his respects, knees bent, head bobbi ng. Before he could speak
Woudi ver nmarched forward and thrust his vast yellow bulk in front of Erlius, who was forced to
stunbl e asi de.

Woudi ver spoke in a high-pitched voice: "Here, Thisz dignitaries, are the crimnals sought by
the hunt. | have participated to no snmall degree; let this be noted upon ny scroll of honors!"”

The Dirdir gave himonly cursory attention. Wudiver, apparently expecting no nore, bowed his
head, swung his arms in an el aborate flourish.

The | mmacul at e approached the captives and unsnapped the chains. Reith snatched his chain free.
The I muacul ate | ooked up in slackjawed surprise, the false efful gences drooping to the side of his
white face. Reith wal ked forward, heart pounding in his throat. He felt the pressure of every eye;
with great effort he held his gait to a steady, deliberate step. Six feet in front of the Dirdir
he halted, so close that he could snell their body odor. They regarded hi mw t hout display of any
ki nd.

Reith raised his voice in order to speak clearly: "Dr'ssa! Dr'ssal Dr'ssal"
The Dirdir nmade small novenents of surprise.
"Dr'ssal Dr'ssal Dr'ssal” Reith called once nore.

The Excel |l ent spoke in a nasal, oboe-sounding voice. "Wy do you cry dr'ssa? You are a sub-man
i ncapabl e of discrimnation.™

"I ama man, your superior. Hence | cry dr'ssa."
Woudi ver pushed forward with a self-inportant huffing and heaving. "Bah! He is nmad!"

The Dirdir seened sonewhat perplexed. Reith called out, "Who accuses nme? O what crine? Let him
cone forward and let the case be judged by an arbitrator."

The Excel |l ent spoke: "You invoke a traditional force stronger than contenpt or disgust. You nay
not be deni ed. Who accuses this subman?"

Woudi ver spoke. "I accuse Adam Reith of blaspheny, of disputing the Doctrine of Double Genesis,
of clainmng status equal to the Dirdir. He has stated that Dirdirnen are not the pure line of the
Second Yol k; he has called thema race of nmutated freaks. He insists that nen derive froma pl anet
other than Sibol. This is not in accord with orthodox doctrine, and is repugnant. He is a m schief-
maker, a liar, a provocator." Wudi ver accented each of his accusations with a stab of his massive
forefinger. "Such are ny charges!" He favored the Dirdir with a conpanionable smrk, then turned
and roared at the crowd. "Stand back! Do not press so close upon the dignitaries!"

The Dirdir fluted to Reith. "You claimthis accusation to be fal se?"

Reith stood in perplexity. He faced a dilenma. To deny the charge was to endorse Dirdirman
ort hodoxy. He asked cautiously, "Essentially, | am accused of unorthodox views. Is this a crine?"

"Certainly, if the arbitrator declares it so."
"What if these views are accurate?"

"Then you nust hold the arbitrator to account. Ridiculous as such an eventuality may be, it is
tradition and wields its own force."

"Who is the arbitrator?"

The polished bone countenance of the Excellent showed no change, nor did his voice. "In this
instance | appoint the |nmacul ate yonder."

The Immacul ate stepped forward. In plangent nock-Dirdir tones he spoke: "I will be expeditious;
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the ordi nary cerenpnies are inappropriate." He spoke to Reith. "Do you deny the charges?"
"I neither confirmnor deny them they are ridicul ous."

"It is ny opinion that your statement is evasive. It signifies guilt. Additionally your
attitudes are disrespectful. You are guilty."”

"I refuse to accept your verdict," said Reith, "unless you can enforce it. | hold you to
account . "

The | mmuacul ate regarded Reith with scorn and revul sion. "You chall enge ne, an |nnmacul ate?"

"It seens to be the only way | can prove ny innocence."

The Immacul ate | ooked at the Dirdir Excellent. "Am | so obligated?"

"You are so obligated."”

The Immacul ate nmeasured Reith. "I will kill you with my hands and teeth as befits a Dirdirmn."
"As you please. First, renove this chain fromnmy neck."

"Renove the chain," said the Dirdir Excellent.

The Immacul ate said fretfully, "Vulgarity! | lose dignity perform ng before a gaggle of sub-
men. "

"Do not conplain," said the Excellent. "It is I, Captain of the Hunt, who | oses a trophy.
Conti nue; enforce your arbitration.”

The chain was renoved. Reith stretched, relaxed, stretched, relaxed, hoping to restore tone to
his nuscles. He had hung all night by his wists, his body felt heavy with fatigue. The Dirdirman
stepped forward. Reith became a trifle |ight-headed.

"What are the rules of conbat?" asked Reith. "I do not wish to conmmit any fouls upon you."

"There are no fouls," said the Inmacul ate. "W use hunt rules: you are the gane!" He uttered a
wild screech and | aunched hinself upon Reith, in what seenmed an ineffectual sprawl, until Reith
touched the creature's white body and found it all tense nuscle and gristle. Reith fended aside
the rush, but was ripped by artificial talons. He attenpted an arm ock, but could not secure a
| everage. He struck the Immacul ate a bl ow under the ear, tried to hack the larynx and ni ssed. The
| mmacul at e st ood back in annoyance. The spectators gasped in excitement. The | mracul ate again
| aunched hi nsel f upon Reith, who caught the |Iong forearmand sent the Dirdirman staggering.

Woudi ver could not contain hinmself; he rushed out and struck Reith a buffet across the side of his
head. Traz yelled in protest and whi pped his chain across Wudiver's face. Wudiver screaned in
agony and sat squashily upon the ground. Anacho w apped his chain around Wudi ver's neck and
yanked it tight. The Elite Dirdirman | eaped forward, snatched away the chain. Wudiver |ay
gasping, his face the color of mud.

The I mmacul ate had taken advantage of Wudiver's attack to seize Reith and bear himto the
ground. The wire-tense arnms clasped Reith's body; sharp long teeth tore at his neck. Reith freed
his arms. Wth all his force he clapped his cupped hands upon the white ears. The I mracul ate
enmtted a strangled squeal and rolled his head in agony. Monentarily he went linp. Reith straddled
the thin body, as if he rode a white eel. He began to work at the bald head. He tore away the
fal se efful gences, teased the head this way and that, then gave a great twi st. The Inmmacul ate's
head hung askew, his body thrashed and floundered, then lay still.

Reith rose to his feet. He stood shaking and panting. "I amvindicated," he said.
"The charges of the fat sub-man are invalid," intoned the Excellent. "He may therefore be held
to account."

Reith turned away. "Halt!" said the Excellent, its voice taking on a throaty vibrato. "Are
there further charges?”
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A Drdir of the Elite caste, effulgences rigid and sparkling with crystal coruscations, spoke
"Does the beast still call dr'ssa?"

Rei th swung around, half-intoxicated by fatigue and the aftermath of struggle. "I ama man, you
are the beast."

"Do you demand arbitration?" the Excellent asked. "If not, let us be away."
Reith's heart sank. "What are the new charges?"

The Elite stepped forward. "I charge that you and your henchnen trespassed upon the Dirdir
Hunting Preserve and there treacherously slaughtered nenbers of the Thisz Sept."

"I deny the charge," said Reith in a hoarse voice.

The Elite turned to the Excellent. "I request that you arbitrate. | request that you give ne
this beast and his henchmen and mark hi m exclusive quarry of the Thisz."

"I accept the onus of arbitration," fluted the Excellent. To Reith, in a tone nasal and coarse:
"You trespassed in the Carabas, this is true."

"I entered the Carabas. No one ordered nme not to do so."
"The proscription is general know edge. You furtively assaulted several Dirdir; this is true."

"] assaulted no one who did not attack me first. If the Dirdir wish to act |ike wild beasts
then they nust suffer the consequences.”

Fromthe crowd canme a nurnmur of wonder and what seenmed nuted approval. The Excellent turned to
gl ance around the plaza. Instantly the sound was nuted.

"I't is Dirdir tradition to hunt. It is sub-man tradition and his essential character to serve
as quarry."

"I amno sub-man," said Reith. "I ama man and quarry to no one. If a wild beast attacks me |
will kill it."

The bone-white face of the Excell ent showed no quiver of feeling. But the efful gences began to
glow, and to becone rigid. "The verdict nust adhere to tradition," the creature intoned. "I find
agai nst the sub-man. This farrago is now at an end. You nust be taken to the @ ass Cage."

"I challenge the arbitration!" cried Reith. Stepping forward, he buffeted the Excellent on the
side of the head. The skin was cold and sonewhat flexible, |ike tortoiseshell; Reith's hand stung
fromthe blow The Excellent's efful gences stood like hot wires; it vented a thin whistle. The
crowmd stood in unbelieving silence.

The Excellent reached its great arns to the front in a clutching, ripping gesture. It vented a
gurgling scream and poised to |eap

"A nmonment," said Reith, stepping back. "Wat are the rules of combat?"
"There are no rules. | kill as | choose."

"And if | kill you, | amvindicated, and my friends as well?"

"That is the case."

"Let us fight with swords."

"W will fight as we stand."

"Very well," said Reith

The fight was no contest. The Excellent cane forward, swift and nassive as a tiger. Reith took

file:/lIF|/rah/Jack%20Vance/Vance,%20Jack%20-%20Tschai%203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt (79 of 81) [2/4/03 10:46:09 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Jack%20V ance/V ance,%20Jack%20-%20T schai %6203%20-%20The%20Dirdir.txt

two quick steps back; the Excellent |aunched itself. Reith seized the horny wist, planted a foot
in the torso; falling backwards he threw the creature in a sprawling sonersault. It landed on its
neck, tolie in a daze. Instantly Reith was upon it, |locking the taloned arns. The Excell ent
withed and thrashed; Reith banged its head agai nst the pavenent until the bone cracked and

whi ti sh-green ichor began to exude. He panted: "Wat of the arbitration? Was it right or wong?"

The Excell ent keened-a weird wailing sound, expressing no enotion known to human experience.
Reith banged down the harsh white head again and again. "What of the arbitration?" He slanmmed the
head agai nst the pavenent. The Dirdir nade a great effort to dislodge Reith and failed. "You are
the victor. My arbitration is refuted.”

"And I, with ny friends, are now held guiltless? W may pursue our activities w thout
per secuti on?"

"This is the case."
Reith called to Anacho, "Can | trust it?"

Anacho said, "Yes, it is tradition. If you want a trophy, pluck out his efful gences."

"I want no trophy." Reith rose to his feet and stood swayi ng.

The crowd regarded himwith awe. Erlius turned on his heel and strode hastily away. Aila
Woudi ver backed slowy toward his black car

Reith pointed a finger: "Wudiver-your charges were fal se and you now nust answer to ne."

Woudi ver snatched out his power-gun: Traz | eaped forward, hung on the vast wist. The gun
di scharged, scorching Wudiver's leg. He bawl ed in agony and fell to the ground. Anacho took the
gun; Reith tied one of the chains around Wudi ver's neck and gave it a harsh tug. "Cone,
Wudiver." He led the way to the black car, through the hastily retreating onl ookers.

Woudi ver hul ked hinself within and lay groaning in a heap. Anacho started the vehicle and they
departed the oval plaza.

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

THEY DROVE TO the shed. The technicians, in the absence of Deine Zarre, had not reported for
wor k. The shed felt dead and abandoned; the space-boat, which had seemed on the verge of comng
alive, lay desolate on its chocks.

The three marshal ed Whudi ver within, as they mght | ead a cantankerous bull, and tied him
bet ween two posts, Wudiver making a continual noaning conpl aint.

Reith watched hima nonent. Wudi ver was not yet expendable. Certainly he was still dangerous.
For all his display and expostul ation, he watched Reith with a clever and hard gaze.

"Woudi ver," said Reith, "you have worked great harmupon ne and ny friends."

Woudi ver's great body becane racked with sobbing; he seemed a nonstrous and ugly baby. "You
plan to torment ne, and kill ne."

"The thought has presented itself," Reith admtted. "But | have nore urgent desires. To finish
the ship and return to Earth with news of this hellish planet | would even forgo the pleasure of
your death.”

"I'n that case," said Wudiver, suddenly businesslike, "all is as before. Pay over the noney,

and we will proceed."

Reith's jaw hung in disbelief. He |aughed in adnmiration for Wudiver's wonderful insouciance.
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Anacho and Traz were | ess anused. Anacho poked the great belly with a stick. "Wat of |ast
ni ght ?" he denanded in a suave voice. "Do you recall your conduct? What of the electric probes,
and the w cked harness?"

"What of Deine Zarre, the two chil dren?" spoke Traz.
Woudi ver | ooked appealingly toward Reith. "Wose words carry wei ght?"

Reith chose his words carefully. "All of us have cause for resentnment. You would be a fool to
expect ease and conviviality."

"I ndeed, he shall suffer,"” said Traz through gritted teeth.

"You shall live," said Reith, "but only to serve our interests. | don't care a bice for your
Iife unless you nake yourself useful."

Again in Wudiver's eyes Reith discerned a cold and crafty glint. "So it shall be," said
Woudi ver.

"I want you to hire a conpetent replacenent for Deine Zarre, at once."
"Expensi ve, expensive," said Wudiver. "W were lucky in Zarre."

"The responsibility for his absence is yours," said Reith.

"No one goes through life w thout making m stakes," Wudiver adnmitted. "This was one of mnine
But | know just the man. He will come high, | warn you."

"Money is no object," said Reith. "W want the best. Secondly, | want you to sunmon the
techni ci ans back to work. All by tel ephone, of course.™

"No difficulties whatever," declared Wudi ver heartily. "The work will proceed with dispatch."

"You nust arrange inmediate delivery of the materials and supplies yet needed. And you nust pay
all costs and salaries incurred henceforth."

"What ?" roared Wudi ver.

"Further," said Reith, "you will remain tied between those posts. For your sustenance you mnust
pay a thousand-or better, two thousand sequi ns each day."

"What!" cried Wudiver. "Do you think to cheat and bewi | der poor Wudi ver?"

"Do you agree to the conditions?" Reith asked. "If not I will ask Anacho and Traz to kill you,
and both of them bear you grudges.”

Woudi ver drew hinmself to his full height. "I agree,"” he said in a stately voice. "And now,
since it seens that | nust sponsor your hallucinations and suffer the backbreaki ng expense in the
bargain, let us instantly get to work. The nonent | see you vanish into space will be a happy one,
| assure you! Now then, release these chains so that | may go to the tel ephone.”

"Stay where you are,"” said Reith. "We will bring the tel ephone to you. And now, where is your
noney!"

"You can't be serious," Wudi ver exclai nmed.
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