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CHAPTER |
THE RETURN OF PTATH

HE was Ptath. Not that he thought of his name. It

was sinply there, a part of him like his body and his arns
and |l egs, like the ground over which he wal ked. No, that

| ast was wong. The ground was not of him There was a
relation, of course, but it was a little puzzling. He was
Ptath, and he was wal ki ng on ground, wal king to Ptath.
Returning to the city of Ptath, capital of his empire of
Gonwonl ane after a | ong absence.

That nmuch was cl ear, accepted w thout thought, and it

was inportant. He felt the urgency of it in the way he kept
qui ckeni ng his pace to see whether the next bend of the river
woul d nake it possible for himto turn westward.

To the west was a vast spread of grass, trees and bl ue-
msted hills, and sonewhere beyond the hills, his destina-
tion. Wth annoyance, he stared down at the river that

barred his way. It had kept wi nding, tw sting back on itself,
forcing himtinme and again to retrace his footsteps. At first
that hadn't seenmed to matter. Now it did. Wth all his heart
and all his dimconsciousness, he longed to be rushing
toward those western hills, laughing, shouting in his glee
for what he would find there.

Just what he would find wasn't conpletely certain. He

was Ptath, returning to his people. What were those people
i ke? What was Gonwonl ane |ike? He couldn't renenber.

He strained for the answer that seemed to quiver just
beyond reach of his consciousness.

He must cross the river, that nuch he knew. Tw ce he

st epped down into the shall ow wet ness nearest shore; and
each time drew back, repelled by the alienness. The probl em
brought the first pain of purposeful thought that he had
known since he canme out of blackness. In bew | dernment he
turned his gaze to the hills that lay | ow on the horizon to
the south, and east, and north. They | ooked the sane as the
hills to the west, with one vital difference: He wasn't
interested in them

He brought his gaze back to the western hills. He had to

go to them river or no river. Nothing could stop him The
purpose was |like a wind, a stormthat raged inside him
Across the river, a world of glory beckoned. He stepped

down into the water, shrank back monentarily, then waded

into the dark, swirling current. The river tugged at him and
it seemed to be alive like hinmself. It too, noved over the

| and, and was not a part of the |and.

H s thought ended as he stepped into a deep hole. The
wat er crowded hungrily over his chin, tasted flat and | uke-
warmin his nouth. Agony stabbed through his chest. He
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struggl ed, smashing at the yielding water with his hands,
fighting back to higher ground. He stood breast deep, scow -
ing at the water that had attacked him He had no fear,

sinply dislike, and a conviction that he had been treated
unfairly. He wanted to go to the hills, and the river was
trying to stop him But he would not let it. If pain there nust
be; so be it. He stepped forward.

This time he ignored the agony in his chest and wal ked

on, straight through the watery darkness that engul fed him
And finally, as if realizing its defeat, the pain went away.
' The water kept pushing at him pulling his feet off the soft
muddy bottom but each tine his head broke the water he
coul d see that he was naki ng progress.

The tw sting chest pain cane back as he enmerged at | ast

into shallower water. Water sprayed fromhis lips. He

coughed and retched until tears blurred his vision, and for a
while he lay contorted on the grassy bank. The paroxysm
ended. He clinbed to his feet, and for a |l ong mnute stood
staring at the dark, rushing stream Wen he turned away,

he was conscious of one thing: He didn't |ike water.

The road puzzl ed himwhen he came to it. It stretched in

an alnost straight line toward the western horizon; and its
very uniformty gave it character. It was obvious that, |ike
hinself, it had a purpose, but it wasn't actively going
anywhere. He tried to think of it as a river that was not
nmovi ng, but he felt no sense of repulsion, no dislike; and
when he stepped on it he didn't sink into it.

A sound drew himout of his mental effort. It came from
the north where the road wound into sight from behind a
tree-covered hill. At first he saw nothing, then the thing
came into sight. Part of the thing's body was |ike his own.
That part had arms, |egs, body and head, al nbst exactly as

he had. Its face was white, but the rest was nostly dark in
color. And there all resenbl ance to hinself ended. Bel ow
the curious imge of hinmself was a wooden thing with
wheels; and in front of that a sleek, scarlet, four-Iegged
thing with one horn sticking out of the center of its head.

Ptath noved straight toward the beast, eyes wi de, nind
grasping at details. He heard the top part of the thing yell at
him and then the nose with the horn on it caught himin

the chest. The animal stopped.

Ptath picked hinself off the gravel angrily. The nman part

of the creature was still yelling at him and it wasn't that he
didn't understand. It was sinply that the thing was standing
up, shaking its arms at him It wasn't attached. Like hinself,
it was separate, different. He heard it say:

"What's the matter with you, walking right into ny
dottle? Are you sick? And what's the idea of wandering
around naked? Do you want the soldiers of the goddess to
see you?'

There was too nuch meani ng, too many words piling one
on top of another. H s anger faded before his effort to bring
all the words together into one whole.
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"Matter?' he repeated finally. 'Sick?

The man stared at himcuriously. 'Say,' the fellow said
slowy, '"you are sick. You' d better clinb up here beside ne

and 1'll take you to the tenple at Linn. It's only five kanbs
away; and they'll feed you and give you nedical attention
there. Here, I'lIl cone down and give you a hand up.

As the dottle started forward the man said: 'Wat hap-
pened to your clothes?

"Clothes? Ptath said curiously.

"Sure.' The man stared at him 'By the zard of Accadis-
tran, you nmean to say you don't know you're naked? Looks
like amesia to ne.'

Ptath shifted uneasily. There was a quality in the fellow s
tone that he didn't like, a suggestion that sonething was
wong with him He glared the begi nning of anger and said

| oudl y:

' Naked! d ot hes!

"Don't get excited.' The man sounded startled. He said
hastily, 'Look—lothes, like this!'

He fumbl ed at his own rough coat, held up an edge of it.
Rage evaporated out of Ptath. He stared at the nman trying

to conprehend that the fell ow was not really dark in color
but that a dark sonmething covered him He snatched at the
coat and drew it closer the better to examine it. There was a
tearing sound, and a piece of cloth came free in his fingers.

The man let out a yell. 'Hey, what in—

Ptath turned a puzzl ed gaze on the fellow. The thought in
his mnd was that this creature who nade so nuch noi se
wanted himto stop |ooking at the coat. Abruptly inpatient,
he shoved the torn section back. But it didn't seemto be
enough. The man's eyes were narrowed, his lips twi sted, as
he sai d:

"You ripped that cloth as if it was so much paper. You're
not sick. You re—-

Deci sion hardened his face. Hi s hands jerked up, shoved
furiously. There was no resisting an action that had no
meaning until it was over. Ptath struck the ground with a
jar. He was too angry to be aware of pain. Wth a grunt he
junped to his feet and saw that the cart was noving rapidly
along the road to the west. The one-horned dottle was run-
ning in great, galloping strides. And the man was standing
erect in the cart, lashing at the animal with the reins.

Ptath trudged al ong the road thinking of the dottle and
cart. It would be pleasant to ride in the cart all the way to
Pt at h.

It was a long time after that the great beasts appeared on
the road far ahead. He watched themand felt his first
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tightening interest as he saw that nmen were on their backs.
The trick, of course, was to get up close to the rider and
shove himoff fast. And ride rapidly away down the road.

He waited, trenbling in his eagerness. Puzzl enent cane
only when the four aninmals came near

They were bigger than he had thought. They towered.

They were twice as tall as he was, and massively built. Their
necks were |l ong and supported small, w cked-I|ooking, three-
horned heads. The bright yellow of their necks contrasted
vividly with their green bodies and the bluish violet of their
long, tapering tails. They pounded up quickly and reared to

a halt in a cloud of dust.

"That's himall right,' said one of the nmen. 'The farner
descri bed hi mexactly.

" Fi ne-1o00king chap,' a second said. 'Just how are we
going to handle him'

Athird frowned. '|I've seen hi m sonewhere. |'m sure of
it. Can't just place him though.'

They had cone for hi mbecause sonebody had descri bed
himto them The man with the dottle, of course, his eneny.
The why of it was beyond his conprehension, but it only
stiffened his determ nation. The long, sloping tail, he
thought carefully, offered the best nmethod of clinbing, but
that way the rider would know his purpose. Actually the
best approach would be a variation of the one the nman had
used on him

He said, '"WIIl you help me up? It is five kanbs to Linn,
and they will feed me and give me nedical attention at the
tenpl e there. Cone down and give nme a handup. | am sick
and have no cl othes.’

It sounded convincing in his owm ears. He waited, watch-

ing their reaction, alert to every word and gesture, noting
phrases for future study, grimw th his purpose. The nen

| ooked at each other, then laughed. Finally, one said toler-
antly :

"Sure, fellow, we'll give you a lift. That's what we're here
for.'

Anot her said, 'You' ve got your distances slightly nixed,
stranger. Linn is three kanbs away, not five.' He | aughed.
"You're lucky you turned out to be harm ess. W thought it
was some rebel stunt. Throw himthe clothes we brought
along, Dallird.'

A bundl e landed in the grass beside the road. Ptath
fumbled at it curiously, laid each piece out on the green,
studying fromthe corners of his eyes the way the nmen were
dressed. There were a few extras in the bundl e which he
exam ned and finally tossed aside as unnecessary. He saw
that the men were watching himw th w de grins.

"You stupid idiot," one said abruptly, 'don't you know
anyt hi ng about clothes! Look, that's underclothing. It goes
on underneath. You put it on first.
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Ptath's nmind was qui cker now. There were nore facts on

which to build. In a flash of understanding he grasped at the
words and in two mnutes he was dressed. He wal ked up to

one of the aninmals and held up his hand to the man,

Dallird, who had thrown himthe clothes.

"Up,' he said, 'Help ne up.
The version of his plan that had suddenly occurred to

himwas as sinple as it was effective. The man reached
down, said:

Take nmy hand and grab hold of the saddle.’

That was easy. It was all easy. Ptath pulled hinself up

with one effortless contraction of the nuscles of one arm
Wth the other he jerked at the nan's hand. Dallird yel ped
shrilly as he soared out of his saddle. He | anded on his
knees and was crouching there, groaning and cursing as

Ptath pulled hinself firmy into the saddl e, caught up the
reins, wheeled the animal toward the west and beat at it
with the reins as it ran just as he had seen the man do with
the dottle.

The swift ride fascinated him There was no jar, no up-
and- down noverent, no swaying. The dottle cart had been
bunpy; this was a flow, a dream i ke rhythm There was no
doubt about it, he would travel all the rest of his journey
this way.

He was watching the galloping notion of the beast's hind

| egs, and the way the seemingly heavy tail floated in the air
behi nd the great aninmal, when his glance caught a part of

the road behind him There, a few |l engths away, were the

ot her three beasts, one with two men nmounted on it.

They nade an interesting, colorful picture, strung out at
full racing gallop. It was absorbing to watch them so near
him drawi ng closer, closer. He felt no dismay, no sense of
bei ng personally involved. What finally brought a thin

frown to his face was the way the nouths of the nmen

opened and shut. The sound of their shouting penetrated to

hi m above the poundi ng of the paws of his own beast. Their
yells startled him They were after him and it wasn't right.
He had not chased the man on the cart. It was becomi ng

clear that he had nade a i st ake.

Wth a gathering dislike he watched the beasts draw

abreast of him Whipping his own animal did no good. It

was slower than the others, or else these nen knew sone
mysterious way of getting speed out of their nmounts. Two

of the big beasts were pushing with their |ong necks agai nst
the head of his nount. It slowed, then began to rear, then
st opped.

Ptath sat angry and nonplused. The situation was abso-
lutely new, different and strange. Unless he could think of
sonme drastic action, these nen might try to force himoff

t he back of the ani mal.
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One of the nen spoke: 'Well, we've got himcornered.
Now what ?*
"Let me get a poke at him' snarled Dallird. '"I'lIl punch

that handsone face of his to a bloody pul p.'

Ptath glared at the man. He wasn't sure what the words
meant, but there was a suggestion of further shoving, and
his neck nuscles swelled in answering rage. A vague plan
that had been in the back of his mnd | eaped to the fore. It
seened abruptly a sinple and satisfactory sol ution.

He woul d knock all the nen off their nounts, drive the
beasts in front of himfor a distance, and thus with one
action prevent the men fromfollowi ng himand from
sendi ng out others to annoy him

He saw that one of the nen was drawing a | ong, pointed
thing froma scabbard that |ay across the back of the man's
own nount. The pointed thing flashed up high into the

air.

"Get off!' the man cried. 'Get down to the road or I'Il hit
you over the head with ny spear.

"Whay not stick it into hin?'" urged Dallird. 'Teach him
not to interfere with temple soldiers."'

Ptath's nmind blazed with anger, with a sense of outrage,
and a fierce determination to carry out his purpose. There
was a way, he saw, that it mght be worked against Dallird
and the man nmounted with him The beast they rode was

just beyond easy arm s reach. By hanging onto the saddle
with his fingers, slipping his left leg over and reaching
swiftly—

That woul d | eave himopen to the attack fromthe man

with the spear and the man on the third beast; but it was

al ready clear that he would have to carry out his plan by
stages. Wth a sliding novenent he snatched at the two

men. A fist |anded on his face. It stung, but it was the
novelty of it, not the pain, that made himretaliate in kind.
H s knuckl es crashed into the face of the man beside

Dal lird. Bones cracked, blood spurted. The man crunpl ed

back with a single cry and hung linply down fromthe

saddl e. It was such an effective nethod that Ptath | ashed at
Dallird. The man shrank back, and half fell, half slid to the
ground. He stood there shouting shrilly:

"Stick him Bir, stick hinml He's killed San.

Ptath jerked back into the saddle. He expected pain in his
back, but nothing happened. The man with the spear was

wel |l down the road, disappearing over the crest of a hill.
Ptath frowned and urged his own mount forward. His in-
tention was to try to catch the fellow But as he came to the
rimof the great valley down which the road wound, he saw
that the man was steadily wi dening the gap between them

He di sappeared into a distant grove of trees.

The road kept twisting gently to the right as Ptath
pl unged down into the valley. It curved past nmen working
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in the dark, grassless field, past curious-|ooking wooden and
stone nounds that stood well back anbng the trees. It cane
finally to the clunp of trees where Bir had di sappeared, and
di vided neatly in two.

Ast ounded, Ptath pulled his beast to a halt. The spectacle
of what he had cone to accept as a perfectly nornmal road
splitting into two roads of equal size was a major devel op-
ment that required | ong seconds to absorb. Hi s tenseness
yielded to the drab fact. The roads just lay there. One
section continued rightward; the other turned westward
onto a great plain, westward toward di stant Ptath. He had
been on the west road a long tine when the sound cane
fromthe sky.

The flying beast swept |ow over him its great blue-gray

wi ngs flapping explosively, its long, triangular head poking
down, peering at himfromlivid, fire-colored eyes. It was
not until it swung back toward himthat he saw that one of
the two men nmounted on its back was the man, Bir. Ptath
stiffened. The man had gone to get this enornous flying
thing so that he could continue to annoy him This per-
sistent pursuit was becom ng unbearable. Ptath shook his fist
at the bird and shouted, the way the riders of the |ong-
necked beasts had done to him The flying beast circled him
once nore, then whirled off ahead, flying swiftly. It becane
a spot in the sky, vanished in the blue msts of the west.

Ptath rode on. Suddenly, the sun, which he had scarcely
noticed when it was high above him appeared well down
toward the western horizon, directly over a gathering cloud
of dust. The dust canme nearer, dissolved finally into a |ong
line of beasts like his own, each with a rider. Above the
racing animal s soared a host of bluish-gray flying things.

The great concourse swept toward hinm a solid wave of a

score of animals engulfed him Sonmething | ong and thin,

like an elongated rein, flicked at him Instantly, his arns
wer e pinioned, and he was jerked to the ground. He | anded

on his hands and knees; and for a nonment the confusion

was conplete. Beasts mlled around him There were

shouts, a bedlamthat nade thinking hard. At |ast, al nost

bl ankly, he clinbed to his feet. He snatched at the | asso, and
with one jerk flung it aside. Free of that restraint, he grew
consci ous that he was di smounted once nore, and that the
whol e process of obtaining an animal to ride nust be gone

t hr ough agai n.

H s eyes narrowed; his gaze flashed to the faces of the
riders surrounding him searching for Bir. He wasn't there;
and that was good. That neant they woul dn't know about

his version of the trick. He thought for a nonment, consider-
ing intently the exact words he should use in view of what
he had heard and seen. Then he sai d:

' Someone come down and give ne a hand up. It is only
three kanbs to Linn and they will feed me at the tenple
there and give nme nedical attention. |—

He stopped at that point because his gaze fell on a—not
man. The creature resenbled the others, but in place of
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shorts she wore a |l ong dark gown; and instead of sitting in
a saddl e on the neck of the mount, she rode in a box under

a canopy that was strapped to the broad back of the gigantic
ani mal . The wonan spoke in a rich contralto

"My lord,' she said, 'that is the strangest speech |I have
ever heard. |Is the man mad?

Atall man with iron-gray hair said, 'I'mafraid so. | for-
got to tell you, daughter, that the screer sider, knowi ng we
wer e homeward bound, flew out to warn us that we woul d

meet this fellow It seens he has already conmm tted nurder
Captain, informthe tenple princess of the situation.'

Ptath listened to the explanation with interest. There

were puzzling things about it, words that conjured up no

pi ctures, but enough cane clear to bring quick anger at the
distorted account. But it did not occur to himto correct the
story, or even that anything nore would grow out of the
affair.

The sinple fact was that, starting with the man in the
dottle cart, there had been a whole series of attenpts to
prevent himfromriding. It was very irritating, but their

nunbers were now so great that, for the tine being at |east
he had better accept the situation. He would continue on
foot. The decision nade, he turned, stooped under the great
green belly of a beast and started off along the road.

A soft cool breeze was blowing. It brushed steadily

agai nst his cheeks as he wal ked. It brought with it a strong
but not unpl easant odor of sweating animals; and a thin
perfume of grass, trees and plowed fields and grain that
stood | ow and. green; the whole conbining into a rich,

heady mi xture that was exhilarating. Discord cane

abruptly as a shout rent the air. There was a stirring of
animals, and a great nmilling and stanping. Then they had

hi m surrounded again. The wonen said softly:

'Even for a madman, his psychology is strange. Wat are
you going to do with him ny |ord?

The man shrugged. ' Execute him of course. Murder is
nmurder.' He nodded to the captain: 'Di snmount six nen.

Take himinto that plowed field and bury him A three-foot
grave will do.'

Ptath wat ched curiously as the nen di smounted. The

words the man called 'y lord" had spoken had meani ng of

a sort, but there was so nmuch new in themthat his nind
woul d build no pictures. And the very quiet seriousness of
the tone added di mess and abstractness to a situation that
was becom ng nore puzzling by the second.

Reality cane sharply as two men he had not noticed

st epped from behi nd hi m and grabbed his el bows. The action
was so personal that he shoved themviolently away. The

men went flying into the dirt. Ptath turned irritably as a
third man dived for his knees. He staggered as the man's
shoul der struck him and he hit out fiercely at the fellow s
head. The man slunped to the ground and | ay there.
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Ptath stepped clear of the fallen body, and was grabbed
around the body and arns by two of the remaining three;

the third caught his legs. The trio lifted himclear of the
ground, and that was unendurable. Wth a single kick he
smashed at the face of the man who held his legs. Instantly,
back on his feet, Ptath snatched at the two other nen,
caught them held themup for a nonment, one twi sting,
struggling body in each hand, then flung themangrily

asi de.

He | ooked up then fromthe man 'nmy lord,' to the

woman, then back to the man. For the first tine he bl amed
himfor this inexplicable assault. H s eyes blazed at the
fellow and in a single glance measured the di stance between
hi msel f and the other. If he could silence himas he had the
others, this stupidity might end. He grew aware that the
woman was speaki ng:

'l seemto have seen hi mbefore somewhere. Stranger,
what is your name?

The question stopped himat the beginning of his run. His
nane? Wiy, Ptath, of course. Ptath of Gonwonl ane. Thrice
greatest Ptath. He felt astounded that the question should
have been asked at all. He shook his head, inpatient of the
shouts that nade it alnobst inpossible for his answer to
reach the woman. My lord was yelling sonething about

arrows; and, simnultaneously, there was a poignant pain in
Ptath's chest.

He | ooked down and was anazed to see a thin piece of

wood protruding fromhis left breast. He stared at it blankly
for a nonent, then pulled it out and threw it on the

ground. The pain vani shed. A second arrow pi nned his arm

to his body. He tore that out too; and once nore he turned

to the man who was causing himall this trouble. He heard

the wonan cry out:

"My lord, stop them stop them Didn't you hear what he
sai d? Don't you see?

"Eh?' The man turned toward her. Ptath, struggling in a
rising fury with a third arrow, heard the puzzled note in his
Voi ce.

"Don't you see?" the wonan answered. 'He whose
strength is unlimted, who tires not, and knows no fear—-

The man's voi ce | ashed out: 'What madness are you tal k-
ing? That's a nyth we keep alive for the masses. W' ve
agreed a thousand tinmes that the Goddess |neznia uses the
nane, Ptath, as propaganda.' He broke off: "Wy, it's

i mpossi bl e."’

She screaned, 'Stop theml He's cone back after ages of
being merged with the race. Look closely! H's face! Like
the statue in the tenple.’

"Or like Prince Ineznio, the goddess' l|over,' said the man.
"But never mind. Let nme handle this.'
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The hysteria faded fromthe wonman's face; her eyes
narrowed. 'Not here,' she said quickly. 'Get himto the

temple.’

My lord spoke to his nen, then said quietly to Ptath:

"You will come with us to the tenple at Linn. W will feed
you and give you nedical attention, and then we will give
you a flying screer that will take you where you want to.

go.'

As swiftly as that the inconprehensible attack ended.
CHAPTER 1 |

A GCDDESS | N CHAI NS

IN the depths of the great citadel palace of the city of
Ptath the dark, glorious woman sighed drearily. The stone
fl oor where she |ay huddl ed was danp and cold. In all the
ages of her inprisonnment she had never yet succeeded in
warnming the chill out of the enlacing metal chains that
sagged endl essly on top of her. Fromwhere she lay she
could see the chair where the gol den-haired wonman sat

| aughing with triunmph, could hear that soft, ringing

| aught er which ended as the gol den worman said in a rich
cl ear voice

"And do you doubt me now, L'onee darling? Once again

it is the old story. Do you renenber the tine when you
refused to believe that | could inprison you? Yet here you
are.

"And do you renenber when | first cane down here to

tell you that | intended to destroy mghty Ptath, how you
rem nded ne that only the two of us could bring himback;
that | would have to use you as a pole of power, and that
that would require your consent? Yet here he is. And you
know now that | used you as a pole of power w thout your
consent. Perhaps at |ast you are beginning to realize that
while you waited with trusting sinplicity for your Ptath to
live his nyriad human spans, | |earned the potent vastness
of the god power he had given into our care.'’

The dark woman stirred. Her cold |ips parted. She said in
a weary yet steely, contenptuous voice:

"You traitor, Ineznial'

In the half light, a snmle played around the |ips of the

ot her worman. 'How naive we are,' she said softly. 'And yet
how cl early your every word shows that you realize | can-
not fail to win. Those biting words of yours will seemvery
enpty indeed when Ptath is dead, and you are dead,

forever.'

The dark woman sat up. Sonething of the intensity of
her spirit showed in the fire that was suddenly in her voice.
"We're not dead yet, either of us. And now that you have

wat ched himin action do you not feel just a little bit
al arned, Ineznia? The dynanmic reality of Ptath, even
t hough you have himin Gonwonl ane before his time, even
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though he arrived stripped of power, the sheer viol ence of
his personality nmust'—a sardonic note crept into her voice
—must surely have caused you a tiny doubt.

"And don't forget, darling Ineznia, don't forget the spells
he set up in the long ago to protect hinself fromjust such a
danger as you now threaten. Seven spells, |Ineznia, no nore,
no less. But the pattern is that only he can render them
harm ess.'

She finished nockingly, 'I can picture you trying to per-
suade the untaned ego of an elenental and inmensely

wilful Ptath to do what you desire. A Ptath, noreover

who is nonment by nonent becom ng nore cunning, and

hourly growing in nental stature. Tine flies, Ineznia, pre-
cious, irreplaceable tine.'

For a nonent, as she finished, the small stone dungeon
rang with her satiric |laughter. The sound died. Abruptly
consci ous that she was wasting her strength, L' onee sank
back to her prostrate position.

And saw that she had nmade no inpression

There was an expression of pleasure on the lovely child-

face of the Goddess I neznia, the joy of an aninmal that has
succeeded in rousing the futile rebellion of an utterly hel p-
| ess victim

'How strange,' Ineznia purred, 'that you have thought of

the very things for which | have all the answers. | would

i ndeed be playing with fire if | permtted Ptath to devel op
and learn in a nornmal fashion—as Ptath. Perhaps you have
forgotten that he has had many human personalities. The

| ast of these | shall bring to the fore; to donmi nate, to con-
fuse and to be confused.

"As for those lovely little spells, how easily they will be
destroyed! The mmin one, as you know, is the god-chair in
the pal ace of the Nushir of Nushirvan. To reach it, Ptath

wi Il have to conquer Nushirvan. | shall leave that to the

i ngenuity of his human personality, and to the great armes
I shall furnish him Actually, | have several alternative
plans. So long as that chair exists, | can never conmrand all
the power of Gonwonlane. It is the potent synmbol of his
supr enacy.

"I nmust persuade him or force Mn to cross the river of

boi ling nmud, which has all these years prevented ne from
reaching the chair. | need hardly say that | will require only
a few hours to destroy the chair, once | get to it.

'The other spells |I shall weave into the pattern of the
greater one. He nust neke love to ne, as a recognition of
my godhood. He nust experience the power flow of a

prayer stick, sign your death warrant, cone with ne in a
journey of mnds, go consciously through the real m of
darkness, and, as | have said, cross the river of boiling
mud.

"But now, L' onee darling, | nust |eave you. The proces-
sion escorting Ptath is approaching the tenple of Linn; and

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (11 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

I nust take possession of the nmind of the tenple princess,
and be there, on the scene, controlling, shaping events—-

As the dark woman wat ched, |neznia sank deeper into

her chair and cl osed her eyes. The pressure of her strong
presence faded; slowy, the dungeon grew dim The two
bodi es, the silent, enchained formof L' onee, the deathly
still, seated shape of |neznia, seened shadows projected
from some greater darkness.

The days passed.
CHAPTER | 1 |
THE MAN FROM A. D. 1944

THE tenple was a region of dark, |owering skies and

i ncl osing horizons. Uneasily conscious of those near walls
and the ceiling pressing down at him Ptath stared at the
food on the table.

Msts rose fromit, and an exudation of heat and above

all, a tantalizing odor that pleasantly tickled his nostrils.
Fromthe narrow end of the table my lord' s voi ce suggested
that he sit down. Puzzled, Ptath did so.

He had mi ssed nothing during his ride to the tenple of

Linn. H s senses, whetted by hard experience, quickened by
new t houghts, had registered everything. The circul ar town,
the tenple itself that rose white and tall fromthe snal
forest of trees, around which the other buildings clustered.
That tenple which had so curiously lost its whiteness as he
ent er ed.

He saw that the others were sitting. There was ny lord

and the tenple princess, dark and intense, her hair |ustrous
in the gloom her eyes shining |like the water that had given
hi m pain. The difference was that he had no sense of un-

pl easant ness. The several men in dark robes he scarcely

noti ced. They were nanel ess creatures who had slipped

al nrost noiselessly into the room They sat with expression-

| ess faces, watching himfromeyes that were uniformy

bl ack.

"All is well'—+t was the worman; her voice a hissing sound
in the stillness—he has never seen food before.

Ptath | ooked at her quickly. There was sonet hi ng about

the way she said it that he didn't Iike. She smiled a swft
little smle that made her | ook so dazzling he forgot his
irritation.

My lord said, 'Careful! Let us eat, and see if he follows
suit.'

"I amsure,' said the woman after a little, "that it is quite
unnecessary to guard our tongues. He has cone back m nd-
| ess. He knows nothing. Look at him'

It was the first taste that did it. Ptath gul ped on w thout

thought, or further attention to the others. The food was
warm and good. Each bite thrilled his tongue. He did not
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even notice the instrunents beside the plate. Oddly, the bites
grew progressively distasteful. He pushed the plate away
finally, scowing at it.

"Where is the screer? he said matter-of-factly. "I will now
fly to Ptath.'

It was the wonan who stood up, smling. 'This way,' she
sai d.

My lord half rose as she passed his chair, put a restrain-

ing hand on her arm 'Are you sure—- he began anxi -
ously.

"W can only | ose our lives,' the woman answered. 'If we
win, our reward may be a tenple kingdom a city enpire
Father, | assure you | know what | am doing."'

The princess smled at Ptath, who had foll owed the
conversation with a dimconprehension. 'This way!' she
sai d; and her voice was so strong and confident that once
nmore his vague doubts faded. 'The screer is waiting down
these steps.'

Her smle drew him He |iked her for a reason that wasn't
clear. He followed her. He could alnost feel himself flying
through the air, the way the nan, Bir, had fl own above him
and the other screers on the journey to Linn. The nental

pi cture was exhilarating.

The steps led farther down than he renmenbered com ng

up. But finally the downward part ended. There was a | eve
of hard floor. G ow ng sticks stood at intervals along the
broad corridor, and there were many cl osed doors. The
worman paused before a door that stood open

Through there,' she smled. She notioned with her arm
and touched his hand with a curious gliding novenent of
her palm Her flesh felt soft and warm It nade his whole
being tingle with Iiking for her.

Ptath stepped across the threshold, and found hinself in a
tiny roomwith a very low sky. A single light stick hung
fromthe ceiling of the otherwi se bare room Thud! The

sound canme frombehind him Ptath turned and saw t hat

the door had closed. He stood there blankly as a snall stone
sl ot clinked open. The woman's face appeared in it.

‘Do not be alarned, Ptath,' she said. 'W have changed
our minds about giving you a screer. W are sending to

Ptath for your wife, the glorious Ineznia. She will cone and
take you back to the great city. This is your roomuntil she
arrives.'

"By Accadistran!' My lord's voice exclainmed in the corri-
dor. 'You don't really expect himto remain so qui et—-

The sl ot snapped shut. The voice cut off as if it had been
broken. Abruptly, the light blinked out. There was sil ence.
And dar kness.

Ptath stood uncertain in the blackness. He kept expecting
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the door to open with the announcenent that gl orious

I nezni a—that was the nane the tenple princess had used;
he renenbered every syllable of its pronunciati on-had
arrived to take himto Ptath.

Ti me passed. Inpatience grewin him the conviction that
he coul d have reached Ptath by now even if he had had to
wal k. Thought of wal ki ng brought the conparison idea of
sitting. The floor was cold and hard, but he sat there and
wai ted. And waited and waited. And waited.

Masns drifted |i ke so much snoke through his m nd.

Thought forns canme that had no neaning, strange half

t houghts, and one idea of incredible lucidity: This was

mad, it said. Sonething was wrong. He nust do sornet hing.

It took a long, long tune to decide what. But finally he

climbed to his feet, a titanic rage flaring in his nmnd. He
tried the door, lunging at it with all his terrible strength. But
it held. It did not even shudder fromthe plungi ng wei ght of

hi s body.

Curiously, then, he was sitting again on the floor—euri -
ously, because he had no conscious menory of having

seated hinself. Tinme passed. The darkness and the silence
becane separate, pal pable forces that distorted the even flow
of life currents in his body, unsteadi ed the positive con-

tinuity of his will, and brought changes—ncredible

t hought s.

'Keep the tank going. Nurse that engine ... W're al npst
over ... over—Watch out ... There's a dive bonber

Watch ... He got us—-

Bl ackout .

For uncounted ages, Holroyd' s body strained agai nst
darkness. In that darkness was no past, no present, no
future, sinply a cold harness of danp stone that bruised his

bones and pressed with blind, deadly force against his flesh.
Slowmy but surely that unrelenting col dness was draw ng the
warmlife out of him

Hol royd cane to consciousness with a start. He had the

i npression of energing froma restless, nightnarish sleep,
but no sl eep ever had such an awakening. His fingers
funmbl ed over a chill stone floor he couldn't see because of
the intensity of the bl ackness of that room

He tried to sit up; and, because it did not occur to him
that he couldn't, because his nind did not even renpotely
accept this blackness as real, this danp stone as his bed—he
reached a sitting posture before the first sick surge of

di zzi ness stabbed at his reason. He sat there bl ank-brained,
his body racked by the frightful nausea. The envel opi ng
night whirled insensately, and the cold of the floor was |ike
a wind that sucked at his bones. And then—rom sone-

where inside himrage cane. A blazing fury of nortal rage,
sonehow di rected, sonmehow based on understandi ng of

why he was here.

"Damm her!' he railed. 'Oh, dam the tenple princess!’
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An unnatural quality in the meaning of that boom ng

bl ast of echoing sound startled him Anger drained from
him and after a long nonment a childlike wonder struck
into his consci ousness.

"Tenpl e princess!' he repeated al oud, and cocked his

head, straining to penetrate the alien core of that phrase.
But for a long, dead-blank tine his painful concentration

yi el ded nothing. Slowy, his brain grasped again at its dim
train of idea

"Tenpl e princess!' he said once nore. But this tine there
was no voice in him and the words were little nore than a
hoarse ripple in the black stillness. It was sheer anmazenent
that brought a flow of strength. He exclai ned al oud:

"Why, there's nothing like that in Arerica. O in the part
of Germany where we're fighting. Maybe North Africa—
No!'

There was nmadness here, a fantastic nmadness that

pounded at his tenples as he half |owered hinself, half fel
back, dazed fromthe effort of his brief thoughts and briefer
nmovenents. For a time he spraw ed there, his mnd on the

very verge of an abyss of night. Vague, neasured thought

forns floated sluggishly into it, a gentle stirring of a vast,

devastating conplexity of nmenory that included the

equal ly slow, equally trenendous realization that his words,
except for the place nanes, had been spoken in a | anguage

at once foreign and unfaniliar, a | anguage so sweet in the
soft harnmony of its speech that the very words-Aneri ca,
Germany, North Africa—had been |ike di scordant hanmer

blows interrupting a concert, harsh, cacophonous and bar-
bar ous.

'Say, you who call yourself Ptath!' It was a man's voice,
deep and nel odi ous, out of the near darkness.

That was for him Holroyd struggled to turn over. But the
cold had himnow, as if he were incased in ice. He gave up
and lay still, but his mnd fastened, |eechlike, on the nane
word. His |lips noved, his voice nuttered

"Hol royd Ptath! No, that's not right. Mist be Ptath
Hol royd. No, Holroyd is an Anmerican. Peter Hol royd,
captain, 290th tank brigade, and—But who is Ptath?

The question was like a key to a lightly | ocked door.
Menory canme. He said aloud, in explosive amazenent:
"1 mad!’

Ptath, the god of Gonwonl ane, whose | ast human per-
sonality, that of Peter Holroyd, tank-corps captain, had
energed fromthe hi dden deeps of his brain under m nd-
destroying stress, sat up.

"Damm it!' he said. 'I'm Holroyd. That other stuff is—-

Hol r oyd stopped, shuddering with a dimhorror, a quaver
of fear, a sharp consciousness of the intensity of that other
al nost m ndl ess self.
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This is crazy!' he thought wildly. 'Crazy!’

But after a mnute it was all still there: the dark room the
other mnd, the know edge that he was alive, who had been

in a tank squarely hit by a German bonb. And there was

abrupt awareness of sonething el se, renenbrance of the

voi ce that had spoken to him the voice that had called

hi m—Pt at h.

No, that was wrong. The voice hadn't called him Ptath.

The voice had said: 'You who call yourself Ptath!' There

was a subtle difference in the neaning that made Hol royd
fromm with thought. He lay very still, thinking of the things
that Ptath had seen on the road and in the tenple. H's

whol e being began to trenble with a namel ess wonder.

Horror pul sed against his nmind. It was the passing seconds

that brought surcease, and awareness of the double identity
that was inside him

What ever it was couldn't hurt himphysically. It was a

part of him O, rather, he was a part of it, but for sone
reason he dom nated, his thought, his personality, his—self.
He began to feel better. The tenseness went out of his

nmuscl es. Hi s whol e bei ng rel axed.

The rasp of heavy breathing broke the silence of the
darkness that engul fed him Then cane an undertone of
cursing: 'VWere in Nushirvan is that light? It should be in
this corner—-Ah!"'

A pale white light flickered on, revealing what Holroyd

had al ready recollected; a small, bare concrete roomwith a
solid stone floor. Not exactly solid. A slab of stone in the
corner beside the door had been neatly pushed up and | aid
asi de. Where it had been, barely visible from Hol royd's
prostrate position, was the entrance to a tunnel

Slowy, painfully, Holroyd twisted his head toward the
source of the light. A small man was standing directly
under the glowing stick, staring at him The fell ow was
neatly dressed in shorts and a tucked-in shirt. He had
shining eyes in a round, cheerful face that creased slowy
into a frown as he stared at Hol royd.

'Say,' he said, 'you look in a bad way. | should have come
before, | guess, but | didn't know which cell they'd put you
in, and besides, |'ve been waiting for themto cone to feed
you.' He screwed his lips up thoughtfully. 'Funny, they
haven't done that. But never mnd. |'ve got sone soup

down in the tunnel that ought to go pretty good.' He

bounded across to the hole. "I'Il have it up for you in a
spasm'’

The soup was warmand life-giving. It tingled deliciously
in his nouth and trickled like dull fire down into his body.
It soothed; it eased the dreadful chill of his flesh, and
brought a sense of approachi ng well-being. As he sipped,
Holroyd listened to the babble of words the little man
poured at him
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"Nane's Tar, representing all the prisoners in the Linn
tenpl e, and wel conmi ng you to our ranks. Naturally, our

organi zation here is associated with the rebels, and betraya
of us neans death. That's all you need to know.

"W know all that's known about you, of course,’ the man

chattered on. 'You claimto be Ptath. That's a good line.
That's new. Nobody ever thought of it before. Maybe the
rebels can use you if you are prepared to carry that pretense
on. But nore than that, the farnmer who picked you up on

the road says you've got amesi a.

The effort necessary to keep hinself fromswallow ng the
soup at one gulp nade it hard to concentrate. For long his
m nd seened i ncapabl e of anything but |istening. But
abruptly Holroyd grew aware of a strange and terrible

t hi ng. Sonet hi ng insi de hi msomnet hi ng—was |i stening

with his mind to every word that Tar was uttering. Listen-
ing intently, with a steely consciousness of the meani ng of
what was being said. It was a | ong, blank nonent before he
realized that the sonething was—hinsel f.

Hol royd could feel the chill of the concrete agai nst which
he | eaned. Warming his fingers was the |ong, narrow
tunmbl er of clear soup. And all around, so closely around,
was the danmp and form dabl e dungeon cell. The awareness

of his environnent was nore acute than at any tine since
his first consciousness of it; and yet it was overshadowed by
the grimfact of that other, greater being who in sone
curious and unpl easant way had becone intimately inte-
grated with his own personality. The two were one, yet
there were two. Holroyd groaned inwardly: So that was

what ammesi a was |i ke—when you renmenbered the other

self. He sat intent on the probleminvol ved, shaken by the
identity that other self had clained, and by his nmenory of
the things that it had done.

The tenple princess had said she was sending for sone-

one called the Goddess Ineznia. Until this instant the nane
had been in the background of his mnd, a normal nenory.

But now his brain paused. Sending for whon?

The soup was all gone. He clung to the tunbl er because

of its warnth. It was the only warmh there was. H's brain

was a frozen thing inside his head. The Goddess | nezni a!

The title roared in his mnd. He swayed, and curious little
darknesses slithered through his mnd. A thought shaped
finally, a thought so sharp that it seened to pierce his being
like a hard-driven knife. He had to get out of here. No

matter who Ptath was, Peter Holroyd couldn't handle a
situation like this. He had to get out—unless it was al ready
too | ate.

H s eyes widened with the possibility. He felt a feverish
fear. Every nuscle tensed, he glared at the little man. ' How
| ong' —hi s voice was a croaking sound in his own ears—

"have | been here?

The nonent he had spoken he realized that he had
interrupted the other, and that Tar had been chattering
steadily fromthe first nonent. The nman broke off, frown-
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i ng:

That's what |'ve been telling you. The stories about you
say that you were as strong as a grinb; and yet, seven days
wi thout food and water, | find you like this. Practically
dead—-

The man said nore, but Holroyd didn't hear. Seven days,

he mused. For seven days the god Ptath had lain here

slowy going mad, and finally the stress had becone so great
that he had |l apsed to his last reincarnation. The thought

j angl ed because—so nuch deterioration in seven days?

I npossi bl e.

The tune involved was nore |ike seven years or even

seven hundred years. Ptath, who had no conception of tinme,
lying in a tinmeless darkness nmay have experienced time
faster than his surroundings. That was the only possible
expl anation of such a tremendous final result. Once again
Hol royd' s thought ended with viol ence. He sat blankly
amazed at hinself, at the very idea that he could even have
such a conception. Wat kind of nadness was this that
afflicted hinf? Seven hundred years in seven days! He
licked dry lips, clenched his mind and concentrated on
seven days.

"How | ong," he said aloud, '"would it take a' —his
twentieth-century brain paused before the word, then with
an effort he spoke it—a flying screer to fly fromhere to
Ptath and back?'

The bright eyes of Tar were regarding himoddly. 'You're
a funny fellow,' he said finally. 'There was sonme story about
your being on your way to Ptath. But that only proves you
must have been in a bad way before they put you in here.'

He shook his head, and Hol royd had the sudden

feeling that he was being deliberately frustrated. Hs im
pul se was to snatch at the nan and tear the answer out of
him H's mind rocked with savage anger. At the last instant
he recogni zed the unnatural fury as not of Holroyd. He

caught hinself, and said shakily:
"But howlong ... howlong would it take?"

"You don't understand,' the man replied. 'Your question

is silly. No screer has ever been flown fromLinn direct to
Ptath. It's too far. The time the tenple princess nmade the
trip, she flewnorth to the sea city of Tamardee, then on to
Lapi sar and gorgeous Ghay, and so on along the coast.

Al together the trip took two nonths.

"Mnd you,'" Tar went on, 'there are supposed to be really
fast breeds of birds. They say that some of the goddess'
messengers riding especially trained thoroughbreds can fly
fromone end of CGConwonlane to the other in a little over

ei ght days without stopovers. That would be six days from
here to Ptath. But now, |isten—-

Hol royd sighed. Six days there and six days back. The
goddess knew, had known for a full day now. Five nore
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days and she woul d be here.
He had just five days to escape fromthe tenple dungeon
CHAPTER |V
200, 000, 000 YEARS I N THE FUTURE

THE shortness of the time involved was not really

depressing at first. Holroyd felt no urge to get Up, or even to
think, while he waited for Tar to bring nore soup. He did
wonder about the source of the soup, and of the other food

that Tar, before he scuttled back into his hole, had pronised
for later meals. The awareness that came finally, however,

was startling.

A part of himdid not worry. It waited for the arrival of
the goddess. Cold and intent it waited, an untaned force
unconscious of limtations, accepting the know edge of
Holroyd's brain in the same fashion it had earlier accepted
its own identity, its own purpose

The feeling was strong and utterly unm stakable. Sitting
there, Holroyd had no doubt at all. Ptath, the child-Ilike god
of Gonwonl ane and Peter Holroyd were inhabiting the

sanme body and the god consi dered Hol royd as one segnent

of his being. Which he was. Hol royd shuddered, and then
experienced a wild, personal rage.

"You idiot!" he shouted. 'Don't you realize what a ness
you've got us into, letting a pretty, smling face lure you
into this dungeon? The veriest sap would need to take only
one look at the tyranny set-up of tenple prince, tenple
king, tenple enperor, with the goddess sonewhere at the

top of that hierarchy to know that your arrival was pure
dynanmite. You can't—-

He stopped. His voice reverberated briefly in the narrow
confines of the cell. In the silence that foll owed, Holroyd
thought with a wy weariness: Wat a hopel ess outburst, a
madnman shouting advice to hinself. But he felt better for it,
nore consci ous suddenly that he was in charge of the body,
his mnd doing the thinking, controlling the vocal cords.

As for that basic god-confidence of Ptath, it wouldn't

hurt to have it there. Wuldn't hurt during crises to know
that there was a part of himthat had no fear, no doubt of
its own capabilities, but lived on with a savage certainty of

its right to everything. It wouldn't hurt to feel unkillable.

The second tinme Tar cane he brought nore soup, and a

big, green citrus fruit. It was anazingly juicy and sweet, the
flavor delicious and unlike anything Holroyd had ever

tasted. The taste of it, the concrete reality of its strangeness
brought a question that had not conme even in enbryo from

the earlier abstract thought and nenory that had racked

him Were was Gonwonl ane? Wiere was a land with

cities called Ptath and Tanmardee and Lapi sar and Ghay?
Gorgeous Chay, Tar had said. Holroyd tried to picture

that. And couldn't. It had no neaning; the vision of splen-
dor evoked was only a m sty version of some of the cities he
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had seen on 1944 Earth, alive with their sluns, their bleak
streets, their depressing commercial life. He intoned the
names al oud: Gonwonl ane, Ptath—there was a rhythmin

them a strange sweetness of sound that was |ike nusic.

The need to know grew stronger. \Were was Gonwon-
lane? In a tingling excitement he turned to ask Tar and
saw t hat he was al one. The stone was in place.

Hol royd was still lying there a tineless period |ater when
the stone noved, and Tar came up. He had nore fruit, and
sone bread, soft, white bread, newly baked. Hol royd seized
"the precious, famliar food and the tears blurred his vision
He felt amazenent at the depth of the reaction, a brief
shanme. But the shane faded. It was good to know that

wher ever Gonwonl ane might be, it was joined to the
twentieth century by endl ess streans of bread. He had a

pi cture of thousands of mles and years of bread stretching
into the past and into the future, the staple diet of a vast
portion of the people of Earth forever. He parted his |ips
but it was Tar who spoke.

"lI've been wondering,' the little man said matter-of-factly,
"about that ammesia business. You're getting along |ike
chain |ightning physically, but what about your m nd? If

you could read that would be the quickest nethod of solving
the problem’

'Read?' echoed Holroyd. And felt an i mense astoni sh-
ment. He had not once thought of books in Gonwonl ane.

"Sure—took!' Tar jerked a folder froma pocket inside his
shirt and held it out. Holroyd took the silky-snmooth yet stiff
paper and stared at words that coul d have bl ared strai ght

out of a communi st manifesto:

THE | MPORTANCE OF

AN ATTACK ON
ACCADI STRAN

The foul action of the zard of Accadistran in using the
outl aws of Nushirvan to ki dnap Gonwonl anian citizens
demands retributive war on the |largest scale. The govern-
ment of the goddess Ineznia nust be forced to | aunch an
attack on this scoundrel

Qur efforts nust be concentrated on persuadi ng nore

and nore people to change their prayers, those prayers
which in their totality create the god power of the god-
dess. The peopl e nust —

"Al'l right, you can read.' The little nman snatched the
folder fromHolroyd' s fingers. 'I can see by the way you
move your lips. |I'Il have sone books up here in a spasm'

He | owered hinself into the. hole, becane a head and
shoul ders that ducked into the nether depth. He returned
al nrost i mmedi ately, carrying two quite nornal -1 ooking
books.

"I''l'l be up before breakfast to collect those, so read as
much of them as you can before you go to sleep. It's true
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they haven't fed you so far, but we can't take any chances.
Gve nme those fruit rinds.

A minute later Holroyd was examning with trenbling

fingers the first of the two volunes. At first he nerely
thunbed hastily. He felt such a bl azing eagerness to see
everything that he caught only tantalizing glinpses of pic-
tures and page after page of print. It was print, clear black
ink inpressed onto a white background. The paper was of a
stiff but not too glossy nmaterial, and the pages were bound
wi th sonething that | ooked Iike gl ue.

The pictures were all col ored photographs, or else draw
ing done with such minute attention to detail that the
illusion of photography was instantaneous. And the illusion
remained as he riffled the pages with only an occasi ona
excited pause for a nore careful exam nation

The book was titled 'Hi story of Gonwonlane fromthe
Earliest Times' Wth deliberate will, Holroyd turned finally
to page one of the text and read:

"In the beginning was the Shining One, Ptath, god of

| and, sea and space, on whom be all prai se heaped, and
countl ess prayers offered that he may return to his
chosen fromhis mllions of years of merging with the
race, which noble sacrifice he nmade for the glory of his
peopl e and for the devel opnment of his spirit, O Diyan, O
Kol la and divine Rad.'

Hol royd blinked at the words, then reread them frown-

ingly, noting the reference to mllions of years. A slow
smle canme finally. The author was being just a little too
soul ful, the cynical twist inthe '"lip" service too apparent.
The second paragraph confirned the inpression, for it

began wi thout further preanbl e:

"Earth is a very old planet, |long inhabited by human

bei ngs. The continents and seas have suffered nany cat a-
clysnic changes, not the | east of these being the gradua
di ssol ution of ancient Gondwanal and and the equally
gradual re-solution of this mghtiest of all |and nmasses.'

Hol royd read the vol une from begi nning to end without
a pause, then picked up the second book with an automatic
and stupendous interest.

The title said: "History of the Wirld in Maps with

Expl anatory Text.' The cartographs showed Earth from
renotest tinmes, but the skillful, detailed drawi ngs of the
continents of long ago had an unreal quality that he
couldn't seemto concentrate on. In the end only nodern
Gonwonl ane mattered. It was a |long and wi de stretch of
|l and that ran nore than hal fway around the southern

hem sphere, bul ged trenendously toward the north, and
termnated at a point well east of what nore than a
hundred million years before had been, according to the
text, 'ancient Asdralia.’

Gonwonl ane was el even thousand kanbs |ong, five thou-
sand kanbs at its widest, and it was bounded in the north-

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (21 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

west by the nountai nous thousand-kanb w de i sthnus of
Nushirvan. In an al nost blank nental operation, Holroyd
estimated that a kanb was one and a quarter niles. Then, he
returned to his studying with a gaze that seened glued to

t he page.

The land to the north of the Nushirvan isthnmus, where

anci ent greater Aneriga and the continent of ancient

Bret on had once been, was | abel ed Accadistran. Only a
series of large | akes marked where once had been the Atlan-
tic Ccean. The body of water between Accadi stran and
Gonwonl ane was called the Sea of Teths. The popul ati on of
Gonwonl ane was fifty-four billion, of Accadi stran nineteen
billion and of the outlaw state of Nushirvan five billion
Geol ogi cal ly, Nushirvan was the nost recent |and body on
the planet, having rocketed out of the sea only thirty
mllion years before.

The tenple town of Linn, Holroyd | ocated at the extrene

east of the great southern |and nass. The city of Ptath was
ei ghty-three hundred kanbs fromLinn to the northwest as

the screer flies. Mghty Ptath itself was situated on the bay
of the Geat diff of the Teths Sea about twelve hundred
kanbs fromthe nearest outjut of Nushirvan.

The wonder of it grew and grew. Holroyd kept clinbing

to his feet, pacing the floor, book in hand in a thrall of
fascination. He reread whol e sections of the history with its
account of a goddess-ruled empire so vast that his mind
alternately quailed and soared fromthe picturing of it. But
slowy a conviction formed, a steeling of his nmind, a heady
certainty that there wasn't a soldier fromthe 1944 blitz of
Germany who would really be fazed by such a situation as

t hi s.

He was dead. Except for this resurrection in the body of a
god, he would be lying in a noldering tank on a battlefield
so long forgotten that the soil, the nenory, the very idea of
it seenmed already a curious and inpossible tale.

A sound disturbed the hard brightness of his thought. The
stone was noving. Wth a swift, tw sting novenent, Hol -

royd strode over, bent, pulled the slab up with an effortless
strength. H's mnd was cool and steady. He had a plan as
sinple as it was direct.

Tar's head popped up through the square opening.
' Thanks,' he puffed. 'This nmoving of stones is wearing me
down. |'ve got your breakfast.'

"You' ve got ny what?' Holroyd exclained. H s single-

ness of purpose, his will to concentrate only on his plan,
suffered an eclipse. He hadn't slept! He'd read all night

wi t hout even thought of sleep. He sighed deeply. The

reason was obvious, of course. Gods didn't sleep. O at |east

they didn't need to. Perhaps he could if he tried. He saw
that Tar was looking at himwi th surprised eyes.

"What's the matter?' Tar asked.
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Hol royd shook his head. 'Nothing. | didn't realize I'd
slept so long."'

The little man grinned. That is a good sign. You're
| ooking a ot better. I'Il bring your breakfast up right away.
Then | want to talk to you.'

"And | to you,' said Holroyd.

Tar had been withdrawing into the tunnel. He straight-

ened. He eyed Holroyd narrowly, and said, 'For a man who

was nearly dead yesterday, you're taking a quick interest in
life. What's on your m nd?

"I"1l tell you after |1've eaten,' Holroyd replied cautiously.
"It's in connection wi th something you nentioned.

There's only one thing |'ve nentioned,' said Tar with a
surprising coldness, 'that you in your position would be
interested in: | told you that the rebels mght find you
useful because you clained to be Ptath. That's it, isn't it?

Hol royd was silent. He hadn't thought of this roly poly,
bouncing little man as having such a qui ck understandi ng,

but it was his toughness that really shocked him For the
first tinme, he wondered what Tar was in jail for. He'd better
proceed carefully. Tar was his one contact with the outside
wor | d.

"What about it?" Holroyd said.

Tar shrugged. 'I'msorry | nentioned it in the first place.
Because it's off. They're not interested. They don't see how
it could be worked in any practical fashion, and besides it
woul d be too easy for you to vanish into distance. |'m being
quite frank.'

"But they could free nme?'

The little man stiffened as if he recognized the depth of
will that was behind the quietly spoken words. H s eyes
studi ed Hol royd warily. He nodded finally, grudgingly.

'Good,' said Holroyd. Tell themto cone and get ne
toni ght."'

Tar started to | augh. The laugh broke in the mddl e,
instantly bridging the gap fromsound into silence. He
clinmbed out of the hole and scow ed at Holroyd. Hi s eyes
were slitted, his lips a knife-thin line. Standing there, he
seenmed a snmall aninmal of a man tensing for action. He said

in an ugly tone:

That's a fine way for a fellowto talk after our organiza-
tion has just saved his life.'

The justice of the words stung. But Hol royd knew with

an utter conviction that the norality behind themdidn't
apply here. This was different. Ptath, the thrice greatest,
transcended any such confining ethics.

"Listen,' he said earnestly, 'the rebel |eaders made their
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rejection blindly, without regard to ny character or ny

personality, which renders their

decision ill considered,

I acking in imagination and, therefore, worthless.

He drew a deep breath and raced on: 'Tell them| am

prepared to play the role of Ptat

h on the |largest scale, that

if they are strong enough to seize this tenple | am prepared

to nmake it ny headquarters. Tel

themno arnmy will ever

gather recruits faster than the one that will swarm around

me. Soldiers conming to attack wil

| remain as ny followers. |

know enough to fool everybody including—- He stopped.

He had been intending to say inc

udi ng the goddess. But so

extreme a claimwould not carry weight. He finished:

"—ncl udi ng peopl e of the highest

"That's a ot of talk,' said Tar
in a dungeon.'

intelligence.'

coolly, '"froma man who's

"I was sick,' said Holroyd. 'Very sick.'

Tar frowned, said, 'I'll get int
take a week, though.'’

ouch with them It may

Hol royd shook his head. The prospect of a direct hostility
bet ween hinmself and Tar was not one that he relished. But

there could be no evading the pri

mes of his situation. Wiile

he still had several days' |eeway, it would be nadness to cut

the tinme between his escape and t
cl osel y.

She woul d conme. He was certain of

he goddess' arrival too

that. She would cone

by the fastest transportati on avail able.

"Tonight,' he said flatly. '"It's

got to be tonight.' Hi s gaze

fastened on the tunnel. 'Wat about ny escaping through

t here?'

There was no answer. Tar was |lowering hinself into the

hol e. As he ducked out of sight,
exam ned the bottom of the stone

Hol royd bent down,
and t hen strai ghtened,

smling grimMy. A noment |ater Tar handed up sone fruit,

a glass of liquid and sone bread.

he said quietly. "I'll see what
Hol royd suppressed a smile. '"I'm

"Help me | ower the stone,"’

can do for you.' :
sorry,' he said quietly,

"but 1've just noticed that there are notches in the stone for

fastening it frombelow 1'Il feel safer it the stone isn't

repl aced. "'

There was no answer to that either. One |ong, nalignant

gl are Tar gave him and then he was gone. But he cane

back; surprisingly he cane back

with lunch, wth supper

But he ignored Hol royd' s advances with a studied silence

that left no recourse finally but
CHAPTER V

SECRETS OF A TEMPLE
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THE tunnel was a narrow shape of dark and |ight.

Tiny light sticks protruded fromthe ceiling, which was so
| ow that Holroyd had to bend al nbst doubl e as he wal ked.
There were side passages, dark hol es scarcely big enough
for a man's body. Holroyd ignored them It wouldn't do to
|l ose his way in a | abyrinth of byways. H's only course nust
be to keep on this main corridor

Curiously, Holroyd exami ned the first |light stick. Like

the others, it was nmade of wood. It felt cold to his touch,
and when he pulled at it, it blinked out as if he had turned
the switch. It was attached to the ceiling by a wooden hi nge,

but the light didn't go on again till he shoved the stick into
contact with the concrete. The power nust come out of the
ground.

Hol royd was about to pass on when he noticed the tag
hanging fromthe hinge. On it was witten:

Cell 17
Cccupant : Ammesi a case.
Remar ks: None.

The tag on the second |ight said: 'Cell 16, Nane ...

Nrad ... Made the mistake of hitting back at a tenple
soldier.' Holroyd studied the laconic inscription with grim
eyes. Nrad's mistake was one that he coul d appreciate.

At the end of the line of lights, in the darkness beyond

cell No. 1, was a steep, narrow stairway. Holroyd clinbed

up it past dully lighted corridors, but it was the nmenta

i mge that came that disturbed him the picture of hinself

in this subterranean world of a tenple that towered into the
bl ue dark sky of an earth that had aged two hundred

mllion years since his own birth. The tine invol ved was
meani ngl ess, more alien than death. Funny how pasts

meant nothing. There was only this clinbing up a secret
stairway in a half light, clinmbing—ten, eleven, twelve |evels.

He reached the twelfth and | ast, searched with a bri ef

intentness for an outlet mght take himto the roof, and
finding none, stepped gingerly into the passageway and

wal ked along it. The ceiling here was high enough for him
to wal k erect. But here as on the dungeon | evel were
branching tunnels that he ignored on the sane sinple
theory that, by nmoving in straight lines, he wouldn't get
| ost. Here too, were tags on every light. The first one
read:

'Sadra, kitchen maid, pro-rebel, one of her lovers talka-
tive Keep Sergeant Gan. Peephol e but no entrance.'’

It proved a typical tag. Every roomwas occupied by a
woman servant of some kind; nost of them had | overs,
nost were rebel supporters—and every one that Holroyd
peered in at was sound asl eep

The el eventh floor was occupied entirely by nmen servants,
all sleeping. Soundl essly, Holroyd worked his way down the
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narrow stairway. Commbn zos occupied the eighth |evel,
common fezos the seventh. The dark robes that hung over
chairs and over the ends of beds identified them priests!
priestesses! The fourth |level was the apartnent of the
tenmpl e prince, and, the general direction tag went on
his daughter, G ya, the tenple princess.

of

Anbi tious Gya, Holroyd thought savagely, cunning,
treacherous, quick-thinking, power-covetous Gya. Wth

cl enched teeth, he peered through the peephole that was

| ocated at this end of her apartnent. It took a nmonent to
grasp the whole picture. In the imediate foreground of his
narrow | ine of vision was a |arge, heavily carpeted room
There were settees, chairs, tables. At the far side was the
open door of a bedroom and it was there that real interest
began.

The edge of the bed and a long, narrow shining table with

a mrror nounted on it, showed through the door. On a

chair beside the table, at right angles to the door, sat the
tenpl e princess. Her lips were noving. Holroyd pressed his
ear agai nst the peephole. Formess words drifted to him an
unintel li gi ble yet nel odi ous nmonot ony of sound. After

m nutes of watching, listening to that flow of sound, Hol -
royd left the peephol e. Woever she was talking to couldn't
possibly matter as much as his search for a passageway to
the screer pens, his need to fly off into the still dark uni-
verse of eastern Gonwonl ane.

For a tineless period he prowl ed al ong si de passageways,
taking care not to venture too far afield. It nust have been
two hours |ater when he found hinself again on the fourth

| evel —-and the tenple princess was still talking. Frankly
curious, Holroyd funbled his way al ong the branch corri dor
that led in the direction of her bedroom He stared in at her
in amazenent. She was alone. Her |ips were noving, arti-

cul ating; and her voice, as he put his ear against the tiny
aperture through which he had peered, cane strong and

cl ear:

'—tet his nminutes be days, his hours be years, his days
centuries. Let himknow endless tine as he lies in the dark
his mnutes be days ... his hours ... years— Over
and over the words were intoned; and at first Holroyd tried
to think of themas a prayer, one of those endlessly re-
peat ed, sensel ess things designhed to beat the nind into a

pattern.

Then that first inpression collapsed. Holroyd felt a
ment al di zzi ness, a daze of horror, an understanding at
once conprehensive and as deadly as fl eshed steel. Wat
was she saying? Wat was she saying? 'Let his days be
centuries.' Wy, that's what they had been—for Ptath.

Too late Holroyd realized that his personal mnd

paral ysis had briefly lost himcontrol of his body to a m nd
that had no fear, no doubts. Even as he grew aware that his
hands were mani pul ating the secret entrance to the room

the action was done; he was committed. He stepped

t hrough the opening and he nust have nade sone sound

because the woman came to her feet and turned with a
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tigerishly swift and i nhumanly viol ent novenent.

Funny, her appearance, Holroyd thought. He hadn't

really | ooked at her body through the peephole. But then,
he hadn't suspected. Hard to inmagi ne just when the trans-
formati on had taken place. It must have been on the road,
an attunenent derived fromthe thought, the recognition of
the god Ptath by the tenple princess. The flash of recog-
nition nust have | eaped across ei ght thousand three hun-
dred kanbs to the distant city of Ptath and instantaneously
brought the goddess to possess the princess' body. How it
had been done was another thing entirely, inpossible to
expl ore now.

It didn't matter. He had betrayed Tar and the secret of

the hi dden passageways, and he felt a fury agai nst the
savage force inside himthat was using his understanding
and know edge with such an utter disregard for danger and
consequences. The anger ran its brief, futile course.

There was only the Goddess I nezni a.

She stood there, and she was different than Ptath's

menory had pictured. Fromthe nenory, Holroyd had

t hought of a sinple, god succunbing to the deliberately dis-
pl ayed charns of the first woman who smled at him He
shoul d have known that Ptath would not be easily im

pressed by any human being, and at the sane tine would

not be consciously aware of special qualities in those who
did inpress his untamed m nd.

The wonman bl azed with |ife. No wonder the tenple

prince had frowned in amazenent at his transforned

daughter. Her eyes were pools of flanelike intensity; her
body shed an aura as strong as blazing fire. Only her voice,
when it came, was soft, though there was an eagerness init,
a strange passion and pride that, for an instant, had no
relation to any reality.

"Peter Holroyd,' she glowed. 'Ch, Ptath, this is a great
monent in our lives. Do not be alarmed by my recognition
of your identity. Know only this, that we have tasted vic-
tory. We have won the first, though not the nost dangerous
round in the Goddess Ineznia's deternined way to destroy
you.

"She it was who drew you to Gonwonl ane fromthe

parallel tinme before you were due to conme nornmally. Wth-
out know edge, stripped of power, you were to be material -
ized in the citadel palace, and destroyed.

"Wait! Do not speak!' Her voice was suddenly as strong

as a vibrating steel bar. Holroyd, who had parted his lips to
express bew | dernment, closed them again. Not the goddess,

he thought; this was not the goddess. The wonman was

pressing on, her voice nore urgent:

"Al'l those initial plans of hers |I have frustrated. Using
my carefully hoarded remmant of god power, of which she
knew nothing, | placed you at this renote point of Gon-
wonl ane, usurped the body of the tenple princess, and
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pl aced your el enental mnd under a constant strain of

pressure designed to draw fromits depth the 'whol e per-
sonality of its last reincarnation. Wth success has this been
done. And so, Peter Hol royd' —her tone was bell-1ike—

"your fight for life begins. Act nuch as you would if you
were in eneny territory. Be abnormally suspicious, but hold
beyond all your previous conceptions on anything you

decide to do. In crises trust your immortal body.

"Here is what you must do: You nust conquer Nushir-

van by any neans that may occur to you. Think about that

as you fly toward Ptath this night. It will take alittle tine
for your mnd to grasp the inportance of this attack

" And now —she gave hima strangely sad smile—that is

all 1 can tell you. Except for that, ny |lips are sealed by the
same spell that has held ny body in a dungeon of the

citadel palace for nmore ages than | have been able to count.

Pt at h—Pet er Hol royd—your second wi fe, long forgotten

L'onee will try to do nore for you as the opportunity

occurs, but now, quick, out onto ny bal cony and down

across the courtyard to the screer pens and—-

Her voice trailed. Her eyes wi dened and flicked beyond

Hol royd' s shoul der. Holroyd half turned as the arrow from
Tar's bow whi sked past his head and buried itself in the
worman's | eft breast. For a nonent she stood rigid, then she
smled at Holroyd, a tender, eager smle. Holroyd caught
her as she crunbl ed, heard her nunbl e:

"Just as well that this body die. It would renmenber—too
much. Good | uck!'

Behind him Tar was shouting: 'Hurry, man, get into
these clothes. W're |eaving right away.' There were ot her
cries in the vague di stance, somehow gal vani zi ng him

As he ran his nmenory of her was of a rather plunpish

young wonman, fromwhomthe flame of |ife had departed,

lying very still on a thick rug. That nenory remai ned

sharp and clear until he was being pulled onto the back of a
crouching screer by a dimy seen rider. The hanmerlike

beat of the windmll-1ike wings, the bangs of the wind as the
bird flewitself into the cloudy night sky crowded the picture
fromhis mnd. And then—

There was a wailing cry fromthe driver of Holroyd's
screer. 'I"'mhit!' the man screaned. He seened to throw
hi nsel f forward on the back of the bird. Wen Hol royd
reached forward into the darkness where the man had been,
there was nothing but an enpty saddle. A faint scream
floated up fromthe night bel ow.

He was al one on an uncontrolled screer in a strange,
fantastic worl d.

CHAPTER VI
FLI GHT THROUGH THE NI GHT

THE noon cane out from behind an enornous
cloud. A great orb of nobon it was, mghtier than Hol royd
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had ever seen. It was very near, as if Earth and its silver,
shi ni ng daughter had drawn cl oser to each other since the

|l ong-forgotten twentieth century. The | owering gl obe

| ooked ten feet in dianeter. It filled the night with radiance.
By its light, Holroyd had his last glinpse of Linn

The tenple town shone softly in the noonlight that

bathed it. The tenple itself towered white and pure, like a
pillar silhouetted in a light of its own. Around it spread the
trees of the park, dark and strange. The first circle of build-
i ngs began just outside the park. Gradually, the scene

receded into distance. The town became a nisty shape on a

vast, blurred land. That was the picture that stayed with

Hol royd, the tininess of the town, the inmmensity of the

| and.

Hs mind let the towmn go. His attention w thdrew from

the past it represented, as it had deserted the woman earlier.
He felt a sadness, a great melancholy. It struck himsharply
that he had been striving all these mnutes to push out of

his mnd the i mage of a human body falling down, down

into the night. He was nore shocked than he cared to

admt. Death of compani on and eneny he had seen often

enough, but always there had been the know edge in the

case of the friends, that he had no personal responsibility,
and to hell with the eneny.

But this was friend, though personally unknown. And

nmore than friend, a rescuer, who gave his life in the noble
act. One nore body, Holroyd thought darkly, one nore
shattered bit of flesh seeking its traditional and terrible
union with the soil of earth. How many nmen had tunbl ed
reluctantly fromheights into that abnormal nmerging with
the | and? How many during two hundred million years?

The thought yielded to the rushing wind, the flapping of
meaty wings, the night that seened endl ess. Rage cane
agai nst the darkness. 'Dann you, Ptath, what are you

trying to do—bal ance off seven hundred years in one
ni ght ?'

It should be getting light, Holroyd thought blankly. Wy,
the tenple's inhabitants had been asleep for hours, and he
had been out here on this great airplane of a bird for yet
nmore hours. But the night went on. Sonething was w ong,
definitely wong about this incredible flight through an
endl ess dar kness.

In the great rushing dark, Holroyd shifted uneasily in his
saddl e. L' onee, whoever, whatever she was, had said she
woul d hel p himagain. Was this sonme version of that hel p?
It seenmed hardly probable. Because she had also told him
that he nust go to the Nushirvan front to attack and de-
stroy the outlaw State. Holroyd' s mnd poised there, rue-
fully. He must attack Nushirvan with its popul ation of five
billions, its endl ess nountains, its powerful and cunning
fighting nen. He | aughed curtly. The harsh sound of his

| aught er was snatched fromhis l[ips by the whining w nd,
and lost in the vast night. But the thought renained; and
after a nonent he knew what she had nmeant and why it

was possi bl e.

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (29 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

In all ages a fewnen with wills of iron and personalities
to match rul ed, and nade the decisions upon which the
masses of their times built their lives. Very sinply, very
starkly, the dem -god Hol royd-Ptath nmust go to the Nushir-
van front, take control of all the armes there and blitz
Nushi rvan before the Goddess |neznia knew what was
happeni ng.

Hol royd drew a deep breath. He'd have to get in touch

with the rebel groups, of course. And find out what the
panphl et Tar had shown himhad nmeant in its statenent

that prayers were the source of the god power of the god-
dess. Because, if that was true, then where did Ptath derive
his power?

Abruptly, he felt the imensity of what was here. The
excitenent of it clanged inside him 'A 1944 brain,' he

t hought shakily, 'dom nating the body of the god of Gon-
wonl ane.' Hi s consciousness lifted up to grasp at the won-
der of it; his whole being blazed with sensational thoughts.
And the strange | ong ni ght |engthened.

Dawn came with tropical sw ftness. The sun reared from
the horizon behind himand splashed its |light across vil-

| ages, farns, forests that had in their texture the shape of
jungle. A green, prolific land it was.

Far to the north glittered a dark sea, and ahead was a

city. The city was very far away, so vaguely seen that it
kept fading into the m st of distance. There seened to be a
nmonstrous towering cliff beyond it. A cliff? Holroyd

frowned. Ptath was the city of the great cliff, and no screer
coul d possibly have flown a seven-day journey in one night.
Even as the denying thought canme, Hol royd knew better

This was what the endl essness of the night had neant. Sone-
body was pulling himtoward Ptath. Was it L'onee?

Abruptly, he knew that he couldn't even think of taking
the chance. He had to force this beast down. Here. Now.
This minute. He felt a sagging sensation. The next instant,
|i ke an enornous prey-bound hawk, the screer plumeted
toward a distant rimof the jungle.

The | and bel ow seened uni nhabited. At the | ast nonent

Hol royd had a glinpse of a small, red-roofed house inset in
a green shelter of spreading palmtrees; and then the
massi ve bird had flashed over the low |line of jungle beyond.
It cane down in a clearing, ran at top speed, flapping its
wings madly. As it cane to a plunging halt, Holroyd saw

for the first tine the tufts of feathers on its ribbed, |eathery
neck. The sight struck himsharply, brought a ponderous
wonder as to the screer's twentieth-century ancestor. But
the devel opnent of flesh and bone was too radical; the

physi cal structure would probably require the nost detail ed
scientific investigation. But not by himwho had never been
abl e to recogni ze by sight nore than a dozen birds. The
reverie ended as a silvery voice spoke from behind him

"You woul d be wise, Peter Holroyd—Ptath—to clinb
down. '
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Hol royd twisted in his saddle. A girl stood in a narrow
pat hway twenty-five feet away. There was a qui et earnest-
ness in her dark eyes, a sadness in her olive-conpl exi oned
face, and a fire of personality that was unni st akabl e.

"Hurry!' said the voice of this new L' onee. 'The flying

screer does not linger long in one place untended. Be

careful not to walk in front of it. It will not hesitate to peck
at you. Besides,' she finished urgently, 'we, you and |

Ptath, have but a brief hour together. There is no tinme to
waste.'

As he slipped to the ground, Holroyd experienced em
barrassnent. It was hard at first to determine the origin of
the feeling, but after a nonment he realized that it was her
acceptance of himas Ptath regardless of the alien ego of
Hol r oyd whi ch had domi nated the Ptath body now for

hours. That dominati on was so conplete that he could fee
no difference. Ptath was Holroyd. It was a Hol royd, per-
haps, who took the reality around hima little too nuch for
granted; a Holroyd who mi ght have been on his way to the
Gonwonl ani an equi val ent of a nmadhouse if he had actually
been in his own body. But, except for that, the merging of
god and man into nman was so thorough that even the god
menory had a dreamike quality. It was the supremacy of

his personal identity that nade the worman's intinmate accep-
tance of himconfusing as he wal ked slowy toward her

She had not noved from her first position. Her eyes were
dark and | um nous. Her black hair hung down the back of

her head in cascades, but it was not well brushed. Her face
had the healthy prettiness of a country girl. Her well built
body Was definitely youthful. Holroyd saw that she was

wat chi ng his survey of her, a faint enigmatic smle on her
l'ips.

"Pay no attention to this form Holroyd,' she said finally.
"It is that of a peasant girl nanmed Moora who |lives with her
father and nother a quarter of a kanb from here.

Payi ng no attention to her was easier said than done. She
glowed with life. Wen she turned to wal k al ong the trai
her nmovenent had in it such springiness of youth, such an
easy grace, that Holroyd stopped, fascinated. Hurriedly,
however, he fell into step behind her, treading the narrow
path wordl essly for several mnutes. But at |ast he said:

"Where are we goi ng? And what about the screer?

She did not answer. They were deeper in the forest now.
Trailing vines hung down fromthe trees. And so dense was

the |l eafy foliage overhead that the long, slanting rays of the
nmor ni ng sun did not penetrate the gloom It was a silent

world of half Iight.

"How is it," Holroyd called, '"that | reached the city of
Ptath in one night's flying?

"WAait with your questions,' cane the answer. 'As for the
screer, you need it no nore.
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They wal ked on. Hol royd thought of how the night just

passed had | asted and | asted. H s sense of danger increased,;
the consci ousness that every passing mnute could bring
titanic surprise grew strong. Was he, who had been |ured
into a dungeon, follow ng without question the woman who
had lured himinto it?

' See here— Hol royd began. And let his words trail

The pat hway, that had been so confining, was w dening. A
clearing spread out and there, a little to Holroyd's right,
was the small buil ding he had seen fromthe air. There was
no sign of life. Over everything lay a profound still ness.

The silence extended to the house. It was a one-story
structure, nice-looking, a design of skillfully cut wood. It

| ooked neat, as if pleasant, whol esome people had |ived
there. Had |ived. The deserted effect was relieved by the rug
runner in the outer hallway. Standing on the threshold,

Hol royd | ooked first at the al cove that opened at the right
to what nust be the living room and then he | ooked sl ant-
wise at the girl.

"I amglad,' she said earnestly, 'that you are cautious

about entering. But think! It was necessary that | trick
Ptath into entering the tenple dungeon in order that Hol -
royd m ght be reborn. As for the rest, be assured that | will
go first wherever | ask you to go.

It wasn't, Holroyd told hinself, that he had had any rea
doubt once she herself had entered, but why was he here at
al |l ? He shook his head dubiously. Then gave his attention
to his surroundi ngs.

The living roomwas scantily furnished. There were hard
chairs, a rug, a chest, a table, a wooden |ight stick hanging
fromthe ceiling, and in one corner on a dais a gl ow ng

metal bar. It extruded fromthe center of the dais. It shone
with a dull violet radiance. Holroyd saw that the girl's eyes
were follow ng his gaze.

"A prayer stick!' she said.

Prayer stick. This then was the source of the Goddess

I neznia's god power. Hol royd noved toward the dais. How
did it work? Just what did it do? He turned toward the girl
curiously, and realized that she was still talking:

‘Moora's parents are away and we are alone, Ptath, you
and | alone for the first time in ... in—

She hesitated, then si ghed. "The time,'" she went on
wearily, '"has no nmeaning. It is so long that | have died a

hundred nillion deaths for need of you.'

Her voice went on, nore eagerly now, 'Once nore | shal

be all wonen for you. Today, you can claimne as a

peasant girl naned Moora; tonorrow | shall be the beauti-

ful girl fromthe silver city of Trinano, whom you see by
chance in the street; the day after that a fancied | ady of the
court shall lie in your arnms, and once nore it will be really
I, your happiest wife. Thus it was with us in the old days;

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (32 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

so it will be again. O course there is first of all this
wr et ched busi ness of Inezni a.

Hol royd hardly heard the | ast sentence. It was what she

had said. The words quivered in his brain, the neaning of
every syllable as distinct as the print in a book. The hard
thought came that no blitz soldier should feel at a loss in a
situation like this.

"But | ook here,' he heard hinself say, 'do you nean to
tell nme that you actually used to take possession of other
wonmen so that—

He couldn't go on. He saw that the girl was staring at
him A nmoue of disappointnment winkled her |ips.

"Ch, Ptath,' she chided, '"it is you who have changed i f

you find wongness in what we did of old. You were the
philanderer. | but yielded to your desire. It is your will and
yours alone to which I shall conform al ways.'

There was nothing he could say to that. The justice of the
reproof was only exceeded by the strange pliancy of charac-
ter reveal ed by the confession. A worman who catered to
every abnormality of her husband's |usts. L'onee, Holroyd
thought, L'onee, what feet of clay you have. No wonder

your real body is lying enchained in a pal ace dungeon,
prisoner to sonmeone who | ooked at least a little bit beyond
pl easure.

"Look,' Holroyd said slowy, 'you didn't bring nme here

just to nake |ove to you. And, besides, | want to know how

you did it. How did that screer fly so straight to where a
peasant girl waited in a jungle clearing? Another thing,' he
pressed on, 'that accident of the driver falling off the screer
—was that an accident?

"Wit!' Hs voice was a resonant force. He waved vi o-

lently toward the dais. "This prayer stick! How does it

work? It seens to be nade of netal, alnpbst |ooks |ike steel
And the funny part of that, when | think it over, is that it's

the first metal |1've seen since comng to Gonwonl ane.' He
finished, 'wvell?

Her expression was quiet now. A shadow of a smile

touched her eyes and then was gone. But Hol royd did not

m ss the faint anmusenent. Better watch out, he warned

hi nsel f. This woman's character was undoubtedly nore
conplicated than any single facet of her mght indicate.
After a nonment she had still nade no answer. She stood
studying him and it was curious, the intent expression in
her eyes. As if she was considering his reaction to somne-
thing that was still only in her mnd. Abruptly, she wal ked
over to the dais, fromwhich protruded the prayer stick. She
beckoned Hol royd, and there was a comrandi ng note in

her voice as she said:

Take nmy hand, and I will show you how t he peasants

pray. It is important that you learn about this, as it is from
the totality of billions of such sticks as this that god power
is derived."'
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Hol royd shook his head. He had no sense of making an

abrupt decision. The will, the consci ousness had been grow
ing on him and now he knew that he was not taking

anot her step forward that involved collaboration with any-
body or acceptance of anybody's statenents. He had been
rushed along with blinding speed. That was over. Above
everything el se he needed a few days to orientate hinself,
and plan his future actions. He grew aware that L'onee nust
have realized the reason for his reluctance. She cane
hurrying back to him

"Don't be foolish,' she said earnestly. 'There's notine to
waste. Delay of any kind might be fatal.'

There was nothing to say to that. Beyond doubt dangers
existed. It didn't matter. It was sinply not in his nature to
go on charging forward into the unknown. Hi s silence nust
have seened |like a hesitation. The girl, with an inpatient
gesture, snatched his hand and pulled at him

' Come,' she urged. 'No matter what el se you do, you
must | earn about this.'

Her strength was surprising, but Holroyd di sengaged

hinself with a quiet finality. 'l think,' he said, '"that I am
going to pay a visit to the city of Ptath before | do anything
el se.'

He turned, and without a word, without waiting for her

to speak, wal ked into the hallway and out of the house.

Twi ce, while the tiny place was still visible, he | ooked back.
"But there was no novenment, no sign of life. Silent as a
house of evil, it stood in the light of the early norning sun

and vani shed from his sight as he plunged into the dense
under gr owt h.

CHAPTER VI |
THE REALM OF DARKNESS

THE jungl e was warm and nuggy, and it took about

an hour of steady westward wal king to break out of it.

Hol yroyd stopped short. He had come into the open on a

hillside and there was a long line of hills facing him barring
any view he night have had of the city of Ptath. To the

north was a dark, glittering sea. But he scarcely noticed

t hat .

It was the valley below that held his attention. The valley
was a mlitary canp. It swarned with nen and beasts and

bui | di ngs—and wonen. The presence of the wonen puzzl ed

him But after a monent that wondernent cleared. O

course! This was a pernanent encanpnent, with establish-
ments for married nen.

Maneuvers, sone kind of training, seenmed to be in pro-
gress. He watched the unfanmiliar pattern of action for a
while. There seened to be a | ackadai sical quality about
everything. The grinb-nounted cavalry galloped in a

| eisurely fashion, the riders carrying | ong wooden | ances,
and they had a habit of swerving their beasts out of |ine
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before a group of wonen, conversing for a mnute, and

then cantering off after the main body. It | ooked disgrace-
ful, froma distance, though there was probably an expl ana-
tion for it.

As far as Holroyd could see in either direction along the
val l ey were soldiers and buildings to house sol diers, shining
white in the sun. There was nothing to do but cross the

valley. If he avoided Ptath's acquisitive tactics, he should be
able to thread his way w thout even being noticed. He

estimated the distance at five miles—an hour and a hal f.

He was about a third of the way across, passing quietly

near a group of men and women, when there was a thunder

of heavy paws. A long line of grinbs roared by within ten
feet of him Mst of the riders | ooked at himcuriously. But
one man, a tall, fancily dressed chap, with colorful feathers
in his alpine hat, stared in blank astoni shnent, then reined
his great beast out of the line. He bowed | ow in his saddle.

"Prince Ineznio!' he cried. 'Your unprecedented surprise
visit will thrill the arny. | shall informthe marshal at
once. '

He whirled away toward the nearby group of nmen and

wonen, |eaving Holroyd with a nmenory of what the tenple
prince had said on the road, that Ptath resenbled, not only
the statue in the tenple, but a nan called Prince |Ineznio.
Not until this nonment had that vaguely renenbered re-

mar k suggest ed danger.

Hol royd exami ned his situation with narrowed eyes. The
valley was a world of nmovenment of nmen and aninmals. There
were buil dings and soldiers behind as well as in front, and
on every side of him And com ng toward himwas a throng

of officers and their wonen.

There was no way out, nothing to do but try to carry off
the m staken identity. If these people accepted himas

I neznio, he could learn fromthemthe details of the arny's
make-up, and then—the Nushirvan front! He felt suddenly
inmpatient with fear and caution, and an eager excitenent.
The details of the inpersonation were not inportant. The

al nost certainty that his voice would not resenble that of
Ineznio, didn't matter. He was Ptath, thrice greatest Ptath,
the Ptath of Gonwonl ane.

The identification clanged in his brain. Wth a savage
confidence he watched as the group of officers and | adies
reached him paused, bowed | ow and waited, obviously for
acknow edgnent .

Hol royd gave it, ringingly, 'Il amhere to see maneuvers,
details of training. Let them proceed.

It was superbly done; only it was not Hol royd who had

done it, but Ptath. No, not even Ptath exactly. It was the
thought of Ptath's identity that had brought the arrogant
response. Ptath was becom ng nore val uable, nore inte-
grated, every hour. He saw that the group, having been
recogni zed, was at ease. The wonen were nostly young and
good-1 ooking; they eyed himwith a frank interest. Severa
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of the officers, one of themwith ten white and five red
feathers streaming fromhis al pine hat, cane forward. The
man was strong-faced, mddle-aged; he said quietly:

"W are honored, lord. You will probably not recall our
meeting at the pal ace when | was presented to you. | am
Mar shal Nand, conmandi ng the 9430t h rei nforcenent

corps, which is shortly to proceed to the Nushirvan front.'
Hi s voice went on, but in spite of all Holroyd's will to listen,
he couldn't. The flush of Ptath's personality began to fade.
H s mnd was bobbing Iike a cork in stormtossed waters, at
once stunned and absorbed. The nine thousand four hun-

dred and thirtieth arnmy corps. Back home an armny corps
conpri sed anywhere fromforty to ninety thousand nen.

His own inpression was that he had seen nore than that in
this green, luscious valley. But suppose it was the smaller
figure. Forty thousand nmen in one corps out of nine thou-
sand four hundred and thirty nmeant roughly ninety-four
mllion times four—four hundred mllion men.

The shock dwi ndl ed. Actually, it was a snall arny for a

country with a population of fifty-four billion. Nushirvan
alone, with its five billion popul ation, should be able to place
one billion nmen on the field of battle. Holroyd drew a deep

breath. There was a fascination inside him a soldier's
singing fascination at the military potentialities of such vast
and terrible arm es. He thought: They could be trained to
blitz tactics, with screers as planes, and grinbs as tanks.

Every minute the tremendousness of this vast |and was
becom ng nore apparent—the inportance of staying alive
and living, actually living here, as he would have to do.
Hol royd- Ptath, the god rul er of Gonwonl ane—

"And if you will conme this way, nost high excellency,' the
mar shal was saying, 'I will have typical units performfor
your benefit. O the three hundred and fifty thousand
officers and nmen in nmy corps—-

"Of the what? said Holroyd. But he didn't say it out

| oud. He was aware of hinself falling into step beside the
heavy-faced nmarshal, his brain once nore reeling out at a
tangent. His original estimte nust be increased ninefold.
Thirty-six hundred mllion nen not counting army corps
above the 9430th. Here were nearly twice as many sol diers
as there were human beings on the earth of 1944—the
greatest arny in the greatest |and that ever was. His arny,
his land, if he could but grasp it; if he could but frustrate a
goddess' schenes, a goddess' anbition, and take what was

hi s.

Beside him a woman's voice said softly, 'I am here, Ptath,
in a new body, to hel p—+o0 advi se—you.'

The worman's words had a queer effect. They brought

revul sion, a sense of having had unwhol esone t houghts.
Pet er Hol royd, Anerican, owning a worl d—dammed un-

denocratic nonsense! But could he hope to defeat that
strong and el enental Ptath part of himwhich had such
aspi rations? The doubt made himcold with anger as he
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twisted to glance at L'onee's new body. He cal ned sl owy.
Her new formwas that of a plunp, niddle-aged woran,

and the selection interested him Before he coul d speak,
L' onee whi spered agai n:

"I"'m Marshal Nand's wife. His mistress is over there to

your left. Ptath, the arny nust be transformed and reorgan-

i zed. Ptath, wonen were not allowed in arny training

camps until a few years ago when | neznia decided to destroy
you. She wanted to nake sure that the arny was not in
condition to launch the attack you woul d have to make on
Nushirvan just in case you ever got into position to make it.
But the rebel officers have resisted the deterioration, and so
the arny's basic condition is much better than she thinks.'

"My dear,' came the nmarshal's voice fromthe regi on of
Hol royd' s other shoul der, 'you nustn't whisper to his high-
ness.'

"I was telling himsonething very inportant,’' the woman
pouted. 'Wasn't |, Prince |neznio?

Hol royd snil ed, nodded. He felt suddenly inmensely
better. The smooth reply of the woman pleased him This
was |ife unfol ding around him noment by nonent.

L' onee's character had a lot in it that he didn't Iike, but she
was trying to help him He tried to picture all that that
meant. She had said her true body was inprisoned in a
dungeon. It was curiously hard to inagine the reality of
that. He woul d have to rescue her, of course. Just how or
when was as di m now as had once been the how of his
attack on Nushirvan. He didn't even know where she was

i mpri soned. And she couldn't tell him

Actual ly, the attack on Nushirvan wasn't any nearer. But

it had been inpossible. Now, a way seened open, in the far
di stance of tine. Perhaps a sinilar opportunity m ght occur
in regard to L' onee's body.

"Ptath!" It was L' onee again. 'You nustn't stay here any

| onger. You have seen all that is inportant. You know the

main faults of the army, lack of discipline largely due to the
presence of a mistress in every soldier's hut, a situation

deliberately created by the goddess in her will to destroy
you. Now that you know this basic truth, you cannot waste
any nore tinme here with one twenty-thousandth of the

army that must be changed. | swear to you every hour, even
every mnute, is vital

"Renenber, Ptath, ny body is lying in a dungeon darker
than that which held you for such a brief period. If she
should find ny flesh untenanted, she could destroy it—-and
she woul d, instantly—and then only you, in your ful
strength, could again render nme capable of being a pole of
power. Ptath, for nmy sake as well as your own, |let ne take
you to the next phase of what you nust learn in your fight
to save your life, and mne. Ptath, let ne take you out of
here through the real m of darkness.'

Hol royd had listened to her uneasily, alnost unwillingly,
yet with the half conviction that he had seen the nmain
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faults of the arny, and anything nore could only be repeti-
tion with details. Now he stared at her in amazenent

' The real m of darkness?' he echoed.

She made an inpatient gesture. 'Merely a neans of

| eaving this valley. What you have discovered here is some-
thing I would have told you before this day was out. Ptath,
this nmorning is but begun, and yet a large portion of it has
been wasted in your personal discovery of two facts: the
defects of the arny, and that Ineznio is a real person who
resenbles you utterly, even to the texture of his voice.

"I could have told you both facts in two nminutes. Ptath,
spend this morning with me, listen to what | have to say.
Learn what | have to teach you. And then go to your de-
stiny in your own way. Ptath, say that you will go through
the real m of darkness. You have to say it. | amtoo weak to
take you by force or I would do so instantly.'

Hol royd hesitated, inpressed in spite of hinmself. She was
right. O all his problens since his arrival in Gonwonl ane,
the greatest was his lack of information. H's own rel uctance
to go on a conducted tour should not exclude a norning

spent in question and answer. Perhaps he had been a little
too hasty in | eaving her so abruptly. Beside him Marsha
Nand sai d:

"Here we are, Prince. Please nanme the establishment you
wish to see in action.

Nane the establishnent! Holroyd smiled ruefully. Yes,

go ahead and name it. Gve its technical nanme so that
everybody would instantly realize his easy famliarity with
the whole set-up. He faced the woman, whi spered hastily:

"I will go through the real mof darkness. Now what ?
The answer was—reality.

At first there was only darkness. It was intense, im
penetrabl e. Yet after a noment he knew that L' onee was
beside him H s awareness grew sharper. Shadows, he

t hought, he and the woman were shadows flickering in the
ni ght .

How f ar ?

The words touched his brain, though they were soundl ess

and not directed at him He couldn't understand that, just as
he coul dn't understand how he coul d catch her thought at

all. It was all very clear though that he was. His nind was
sensitive beyond all human possibility; and he waited tautly
with her for the answer.

The reply canme fromdi stance. All space and time sighed

with that answering thought; echoes surfeited the infinitely
bl ack vortex, plunging in all directions faster than the
shadowed shape of man and woman.

Fart her, sl ave!
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But the years are already | ong.
They will be |longer. On, on!

The night of tinme deepened. Ages dissolved into the
darkness, and the abysnal feeling cane to Holroyd that
eternity was as near as that all-envel oping night. He saw
that part of the wonman's nmind was growi ng appalled. It was
his first awareness that her consciousness was in two dis-
tinct sections. One portion withed with inpotent fury at
the task her body was performng; the other portion was the
sl ave, unresisting, dependent on that master brain sone-
where out there in far space. The lightless paths of the
uni verse rocked with the fears that burned in the servant
part of her mnd; that all was |ost, that hope itself nust die
in this black nothingness; and her thought cane harder,

t enser:

How f ar ?

Fart her, fool

But a hundred nmillion years have we gone.

Farther, oh, much farther.

For a while, then, the woman's enslaved mnd felt better,
calmer, nore confident. And the |ong night ended.

It was strange, the dream of darkness. Hol royd poi sed on

t he shadowed edge of consci ousness, puzzled by the curious
awar eness that was in him Wat had happened? He

pushed feebly at the unsettling sense of oddness; pushed
too, at the night that washed around him Finally he
opened his eyes.

He was not, as he had thought, lying down. Hs feet were
firmy on the floor; and from where he stood he could see
the peasant girl, Mora, standing facing him H s gaze
flicked beyond her, around her, at the famliar scene of the
living roomof the cottage in the jungle, which he had |eft
hours before. Holroyd's mnd | eaped with nenory. Back

here. She had brought hi m back—through the real m of

darkness. But how?

He said blankly, 'Have | been dream ng?
"It was a nenory,' said the girl.

That seemed to make no sense at all. Holroyd studied
her, but the girlish face was expressionless. After a nonent,
however, she added:

"It was the nenory of how Ptath was first brought to
Gonwonl ane. Only with your perm ssion and during the
transport period could | show you what happened. You will
agree that it is worth know ng.'

Hol royd stood still, running the picture, the nenory,

over in his nmind. 'But you were in it!' he said finally, and
for a nonent he had an enornous, al nbost an ow i sh con-
viction that he had picked a fatal flawin the whole story.
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"In fact, you were the one who actually brought ne.'

He paused, renenbering how part of her mnd had

been ensl aved, the other part withing in furious rebellion
agai nst the commands of that renote master voice. He

heard the girl saying softly:

"Yes, | was in it, but not willingly. Perhaps now you have
a clearer idea of the power that opposes you.'

Hol royd nodded, and slowly an unpl easant thrill coursed
along his nerves. Her explanation fitted with what he had
experienced, but that realization was sonething to be
accepted, and forgotten.

The woman, the being out there in space, who had com
manded. The Goddess I neznia! There was no di sm ssing
her. No | onger was she just a name, but reality. For the first

time, Holroyd realized that he was fighting for his life.

Wth deliberateness, Holroyd wal ked to the dais from

whi ch projected the prayer stick. Reaching it, he | ooked back
at the girl, questioningly. Then he notioned at the stick.
She nodded instantly and canme forward. Her swift response
made Hol royd smile ruefully. It was possible that he shoul d
apol ogi ze for having run out on her before just as she was
about to illustrate with this very prayer stick the origin of
god power. He decided not to. Because he had been right.

Under the circunstances, know ng nothing, surrounded by
strangeness his refusal to trust a stranger was justified.
There was still risk, but it was dinmer, her good will proved
by everything she had done. Beside him the girl said:

The prayer stick is inmportant. But first 1'd like to sumup
for you the hard necessities of your existence in Gonwon-

| ane.' She went on, 'You may have wondered why it is so
vital for you to conquer Nushirvan. It is because of the
Great Chair of Power. The chair was formerly at the citadel
pal ace but—and note this well—+t was noved because the
monent you sit in that chair you will regain all your

power .

"I't was noved by Ineznia into the capitol of the Nushir of
Nushirvan with the Nushir's perm ssion. Her belief is that
she can destroy you before you can hope to reach it. Ptath,
it is my opinion offered without qualification that only by
i nvasi on, using the |argest, nobst powerful armes ever or-
gani sed can you expect to reach the nysterious nanel ess
capitol of the Nushir and claimthe god-chair of Ptath.'

The girl paused, as if to give weight to every word, then
with the utnost gravity:

"The tine has conme, therefore, for the nost dangerous
action. At all costs we nust retain the initiative; and, as
soon as | have shown you the meaning of the prayer stick, |
shal | explain what | think you should do next.

"Now take ny hand.'

Hol royd took her hand gingerly. It felt warm al nost
tinglingly alive, as if the life force behind it had flame init,
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an electric, vibrant fire. The thought came; what an experi -
ence it would be to kiss a woman who was so alive! He

| ooked sharply at the girl. Had that subtle suggestion flowed
fromher mnd along her arn? He decided it hadn't. He

was perfectly capable of having such a thought all by

hi nsel f. He watched with sonber interest as the girl
reached for the prayer stick with her free hand. Just as her
fingers seened about to touch, she paused and hal f turned:

"I would like to remnd you nost urgently that you re-
senmbl e Prince Ineznio even to the texture of your voice.'

"What,' asked Holroyd, 'has that got to do with—

He stopped. He stopped because at that precise instant the
girl's reaching fingers clutched firmy the violet-tinged netal
bar. The first nust have plunged instantly through her other
hand that was holding his. It was as if he was holding a live
wire. Holroyd withed with silent agony. He fought to break
free. But there was no strength in his effort. Al the strength
was in the energy that poured into his body.

He had tinme to realize that once nore he had been
tricked.

CHAPTER VI |
THE CLI MBER ON THE CLI FF

FROM where she | ay huddl ed on the dungeon floor in

the pal ace, L'onee could still make out the form of the
CGoddess Ineznia. In the half light, seated in the great chair
that I neznia had brought down especially days and days
before, Ineznia's small, finely shaped body showed nove-

| ess. The gol den hair that crowned her head glittered
faintly. She crouched there, her head drooped, her arns

hung |istl ess—her essence obviously still away from her

body.

As L' onee watched that inert body, a pressure began to
build up, as of a mnd-wi nd bl owing out of a vast night.
Stronger it grew. Power flashed into the room The lights
that had been low, flared nore brightly, revealed a man's
body falling to the cenent floor. The body | anded with a
soft thud. Sinmultaneously, the gol den-haired worman in the
chair stirred. She opened her eyes. She | aughed.

It was a tinkle of sound, softly nusical. Ineznia glided to
her feet and stood above the dark woman. Her voice bl azed
with triunph:

"Ah, sweet L'onee, ny plan is working. He thinks I am

you, and he has already permtted ne to take himthrough
the real m of darkness. Accordingly, the nost dangerous of
the | esser spells, the necessity for showi ng himhow Ptath
was originally brought fromthe world of Holroyd to Gon-
wonl ane, i s now over.

"In addition he has felt the power flow of a prayer stick,
not as Ptath originally planned, a direct flow, but strained
t hrough ny body, divested of the two energies that were
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designed to stir his nmenory.' Her laughter trilled, then
faded as she said, alnost as if she was cal cul ati ng out
loud: 'l intend to keep himmentally off balance until at

| east three nore of the spells are canceled. After that it
won't matter. There are several ways | can force himto
cancel the sixth, aside fromthe attack on Nushirvan. As for
the seventh, if | can ever get ny hands on that chair for
exam nation, | don't think Ptath will have to sit init.'

She finished, 'l alnost forgot, L'onee dear. | have in-
cluded your nane in a large list of people to be executed,
which Iist he is going to be asked to sign. | don't really
expect himto sign. The list has another purpose, to provide
one nore reason why he will consider the attack on

Nushirvan inperative.

L' onee stared at her tormentor with curiosity. The child
face of the other was twisted with triunph. Ineznia's eyes
were wide, her lips slightly parted. Passion showed in every
contorted line of her expression, yet her face showed alert-
ness, strength and capability. L' onee thought wearily: Two
spel I s gone. Two of the seven cancel ed. She could picture
how skillfully it had been done. Ineznia, posing as L' onee,
gaining Ptath's confidence as she broke, one by one, the
spells that protected himfromfinal death. She forced an
overtone of her old, threadbare sardonicisminto her voice
as she said:

'So you pretended to be ne. Poor Ineznia! Wat a
difficult role that must have been. And has he nmade | ove to
you yet, lneznia dear? Have you broken that Ptath spell?

The gol den worman shook her head. 'l don't mind telling
you of ny temporary failure. The fool is a noralist.’

"But so was Ptath, renmenber?' L'onee's voice was richer
tinged with a malicious note. 'He would have none of your
sneaking off into other wonen's bodies.

She saw that she had struck fire. Ineznia was breathing
heavily. Her eyes flashed a blue flane of anger. Then she
| aughed, bright, brittle | aughter.

"What you do not seemto understand, L'onee, is that I
have Ptath here in Gonwonl ane ages before he woul d
normal |y be due. And what is more, he is controlled by a
human mind; a strong nmind, to be sure, but one which
cannot possibly adjust to Gonwonlane in time to interfere
with nmy plans.

"He will wake up tonmorrow thinking that | believe himto
be ny lover Prince Ineznio, and that you nade the substitu-
tion in order to show himthe urgency of an attack on
Nushirvan. Not for long will he resist the psychol ogica
forces that | ampreparing against him As for the second
spell, the necessity of Ptath recognizing ny rights by mak-
ing love to me—

Her | aughter cane vibrant and confident. There was

passi onate determination in that burst of good hunor. 'Do
you think he will resist nme, ne, when we are alone in ny

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (42 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

apartment? He will think that his only hope while he is in

the palace will be to keep up the pretense that he is |neznio.
' Perhaps now you are begi nning to understand why |

have coddl ed that fool Ineznio all these years, even to the

extent of allowing himthe male formof ny own nane.

Hi s resenbl ance to Ptath's ever-recurring body nade it

i mmeasurably worth while.

"And now, L'onee, | nust go. | amtaking himto Prince
Ineznio's apartnent. There he will return to consci ousness
some time tomorrow norning. 1'd like it even sooner than

that, but | have been disturbing the fabric of time, and nust
now strive for bal ance.'

As she turned away, the stone door opened, and four

men cane in. They fell to their knees, bowed to the floor,
then rose and picked up Holroyd's body. The goddess
followed themto the door, then paused, turned

"I want to warn you,' she said softly. 'lI have had to use
you as a pole of power, and the result is that for the first
time in ages you have a little power. Don't |eave your body.
I shall cone back here fromtinme to tinme, and if | find that
you are absent | shall destroy your form | need hardly tel
you how fatal that would be for you. You would then be
dependent on whatever power you still had, and that woul d
gradual |y weaken. Eventually, you would not have the
strength to | eave any body that you m ght have entered, and
would die with it after a prolonged period of agony.

"As you know, also, it is inmpossible for you to gain en-
trance to the flesh of any person in the pal ace w thout mny
being instantly aware—so govern yoursel f accordingly.

"One nore thing!" The smle on Ineznia's face was curi -

ously earnest. 'l know that you have sone vague hope that
Ptath arranged his spell in such a fashion as to trap nme. If |
di scover so nmuch as one trap anywhere along the |ine—and

I assure you that |I will know instantly—+ shall imrediately
destroy Ptath's present body and try again in his next re-
incarnation. But | shall not fail. |I shall be the sole and
eternal ruler of Gonwonlane. | |eave you with this pleasant

t hought .

This time she did not pause, but continued on through
the door. Instantly the roomwas plunged into darkness.

For long, the dark woman | ay al nost bl ank-ni nded,

consci ous only of the danp stone and of the chilling weight

of chains. A thought fornmed at l|last: Boastful fool, |nez-

nial So he's in Prince Ineznio' s apartnent. And yes, |nez-

nia, you're right. I have a little power at last. Enough to kil
hi m now, so that he can be born again.

It was hard getting out of her body, harder than she had
expected. The strain of keeping that human form of her

alive was al nost too nmuch for her neager resources. The
dungeon was too cold. Every mnute of life, every degree of
warnth, had to be fought for. But she was out, and aware

of her body lying beneath her in a visionless blackness. For
there could be no normal sense, no eyes, no ears, no touch,
inthis formess state, only that superb still-buoyant power

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (43 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

that was the very core of her essence. Tinme was, |ong ago,
when her body had remai ned controllable froma distance,
when she was out. But the strength which nmade that
possi bl e had |1 ong since been drained from her

Getting through the walls was easy enough. She knew the
way. How often in the far past she had fl oated down that
depth of cliff toward the distant, smashing water to the
whi rl pool that tossed human suicides and | uckl ess drowned
ones like driftwood onto the rocky shore, only to carry
themout to sea at high tide

Sl ow, now The sense of water was near and strong. Too
strong. She nust be too far out. She had the shore |ine
finally, the water tugging at her fromone side, the quieter
land fromthe other. Twice, sonething else cane in, a
feeling of difference. But each tine it was so feebl e that
deat h nust have been there | ong ago.

And then—she had her body. Just how long the girl had

been dead, it was inpossible to say, but the aura of life that
suf fused from her countless still living cells was strong,

al nost coarse, conpared to the gentle pressure fromthe sea
arid the land. L' onee hovered sightlessly. And then, she was
in, her essence spreading out along the dead nerves. The

body lay around her, resisting life with all the quiet strength
of an inert mechanism It was |ike noving in quicksand.

Death for human beings was so final, so conplete.

How | ong she lay there in that tinmeless night she could
not begin to reckon. There was no tine, nothing but this
poor, racked body and the soothing restlessness of death.

Awar eness of life cane first in the vague throb of waters
runbl i ng agai nst a rock-pierced shore. Then there was a
tingling that woul d have been pain except that she held it
from her consciousness and waited. Slowy, she grew aware
of the gravel and rock and sand pressing agai nst her new
body. Then canme novenent, |egs yielding to sustained
muscul ar pressure, arns twi sting, a host of normal func-
tions shattering the unnovenent of death.

Si ght came last. She saw the night, a distorted reach of
cloud-filled sky and towering cliff. A ledge held her body
between the cliff and the rippling chasmthat was the sea;
and there were other shapes of bodies. And there was the
city of lights across the gulf. She fought off the nostalgia
that sight of the city brought, and forced action from her
resisting linmbs. For a while, she stood swaying, half

sl unped against the cliff that | oonmed so i mensely into the
ni ght above her. And the thought cane that no human

muscl es could ever hope to clinb that fantastic precipice.

But shirking was not possible. She nmust kill to save. She
found the weapons where she had hi dden them during

those occasi onal mnelancholy trips when, tiring of her
dungeon, she had wal ked al ong this rocky shore where so
many drowned peopl e paused for a m ndl ess rest before
bei ng swept out forever to the ancient sea. How | ong ago,
now, seemed that |ast wal k!

She powered the weapons and began to clinb. The night
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dragged. The clouds drifted over the sea to the northwest.
For a while the stars shone down on her where she strained
agai nst the gigantic height of the cliff. A sudden w nd
whirled in crazily. The clouds cane raci ng back, blacker
now, as if they had gone to the source of rain with the one
pur pose of com ng back to tornment her. The rain cane

down heavily. It washed her face, and did wet, cold things
to her arns and body. Wen it ended finally, the dawn that
energed fromthe bank of clouds was already well ad-

vanced.

The sun came up in a blaze of red into a haze-filled

hori zon. There was di stance bel ow her now, but still the
titanic precipice stretched on above, unconquered, demand-
ing yet nmore strength, nore endurance from her weary

body. Death for the nman—their only hope—seened a | ong,

| ong way off indeed.

CHAPTER | X
THE Cl TADEL PALACE

FOR Hol royd, there was no sense of tine passage.

One instant he was struggling against the energy that
flowed with such appalling violence through his body from
the hand of the girl; the next instant, awareness cane that
he was lying on the floor of a | arge rooma strange, sunlit
room

It was two hundred feet |ong and a hundred feet w de, at

| east, but after a nonment he had no sense at all of dinen-
sions. There was only an overall exquisiteness, an emana-
tion of splendor that was shared even by the pattern of

wi ndows on the curving expanse of ceiling, through which
sunl i ght streaned.

The furniture glowed at him flanme-patterned rosewood,

the chairs and chesterfields and settees full-fashioned, with
beautifully woven, matching cloth. The panel ed walls shone
with the soft blue of sone anmazing treasure wood. At the

far end of the remarkable roomwas a series of genlike

doors, set in a design of stained glass wi ndows. Through
these wi ndows, too, the sunshine poured, and there was an
illusion of trees beyond—I1|usion because at that distance,
even the clearest portions of the stained glass did not show
a good picture of what was outside.

In a maze of fascination, Holroyd started to sit up, then
slow y sank back again, stunned by the picture the nove-
ment brought into his line of vision. Coming toward him
was the nost exquisite thing in all that marvell ous room a
gol den- hai red young wonan. Just as he had had no tine
really to observe the room so now his first inpression of
the woman was confined to a swift glinpse of intense blue
eyes and a sl ender body incased in a formfitting, snow
white robe; and then her voice canme, sweetly urgent with
anxi ety:

"I neznio!' she said. 'What happened? You fell over like a
stunned Vrill.'

She stopped, and Holroyd had time to focus his nmind on
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one facet of the series of events. Ineznio! Hs mnd clung to

the nane. He thought in agony: 'She's put ne in the pal ace,
substituted nme for Prince |Ineznio.'

Menory cane of what L'onee had said, that the tine had

conme for dangerous action. Conprehension fanned the

flame of his courage. Monentarily, still, he felt dazzled by
his situation, then he grew confident. He said:

"I tripped. Sorry.'

He stood up. The young woman's soft white fingers

hel ped him She was strong. Like a tigress, Holroyd thought
as he watched her wal k away from himtoward, not the

gl ass doors but one of several opaque wall doors. She stood
in the open doorway sil houetted agai nst a marbl e hal | way
beyond; and she sai d:

This norning Benar is going to bring you the |ists of

those to be executed. | hope that you have now nmade up

your mind to sign them' Her blue eyes blazed. "It is nmy will
that we nake an end of these so-called patriots whose only
purpose is to force Gonwonlane into a war with Nushirvan

and, later, with Accadistran. | shall return to discuss this
further.'

She was gone. Holroyd put up his hand as the door

closed, as if the action would sonmehow call her back; as if
the nmovenent woul d conjure up an explanation of what she
had said—tists of those to be executed. After a |ong no-
ment his nmind was still blank. L' onee had put himinto the
pal ace, substituted himin the nost dangerous fashion for
Prince I neznio. Why? To prevent the executions? O

sinmply to let himsee howvital were the |ife-and-death
matters that hung in the balance. Only one thing was cl ear
He was on his own inside the citadel palace.

Hol royd paced the carpeted floor. His inmedi ate pur-

pose, it struck himfinally, must be an apparent acquiesc-
ence. He had to find out all there was to know about this
situation before mapping out his plan of action. H's pacing
brought hi m near the doors at the far end of the room He
peered through. The varicol ored gl ass softened the brilliant
sunshi ne that poured down on a terrace bright with flowers,
on the trees and grass and shrubs that spread beyond; and
beyond that again appeared the nuted outlines of a city.

Hol royd flung open one of the doors and stepped
through. A breeze blew across the terrace. It caressed his
cheeks and brought the fragrance of a garden in bl oom and

there was a tangy snell of salt water. But it was the city
that drew his eyes. The part that he could see ran along the
shore of a blue-green ocean; and the whole glittered at him
a vision seen through a shifting network of design, |ike

pi eces of a jigsaw puzzle, through the green foliage of the
trees. He hesitated no longer, but hurried across the terrace
and down the wi de steps to the greensward, and al ong the
nmossy bank of a brook that bubbled out of the ground and
gushed under an avenue of trees.
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It was the abrupt ending of the brook that brought Hol -
royd up short. The water sinply gurgled, ran over a rocky
| edge and vani shed. He went cautiously forward, stunbling
t hr ough underbrush. There was a garden wal k of the sane
substance as the terrace, there was a stone railing about
three feet high, and an abyss.

The precipice started just beyond the barrier of stone and
fell down, down, down. Holroyd could see the path of the
brook as it cascaded into that astounding depth, half a mle
at least. Never was an abyss nore accurately called the
Geat diff. At its renpte bottomwas a rock-strewn tongue
of sea. No harbor would that bay ever be, for the thun-
derous roar of the |lashing water cane faintly to his ears.
The water raced, in foam ng nmasses, between two rocky
points fromthe vaster ocean beyond, and formed the bay. A
mle, two miles, three mles wide it was; and on that
opposite shore the city began

The sea and the cliff that inclosed its fury took their
places in the intricate pattern of inpressions that was
forming in his mnd. But for the noment there was only the
city. It was white and blue and green and red and yel | ow

and a nyriad nmerging colours. It shone like a jewel splitting
the rays of the sun, only not like that at all. It was a vast
spread of cupolas and dones and steeples that blurred

toward the distant horizon. It curved along the shore of

that bl ue, enornous body of water, of which the untaned

bay was but a tiny projection, curved into distance. There
was a vague blur of forest beyond; and somewhere out there
must be the cottage in the jungle fromwhich he had been

proj ected. Holroyd | aughed curtly. He'd have to watch out

for that woman L' onee. Twi ce now she had lured himinto
danger.

The arrow struck the stone beside him poised for a

monent |ike a live thing, then fell slowy, but with gather-

i ng speed back into the abyss fromwhich it had corme.

Hol royd stared after it. He shook his head, puzzled; and

then, just in tine, he sawthe figure on the little ledge fifty
feet below himand to his left. He ducked as a second arrow
split the air where his head had been. He half staggered

back. But that one swift glinpse of his attacker had shown
atall, gauntly built young woman.

Once the first shock was over, Holroyd' s alarm faded. He
peered cautiously over the stonework, and saw that the
worman was clinging precariously to sone dark roots that
wornmed their way out of the perpendicular wall. The bow
that had twanged at him so viciously was slung now over a
bony shoul der. There was a belt around her waist with a
sheat hed sword hanging fromit. As he watched, her fingers
groped for new | everage, and so tense was the action, so
great her danger, that Holroyd instinctively tightened his
nmuscl es and pulled with her.

He call ed, 'Wo are you? What do you want?

Hi s answer was the raucous scranbling noise and the
gul p of |abored breathing as the wonman cl awed foot by
foot toward him Holroyd felt suddenly isolated. He had an
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uneasy sense of al oneness, of one man agai nst a whol e

strange world. The city across that darkly withing bay

seenmed renote in space and alien. Involuntarily, he

gl anced back toward the palace. He could see only flashes

of it through the green profusion of garden, a long, |ow,

white building. Nowhere was there a sign of novenment. Not

a sound issued fromit, not a quiver of life. Like an old and
lifeless relic fromforgotten ages, it stood there high above a
restless sea. Add and dead. And only he and this wonman

who had tried to kill himwere real and alive

He saw that the wonman was resting, one armentw ning a
thick root. She | ooked up; and her face, tilted toward him
no nore than sixteen feet away, |ooked so horrible that

Hol royd shrank. The woman called to himin a harsh

Voi ce:

"Don't mind ny appearance. I'mill fromnmy long clinb.
And pl ease, you nust accept ny apologies. | didn't recog-
nize you. | thought | had been di scovered by a guard.

Hol royd half sniled. The physically immortal Ptath need
not worry about arrows. The problemwas to find out why

this assassin wanted to kill Prince Ineznio, and why she

t hought an apol ogy woul d make any difference. He

wat ched her as she | abored toward him At ten feet she was
a dirty, ragged, wretched-|ooking creature. Her straggly
hai r was nud-caked, her gray shorts and bl ouse were
splotched with grime fromthe rocks and the spray fromthe
foam ng waters beneath her. The overall effect was of
somebody at the end of physical strength. Holroyd frowned.
VWhat was he going to do about her? He couldn't take the
risk of her firing at himagain. Ptath's body m ght be in-
vul nerabl e, but he did feel pain. As the woman reached the
| edge just below the stone wall, he said quietly:

"Better drop the bow and arrows and the sword down the
cliff. I can't let you cone up with them For your own sake
do it quick and I'Il give you a hand up."'

The worman shook her head. Her voice blazed with

passion as she answered: '|I won't give up the sword. |'d
rather junp off the cliff than fall alive into the hands of the
pal ace police. I1'll give you the bow and arrows. That way

you can keep ne at a distance. But the sword | keep.'

He couldn't argue with such intensity. He took the
shakily extended bow and arrows and after a mnute of
straining, jerked the young woman up beside him No

ani mal coul d have been faster than she, or nore cunning.
She started to coll apse toward the stone wal k. But the
action was a ruse that covered the drawi ng of her sword,
the instant |unge of her body toward him

Hol royd | eaped back, and in his surprise dropped the bow
and qui ver of arrows. She snatched them as she | eaped after
him flung them over her shoul der back toward the cliff.
They fell out of sight into the abyss. And then she was
upon him Her bony body twi sted as she thrust her weapon.
The | unge missed as Hol royd whi pped aside. He had firner
control of his feet now But, astonishingly, she was quicker
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than he. She hurled herself past his clutching fingers with
utter abandon. Even then she woul d have mi ssed except

that, at that nonent. Hol royd becane aware of a startling
fact. Her sword was nmade of varni shed wood. Wod!

The realization that even such a weapon was not nade of

metal slowed him The point of the stave caught himon the
right breast. The pain was insignificant. It was instinct, not
pur pose, that made Hol royd snatch at the bl ade. He caught

it halfway fromthe hilt and with a single jerk tore it from
her fingers. He grew aware that the worman was staring
wildly at the weapon. She nunbl ed:

' The magi ¢ stave—+t doesn't harm you.'

'The what!' said Holroyd. Then he realized what she

meant. The sword blade tingled in his fingers. It was alive
with a kind of inner novenent. It vibrated |ike a machine-
driven tuning fork. It warmed, then burned his hand with

its pulsations. It felt exactly, in a nuch smaller degree, the
way L'onee's hand had felt as she touched the prayer stick

Hol royd dropped it as he would have a hot coal. Before he
coul d recover hinself, the woman snatched the stave from

the ground and flung it out over the precipice. She whirled

to face Hol royd.

"Listen carefully,' she said. 'The stave should have kill ed
you. The fact that it didn't shows that sone of the wonen
out there'—she waved her hand to the far horizon, south

and east—are praying to their prayer sticks. Apitifully
smal | nunber, but,' her tone grew thoughtful, 'considering
the i mense time that has el apsed since wonen were first
forbi dden to pray except through their husbands, it seens to
of fer a hope. Ptath, you nust think about that. You

must —

"Ptath!' said Holroyd. Until this instant he had stood
striving to hold his mind tight around the idea that the
woman t hought he was Prince | neznio. He had wondered
how | nezni o should be taking her words. Her identification
of himechoed in that dreany garden with a fateful vib-
rance.

A stranger knew his secret, and suddenly that seenmed so
catastrophic that the shock of it was |ike a neural expl osion
that stabbed into his brain. He stared nunbly at the wonan
and the | ook on his face nust have been an unnatural thing,
for she said quickly:

"Don't be a fool. Killing me won't help. Pull yourself
together, and listen: |—m ght—be able—to hel p—you. Not

here, not now. | mnust |leave the palace. So if you will give
me an order on the screer pens— She finished: 'The

order blanks are in your apartnment. Just follow ne.’

Hol royd followed. He had the feeling that this was a
dream this wonan who knew him who had tried to kill
hi m and who now was quite blandly, and correctly, assum

ing that he would I et her go without a word of protest.
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He wat ched sonberly as the wonan slipped with easy
famliarity through a door into an adjoining room She
energed with a sheet of stiff, enbossed paper, a curious
gl ass-poi nted, |ong-handl ed pen and a dull netal ring.

"You'd better put this on," she said, extending the ring.
"It's the great seal of Prince Ineznio, and gives you
authority second only to that of Ineznia herself.’

Hol royd suppressed an inpulse to deny her identification

of him her casual assunption that, beyond all doubt, he
was not Ineznio. It was too late for denials. He took the
ring. He found hinself noting neticulously that she had
referred to the goddess by her first name. He thought:

"Who is she?" Not L'onee. Her personality was too human,

so much |l ess dramatic, and besides her actions were at wild
variance with the whol e schene of things L' onee.

The wonman finished witing. 'Press your ring here,' she
said quietly.

Hol royd obeyed without a word. He was thinking of the

danger that was here, a worman who knew his secret, at

large. He would be a million tinmes safer if soneone woul d
take her out and shove her over the cliff. One thing he was
sure of, he couldn't let her |leave wi thout finding out who
she was and what was her purpose. He picked up the

docunent, and held it away from her reaching fingers. He

was parting his lips to utter the first question when a sharp
knock sounded on one of the opaque corridor doors.

As Holroyd turned with a start, he felt the paper

snatched fromhis fingers. He half whirled, nmade a grabbing
gesture. But the woman was running swiftly toward anot her
of the corridor doors. She flung it open. Holroyd had a
glinpse of marble corridors beyond, and then the woman

was pausing, turning. She stood there, silhouetted, a tall
gaunt, ungainly fenal e dressed in ragged shorts and shirt,
wi th bare, nud-discolored | egs. She said:

"I"'msorry, Ptath, that | can tell you so little. My lips are
seal ed, so sealed that ... that—- She seened to have
difficulty with her voice, for she al nost choked. Wen she
spoke again her tone was nore earnest. 'Ptath, she is nore
dangerous than any of her present actions or words can

possi bly indicate. Beware!

"Ptath, whoever you are, whatever the identity of your

ego, if you can recover the full power of the godhood of the
Ptath, it will be your power. Yours to do with as you will.
O all the things you nust do, recover that power first.

Thi nk of noth—- Once again she seened al nbst to

choke. She shook her head, tried again, then sniled wanly.
"You can see,' she finished, '"that | won't be nmuch help to
you—here. Good luck, Ptath.' The door closed behind

her .

Hol royd coul d hear the knocking on the other door

again. He felt inpatient with it, a sense of being irritated by
petty matters. It took a nonment to realize why it was

whoever was knocking didn't matter. He was Ptath. For the
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first tine since coning to the palace, actually for the first
ti me anywhere, that know edge had been brought hone to
himin a personal way. Holroyd was Ptath. Any victory that
materialized for Ptath was his. He nust win. He had a

sudden thrill of tremendous destiny that ended as anot her
knock sounded. He shrugged. 'Conme in,' he said.

A tall, powerful woman carrying a spear entered briskly.

She presented the spear before her face and clicked the
heel s of her hard sandals. She said, 'The nerchant M row,
great Ineznio. He says that the goddess herself has sent him
to you. Shall | admit hin®

Hol royd stood cold, becom ng colder, steelier. His indiffer-
ence was al nost a concrete force. A merchant. In projecting
hi m here, L'onee must have known there would be M rows.

She must have nmeant himto neet them to |earn somne-

thing fromthem He would |earn

CHAPTER X
THE BOOK OF DEATH

THE comi ng of Mrow began with the sound as of a

bel | ows wheezing through a faulty nozzle. The sound noved
from sone hidden point beyond Holroyd's |ine of vision,
heaved obscenely near, and revealed itself as the stentorious
breat hi ng of an enornous, ugly-fat man. The hunan barre
waddl ed through the door, bowed fromthe waist with an

el ephantine grace, and said servilely:

'Great |Ineznio!'
Hol royd stared icily. 'WlIl?

The change that cane over the creature was anmmzi ng.

The politeness dropped fromhimas if it had been a nask,

as if he had received pernission to reveal the personality
that quivered behind his beefy face. He closed the door

t hrough which he had cone; then, |ike some great slug, he
sidled over to Ineznio and a whine came into his voice as he
al nost bl ubber ed:

"My lord Ineznio, you are a hard nman to get hold of. |'ve

had the Zard's treasure here for three days. | net the
goddess in the corridor just now. Her divinity said you'd fix
me up today. Can | count on that?

"Yes,' said Holroyd. He felt rempote, uninterested. It
didn't matter what it was, or why. He couldn't possibly
gat her enough details in an hour or a day to add weight to
any deci sion. He saw that the bul bous creature was bow ng
and smirking. The fat nan said:

"I'f you will acconpany ne to the Hall of Commerce, and
put your seal on the delivery scroll in the usua
manner —

There was a corridor where wonen soldiers stood with
spears guardi ng doors, then a huge white room where a
score of men carried sacks to a great stone wei ghing
machi ne. There were other nmen, one with a | ong nose,
cl ose set eyes, and an oily manner, who said:
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"This way, your nost high excellency. As soon as you are
seated we will begin.'

The nen kept dumping the contents of the sacks in front

of him rough pieces of dark-brown netallic substance that
was, he saw, raw iron. Brief interest cane to Holroyd. Iron

a treasure. Then his observation had been correct. Gon-

wonl ane was netal -starved, what there was—dsed for re-
|igious purposes, for the vital prayer sticks that kept alive
the goddess' power. In two hundred mllion years wastefu

man had exhausted the ores of his planet.

He said to Mrow, 'Were is the scroll receipt you nmen-
tioned?

It was the vulture-countenanced man who brought it. The
fellow presented it with a bow 'Oh, nost high lord I nez-
nio, it must be wearying for one of your station to follow
such routine. | shall see to it that we get the full neasure
of our iron.’

M row, annoyingly, followed himto the door. 'l shal

have ny nmessenger tell the Zard that you prom sed—

Ah, here is Benar, the war mnister. He will be as pleased as
the Zard. Greetings, Benar.'

Hol royd nodded at the elderly, corpulent man who bowed
lowto him Part of his nmind was thinking: One nore of a
thousand such as Mrow, to be accepted with awareness.

The old fellow had petul ant |ips, saggi ng cheeks, and there
were bl ack pouches under his eyes. Meeting himwas as"

drab as neeting Mrow and the | aborers and the | ong-nosed
vulture of a man. Only an alert, intent portion of Holroyd' s
m nd tightened over the words that M row had spoken

The Zard of Accadistran woul d be pl eased—about his

promi se.

He found hinself frowning over the puzzling factors

i nvol ved as he wal ked beside the old man who chattered in-
sistently in a low falsetto. Treasure fromthe Zard of
Accadi stran who, according to the rebel panphlet Tar had
shown him was responsible for the outl aw depredati ons.
Treasure in return for a prom se—Besi de him Benar's

voi ce grew harsh and bl ustery; penetrated:

"I"'mglad you've agreed. Kill the whole gang; that's the
only nethod.'

"Eh?' said Holroyd sharply. 'Wat was that?

The old man | ooked at him then, ponpously said: "A

surgical operation, that's what's needed. |'ve got the |ist
ready, every officer who ever spoke twice in public in favor
of an attack on Nushirvan—this'll wipe themout. It's the

only effective way to carry out your prom se that our troops
won't interfere when the outlaws enployed by the Zard

conme over and abduct those scoundrelly rebels and their
famlies.'

For Hol royd, high disinterest faded. He grew consci ous of

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (52 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:49 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

a purpose. It wasn't clear. So vague it was, in fact, that it
seemed nore |like a vast unease; the will to action of a man
who in pitch darkness has cone up agai nst an unscal abl e

wal | with passage possibly only through total destruction

He was led into a |arge room Maps hung on the walls.
He recogni zed them Gonwonl ane, Nushirvan, Accadistran

—+t was all there, in much greater detail than the books had
shown. But he gave them no nore than a casual gl ance. He

sat down and stared at a book the size of a large office

| edger that lay on the desk before him It was good to be
sitting, for it made possible a nental summati on about-—-a
Zard who sent treasure—n return for the right to kidnap
Gonwonl ani an citizens—without interference fromtroops

—the stupefying treason of a goddess agai nst the people she
ruled. He felt cold and deadly and wi thout anger. This was
what L'onee had neant. This was why he was here. She had
thought he didn't conprehend the inportance of the attack
on Nushirvan. And it was true. He hadn't. The man Benar

was speaki ng:

"As you can see, a large list. W didn't niss a single
suspect.'

The commrent, Hol royd suspected, was designed to draw

a conpliment. The list, the war mnister's nmanner sug-
gested, deserved praise for its very size. The man | ooked
smug. Hi s eyes gl owed expectantly on Hol royd.

Hol royd flipped the book open, approxinmately in the

m ddl e. The page thus reveal ed was covered wi th al nost

m croscopic witing—seven, eight, nine, ten colums of

nanes. He counted one colum with all the preciseness of
suppressed enotionali smforty nanes to each col um.

That neant four hundred to the page. He | eafed the page

over and sighed gently. It was witten on the other side also,
just as finely, with just as many nanes. It would be interest-
ing to know the nunber of nanes. Not that it mattered. The
mass nmurder that was contenpl ated here coul d not possibly
gain by any reduction to exact figures. Neverthel ess, he put

t he questi on.

' Ei ght een hundred pages,' the old man replied. 'l tell you,
sir, we've been thorough. W'll stanp this disloyalty out
utterly.'

Four hundred tines ei ghteen hundred, Hol royd thought

pai nfully. Four hundred times ... tinmes—The answer

woul dn't cone. Ei ghteen hundred by four hundred-no,

that wasn't the way things were neasured; sixteen inches by
ten inches by four. Six hundred and forty cubic inches of
dead nmen. Hol royd reached forward gravely and lifted the
vol ume. Heavy, about eight pounds. It was the heavi ness of
the book in his fingers that brought the thought. He said:

"I"ll take the book with ne.' He felt quite casual. 'There
are a few names, you know, that | nust check to nake sure
they're not onit. It will take a little time to recollect
them'
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He was turning away with the conviction that everything

was expl ai ned when the man's voice stopped him 'I| assure
you, sir, the lists were very carefully checked agai nst the
names of all officers who have been introduced into high
circles, or otherwise called to your attention. Only such
agr eed-upon nanes as Ceneral Marik, Colonel Dilin and
others were left in.'

"Neverthel ess,' Holroyd said freezing, 'I'Il take the book to
my apartment. | will study it there.' He turned and wal ked
into the corridor and to his apartment. He was cl osing the
door behind himbefore he saw t he gol den goddess.

She was sitting at a little table that had been set up just
i nside the great stained wi ndows. The table had dishes on it.
The goddess sai d:

"Sit down, Ineznio. | want to talk to you about the execu-
tions. The nminister of police nmade a suggestion a while ago
that fascinates ne. As a result | amthinking of sending you
to the Nushirvan front to launch a false attack there that
will satisfy all the malcontents. But sit down, ny dear, and
we shall discuss the canpaign over a cup of nir.'

CHAPTER Xl
THE RI NG OF POVER

IT took tine for Holroyd to adjust to the presence of

the goddess, and to her words. His mnd started from

al nost bl ankness, and kept twisting away fromthe reality
she represented. But it came back. It cane back

Seei ng her now was different. Before he had been stunned

by the ruthless manner in which he had been projected into
her presence. And her own swi ft departure had left him

with only a fleeting inpression. Looked back upon, his
arrival in the palace seened |like a sketch drawn on a hazy
day, needing details to fill in the accurate general picture.
The child's face, the small, finely shaped body, the bl ue
eyes—all were nuch as he renenbered. In place of the

white negligee, the goddess wore a trailing gown of deep

bl ue that matched the col or of her eyes. But the great differ-
ence was that before she had seened a dreamike figure

Now she was real. She was alive, here, the Goddess I|nezni a.

Her voice cane softly, 'Sit down, Ineznio. You're very
strange this norning, staring at ne so thoughtfully.

"I''mthinking over what you said,' Holroyd heard hinself

say. Actually, he hadn't reached her words yet. But the
answer sounded right. He seated hinself gingerly and
saw t hat she was regarding himwi th eyes that held an
enigmatic, unchildlike quality in their depths. It seened to
change her appearance subtly. He found hinself striving
tensely to discover just what was the formof that new

di fference. And couldn't.

Real i zati on came nore sharply this time that he was

staring at her again. He thought: WAtch out, you incredible
idiot. This is not just a wonan. But it was hard to grasp
that, harder still to followits inplications, except—
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Watch out! The cautioni ng thought brought a vague quaver
of alarm the know edge that he couldn't go on being
"strange,' and that he nustn't renain silent any |onger

"So you would like me to | aunch a fake attack on Nushir-
van?' He couldn't go on. For the first time he realized what
she had said. He grew quiet. He could al nost feel hinself

absorbing the possibilities. He thought finally: "It could be
so easy.'

The goddess was saying in a bell-like voice: '+ wll send
the nmessengers announci ng that you and your staff wll

| eave for the front tomorrow. Al tenples will be com
manded to hold their forces at your call, and to prepare for
housi ng and handling of transient soldiers. The great cen-
tral stock of food and nunitions will start noving to the
front by every avail abl e neans. The inportant thing in

| aunching the attack is to convince everybody that a vast
war i s being waged, and at the sane tinme to make sure that
the known rebels are assigned to the left flank, where they
can be cut off by the outlaws, and destroyed in the vol canic
mar shes and mount ai ns that doni nate hundreds and hun-

dreds of square kanbs in that region. But | will show you in
a mnute exactly what | nmean—-

Hol royd heard every word, but not too clearly. He sat in

a gentle, personal haze of mnd. There was joy in him and
dislike so violent that it hurt his mind. There was an icy
rage, and there was pleasure. The pl easure cane | ast be-
cause the other enotions prom sed to be nore pernanent,

but they couldn't match in intensity the diabolic happiness
that grew out of the proposal she was making: A false
attack on Nushirvan. O Diyan, O Kolla, O divine Rad! An
attack on Nushirvan under the auspices of the goddess, the
necessary preparations nmade wi thout arousing any
suspi ci ons anywher e.

The thought trailed. A slimwhite hand with pointing

finger was reaching across the table toward his head. ' Cone
with nme,' the goddess voice caressed, 'and | will show you.
The finger hovered above his forehead. 'Hold your head
steady, and cone with ne.'

H s inmpul se was to jerk back from he knew not what. But

he didn't dare. He had tinme for a bitter consci ousness that

he shoul d have renmenbered that this was a goddess, a

goddess possessi ng power so great that even L' onee, who

had been able to distort the very fabric of tinme was terrified
of her. The finger touched his forehead.

Conme with ne!

There was no change. The goddess | ooked at him the
firm creany flesh around her eyes drawn into a frown.
"That's strange,' she said. 'l feel resis— She cut the

words with a deliberate click of her tongue. She sat back
then and stared at himin astoni shnent.

Hol royd found his voice. 'Wat's the matter?
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"Not hi ng, nothing.' She shook her head inpatiently, and
it was as if she was trying to convince herself.

Hol royd waited. What she had expected to happen wasn't

clear. But the reason why it hadn't, was. Dimmnight be the
power of Ptath, conpressed now into the personality of

Peter Holroyd, but that intimte comnbination of human and
god could not be treated as all human. Whatever she had

meant by commanding himto come with her, wherever she

had willed that they go, taking Ptath there and taking

I neznio nmust, by the very nature of things, involve different
applications of her god power. He was about to be dis-
covered. He felt hot, then cold and terribly steady.

"I nezni o, what have you been doing since | saw you
| ast ?'

The words were sharply spoken. Her eyes were glittering

at himwith a sparkling intensity |ike dancing blue water
caught by a conplication of sunbeans. It was hard to | ook
at her. Her face seened lost in a mst of light; light that
pul sed and | eaped. It seened to have no source, but grew
out of the air around her

"Since you last saw ne!' Holroyd echoed, and his tone

was so cool that he felt a thrill. 'Let me think! First,' he
began, 'l went out into the garden. Returning | found
Mrow waiting to see ne. | went with himto check the

Zard's treasure; then—-

He stopped. Her eyes had changed again. They were

round, cerul ean pools shadowed |i ke the sea under a sky

that had clouded, but with electric-blue sparks in their
depths. And those eyes were staring now, not at his face but
his hand. H's left hand.

"Who gave you that?' she asked in a piercing tone. 'That
ring?'

"The ring," said Holroyd. He stared at the dull shape too
astounded for a nmonment to say nore. He caught his
faltering thought. He began: 'Wuy, it's just—

He was cut off by |aughter. A tinkle of sound it was, and
the woman's finely nolded, amazingly youthful face grew
warm and alive with the rippling play of that delicious

| augh. There was only one thing wong. Her eyes had

changed again. Still blue they were; but fire-blue now They

bl azed with a hellish, an unhuman rage. And her voice had

init the violence of sea storns, the |ashing devil-vibrance of
the el enments. She screaned:

"Who gave it to you? Who? Who?

"Wiy, Ineznia!' said Holroyd mildly. He felt shocked, but

nmore than that, he felt in control of the situation. He stared
at her curiously, genuinely interested. 'It's really very
sinmple,’" he went on, and knew with certainty that Holroyd

al one coul d never have been so calm so reasonable, so
fantastically grave in the face of her denoniac outburst. ‘I
was on the point of going out with Mrow,' he explai ned,
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"when he reminded ne | didn't have ny seal ring on. In ny
hurry | nust have picked up the wong one.'

It sounded seni pl ausi ble. The ring nmust have been there,

in the roomfromwhich the gaunt woman had secured the
order forns. Though why such a dangerous ring had been
given into Prince Ineznio's care was another matter. He saw
that the remarkably expressive eyes were changi ng agai n.

Still blue, but they were steady now. As abnornally steady as
was he hinmself. And her voice, when it canme, was cal mand
qui et :

"I nmust ask you to forgive nme, Ineznio. There are forces

at work, of which | have not infornmed you, and | have

recently been frustrated in sonething of great inportance.
Renove the ring, and then | will take you on a journey of

m nds. Afterwards— She sm | ed, an anmmzingly tender

smle, said softly, '"Afterward | shall say good-bye to you in

a manner befitting the separation of lovers. But first, put the
ring away—back where you got it.

Hol royd wal ked slowy into the roomfrom which the

gaunt worman had brought the ring. Once inside, he had to
suppress the inpulse to dive for an adjoini ng door and
make of f down the corridor. He recogni zed the enotion. It
was the same as that which had suddenly struck himin the
little cottage in the jungle. Too many things were being
pushed upon himtoo fast. He had to take tine out, and
take stock of his situation. But not now Later

The resolve relieved him But still he stood, uncertain.
That journey of minds and the | ove-naking that was to
follow it—Hol royd pondered that uneasily. The latter was,
of course, uninportant. He had reached the age of thirty-

three before coming to Gonwonl ane, and if ever sone
super-being was to conpile a list of young nen of thirty or
over who were white lilies, the nane Hol royd woul d be
conspi cuously absent. No, the |ove-naking part didn't mat-
ter, now that there was no question of the body and the
worman not bei ng one and the same. The di sturbing thing

was the journey of minds. What could it be?

I nezni a had been tal ki ng about having the rebels cut to

pi eces in the vol canic marshes and nountai ns of Nushir-

van. And then she had sai d—Wat had she said? He

couldn't renenber clearly. He'd have to face it, whatever it
was. There was no tinme to think about it now when so

many ot her things were working in his favor. Satisfied, he
placed the ring in a small transparent wall cabinet beside a
| arge desk and wal ked slowly back into the room of the

great wi ndows.

CHAPTER XI |
THE TORN PAGE

THE goddess' back was to him as Hol royd wal ked

toward her across the thickly carpeted floor. He was able to
study her with an objectivity that had not obtained while he
was facing her. She was a small wonan, not nore than five
feet in height. Her hair was her crowning glory. She wore it
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like a schoolgirl, and its cascading ripples shimered with a
soft, silken, golden luster. Sitting there, she | ooked like a
child. The inpression ended jarringly as Hol royd saw what

she was holding in her lap: the great book containing the
names of those whose executions she had desired such a

short time before.

Hol royd smiled a pained smile, wal ked around, and sat
down in his chair. The goddess | ooked up, her eyes
t hought f ul

"I notice that you haven't signed this, Ineznio.' Before

Hol royd coul d speak, the goddess went on in a conpl aining

voi ce, 'You have never fully realized the inportance of

action agai nst these people. Qur whol e younger generation

is irreligious in the extrene, and self-assured, individualistic
beyond bearance. A defeat, with their main | eaders seem

ingly responsi bl e—eur propaganda will have to see to that

—and nost of those |eaders killed—eur mlitary tactics will
see to that—will frustrate them |eave themno psycho-

| ogi cal | oophole. By skillful exploitation of the opportunity,
we can stress that their contenpt for prayer was respons-
ible; and so send nmillions of the weaker-m nded back to

their prayer sticks. After that we may cease to worry. | have
di scovered that these rebellious outbursts never |ast nore
than a few generations. | |leave the details to you.'

Hol royd sat quiet, then he picked up his cup. The nir was

still hot, and it was delicious. But a minute after his first sip,
he coul dn't have described howit tasted. In his mnd s eye,

he coul d see the picture she had so swiftly sketched—ren,

wonen, their souls hanmered by catastrophe, goi ng down

listlessly to old age, to gloony graves, w thout hope, wth-

out a single way to turn, while the golden, immortal god-

dess lived on, while the tenples and their princes and
enperors continued to exercise their iron control of a
peopl e so hopel essly enslaved that it was like ... like hell

Al nost physically, ferociously, like a horse straining at a
bit that was too tight, his m nd chanped on the determ na-
tion that it should not be; it would not be.

The goddess was speaking again: 'For the npbst part, as

you can see, the executions are now uni nportant. But' —her
bl ue eyes neasured him—there is a page here, Ineznio, that
I want you to sign. Every nane on it is that of a person
who is known to have committed rmurder. While they live,

the law is insulted, ny government put to scorn. You will
signit, will you not?

She rushed on, 'lneznio, at tines you infuriate me. You
know as well as | that it has been ny policy to permt you
and ny ot her -human—advi sers to control the adm nistra-
tion of governnment. | aminterested only in the |arger

i ssues; this is one of them You nust sign this list.'

Hol royd stared at her. The | ong though spasnodic

har angue had gi ven himan opportunity to plan his words.
He said slowy, '"Don't you think executions at this stage
woul d arouse suspicions on the part of the very people
whose ninds you want to lull?
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Her answer startled him There was a pen lying on the
table. She snatched it, rippled furiously through the book,
found the page she wanted and wote rapidly in a bl ank
space at the bottomof it. She finished with a flourish,
grabbed the page and tore it out with a jerk. 'There,' she
bl azed, 'this postpones all the executions for six nonths.
She pushed the paper across the table and held out the pen
Her eyes glowed at him

Wthout a word, Holroyd took the pen. He read the
sentence she had witten, then signed the single nane,

I neznio, and silently handed the sheet back. Wthin six
mont hs he woul d have sat in the god-chair. In six nonths
he woul d be Ptath, or he would be dead. Besides, one page
out of eighteen hundred. He couldn't have gotten nore
easily out of an inpossible situation.

A finger touched his forehead. The goddess' voice
caressed his ears:

"Cone with me!'
CHAPTER XI |
JOURNEY OF M NDS

BLURRED novenent! That was Holroyd's first im

pression. He drank, expecting pain. But there was none.

The blur | asted seconds, a sense of npbving at enornous
speed, then abruptly, the witch sight slowed. Instantly, he
was gazing froma height at a vista of nountains. Mun-

tai ns, nountai ns—and vol canoes!

As far as that eagle vision could penetrate the peaks
towered to ever new heights, and the vol canoes poured their
pall of snoke into the mi sty sky. There were hundreds of
peaks, hundreds of vol canoes in sight, and vast valleys that
hung thick with haze. Steam bel ched fromdark fissures in
the hide of the sullen, tortured | and.

"Nushirvan,' Holroyd thought—and felt his first pang of
appal | ed doubt. 'You couldn't send human beings into that.

But after a nonment he knew better. Muntains could be

taken by arm es, volcanic |l and was never as bad as it

| ooked; in fact the soil was usually so rich that vineyards
and orchards prospered as nowhere el se. Fascinated, he
began an eye search for habitations. And found them

Houses crouched agai nst hillsides, nestled in valleys dense
with the haze of steami and in the far distance where a
vall ey ran al nost straight toward the renote horizon, he
could see the steeples and towers of a city. He thought
instantly with a burning desire: Go there. Let us go there.

No, canme the answer. It is inpossible. |I cannot cross the
river of boiling nud.

Why not ?

There was no reply to that; and Holroyd felt a brief blaze
of inpatience, and then—River of boiling nmud! The nane,
the picture it evoked, caught his imagination. He peered
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down; and the strange thing then was that he should have
mssed it at all. Snakelike, the gray-dark mass undul at ed
below. In and out along a great valley it wound. It averaged
about a quarter of a mle in width, and a faint steamrose
fromits surface

Armies comng up fromthe foothills of Gonwonl ane

woul d have to cross it. Once again the shocked wonder

struck himlike a blow Could nen be sent into such a hell?
And again the know edge cane that they could and they

must be. He could even visualize the type of built-in-
advance pontoon bridge that coul d be used, one heavy

enough to take nonster tanks—er grinbs. There was not a
soldier or officer on active service in Wrld War Il who had
not crossed a hundred such bridges, frequently under fire.

On and on the journey of mnds continued, follow ng

that broad river of mud in a westerly direction. Holroyd
found hinself estimating the speed of progress at about

four hundred mles an hour. It was just fast enough to keep
his interest at a high pitch, his nind working on the basis of
his sharp observation, his whole being alert and eager. Once
nmore he caught a tantalizing glinpse of a city half lost in
the haze of distance. But that, too, |lay beyond the river

of boiling nmud, uncrossable for sonme reason by this nost
perfect of all neans of reconnai ssance.

It was shortly after they passed the second city that the
river turned sharply northward. Except for tw stings and
withings that threaded around entire mountains, north-
ward was its course thereafter. Holroyd began to fee
puzzled. It was easy to understand the inportance of the
river where it faced Gonwonl ane. But why follow the
meandering course of a hot rmud noat that seenmed to
encircle the solid core of Nushirvan? After an hour it was
clear that that was exactly what they were doing. Gadually
that remarkabl e canal tw sted eastward, then after a | ong
time—+t seened a long tine now that his mlitary interest
had col | apsed—+t shifted south for yet nore hours.

The sun, which had been high in the heavens, was clinging
finally to the very edge of the western horizon, its rays
casting long shadows over the strange, terrible nountain
| and of Nushirvan—when abruptly there was the blurry

rush of speed that had begun the trip; and he was back in
the pal ace. The journey of mnds, inexplicable because of
the queer course it had foll owed, was over

The room was much, nuch dimer. Its great w ndows

faced a still bright east, but twlight had obviously cone
early now that the sun was sinking in the west. Holroyd
grew aware that he was slunped lowin his chair; and that
the goddess was regarding himfromover the table with a

faint, anused smile on her lips. Her eyes were serene. She
| ooked at ease, confortable, pleased with herself. Before
Hol royd coul d speak, she said:

"I showed you the far side of Nushirvan, adjoining
Accadi stran, because | believe knowi ng about themw |l help
you i n planning your attack.

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (60 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:50 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

Hol royd couldn't quite see how He parted his lips to say
so, then shut them again. He who knew nothi ng about past
di scussi ons between I neznio and the goddess coul dn't ask
too many questions. Except that he had al ready asked one.
And she had answered, unsatisfactorily, to be sure, but
answered. He sai d:

That river of boiling nud—why couldn't we cross it?

The woman shook her head. The novenent caused her

hair to catch a flash of light. There was a fascinating glint

of gold, like a fire stirred to life. Her voice cane softly, out
of the thickening gl oom

There are sone things, |Ineznio, that even you must not
ask questions about, limtations to certain of nmy powers.'

She was standing up. She cane around the table and her

arns were warm agai nst his neck and cheek as she bent

down. Her lips were cool at first, then demandi ng. The hard
questions that still quivered in Holroyd' s mnd began to

fade. 'Later,' he thought shakily, '"I'Il think this whole busi-
ness through conpl etel y—-

Hol royd picked up the pen and wote:

The greatest power in Gonwonl ane is the Goddess I|nez-
ni a. She brought Ptath here before he was due. How this
was done was shown to ne.

He stared at the paragraph with satisfaction. Just seeing
it witten dowmn nade himfeel better. Al day yesterday he
had been rushed al nbst beyond his nental ability to keep up
Al ready the new norning had sl owed the tenpo of his life.
Here he was sitting at a witing desk al one, thinking over
his problens in a |eisurely fashion. The resulting genera
picture seened distinctly clearer. L' onee had been sent
against her will to bring himback to Gonwonl ane, and she
had done so. That was the beginning. By witing down
everything in sequence, he ought to be able to fit in sone of
the pieces now m ssing, and draw deci sive and inportant
concl usi ons. Hol royd poi sed his pen, then wote again:

' The second greatest power in Gonwonl ane, but one

greatly circunscribed, is L' onee. She frustrated the attenpt
of the Goddess Ineznia to snatch Ptath into the pal ace.

How this frustration was acconpli shed was shown to ne,

and— Hol royd stopped. He raised his pen and stared at

the sentence. It was untrue. He hadn't been shown. He had
been told. He whistled softly, then very swiftly, he began to
wite. In half an hour there was no nore doubt. He

scri bbl ed his concl usi ons:

' The woman | thought L'onee is, of course, |neznia.

Accordingly, everything told to ne by the tenple princess,

by Mbora, the peasant girl, and by Marshal Nand's wife, is

a distorted version, if not the exact reverse of the truth. The
gaunt worman who tried to kill nme, who gave ne the ring,

and who found speech so difficult, nust be the real L'onee.'

Hol royd | eaned back and stared at the witten words.
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The shock was nounting inside him w th wonder and a

t housand questions flooding hard after, a totality that nar-
rowed down to one surge of amazenent: Wy, why had

she done everything as she had?

There could be only one answer to that. Ineznia would

not have willingly given hima clue. She had done it al
because she had to. Ptath in making his preparations for
merging with the race hadn't been an absolute fool. He had
|l eft protectives. Holroyd enunerated them one by one on a
sheet of paper.

"First: Evocation of a previous personality, presunably
intelligent. The personality turned out to be Peter Hol royd.
He paused, then added, 'It seens hardly possible that Ptath
coul d have desired such a confusing evocation. But call it
the first protective.

' Second: The real m of darkness had to be shown. Third:

A prayer stick in action. Fourth: A journey of nminds, with
its curious revelation that the goddess cannot penetrate
Nushi rvan beyond the river of boiling nmud, which river

conpl etely surrounds the nost thickly popul ated part of the
outlaw state, like a noat. Fifth—

Hol royd paused over the fifth. The how of it was nore

obscure. But there was no m staking that |Ineznia had re-

garded it as of vital inmportance. In the little cottage she had
tried to get himto make |l ove to the peasant girl, Moora.

Hol royd frowned, but finally it seemed to himthat he had

it, not clearly, but understandabl e.

Sex was the great basic. In a world where a curious and
terrible discovery had been made that, when men wor shi ped

a wonanh in a certain rigid cerenoni al -er wonan a nman—

the wonan becane a goddess in actuality as well as in

nane, and the man a god—+n such a world sex nust have

an intimate relation to the vastly greater organic force that
was enslaving a nation of fifty-four billion souls. Man's
terrible penchant to render homage to heroes, kings and
non-exi stent gods had at last created divinity.

'The sixth protective,' Holroyd wote, 'nmust relate in

some fashion to that page of people to be executed. She
woul d never have insisted on ny signature if it was not
connected."'

He scow ed pensively. The shock cane suddenly, a light-

ning bolt of conprehension. Like a madnman he | eaped to

his feet and raced into the great living room The book was
still there on the table. He snatched it and rippled to the L's.
He found the torn segnent. The | ast nane i mredi ately

before the page had been torn out was Lin'ra; the nane at

the top of the sheet imediately follow ng the m ssing page

was Loti bar.

There was no doubt at all. He had signed L' onee's death
warrant. He stood grim and di smayed, assessing the extent
of his ruin, and—what was nore inportant—the hope that
remai ned. Thank God, he thought, that his resistance had
forced I neznia to post date the sentences six nonths.
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Slowy, realization came that there were other hopes. He
hadn't sat in the god-chair; and there nust be sonething in
connection with the river of boiling rmud that was not yet in
favor of Ineznia. And what about the attack on Nushirvan?

A knock on one of the doors stirred the devel opi ng
bl ankness of his mind. The knocker was a worman guard,
who sai d:

"Marshal Gara sends his conplinments and wi shes you to
be informed that the general staff is ready to | eave for the
Nushirvan front.

Hol royd rattled off a speech he had prepared nuch

earlier, one designed to get himto the starting point wth-
out the confusion of a search through a | abyrinth of strange
corridors. He said:

"Provide an escort for me to the place of departure.
shall be out in a noment.'

He returned hastily to the witing room tore to shreds the
papers on which he had witten his analysis, and then stood
striving to shake thought into his head. Slowy, his mnd
grew col der, harder. He wal ked over to the cabi net beside
the desk, took out the ring that had so briefly thwarted

I neznia's purpose, slipped it on—+then strode into the living
room and picked up the great ledger with its |list of rebels.
The book shoul d come in handy.

Deadlier grew his determ nation. The old Ptath couldn't

have been such a fool as not to set traps for plotters.
Accordingly, carry on until further reflections yielded a
better plan. Attack Nushirvan; capture the so-called god-
chair and, not necessarily sit init, but even do that if no-
thing el se suggested itself. Tine was short, and caution
never won a battle. Besides, what else was there to do?

CHAPTER XV
TRI UMPH OF THE GOLDEN GODDESS

THE br ook burbled and swished. In the grass beside it,

L' onee sat conbing her hair. She had taken off her clothes
and the |long, gaunt shape of the once dead body glinted
brown and white in the sun. L'onee paused now, and | eaned
over the edge of the water to peer at her inage. And sm | ed,
not al together displ eased.

The body she had assuned, after a week of careful ex-

posure to the warm ng rays of the sun, was beginning to

show a life of its own. The hair, so lavishly brushed and
conbed, gleamed up at her with a dark luster. The green

eyes had lost their fixed stare; the water reflected themas if
two eneralds were there glowing in a soft |light. The face—

L' onee sighed. She had done her best with the face but it
hadn't been enough. There it was, high cheekboned and

I ong, and very plain.

She was still staring at it when, abruptly, she felt the
approachi ng presence. She | ooked up. There was a flash of
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bl ue above the water ten feet away, a spinning shape of |ight
and col or and shade that cane out of nothingness and took
the living formof the Goddess |neznia. The small, glisten-

i ng, naked body seened to poise for a nonment, and then

as it emerged all the way into nmaterialization, it half fell
hal f | eaped into the water

Wthout haste, |Ineznia waded out of the shallow pool. As

L' onee stared curiously, Ineznia clinbed onto the bank and
seated herself in the grass two yards distant. |Ineznia said
scornfully. '"You think you were very clever, don't you,
giving himthe ring with power.'

L' onee shrugged. She hal f decided to answer, then

changed her mnd. Mdst of Ineznia' s statements were
rhetorical and not neant to evoke answers. She studied the
serene face of the other. There was sonmething in the un-
ruffled expression that told of triunph. L' onee said softly:

"So he has signed ny death warrant. But it can't be for
right away. | would have known the nonment you material -
i zed. How long have | to live, Ineznia, darling?

The serenity of the goddess' face broke before a ripple of
exul tant |aughter. 'You do not think that | will tell you
that, do you?

Then,' said L'onee tranquilly, 'I shall carry on as if it's
never.'

It was a tiny victory to watch the frown of displeasure
creep over Ineznia's delicate face. Then the rich voice
shapped, 'At least | can destroy your true body at will.'

Sense of victory faded. L'onee gasped, 'You mean, you

haven't destroyed it yet?' She forced herself to stop. She

was trenbling, cold. Her true body! It was silly even to

think about it now that she had so deliberately left it behind,
but she couldn't help it. Believing it already destroyed, she
had thought all the doubt resolved by the reality. But now
everything that her body represented, the great beauty that

had attracted and held m ghty Ptath, the fact that it was a
pol e of god power—t was all still there for her to snatch if
she coul d strike fast enough. She said huskily:

"You're even nore clever than | believed, |Ineznia. But not
clever enough. | live or die with Ptath.

"It will be death—and soon,' said the other coolly. 'Five
spells of the seven are canceled forever. H s suspicion has
now been aroused, | think, but it no |longer matters. My net
has snared hinm and even spell nunber six is well on the
way to dissolution. For it | have prepared a superb little
plan that will nullify any independent thinking he may be
doi ng. The new plan—really very old because it has been in
my mind for along time—will strike himdown within a

day or so. | thought,' Ineznia finished placidly, 'that |
woul d put an end to any little hope you might have built up
on the basis of your regai ned power and freedom'

L' onee sat weary. The tete-a-tete was goi ng the way of
most interviews in which Ineznia participated: the way of
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defeat. She let the silence gather, and after a little she felt
better. Because her defeat was not as great as it seened. For

a week she had waited for Ineznia to come, deliberately
keepi ng near water so that the coning would be easy. For a
week she had wondered what was happeni ng, and now she

woul d find out. Curious, the vainglory in the gol den god-

dess' character. Her own Iife as a captive would have been
unbearabl e had it not been for Ineznia's frequent visits, |nez-
nia's eagerness to relate her exploits and her victories.

L' onee said quietly, 'Frankly, | don't believe that he can
organi ze a successful invasion of those vol cani c nountai ns.
After all, you tried seven tines, and seven tinmes the armny

failed to reach the chair of Ptath.'

I neznia nade an inpatient gesture. Her voice forned a
pattern of sound agai nst the quietness of that renote vall ey.
At first L' onee |listened to the sound, only vaguely aware of
the sense. There was sonething in the other's tone, a note

of accomplishnment, as if this recital was about an event that
had al ready had its culmnation, about a triunph already

scor ed.

In one or two days, Ineznia had said, her plan would

work out. The truth nust be, one or two days ago. O per-
haps it was happening now, this hour, while she sat talking.
What was she sayi ng?

He gave a lecture on the second day of his arrival at
the front to ten thousand marshals and their wives. | was

one of the wives. Everything he said coincided with my own
recent thinking on mlitary strategy, the inmportance of in-
creasing out of all present proportion the number of freight-
carrying screers and grinbs. It was interesting, particularly
because—

I nezni a paused. She sniled. Then she said in a sugary
Voi ce:

"Only you, ny darling L' onee, know about that. And

your tongue is sealed, is it not, sweet? But you will know
what | nmean when | tell you that the key word is Accadi s-
tran.'

L' onee said in a steely rage, 'You devil! You incredible
mur der ess!"’

Elfin laughter shimrering in a sonal harnony cut across
her words. The |l aughter ended in the abrupt fashion that

| eft no doubt at all of the hunorlessness of the mnd and
soul behind it. Ineznia said coldly:

"How sentinmental we are. What can it possibly matter if a
human being dies a few years before his tine.'

She |l ay back on the grass with an air of having time to
spend. Her perfect body gleamed white in the blaze of the
mor ni ng sun. But her eyes were |ike blue marble as she
stared al ong the brook and the valley, where it spread to-
ward the northern hills. She seened |lost in contenplation of
L' onee's screer which stood like some great fisher bird, its
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| ong- beaked head darting again and again into the stream
energing each time with a white-bellied fish

It seemed to L' onee that she could al nost read the

t hought s behind Ineznia's stare. But it was obvious, finally,
that the gol den goddess knew better than to attenpt to

break an established animal control. I|neznia sighed and

sai d:

"Too bad Ptath delivered his |l ecture so soon instead of

waiting till after he had appointed rebel officers to high
commands. | feel sure his earnest manner, his inmense
confidence, and the substance of his words woul d have

di ssi pated even their suspicion. | nust admit | was surprised

nmysel f at the bold manner in which he has taken command

of such a vast arny.' She |ooked up thoughtfully, said, '
doubt if the man Holroyd realizes that only a dem -Ptath
coul d have grasped such power as he has already taken. O
course, it doesn't matter now that the rebels have fallen for
alittle trick of mne.'

She paused, smling with such glee that L' onee stared at
her. In spite of her own previous analysis that there was a
triunph here already conpleted, or in the process of com

pl etion, L' onee had the blank sense of an exultation out of
pl ace.

"Trick?" she echoed.

Ineznia's rich voice, aglow now, went on. 'Yesterday he

| ed rebel officers and artists, mounted on screers, on an
aerial reconnai ssance. This norning he has taken anot her

group, nmounted on grinbs, to survey the sane area on the
basis of the sketches drawn yesterday.'

"But | don't see—- L'onee began enptily.
"You will, ny dear,' the goddess spoke caressingly, 'when
I tell you that two days ago | allowed to fall into the hands

of the rebel Ceneral —aow Marshal —Maari k, a document
purporting to be fromlneznio to ne, in which the entire
i nvasi on was shown to be a trick designed to destroy the
rebels.'

She stood up lazily, her hair flashing fire-gold in the sun
fromthe novenent. The rebels,' she said, 'are taking
action on that this norning. As a result, ny design—to
break the sixth spell—ill be acconplished today. By to-

ni ght the god-chair will be in ny control.’

Her smile shone at L'onee. 'The reason | acted with

such di spatch, you will be happy to know, is because your
escape, with the power | had to give you, provided an
unexpect ed obstacle with which I amtaking no chances.
CGood- bye, darling.' She stepped into the water—and

vani shed.

For a long nonent L'onee stared bitterly at the spot
where |1 neznia had di sappeared. So the one week she had
al | oned herself, the week that would give this half-dead
body tine to cone further into |ife—that week had proved
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too Il ong. She began slowy to dress. It was difficult to know
what she shoul d have done. She had counted on the attack

on Nushirvan requiring tine to nmount. Now, her own dim

plan, with its enmphasis on helping Ptath to learn the truth
of what he faced—that |imted plan nust be speeded up,

adj ust ed sonehow to the new situation.

Her inmedi ate objective was obvious. She nust find Ptath.
VWerever he was, she nust seek himout. Hi s headquarters

would be in the central hills, opposite the city Three of

Nushi rvan. Sonewhere in that enornous spread of valleys

and ever steeper hills, with its confusing totality of men and
beasts, would be Ptath—n trouble. She finished buckling her
sandal s, forced the screer to cone to her, and a minute

|later was flying into the northwest.

CHAPTER XV
THE RI VER OF BO LI NG MJD
"Qutlaws!' Hol royd heard someone say.

"Eh?' He spoke sharply. He stiffened slowy in his saddle

on the back of the grinb. Startled, he stared at the long |ine
of riders com ng across the green valley. H s eyes narrowed.
Qutl aws here behind the arnmy encanpnents, after all the
precautions he had taken. Beside hima man's voice said

softly :

" About five hundred. That's two to one. How does it feel,
great lord Ineznio, to be facing peril yourself instead of
bei ng so cool and sel f-possessed about the depredations of
the Nushirvan outlaws that you agreed to a counterfeit in-
vasi on?'

Hol royd sent the speaker a shocked | ook. The man was

smal |, dressed in the uniformof a colonel, but there was an
i nsol ence in his manner, an air of assured conmmand, that

mar ked himas a person far nore inportant in some other
organi zation. Holroyd sighed. He had been so set on his

own plans that the possibility of suspicion on the part of the
peopl e whose cause he was particul arly uphol di ng had not
seriously entered his mind. So the rebels had sonehow

found out about the goddess' original seeming intention to
make a pretended attack. Wth grimhunmour they had nade

an arrangement with the outlaws to capture the man they

t hought was Prince Ineznio. Sitting there, his dismy nust
have surged into his face, because the thick-cheeked young
col onel laughed loudly, then said in a steely voice:

"You' ve been here a week, and you haven't fool ed any-

body with your sudden appointing to command positions of

men who have | ong favored an attack on Nushirvan. The

i mportant thing about that trick is that they now have the
commands. The general orders are known to all high

officers. To fool those not in on our plan, we have forged
sonme beautiful letters stating that you are going on a re-
cruiting tour. The attack will take place, but it won't be any
hal f-neasure. One nonth fromtoday the armnmy noves.

The first shock was over. Holroyd sat quiet, grinmer
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now. He sent a quick glance at the approaching |ine of

outl aws. They seenmed to be in no hurry, sure of their prey.
They were still half a mle away. The gap of distance
brought no confort. The god Ptath, with his present
strength, could not handle this situation

And yet he nust not be captured. Didn't these fools

realize that the Gonwonl ani an arny wasn't ready for any
attack on such a nmountain fortress as Nushirvan? There

must be three, four, five nmonths of regrouping, at |east. And
there nmust be night and day accunul ati on of supplies. On

top of that it was vital that the screer and grinb transport
service be organized to include at | east two out of every
three birds and beasts on the entire vast continent. Blitz and
a flexible transport systemwas the answer to the appalling
mount ai ns, the glaring vol canoes, the bubbling black quick-
sands that forned the enornous, uneasy isthnus of

Nushirvan. Curt |aughter welled up inside him Wo

anong that great concourse of officers would know what to

do with a hundred mllion animals and birds?

Besi de Holroyd, the colonel said, 'It's foolish even to
think of resisting. Look behind you. There's five hundred
nmore. You can't escape this anbush.’

Hol royd did not turn. Qut of the corner of his eye he had
seen a novenent on the lip of the steep hill that formed the
right flank of this green gemof a valley. Riders! They
charged over the rimand raced down the rough slopes. It

was reckl essly, superbly done. A quick glance over his |eft
shoul der showed that the other flank of the valley was dis-
gorging riders froma narrow ravine. The ring was com

plete, with no military brilliance involved, sinply a de-
pendence on overwhel m ng force.

Unhurriedly, now that it was clear that the incidence of
the outlaws' presence must run its course, Holroyd re-
exam ned his personal position. And realized that two
hopes existed. He urged his grinb forward toward a sl ender
man who sat tall on his mount at the head of the line of
grinmbs. The officer saw himcom ng and wat ched his
approach with a grave smle that actually ended the first
hope then and there. But Holroyd did not pause. He rode
up; he said curtly:

"Marshal Uubrig, you will order the men to scatter in all
directions with the purpose of confusing the eneny and the

possibility that some will escape.'

He saw that the other was | ooking at himcuriously. 'WII

I, sir? the officer drawed finally. He went on in a gentle
voice, 'l think it would be rather difficult to persuade the
men. It's a special group, you know. Every one here has | ost
sister or brother, nother or father, to the outlaws. They
realize that the Nushirvan are untrustworthy. They are

convi nced they are sacrificing thensel ves, but believe that
your capture nmakes it worthwhile. Do you think, my great
Prince Ineznio,' Marshal Uubrig finished ironically, 'that
men of such m nd would rush to obey ny orders if | should
suddenly command t hem as you directed?
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Hol royd was silent. He had neglected to consider the

outl aws. Al nost bl ankly, he went over in his mind his past
attitude toward Nushirvan. He hadn't really thought of it
fromtheir point of view They had been blurs, nuch like the
Germans after his first enotional hatred of their collective
actions yielded to the hard, bitter reality of fighting.

At tack Nushirvan, L'onee had said; and the appalling
trickery of the goddess, her abnormal attenpts to avoid

such an attack, had intensified his own convictions that the
i nvasi on nmust be | aunched. Now, of course, it seened that
her actions had been nerely a trick to get himto nake the
att ack.

He saw that the nearest of the riders was only two or

three hundred yards away. He'd have to hurry and find
sonmeone who woul d co-operate in carrying out his second
hope. He whirled his nount, parted his lips to yell his
request, and then hesitated. It was one thing to renenber
what Ptath had gone through physically; it was another
thing entirely to force hinself deliberately to do the sane

t hi ng.

The riders were a hundred yards away. '|Is there any man
here,' Holroyd shouted, 'who will put an arrow through ny
heart ?'

No one answered. No one moved. The brilliantly garbed

of ficers glanced at each other, and then gl anced uneasily at
the chargi ng outl aws.

"You see' —+t was the colonel, who canme up beside hi m—
"we promised to deliver you alive. Qur only hope that they
will let us gois that we do deliver you-alive!'

Hol royd had no sense of desperation now. He felt cool,

coll ected, determ ned. He had to escape this ridicul ous
ki dnappi ng. Qut there at headquarters he had free will, a
chance to think things over. Here, once nore, was that
deadly pressure of too much happening too swiftly, which
had al ready brought himto the verge of ruin.

He saw that the colonel carried one of those beautifully

sl ender hardwood, stone-tipped |ances that officers sported.
Bef ore the man was even aware of his intention, Holroyd

had urged his grinb over. There was the briefest fight over
the possession of the weapon. The officer's eyes w dened as
the lance was torn fromhis grip as if he were a small child.
Hol royd tw sted away triunphantly. He whi pped the spear
around, and, because there wasn't an instant to waste,

pl unged the weapon into his left breast, hard and deep. He
was only vaguely aware of the churning arrival of nore

than fifteen hundred outl aws.

The pain was hideous for a nonent. Then the agony

faded. Holroyd could still feel the pressing of the | ance
agai nst his body where it had entered. It was an unpl eas-
antly heavy weight that he would have to get rid of as soon
as he possibly could. He let himself slunp slowy backward
onto the broad, snooth back of the beast he rode, taking
care to keep his feet in the leather stirrups. Nearby sone-
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body bellowed in a guttural rage but the | anguage was
Gonwonl ani an.

"So this is the way you deliver the body. The Nushir will
make sonebody pay for this. Round themall up, the dirty
traitors."'

The colonel's voice protested. 'It was not our fault. You
saw yoursel f how he grabbed nmy |Iance and killed hinself.
Who' d ever expect pleasure-loving Ineznio to do that?'

Hol royd felt a bleak synpathy for the man. These rebels
were right, basically. No group ever had been braver, de-
fying an unkillable woman and a religio-slave set-up of
tenpl e potentates nore powerful than anything that had
ever existed anywhere. And each nman here had taken his
part in this dangerous rendezvous with the outl aws, know
ing that he m ght never return

"Dead or not, |'ve got to deliver his body!' the outlaw
| eader roared. 'Now, get a nove on, all of you. W can't
waste tine here.

There was a heavy stanpi ng of claw arnored paws; and

then novenment that becanme a flowing run. After ten

m nutes, Holroyd thought bitterly: They could at |east

have renoved the |lance fromhis body. The weapon began

to worry him It seemed incredible that he could go on all
day with such a solid shaft pushed squarely into his breast.
The organic structure of the Ptath body nust be radical

Holroyd slitted his eyes and lay for a nonent blinking at

a sun that was still far from nid-heaven. In flinging hinself
backward as he had, he had put hinself into an awkward
position. He let his head roll sideways, but there was stil
more sky than ground in his range of vision

Far away he saw a big screer, with a single rider, flapping
northward. Hol royd thought, 'If only the fool on the bird's
back woul d realize what was happeni ng. There was stil

time to send a warning that would cut off this venturesone
crew of outlaws fromthe Nushirvan border.' But as he

wat ched gl oonmily, the bird vanished into the nists over a
hill.

Consci ous again of the lance, Holroyd allowed hinmself to

tilt forward, slowy, as a dead nan m ght under the
capricious pressure of novenent. It took the nost carefu
mani pul ation but finally he succeeded in establishing a solid
base for the shaft end of the lance at the lower end of the
grinmb's neck. He began to press forward. There was a fl ash

of pain as the | ance pierced out of his back. But he cl anped
his teeth and pushed harder. It took tine to push it

t hrough. There were new bases to be established for bracing
the shortening shaft. Finally, however, he lay flat forward
on the back of the grinb and he could feel the unsteady
pressure of the lance as it wavered above himlike a flagl ess
flagpol e in a rushing w nd.

Fromthe corner of his eyes, Holroyd studied his situa-
tion. There was an outlaw riding on either side of him the
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one on the left alnost directly opposite. If he could rol
over—He did. Instantly, a bass voice grunted in pain,
then cursed.

" Ch, shut up!' a nearby voice commanded. Tear that
|l ance out of him It's unbalancing the corpse. | noticed it
was working its way through.'’

The sense of wei ght ended. Holroyd lay quiet. He had a
heady conviction of victory. Tonight,' he thought savagely,
"toni ght under cover of darkness and vol canic msts, who

woul d watch a dead body?

There was a yell fromthe bass voice, then shouted
wor ds:

'Hey, | ook chief! There's no blood on this spear. Somne-
thing's wong.'

There was indeed. In a mnute Holroyd's grinb halted.

Rough hands caught him pulled himto the ground and
funbl ed over him Then the | eader's voice, hard with satis-
faction, said :

"No wounds. | thought it funny the goddess' |over should
be so nortal. Better snap out of it, Prince Ineznio.'

Wthout a word, Holroyd clinbed to his feet and
mounted his grinb. Alnbst to a man the outl aws were big,
tall nmen. Many were bearded or nustached. From such

a rough-and-ready crew, Holroyd expected ridiculing

| aughter. But there was none. Men | ooked at hi m and when
he returned their stare they wouldn't face it, but glanced
away hastily. The rebels acted the sane way, which was
worrying. Because it was inportant that he nmmke friends

wi th sonebody. The general reaction seened unnatura

until he tried to picture what they had seen: a man with a
| ance through his heart rising unharmed, and active.

On and on pounded the |ong colums, w nding through

ever wilder foothills. Noon brought no pause. A snall
wooden basket of food was handed to Hol royd by one of
the outlaws, but the other prisoners, Holroyd noted, re-
cei ved not hi ng.

He exam ned his basket with interest. It contained three

types of fruit, one of which he had not seen before. It was
round and about three inches in diameter. It had a thick,

soft, red skin that peeled |like a banana. The fruit tasted |ike
a grape. The parcel contained no bread, no other foods, just
the fruit.

The seesaw of novenent had brought a rebel officer oppo-
site him To him Hol royd said:

"If you will promise to eat what | have here, you can have
it. Inacrisis | can do without food for'—he paused, sniled
with grimmenory; finished—for seven hundred years.'

The officer said curtly, 'Go to Accadistran!’

The | ong afternoon waned, and still Holroyd did not eat
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the fruit. Food was food, more precious to a hungry man
than ideals. But the partly peeled grape was turning a rusty

col or when once nore his own beast and that of the other
of fi cer—eneral Seyteil; Holroyd recalled the nane
vaguel y—at ched stri des.

"CGeneral,' Holroyd said earnestly, 'have you any idea
how far we are fromthe river of boiling nud?

The officer, a | ean, hawk-nosed man of forty, hesitated,
t hen shrugged.

"W should reach it well before dark,' he said. 'There are
about a dozen bridge approaches to the city Three, which
Iies about eight kanbs beyond the river.

Hol royd nodded, worried. He nustn't cross that river

Ineznia's inability to cross even nentally nust nmean sone-
thing. He'd have to think it over, and quickly. He studied
the profile of the rebel officer, but there was a granite
quality there that prom sed nothing, in spite of the fact that
the man had al ready answered one of his questions. The
other's resistance would take tinme and effort to overcone;

and tinme was one of the things that was | acking.

Moodily, Holroyd stared at the hills. H gher they were
now t han when the journey had started. And in the near

di stance ahead still others spired and turreted, doned and
m nareted to ever new heights, and al ready sonme shed

snoke into a sky that was growi ng ever hazier. He could

al nost feel the world of mist that was Nushirvan cl osing,
closing around him He turned again to the officer

"This food,' he said urgently above the poundi ng of heavy
paws, '| swear it is not ny intention to eat it. If you don't
want it, pass it on to somebody who doesn't know it cones
fromme. Food knows nothing of hate or ideol ogy.'

The nman took the basket this tinme, ate the huge grape,
and handed the container to another rebel. Holroyd did not
bother to trace the food further. He said:

"Suppose | were to swear that | canme to the Nushirvan
front to fight and conquer, would that nake any difference
in the attitude of yourself and the others?

‘"None at all,' was the reply. '"Prince Ineznio is a puppet of
the goddess. W know exactly what she is.'

' Suppose,' said Holroyd grimy, 'l told you I was not
I nezni 0? That | was—Ptath.'

The officer turned and stared at himwi th appraising eyes.
Finally, he | aughed.

"That's clever. There's only one thing wong. No one can

convince us that such a person as Ptath ever existed.' He
broke off. 'I seemto have underesti mated our speed. There's
the river of boiling nud just ahead. W should be in the city
Three by evening.'
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It was as swift as that. Approaching the stone bridge that
spanned the river of nud, the grinbs broke step. Holroyd
had a brief glinpse of bubbling nud and there was a sense
of heat, countless flashes of steam In half an hour they
were all across. Deeper and deeper into the land of Nushir-
van they raced.

CHAPTER XV
THE G TY THREE

As the bridge receded behind the | ong caravan, Hol -

royd grew conscious of exhilaration—+ike a man, he

thought grimy, on bis way to the execution chanber. But

the dark conparison wouldn't stay in his mind. It didn't fit.
He had a sense of being in the midst of great events, an

i mrense, wondering conviction. Could nortal man desire

nmore than this: to be two hundred million years in the
future, a demigod in a fantastic |and?

Ptath! Mghty Ptath! If only he could snatch the great

power that was here, he'd crush the damable tenple
civilization. The thought flagged. He grew aware of the
intensity of his feelings, an intensity that had not existed
before the crossing of the bridge. He sat very still on the
broad back of the grimb, letting his mnd relax, his whole
bei ng grow quiet. He waited, watching for sone inward sign
that woul d indicate new and terrible personal strength. But
there was only the flow ng novenents of the nonster he

rode.

Hol royd shook hinself in sudden fury. Damm it, there

must be a difference. He felt different, nore alert, eager
rat her than depressed. His gaze fell on the ring that had so
startled Ineznia. Menory cane of the fairy tales of his

chil dhood. Wth a wy smle he caught the ring, twisted it
three tines, said:

"By this ring | demand to be transported instantly to ny
headquarters i n Gonwonl ane.

H s sm | e deepened as the seconds fled 'and nothing
happened. He tried again, his anger forgotten. But there
was still nothing. He had known, of course. God power was
not just hocus-pocus. It grew out of one of the deepest,
nmost sustai ned of hunman enotional conplexes. Add, old

was that inmpulse, that mass urge to devotion and obedi ence.
And, sonmewhere, |ong ago, a king named Ptath had been
lifted up to the status of genui ne godhood that had been
potential fromthe first noment that a primtive vassa
prostrated hinmself abjectly at the broad, naked feet of the

first chieftain-priest.

And of course, once so cataclysmic a force was dis-

covered, other men of steel would | earn about it, recognize
its non-divine origin, and strive with unutterable anbition
to participate in the glory that issued naturally to the
fortunate controller. Once discovered, the great power
could only be transferred; it could never be destroyed.

Al ways a new god ruler would replace the fallen one. Such
force woul d never again vanish fromthe affairs of nen.
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Even Ptath had believed that he was assuring his ultimate
reassunption of the shining mantle, ere he laid it aside to
sink into his inconprehensible nmerging with the race.

But why had Ptath done such a foolish thing in the first

pl ace? The answer to that could easily have a bearing on
events now proceedi ng. But no answer came to Hol royd.

H's mind mght as well have remrai ned bl ank. The questions
raged through him and all that mattered in the end was the
tireless flowing run of the grimb. On and on raced the
power ful convoy of prisoners and captors, pushing higher
and higher into the ever higher foothills.

Hol royd saw his first castle. It was a dark stone structure
that squatted |ike an enornous cone-hatted witch in the

center of a spread of houses on top of a fortified hill. The
sight brought a thrill, then a savage eagerness, and know

| edge of the mlitary tactics that nmust be used agai nst such a
form dabl e obstacle in a world that |acked siege artillery.
Screer-nounted troops flung down in masses that would

saturate the defenses of each fort in turn. Carried out with
sufficient blitz violence, casualties should be extrenely light.
Such forces could safely attack three days ahead of the

ground forces and paral yze the comruni cati ons of the

eneny. Apparently, in the seven attacks nentioned by the

hi story books, nothing |ike that had ever been tried. Thank
God, he had outlined the plan to sone high marshals. ,

The shadows in the valleys began to | engthen. The sun

gl owed bl ood-red as it sank toward a snoking vol cano in the
western hills. There were carts now, pulled by dottles, on a
smal | er side road, a steady stream of them coning from
behind a hill that |oonmed ahead. They turned off into scores
of branching roads that led toward forts and buil dings that
crowned every hilltop. The head of the long colum started
to round the hill. Suddenly, a great shout echoed from

them The cry was taken up, and swept down the line in a
gat hering crescendo:

The Nushir! The Nushir's standard flies fromthe centra
fort. The Nushir has conme in person to interview the Prince
I nezni o—

A mnute later, Holroyd's own grinb rounded the hill;

and he saw the city Three spread before and above them

What the Nushirvan called the great collection of buildings
was a nystery that had been lost in the ages. There was a
vague story-—he had been told by an officer a few days
before—that its name was Yit or Yip or Yik. But on all the
Gonwonl ane mlitary maps it was known sinply as Three.

Wi ch neant that only two other outlaw cities were closer
to the border. And one of these was far to the west, the
other equally far to the east.

Three stood on an enornous pl ateau and clinbed the

hills to the rear; and in the dusk it was like a city out of the
| egends of Am dark, curiously unwhol esone, a strange

nebul ous dream out of antiquity. The w nd which brought

the subdued runmble of the city to Holroyd wafted al so odd

odors, a not unpleasant intermngling of kitchen snmells with

the scent of grinb stables and screer aeries. AlIl-pervading
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was that perfune; and as the long line of riders padded
swiftly along the dimming streets it becane the air they
breat hed, thick, normal, alnost rich and—Hol royd snil ed
gri my—probably quite healthy.

"Prince,' said the voice of General Seyteil

Hol royd turned. Before he could verbally acknow edge
the call, the hawk-nosed officer went on swiftly:

"lI've been thinking of what you said back there!' The
general nmade a nmovement with his head. 'If you're Ptath,
why haven't you asserted your power?'

Hol royd nmade no i mmedi ate answer. He had forgotten

completely his attenpt to win this nan over. Forgotten it

the instant the river of boiling nmud was crossed, and his

pur pose of securing help to prevent a crossing was frus-
trated by the event. H s attention concentrated slowy on

the general. Realizing that his delay in answering m ght

|l ook I'ike stalling for tine, he began to explain his situation
to the officer. The man cut himoff in a violent astonish-
nment :

"You nmean when you crossed that nmpat of nud you

smashed a spell that had kept the goddess out of Nushir-
van?'

"I don't understand how it worked,' Holroyd said. 'I've

been trying to think of it as something planted in her mnd,
whi ch she couldn't nullify in spite of all the power she has
accunul ated.’

It was darker now, harder to see the other man. The

streets were lighted by dull light sticks that sent a dimglow
through the m st of darkness and fog that was thickening

over the city. A coolness canme down fromthe hills, naking

it confortable after the bl azing heat of the day, but the
intensity of the night that was falling only enphasized how
near was the end of the journey and the parting of the ways
that would cone with it. Holroyd spoke hurriedly:

' Ceneral, what nade you speak to ne in the first place?

There was no answer, and after a monent Hol royd
shrugged. He rode on in silence for a while, grim then he
sai d:

"I presune nost of you are sent on to Accadi stran. Wat
does the Zard do with ki dnapped peopl e?

This time there was satiric |aughter out of the darkness.
Then the general said:

"The report is the Zard wants col onists. But since no

pri soners have ever escaped from such a col ony, we suspect
the worst. There are incredible stories—As for why |
spoke to you, it seenmed to ne your claimto be Ptath m ght
be of benefit to us whether or not you actually are Ptath.
Your story about the rebel Tar at the tenple Linn could be
verified, you know.'
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The officer finished in a disconnected fashion, 'As | say, |
was thinking of that, and then | remenbered our position
And realized that we're subject to' —he |aughed softly—
‘change wi thout notice. Oh!l W' re slow ng.

It was so. Deceleration was as snmooth and jerkl ess as had
been the entire journey. The great beasts cut their pace
naturally, by the sinple process of ceasing their forward
pressure. Mnentumcarried themon with an easy, grace-

ful motion. They poured between two |ighted posterns; and
for a long nonent after they had come to a stop it was

hard to realize that dynam c action had merged so naturally
into utter passivity.

Men surrounded Holroyd. 'This way, Prince Ineznio
You are to be taken at once to the noble Nushir.'

He was |l ed along a great marble corridor that opened into
a vast roomat the far end of which sat a man and two
wonen.

CHAPTER XVI
THE NUSH R OF NUSHI RVAN

THE Nushir of Nushirvan was a big, plunp, blue-
eyed young man. The throne chairs of his w ves were set
partly behind his | arge one, but both were to his right.

As Hol royd stepped into the room the two wonen

automatically | eaned toward each ot her, whispered siml-
taneously and then nodded in unison. One was sl ender and

dark, one was plunp and fair, and their action was so nuch

as if they had thought the sane thought, and spoke it, all in
a spirit of perfect agreenment, that Holroyd' s attention was
caught to them It cost hima distinct effort to disengage his
m nd and concentrate on the fact that the Nushir was

speaking. He was dimy aware that the guards had with-

drawn beyond cl osed doors.

The plunmp nman said in a soft voice. 'You are truly
I nezni 0o?'

There was obscene eagerness in the creature. He | eaned
forward. Hi s eyes glistened with an off-color, blue avidity
that made Hol royd wary as he nodded his reply. There was

no doubt at all that the hereditary outlaw chieftain had had
a purpose in making a deal with the rebels for Ineznio's
capture. Holroyd waited tensely as the man said:

"And you are in charge of the attack that is being
nmount ed agai nst nmy country?’

Conpr ehensi on struck al ong every nerve of Holroyd's

body. He stared at his too plunp interrogator with nar-

rowed eyes, fascinated by the personal potentialities of the

situation. If he handled this right, he could be free in ten

m nutes. He stood letting the picture, the full weight of the
idea sink in. And every quiver of the man's pal pitating

anxi ety was suddenly understandable and it fitted.

The dul | -bl ue eyes shone with an unlovely ardor, the big,
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pl unp hands opened and closed as if they were grasping,
reaching, toward an intensely desired object. The thick lips
hung agape, and the soft, heavy nose dilated. The entire
physi cal appearance of the ruler showed the truth. The

Nushir of Nushirvan had | earned that he was about to be
attacked. And, in spite of the failure of past invasions, he
was al arned by this new threat. Holroyd drew a deep

breath, said, 'If your defensive precautions are at all nor-
mal, you won't have to worry.'

"What do you nean?’

"The attack,' said Holroyd coolly, 'is being nade to

satisfy dissonant el enents. There is no intention of forcing
it to a conclusion. By having nme captured, you have played
into the hands of the very people who want to destroy

you.'

"He's lying.' It was the dark-haired woman, her voice

thin and harsh. She tugged at the fat arm of her master. 'He
hesitated too | ong before answering, and besides there is
something in his manner. Put himto the torture instantly.
W nust know.'

"Ah,' said Holroyd, 'I see the governnent in Nushirvan is
the same as in Gonwonl ane.'

The odd bl ue eyes studied him bleakly. There was uncer-
tainty in themand curiosity. Finally, the Nushir said:

"Expl ain that.

"Both are run by wonen,' said Holroyd coolly; and the
two wonen gasped. In their automatic fashion they bent
toward each other but each nust have drawn a bl ank re-
sponse for they straightened and sat | ooking baffl ed.

The Nushir nerely sat sluggish, nore inpassive, but he

wi ggl ed his head with the faintest inpatience as the dark
woman tugged again at his arm She did not seemto be
aware of her master's nood, for she spoke, half to him
hal f, defiantly, to Hol royd:

"There is only one ruler in all Nushirvan. But we are his

wi ves. We have his interests at heart. W shine only as a
reflection of his glory. Wien we advise himit is as instru-
ments of his body. In this case we are the tools who sensed
your lie. Therefore we advise torture—+nmredi ately.

She al nost snapped the last word and then sat glaring at

Hol royd, who whistled ruefully under his breath. H's

attenpt to drive a wedge between husband and wi ves was
backfiring badly. The hard wonder cane; just what could
torture that included, for instance, anputation, do to a body
such as his? The chilling specul ation ended as he saw the
expressi on that was changi ng—transform ng—the face of

the blond wife.

She had seened at first gl ance nondescriptly good-1| ook-
ing; her position as second fromthe Nushir's chair placed
her as a lesser wife. She grew different. She straightened
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physically, and the nove seemed nmental as well. Her eyes
glowed with life; color surged into her cheeks. She sat very
still for an instant, as if in deep thought, then she said in a

ringi ng voice:

' Speak for yourself, Nyi. If the prince is speaking the
trut h—and what we know of Gonwonl ane supports his
statements—then he is our ally, not our eneny; and a
conference under nore graci ous circumnstances, after break-

fast tonmorrow norning, is in order. | suggest that our guest
be furnished with a woman for the night and assi gned an
apartment .’

There was silence. Twice, Niyi, the dark, parted her lips
to speak; tw ce she turned with clenched fist toward the

bl ond woman, but each time her astonishnent seened to
override both her voice and her will to action. She gl anced
finally at her lord and waited.

Thoughtful 'y, the Nushir sat stroking his snmooth, fat
chin. But at last he began to nod his head. He said:

"It shall be so, for such is the conclusion | also have
drawn. In view of the high rank of our guest he nmay choose
one of my two wives here present. In the norning we shal

talk and then, if everything is satisfactory, a screer escort
shall return the Lord Ineznio to his own lines.' He paused,
ended, 'Which of ny two wives, great prince?

Refusal didn't even enter into the matter. To do so woul d
be to give a nortal insult. And the choice required scarcely
a thought, so obvious it was. Holroyd said gravely:

"l select her who has been called Niyi, and thank you for
thus honoring nme, great Nushir. You shall not regret it.'

He was thinking: What a fool he'd be to | eave the dark
hostil e woman al one with her husband for a night of un-
opposed propaganda. The Nushir was speaking:

"I would have thought,' he said in an interested tone,

"that, |ike the others who have been thus honored, you would
have chosen blond Calya.' He shrugged, smled, "It will be
an interesting experience for you, Nyi.'

He tugged at a silken cord that hung down fromthe
ceiling. Instantly, attendants swarmed into the room Wth-

inten mnutes, Holroyd was alone with his wife-for-a-
ni ght .

There was a great, ornanental w ndow at the far end of

the main room Wth scarcely a glance at the dark woman,

Hol royd wal ked toward it and stared out. The city Three
spread below him Its dimMy glowing street |ight stick gave
an overall effect of an old European city in partial blackout.

The sense of exhilaration that had cone after the cross-

ing of the bridge was stronger now. In spite of everything,
tendrils of satisfaction coiled through his mind. It was true
that he had suffered a defeat in having to cross the river of
boiling mud, but he had also won his freedomto return to
Gonwonl ane. Just what the bal ance was between the defeat
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and the victory he, who knew so little, could not hope to
judge. It was probably adverse, but at |east being free would
give hima chance to think things over and prepare for the
next onslaught. Right here and now he nust draw a, |ine

and say: No further. Action henceforth nust be based on

i nformati on and the profoundest consideration

Hol royd | aughed curtly. One man in a world that he
knew al nbst not hi ng about, with great decisions to nake,
couldn't possibly learn anything of inportance in tinme. Stil
it felt better to be free!

He drew his mind from specul ati on and remenber ed

Niyi. He would take her, naturally, in the sense that she
had been offered. Any dereliction on his part would prob-
ably be reported, and woul d be consi dered bad manners—
not to be risked. He turned fromthe w ndow and stared in
astoni shment. The dark woman was standing with one ear
pressed agai nst the corridor door, listening intently. She
rolled her eyes and | ooked at Hol royd, and then—amazi ng
action—put a finger on her lips in the ancient adnonition.
Finally, with a graceful flow ng novenent, she canme glid-
i ng over.

"W shall have to act swiftly,' she hissed. 'You nade
things very difficult by selecting Niyi instead of Calya,
whose body | entered just before she spoke in your favor
Now, | have had to switch to this one; and the bl ond

worman wi || be renenbering that she was possessed, not
clearly, and that will give us a little time, but enough to
al arm her eventually into speech.’

She paused; and Holroyd said violently, 'Wat the—

He stopped and stood as still as stone, his eyes like two slits.
So he was being rushed once nore!

"Who are you?' he said harshly.

The wonman whi spered, '|I am she who clinbed the great
cliff, who tried to kill you, and who gave you the ring of
Ptath. Search back in your mind: Did you tell anyone that
you saw ne? |If not, then you nust know that | am not

I neznia.'

She rushed on, unheeding of his efforts to speak

"W dare not delay, | swear it. At this very nonent

Ineznia is in the Nushir's central palace striving desperately
to destroy the god-chair of Ptath. The chair is the |last of

t he—-

Her voice grew thick, as if her tongue was suddenly too
big for her mouth. She swallowed hard, tried again, then
gave up the sentence that had caused the painful stoppage.
She finished urgently:

"W nust go there without delay. An hour, even a ninute

m ght be too late. Ptath, | realize only too clearly how often
you have been fooled. But it cannot be hel ped. You nust

t ake one nore chance—now '
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The odd thing was that Hol royd's resol ve, which had

seenmed so firm so deep-rooted, should yield before one

ver bal onslaught. But what she had said was true. He hadn't
told anyone about the gaunt woman; and I neznia's very
dismay at the sight of the ring was |like a stanp of approva
now on her who had given it to him Ineznia didn't know,
didn't know how this woman had cone to him even

t hough she had probably guessed that she had cone. There-
fore, this was the aeon-inprisoned L' onee; and if L'onee
was now telling himthat he had no tine to | ose, then he
hadn' t.

Now t hat he thought of it, Ineznia's action in having him

ki dnaped showed a cont enptuous di sregard of the sus-

picion it might arouse. She hadn't been like that in her
earlier attitude. It nust nean that the cul m nation of her

pl ans was in sight. The protective edifice that Ptath had
built long ago was crashing. The naddest thing was that,

thi nking thus, he was still standing here. But he couldn't
help it. The weight of his hesitation, and the reason behind
it, was too inmportant to ignore. He had been told that he
must sit in the god-chair of Ptath, and that by so doing he

woul d regain the old, trenmendous god power of Ptath.

It sounded ludicrous, a child s gane. But both Ineznia

and L'onee had told himthat it was so. Wiy had | neznia
inmparted to himone great truth anbng so nany | esser |ies?
Why had she told himabout the chair at all? She nmust have
told himfor the sane reason that had nade it necessary for
her to reveal in sonme way, by action or word, the other
protectives now cancel ed. And besides, telling himhad been
psychol ogically correct. It had focused his nind on that

di stant goal, while she acconplished every one of her
secondary purposes. But now, she was on the last |ap. And
action on the nost desperate scale was inperative

He saw t hat —+' onee—was watching himw th w de
tragic eyes. He felt briefly appreciation that she had not
interrupted his necessary thought, then hurriedly he said:

'How can we | eave there?

"I'f you will followne as if we were going for a walk,' she
answered. 'The warm flying clothes are in a chanber next

to the screer aeries—Nyi is the chief wife. As Niyi | can
command a screer escort at any time of the day or night

wi t hout questions. Cone!'

Hol royd raced beside her for the door, then, 'Wait!' he
said. 'There's a General Seyteil anong the prisoners. Is
there sone way that he could be provided with a screer and
all owed to escape? | have an idea he could be doing val u-
abl e work in Gonwonl ane whil e—

L' onee cut himoff. '"It's inpossible. Such an action would
be out of character. Besides, we haven't tine for anything!
Hurry!'

In fifteen mnutes the flight was begun

CHAPTER XVI | |

file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20Van%20Vogt/A.%20E....an%20V0gt%20-%20The%20Book%200f%20Ptath.txt (80 of 112) [6/30/03 11:36:50 PM]



file:///F|/rah/A.%20E.%20V an%20V ogt/A .%20E.%20van%20V 0gt%20-%20T he%20B 0ok %200f %20Ptath. txt

LAND OF THE VOLCANCES

IT grew very cold. Yet still higher |ooned the reach-

i ng nount ai ns ahead, dark and bl eak and savage under the
strange, near stars. But all was not bl eakness. In that freez-
ing world volcanic fires | eaped and flared froma thousand
craters, naking the night hideous and terrible with red
flame and red-bl ack snoke. Each cone of fire seened to

hold itself al oof, and sonehow t he ni ght around was

darker, the non-vol canic nountains col der and nore awe-

sonme. The screers avoided the air above the spitting craters,
stayed up and out where the cold was unall oyed, |ike

sheeted ice.

Distinctly, Holroyd felt the great, struggling bird beast, on
whi ch L' onee and he were nounted, grow sluggi sh and

weary. Twice, with a sharp anxiety, he saw it and the others
of that concourse scranble desperately in their barely suc-
cessful effort to breast upjutting knobs of nountain.

When t he downward j ourney began he had no cl ear

know edge. Perhaps it was when his mnd began with in-
stinct of its own to reach ahead and strive to visualize what
the end of the journey would bring. In any event, suddenly
the birds were flying easier, faster; and the air grew per-
ceptibly warnmer. A city sprinkled its lights from bel ow.
Then anot her, and another. Even the ground in between the

| arger nmasses of lights was not dark finally, but shot with
count |l ess streaky patches of dull-white gl ow points. The
first cities nestled in valleys between enornous peaks, but
swiftly that jagged barrier yielded to foothills, then to a
flatter land. The air grew balmy and the cities unending.
The next one was always in sight before the previous one so
much as grew dim

It was about an hour and a half after they left the foot-
hills that L' onee turned in her saddl e and shouted down-
wi nd at Hol royd:

' Khot ahay, the capitol!’

The way she spoke the name it had an exotic, a heart-
qui ckening nmusic in its pronunciation. But in the night the

city looked Iike all the others except that it was bigger, and
it spread to a range of hills in the north, and sil houetted
against a broad river in the east. L' onee was speaking

agai n:

"I alnmost flew to Khotahay yesterday instead of to—-

The nane she spoke was lost in the shouting of the wind. '

was in a panic after failing to | ocate you at any of the

twel ve bridges that cross the river of boiling nud. Tinme

and again | tried to cross nyself, and when | finally could, |
knew that you had broken the sixth spell and that | had

nm ssed you. | knew all the while that |I couldn't possibly
keep an accurate watch on so many crossi ngs.

"I was captured as | flew over the city, but, of course,
didn't mind. | had taken care to |locate the central fort, and
I imredi ately possessed the body of an inportant woman
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servant inside it. Fromher it was an easy junp at the
proper time to the body of Calya, the Nushir's blond wfe.

Holroyd listened to the explanation with but half his
attention. The picture she had drawn filled little gaps in the
continuity of her life stream since he had | ast seen her. But,
staring now at the nearing capitol, his thought |eaped

ahead. Ineznia was down there. And the chair of Ptath.

It was hard to i magi ne her. The intense, passionate

creature that was the gol den-haired goddess seened unreal

up here in this night, with a whining wind tearing at his flat-
hel d body, with the great, dark wi ngs of the m ghty ani nal

he rode rising and falling in a repetition of violent nove-
nent .

The god-chair evoked no inmage at all. H's mnd refused
even to grope for a nmental picture. But it nust exist down
there! L'onee believed it; and Ineznia had planned every-
thing on the certainty that the chair was a reality. Long
ago, Ptath must have told themof it. It was possible, of
course, that he had msled them but that was a dangerous
assunpti on.

"I'f I had been Ptath—- Hol royd thought, and then

smled with a savage consci ousness of the incongruity. He
was Ptath. At |least, there wasn't any other. 'If | had been
Ptath,' he repeated, 'and | had m strusted one of two
worren—er both, to play safe—+ would not have left ny

mai n protective to any kind of chance at all. No matter
what was done to it, I'd have tried to figure somethi ng—

sonet hi ng designed to shock, or frustrate, any schener
alive. I wouldn't just have left it a straight business of sit in
the chair or else!’

Down swooped the screers, scream ng. Lights flickered
below, and in the glow a great courtyard was reveal ed. One
by one the birds cane down and nade their separate runs
like massive aircraft settling onto a |anding field.

Men bowed | ow as Niyi's face was recogni zed. There was
a scranble to help themwi th the renoval of furs and a rush
to open doors.

"Do not,' commanded L' onee-Niyi, 'awaken the pal ace.
The Nushir's guest and | shall proceed w thout escort.

There were sol dier guards at intervals along the gl eam ng
corridors who sprang to attention, great bearded nmen who

| ooked strange in near uniforms, and who stood very stiff,
as the man and wonan strode past. Hol royd whi spered
finally, 'Do you know where she is? Were the chair is?

He felt tense and excited, realizing that the crisis of his
Iife was upon him

Besi de him L'onee whispered, '|I know exactly where it
is. After all Nyi knew and—there it is—the door at the end
of this corridor.'

It was a big, ornanental entrance, and it was | ocked.
Hol royd tested his strength against its solidity. The hard-
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wood shook and quivered fromthe smashing bl ow, but did
not splinter.

"WAit!' L'onee said urgently. There's no doubt she's

inside. But 1I'll have the guards break the door.' She finished
with satisfaction. 'This tine we have the authority. There's
not a body in the palace that she could usurp, and overrule

Niyi. | —
She stopped and said softly, 'Ah!'

The door was opening in a leisurely fashion. Ineznia

stood there just across the threshold. She had on a bl ack
gown that nmade her hair like a golden crown set above dark
vel vet. She was snmiling and she said:

"Enter. |'ve been expecting you.
CHAPTER XI X
BATTLE OF THE GODDESSES

THE bl ue eyes of the Goddess |neznia sparkled with

tiny yellow fl ashes and her snmile waxed and waned, as if
her joy was conming to her in wave on wave of flooding

happi ness. She spoke again, a variation of her first words:

"I'"ve been watching for you. But of course, wthout water
it was inmpossible to tell an essence when it is in a body.
Cone in, both of you. | shall be glad to tell you all about
everyt hing."'

Her victorious nood seeped into Holroyd's mind. Smiling
grimy, he stepped forward and halted, teetering on his toes
as Niyi's voice rang with L' onee's warni ng:

"Ptath—wait! There's sonething wong.'

Hol royd recovered his bal ance, then stood very still.

There was no fear connected with the paralysis, sinply a
great wonder, and the earlier sense of unreality grew
stronger. The unenotional conviction canme that he was
dreanming. After a minute, however, he was still standing
there, studying that delicate face with its flickering snile.
Grlish wonen, he thought grimy, were not good-I ooking

when they gl oated. Once nore the goddess spoke:

" How nel odramatic we are, L'onee. O course there is
sonet hi ng wong—the wongness of defeat. Wat! You

still hesitate? | assure you we shall not be disturbed. And
you really nust have a | ook at the chair that would have
won for you had you arrived six hours ago.'

Said the spider to the fly, Holroyd was thinking, won't

you pl ease cone in? The reference to the chair scarcely
touched him Instead, his nmind absorbed itself in a con-

tenpl ati on of why Ineznia should be so sure they woul d not

be disturbed. It was particularly odd as, out of the corner of
his eye, he saw that a nunber of wonmen were coming al ong

the corridor. A shocked thought canme. Holroyd whirled on

L' onee.

"It's just struck me that |1've seen neither of you in posses-
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sion of a man's body. Can—-

L' onee had been Standing, frowning, as if she were
searching for something that kept eluding her. Now, she
| ooked up.

"Only wonen, Ptath, or fenmale animals. There is a physi-
cal law involved that—

She stopped and stared as I neznia crunbled to the floor
Then she cried shrilly, 'Ptath. She's gone to soneone's
body. '

The wonen were behind her now, and close. One of them

was funbling under her dress. A razor-thin stone knife
flashed; and Holroyd, smiling with a savage under st andi ng,
caught L' onee—and took the flung knife in his side. Stil
smling, he jerked it out. He flicked a glance toward | nezni a;
the goddess showed no sign of life. She was still one of the
five wonmen, and she could shift to any of them He felt a
stark and gat hering consci ousness of the danger that was

here.

"Quick, L'onee,' he urged, 'order the wonen to go away

at once. The one that is domnated by Ineznia will try to kil
Niyi, and thus drive you into a less authoritative body..
Hurry!'

Her understandi ng nust have been qui cker than his

words. Her voice was ringing out in sharp comand, cut-

ting across his words.. Obediently, three of the wonmen began
to wal k back the way they had cone. One of the remaining

two stood uncertain, but the other shouted:

' Come back here. This is not Queen Niyi, but an im
poster. The queen is with our master, the Nushir, at the
boder, as we all know. '

The speaker was a powerful -1 ooking creature, obviously a
worman' s superintendent of sone kind. In response to her
command the three who had been |eaving, faced about, | ook-
ing very frightened, and one of themcalled in a trenbling
Voi ce:

"If this is so, why not call the guards?

L' onee whi spered fromthe shelter of Holroyd' s body,
"What shall | do? Call the guards nysel f?

Hol royd hesitated. H's brain wouldn't concentrate on the
imediate threat. It kept flashing off in tangents, reaching
out to grasp the larger neaning, the potentialities of what
he was seeing. He had never realized it before, but what a
terrible power it was that Ineznia and L' onee possessed, this

ability to shift frombody to body. They could enter any-
where, pal ace, fort, anywhere there were wonen and i n-

stantly kill right and left. The confusion would be absolutely
devastating. Nothing could possibly resist such denonic
personalities. Entire fortifications nust fall wi thout a fight,
in an insane cataclysmof fratricidal murder or self-inflicted
deat h.
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It was suddenly clear that the days of Nushirvan as a
separate state were nunbered. Its long immunity was shat-
tered now that |Ineznia could cross the river of boiling nmud
at will. Just why she hadn't |ong ago dom nated the col ossa
| and of Accadi stran, which was apparently not protected,
was sonet hing he would have to find out, but the im
medi at e danger was right here, and now

VWhat had happened was, of course, utterly clear. L'onee
and he had arrived before I neznia had acconplished her
purpose. In spite of all her advance confidence, she hadn't
been able, in the short time available, to negate the power of
the god-chair. She nust have known a great fear when she
heard his body smashing at the door. But her recovery had
been abnormally swift. Instantly she had | aid her plans,
occupi ed the body of an inportant woman and sent these
worren along this corridor. Then, returning to her own

body, she had come to the door and skillfully stalled for
time. Here was the result: Five wonen, who, if properly
handl ed, mi ght be used successfully to destroy L'onee's
body.

Afterward, all the uncontrolled w tnesses could be killed,

or forced to kill thenselves. The one that remrai ned would
swear that Holroyd nurdered Niyi and, once under such a
charge, and in prison, he'd have the devil's own time getting
back to the roomof the god-chair. In the interim Ineznia
expected to acconplish her aim

It was a pretty though desperate scheme, pitiful when
conpared to the five billion soldiers she could nuster to do
her will in Gonwonl ane, but deadly for all that, and not to
be fooled with.

Hol royd hissed at L'onee, 'Yes, call the guards. After all,
we can prove that you're Niyi by the escort that brought us
fromthe border.'

In a mnute the guards had the wonen. And there was
not even an attenpt to pretend that L' onee was not Niyi.
As he had anal yzed, her whol e plan had been adopted on

the spur of the nonent, under the pressure of unexpected
events.

L' onee was conmandi ng, 'Lock these women in their
roons, but release themin the nmorning. | wll take occasion
at sonme later period to reprimand themfor their insol ence.’

One of the guards glanced at the knife in Holroyd's
hand, but all he did was point at Ineznia, who was rising to
her feet; he said:

"What about her?'

L' onee snil ed; she said coolly, 'She's a victim Let her
be.'

A nmonent |ater the three of them were alone. The two

worren, Hol royd saw, were staring at each other. And only

L' onee was smling. He was about to step past them and
enter the roomwhen the silent intensity of that eye inter-
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change penetrated to his consci ousness. He paused and
gl anced fromone to the other, puzzled. It was L' onee who
broke the silence. She said in an unnatural draw:

"We-e-1-11, darling Ineznia, so you' ve overreached yourself
in spite of all your schem ng.'

Her smle faded; she snapped: 'Just a nonent, Ptath,
until | examne the threshold of this door. If she's managed
to lay protective netal here anywhere we—-

She fell to her knees and pushed her fingers cautiously

al ong the carpet. 'Wen she cane to the door, |neznia
stepped forward with a swift novenent and viciously

ki cked at her hand. Deftly, laughing softly, L'onee caught
the thrusting foot. Her lips twi sted savagely; with all her
strength she pushed. Hol royd gasped as the delicately built
I nezni a went spinning back into the room She caught her
bal ance, started forward again, then stopped with a convul -
sive effort, her face contorted with anger. It struck himfor
the first time how inconceivably violent was the hatred of
these two wonen for each other.

I neznia hissed, 'Wen the six nonths are up, | shall de-
stroy you a little piece at a tine.'

L' onee |l aughed, a little laugh. 'So | have six nonths, have

I ? Thank you, ny sweet, for telling ne.' Still laughing in
that brittle fashion, she turned to Holroyd. 'So far as | can
make out, there's nothing to hinder us going into the

room'

She canme to her feet and her laughter was a gl ow ng
thing as she said, 'Ch, Ptath, Ptath, there's victory here; and

all because she grew frightened at ny escape.

Hol royd' s puzzl ement nust have shown in his face, for
L' onee explained swiftly:

"Her original intention was that you should attack
Nushirvan, and thus cross the river of boiling nud. Myving
with the arny over those nmountains, it would have taken
you weeks, perhaps nonths to reach this palace. And

during all that tine she could have been studying the chair
inthis room and |I'm sure she could have destroyed it
under such circunstances

"But that ring | gave you startled her. It was only Inez-
nio's seal ring, but when | was in the witing roomgetting
it, I put sone of nmy power into it. She recognized that as a
decl aration of war, and rather than give me tine to be a

nui sance to her, she acted as she did.

L' onee | aughed again, the slightly harsh but gl eeful |augh
of Niyi. Ineznia stood without noving just inside the chair
room Her face was the color of chalk, but her eyes were

bl ue and cold and deadly as she said:

"You realize, | hope, that you at least will die, L'onee.
Any power Ptath nmay derive fromthe chair is not ful
power. Only from prayer does power cone, and | have | ong
ago seen to it that that does not exist for him And,
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furthernore, he will not be long in joining you in the
dungeon.’

She went on nmore airily, '"He will perhaps have a little

nmore power than you now possess.' She |aughed with an

easy confidence, continued, 'Now that | have resigned

myself to this partial defeat, the rest doesn't matter. Once
again | suggest to you the key word, Accadi stran.

"You devil beast!' said L' onee.

They stood very still, the dark woman and the gol den
worman, staring at each other. And, glancing first at one,
then the other, though he understood only dimy what they
wer e discussing, Holroyd had the sudden conviction that he
oughtn't to be here. He oughtn't to be seeing the naked
soul s of these wonen.

It cost himan effort to break the thrall. He shook hinself
—a nmental and physical novenent it was—and stepped

across the threshold into the large room He was aware of
L' onee followi ng, of Ineznia turning to watch. Then he
forgot them both.

CHAPTER XX

THE GCOD- CHAI R

THE room in which Hol royd found hinmsel f was,

except for the chair, unfurnished. It was built entirely of
stone, floors, walls, ceiling, all unalleviated stone. G ay
stone, it was, uncracked, yet in spite of this the effect was of
great, of incredible age. The room was ol d.

The chair occupied a portion of the roomto Holroyd's

left. It shone. It was so bright it hurt his eyes. It was an
enornous msty structure, insubstantial and quivery. Veins

of crystal light glittered in it; opal escence clouded its sur-
face; splashes of anber streaked it, and bands of vernilion
interlaced with stains of pallid ochre. It glittered like sone
intricate jewel, and its shape was that of a perfect cube with
di mensions of fifteen feet. It floated above the floor. It
tantalized; it entranced. It had no relation to the solid reali-
ties all around. Holroyd wal ked toward it, then stood in a
maze of fascination, staring up at it. It was distinctly up
The | ower surface of the cube flickered at |east ten feet
above hi s head.

He found hinsel f, automatically, |ooking around, search-

ing for sonmething that woul d enable himto clinb and sit on
the great, glowing 'seat.' The action of | ooking brought

awar eness of the two pairs of eyes that were staring, glar-
ing, at him Two pairs of eyes, each pair ablaze with its own
excitenent. Two pairs of eyes expecting a god to be born

It was hard to break the hypnotic hold of them but Hol -
royd shook his head slightly and it was as if a rock had
fallen into the glassy pool that was his mnd. The w dening
ripples broke the spell. He saw, then, that stone rungs were
carven into the stone wall to the left of the chair. Up they
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ran, straight to the ceiling and al ong the ceiling. They ended
above the chair. By clinbing up he could swi ng hinmself by

his hands fromrung to rung, and drop directly down onto

the chair. An athletic child could have done it w thout a
second thought. The One Who Is Strong should do it

wi t hout a second thought. But the second thought, the
hesitation, came even as he wal ked slowy toward that

| adder of chisel ed stone.

The t hought had nothing to do with his will to sit in the
chair. He was going to sit init. There was no alternative.
Even if he had had proof that the goddess had managed to
tamper with it, he would still have had no alternative but
sooner or later to test the effect of it upon the body of
Ptath. No, there was no question at all about that. He nust
sit in the god-chair. Only it was clear now that it wouldn't
be enough. In a way, he had known fromthe first nonent

he had | earned that god power came from prayer that the
chair al one would not be enough to nake him Ptath, the
Thrice G eatest.

The chair was at nost the firing cap, a detonator. O

rather, it was a battery of stored power that would start him
of f with power which could | ater be replenished and in-
creased fromthe source of god power itself—the prayers of
billions of women. Prayers cunningly suppressed by Inezni a.
And not likely to be resuned in any neasure during a

concei vabl e period of tinme. Religious habits had in their
texture a conservati sm unmat ched by any ot her human
institution.

He began to clinb up the stone | adder, but he was

thi nking: The victory he was about to gain would be
defensive. H's owmn |ife woul d be saved, but L' onee would
die, and the soul -destroying tenmple civilization would go on
and on.

He had a sudden sense of futility. He gl anced over his
shoul der at the two wonen standing there, eyes fixed upon
him Hard to imagi ne they had once been his wi ves. The
passi onate and anbi ti ous gol den-haired child wonman, the
dark, intense L'onee. How did he know her real body was
brunette? He had not seen her since his arrival in Gonwon-
| ane. Yet he knew.

Perhaps it was because he was swi ngi ng, hand over hand
along the ceiling, and the chair was nearer. Nearer; then it
was directly below. It shone up at himlike a great mrror
that gave off a shimering jewel light of its owmn. In a
monent he woul d be a god

Bl ankl y, he hung there, |ooking down. Then he dropped.
Instantly, he sat down. And began to sink into the cube.. He
vani shed. Long mnutes passed. His leg protruded first from
the bottom He fell to the floor sixteen feet below. The cube

shimered for a nmonent. Then made a faint poof sound,
and was gone, |like a burst soap bubble. On the floor Holroyd
| ay without novenent, |ike a dead man.

The silence was broken by the tinkling |aughter of Inez-
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nia. L'onee twisted with a jerky novenent to stare at the

gol den goddess. Her eyes wi dened as she saw the unal |l oyed

glee in the child face. Wth a little cry she stunbled to the
still body that lay on the floor, half fell, half flung herself
beside it. She tugged and pulled at the dead wei ght of

Hol royd until he lay on his back. She put her fingers to his
eyes, opened them They closed linply as she withdrew her
trenbling hand. The | aughter of Ineznia rang naniacally in

her ears as, one by one, she forced herself to touch the life
spots of the still body.

Col or crept back into her cheeks. '"He's still alivel' she
breathed. And knelt there, conscious of a gathering be-

wi | dernent. Behind her, the other's laughter ended on a
nmocki ng not e

"Of course, he's still alive,' Ineznia said. 'I wasn't able to
find a single death energy in the entire structure of the
chair. It's the purest conplex of positive forces ever con-
ceived. My intention was to find sone nethod of destroying

it as he has now done.

There was a conpl acency in the gol den goddess' tone as
she finished that brought to L'onee a terrible exasperation
She tw sted around, raged:

"Don't pretend that you had anything to do with it!’

"I am pretending nothing,' Ineznia said coolly. '"I'mas
surprised as you are. But of course, nowthat it's happened,
it is quite obvious what took place.

It wasn't obvious to L'onee. If it had been she felt very
sure that she would have had an advance inkling and pre-
vented the catastrophe. She parted her lips to ask for an
expl anation. But one | ook at that avid, delicate face brought
abrupt nmenory that Ineznia never answered questions. She
boasted. It didn't take |ong.

"It is clear,' Ineznia said in a mitter-of-fact tone that only
partially conceal ed her exultation, 'that Ptath never in-
tended to experience the power of the chair until he already
had in himthe full weight of the prayer power. Lacking that

i nsul ati on, he has been tenporarily burned out.' She

frowned. 'A conparison is difficult to make, but it would

surprise ne if he was ever again capable of becom ng a pole
of power.

"Way did he need the chair at all if he expected to have
already in himthe power of the prayers of billions of
worren? That is even nore difficult to answer, but it is well
to renmenber that Ptath intended always to remain greater
than any possi bl e conbination we might formagainst him'

I nezni a shrugged gracefully. Watching her, L'onee

thought that the goddess-ruler was having a special diffi-

culty of her own, the difficulty to keep from shouting with

happi ness. The worman gl owed. She made little, quick

movenents with her fingers, and even her body seened to

shiver, as if thrill on thrill of ecstasy was coursing through it.
Her whol e being was alive with joy. It was anmazing that she
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coul d keep her voice so calm so reasoning as she went
on:

"Naturally, even though he has ceased to be a danger to

me, | shall take no chances. | will transport himnowto mny
great capitol, Gadir, in Accadistran, and let himgo the way
of all Gonwonl ani ans who have been ki dnaped.’

Her laughter rang like netal clashing with stone, so hard
was the sound of it. "It will be interesting to see what
happens when a god body is torn to pieces. After that'-she
paused tantali zingl y—as soon as those fool rebels |aunch
their attack on Nushirvan, | shall order ny sky riders to
act .’

L' onee stared at Ineznia whitely. Twice, she tried to

speak, but each tinme only nmanaged to swal | ow her horror

I neznia | aughed, then said with a ringing savagery, 'Don't
try to tell me that it isn't necessary. There's only one kind
of union that Gonwonlane will ever accept with Accadi s-
tran—the union of crushing defeat.

She added, al mbst as an afterthought, 'And while ny war

flyers are about, | shall see to it that every prayer stick in
Gonwonl ane is their loot. I'Il take no chances. I'll let the
prayi ng of the Accadistrans support ny power until the |ast
possibility of woman-praying is stanped out on Gonwon-

| ane. Ptath, of course, will be |long dead by then.

She was silent; her eyes were starry, her face gentle as she
mused finally, aloud, 'l haven't decided yet on the type of
governnent | will set up when the last winkle of resistance
has been erased. The tenple system has weak as well as

good points, as witness the | arge nunber of rebels in exist-
ence under its aegis. Those insolent scoundrels, daring to
oppose ne!'’

Once again she was silent; then grimy, 'I cannot brook
opposition. Except for that, and if | had the old Ptath's
ability to co-ordinate the actions of masses of nen, | m ght
even be tenpted to restore the curious type of governnent
that he tolerated. | never did quite understand its inner
meani ng, but it was very exciting until after he departed,
when it became quite unruly and intolerable. You wll
renmenber, L' onee, darling, that was the first time | over-
rode you and, actually, it was the result of our quarrel at
that period which finally convinced me that a governnent

of two sovereign goddesses was an unendur abl e par adox.

In a vague way, as the other talked, L' onee had been

aware that Ineznia was edging closer. Now she realized the
goddess' intention. She turned, straightened—too |ate. |nez-
nia flung herself onto Holroyd's body and clung there while
L' onee struck and tugged at her frantically.

"Watch out, you fool,' Ineznia breathed furiously,
you'll come al ong.'

or

She couldn't let the warning matter. She felt the change.
Wthout water it was a slow process, a straining, but after
m nutes there was novenent through darkness. Al npst
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instantly, she was |lying on hard ground; and it was day.
CHAPTER XXI
THE ZARD OF ACCADI STRAN

SHE had a sense of terror not her own. It grew out of

t he sobbi ng and noani ng of wonen, the crying of children,
t he hi gh-pitched voices of nmen. Countless wonen and
children and nmen clanmporous with horror and fear. The
terrible sound brought know edge of where she was. Not
that she had been in doubt.

L' onee stood up, searched hastily with her eyes and

sighed with relief. OF Ineznia there was no sign. But Ptath
lay on a cot that rose level with her knees. He | ooked dead.
He lay without novement or twi tching of any kind, wthout

i ndi cation of returning consciousness. L' onee sent her gaze
again wearily to take in her surroundings.

Ptath and she were inside a walled inclosure. The inclosure

was about a kanb square, and it was packed with hunanity.

In the distance beyond one great line of wall she could see

the trained screers of the Zard wheeling and flying, forma-

tion after formation diving down out of sight. She shuddered
wi t hout horror of what was happening out there. Here, in one
of thousands of training areas for screers, was the dead end
for the ki dnaped of Gonwonl ane.

Her gaze cane back from di stance. She saw for the first

time that the cot on which Ptath lay was in a special, fenced
off area. The area was thick with other cots, on every one

of which sprawl ed one or nore human beings. |ndividuals

woul d get up and wander dazedly off, but always others

woul d be brought in to fill the vacant spaces. Children, nen,
wonen.

L' onee sat down on the edge of Ptath's cot and waited.

She thought desperately: Ineznia wouldn't delay, not now.
She'd have Ptath killed the nonent it could be managed,

whet her he was consci ous or unconscious. First of all, she'd
take the true Ineznia body back to the city of Ptath-she
wouldn't risk that in a city where netal was reasonably
common. Then she'd send her essence back to the pal ace at
Gadir, enter the body of the woman Zard of Accadi stran,

and give the necessary orders. As fast as screers could fly

and grinbs run, soldiers would rush to obey them

In a surge of panic she caught the still body and shook it
violently. 'Wake up, Ptath!' she cried in a | ow voice. 'Wke

up!’

The body did not stir. It lay in a deathlike trance, linp
beneath the clutching fingers of her hand. If he was really
beyond ai d, then she ought to | eave him |eave this body of
Ni yi, and go back to Nushirvan. There were things that she
could do, even little things mght help to prevent the cata-
clysmof terror and death that |neznia was planning. She
mustn't stay here when continents trenbled on the brink of
doom
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Still she hesitated. The sun, which had been low in the

east, tilted toward a m d-norning position. The dust of a
half mllion restless feet thickened the air like a gray m st.
The day grew hot, then stifling. Two nen trudged toward

her carrying a third nan. One said:

There doesn't seemto be a cot for ny brother.

The other man | owered the head and shoul ders of the
unconsci ous one. He said wearily:

"What does it matter? He's going the way of the rest of
us.'

"I"lIl get a cot,' said the first speaker quietly, 'My brother's in a bad way. He—-

He saw that he was talking to a retreating, unheeding
back. He broke off. Then he cane over to L'onee.

"l hope you don't mind if | nove hinm —he pointed at
Hol royd—off the cot. My brother is unconscious."'

L' onee stared. The demand was so outrageous that she

t hought she hadn't heard it correctly. Then she parted her
lips to speak, but before she could utter the scathing words,
the man bent forward and started to lift Holroyd fromthe
cot.

She caught his arns and pushed him His fingers clutched

her arns as he stunbl ed back, jerked her to her feet. He was
strong and there was a blind, stubborn will in him Her only
t hought was to shove him and that was |ike pushing a

heavy weight. In a mnute the body of the Nushir's pam
pered first wife was utterly exhausted. She was half | eaning
agai nst the man when his whisper beat into her ears.

"Go to Nushirvan!' he hissed. 'Go to Nushirvan! ['1l]|
meet you there in the Khotahay pal ace—tater.'

L' onee froze. Then she shook the man in a frenzy of
incredulity, but he was staring at her suddenly with a gather-
i ng bl ankness that changed to shock and horror. He

gasped:

"I nmust have been mad. | don't know what got into ne.
I'"msorry.'

She was too exhausted even to feel pity. She staggered
back toward the cot, started to sink down on it and straight-
ened in dismy. Ptath's body was gone.

The tremendous shock faded after a | ong m nute. Under-
standi ng poured through her. She should have realized the
instant the nman spoke those words about Nushirvan. Ptath

had thought it possible all these hours that |neznia mght be
in a nearby body watching. He didn't want |Ineznia to know
that he could transfer himself frombody to body. He didn't
want | neznia even to suspect that he was the god Ptath and

so he had caused a distraction and slipped away.

"I'f you don't mind,' said a famliar man's voice, '"I'l|l put nmy brother on this cot now.'

L' onee gl anced sharply at the tired face. But the fellow s
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expressi ons showed no sign of what she was | ooking for
There was no reason, of course, why it should. The man

had served Ptath's purpose. And she had her instructions.
Go to Nushirvan! Still she stood there hesitating because
I nezni a nust be convinced, utterly convinced, that she was
safe forever.

The thought was like a flashed signal! There was a

movenent on the high wall to her right, then to her left.
Ladders with soldiers swarm ng down them In a half dozen
m nutes they had overflowed the 'hospital' area, bl ocking

the gates, lining up along the 'hospital' fence. Ruthlessly,
they pushed cots out of the way, knocking them over,
human contents and all. Geat |ight-saws were brought into

action. The main wall began to crunble. In not nore than
ten mnutes a fifteen-foot-w de gap had been cut cl ean
through the thirty-foot high main wall. Through the gap
rode a woman mounted on a nonster grinb.

The woman was tall and sl ender, yet of commandi ng

build. Her brown eyes were bright, alnost anber in their
glowing intensity. Her face was |lean, finely forned, and
proud. For L'onee, the lines of pride al one would have
identified that glorious creature. Physically, Ineznia had

made an unsurpassabl e sel ection. The wonman Zard of

Accadi stran | ooked every inch a queen, fully capabl e of
carrying off her great role as ruler of nore than twenty
billion subjects. The question was, was |lneznia in possession
of the body now?

The grinmb halted. Soldiers rushed forward carrying a set

of glittering steps, down which the wonan Zard wal ked

with an easy grace. Smiling bl eakly, she wal ked over to

L' onee, where the latter stood beside the cot that Ptath had
occupi ed such a short tinme before. She glanced at the man
lying on the cot, started to face L' onee, and then tw sted
back to the cot, her eyes becom ng wi de and awf ul

She started to speak, then she nade a gesture with her

hands, a crazy, scratching gesture toward the face of the
stranger who lay on the cot, as if she would change those

alien features by violence into the shape she had expected to
see. Wth a visible effort she restrained herself, whirled, and
cried in a low, intense voice:

"Where is he, you incredible fool? He was here a few
m nutes ago.'

Now, thought L'onee, now, this mnute, she nust convince

this maddened rul er that her own fal se anal ysis of what had
happened to Ptath in the god-chair was correct. Trenbling,
she parted her lips to utter the words that would give

I neznia the great personal satisfaction that, in all the |ong
years of L'onee's inprisonnent, she had striven to gain.

Abruptly, briefly, it was inpossible to say them without
sonme prelimnary that would nmake the plunge into
i gnom ny easier. Shakily, she said:

"So you've run into the old difficulty, Ineznia, that even a
goddess cannot be in two places at once.
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It was instantly sinmpler to take the next step. She went on

wearily, "Well, it doesn't matter. When he wakened up, |
thought 1'd give himthe sane chance as these other poor
wetches. | sent himout into the crowd. Ineznia—

She paused, her face contorted with the effort of her wll.
She thought: You proud fool, this is life or death. The very
fact that Ptath doesn't want Ineznia to know proves that he
hasn't got enough power to damage her. He needed tune to
plan, to think. No matter what the cost, she nust see to it
that he got it. She said in a thick, choked voice

"Ineznia, | beg you, do you understand, | beg you not to

| aunch this unnecessary war. You' ve won. |If you want

Accadi stran and Gonwonl ane to forma m xed race, you

can do it in a dozen normal ways; intermarriages, forced if
you must, but w thout mass nmurder. |neznia, please, please
do not launch this war.'

She saw that the brown eyes of the wonman, that had been
like violent pools a mnute before, were changi ng—the
change that was so vital. Sardonically now, those eyes
stared at her; the nocking voice of Ineznia the Zard cane:

'Poor L'onee! As ever you are incapable of rising above
your humanness. There is | ocked in your words, and not
very securely | ocked, an hysteria verging on the senti-
mental . Know, ny dear, that a goddess nust be |ike the

wi nd, which transports the evil odors as inpartially as it

bears the fragrance of a field of flowers. | assure you | am
not being wilfully cruel. It is sinply that alien peoples do
not nerge naturally, and | now decree that the days of
separate nationalities are over. So shall it be.

L' onee said drably, 'This is what Ptath feared in the old
days; it was what he saw growing within hinself: A re-
nmor sel ess i npatience with hunman weakness, a ruthless dis-
regard of the race fromwhich we, all three of us, were
originally sprung. It was to prevent that beast god from
appearing that he merged hinself with the race. He—-

She stopped as she saw that the woman was not |i stening.
The worman Zard, whose body Ineznia occupied, had turned
and was staring out into the mass of humanity that mlled
sluggishly in the vast inclosure beyond the stone 'hospital
fence. Ineznia said slowy:

"So he's out there, is he? Wll, he can't escape. No one
ever has. |I'll have Ineznio's portrait shown to all the guards
at the chute, and when his turn cones I'Il be notified. | want
personally to see himdie.' She faced L' onee, a twisted snile
on her lips. "You will be glad to know that this norning

gave the order for the attack on Gonwonl ane. Nothing that
anybody can do can stop the forces | have now set in
nmotion, so ponderous are they. Even | couldn't stop them'
Her smile grew savage. 'W shall now see what happens
when one general in two bodies plans the strategical posi-

tion of both armes. Wll, good-bye, L' onee, darling. |I'm
savi ng your body for you. | want to destroy you and it
toget her.'
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She whirl ed away, clinbed the bright steps to the back of
the grinb. In ten mnutes, masons were at work filling the
gap in the wall.

L' onee coul dn't decide, not right away. She stood near

one of the gates, fighting the inpulse to rush into that
human ant-hill. It woul d be usel ess, of course. Even Ineznia
with all her will to find Ptath had taken a single | ook out
over that sea of heads and realized the inpossibility of

| ocating one man. She nustn't do anything foolish. She

must go to Nushirvan, do what she had originally planned
—and wait for Ptath. Inmrensely inportant as was lneznia's
announcenent of the war she had ordered, Ptath couldn't

be told until he cane to the rendezvous. Wat he woul d do
when he did learn the truth, she couldn't imagine. The
attack seened final, decisive, all-conquering, capable of
nullifying even a Ptath with prayer power behind him

whi ch he didn't have

A wave of hopel essness surged through her. Events were
becom ng too big for any one person. The attack was

ordered, the culminating crime of a goddess' base schening.

By tonight the trained killer screers of the worman Zard

woul d be flying across the narrow, old Sea of Teths. L'onee
forced the imge out of her brain, felt a brief pity for Nyi,
whom she mnust | eave behind, and then | aunched herself

towar d Nushi rvan

CHAPTER XXI |
WTH N THE WALLS OF DEATH

IN spite of the intervening cots, Holroyd covered the

di stance fromhis own cot to the nearest gate in approxi-
mately five seconds. Reaching the gate, he pushed with
relentless strength into the human mass that surged there at
the edge of the 'hospital' area.

One | ast glance he flung rearward. And saw that L'onee

Was still struggling with the man who had tried to put his
brother in Holroyd's cot. No one else, particularly no
worman, was noving. If Ineznia was there in sone sick
worman' s drab body she was not revealing herself by the
slightest untoward action. It |ooked as if he was safe.

He pressed on to nmake sure of it, and came after a little

to nore open ground. Instead of one human being to every
square foot, there was one to every two feet. The difference
was perceptible, but that was all. It was still like noving in
qui cksand, or in a heavy sea; no strength seened adequate
initself. Nevertheless, the difference was there. It buoyed
himup during the two fantastic hours that foll owed.

Sl ow y, however, the shocked realization crept hone that

his plan, to find sone place where he could safely |leave his
body, had no nmeaning in this restless ocean of human

dri ftwood.

Noon canme and passed. An hour later he was still strugg-
ling within a stone's throw of the sanme |ong-stretching nmain
wal | that forned, farther back, one flank of the 'hospital'—
pushing, fighting, at times surging helplessly with the
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crowd. Surely there were entrances or exits to this in-
credi bl e concentration canp, gateways that would be

guarded, naturally, but that didn't matter. He came, finally,
to a man who | ooked nmore intelligent than frightened.

Hol royd shouted, 'How are we taken out of here? And

wher e?'

The man stared at him bl ankly. Ten other men in succes-

sion gave himthe same mndless look. It was |ike beating

hi s head agai nst the massive wall that |oonmed so enornous

to his right. He ceased his pressure against the drift of the

crowmd. He let hinmself sway along like a leaf in a slow cur-
rent, an eddyi ng novenent, assessing his position

He had to find a place where he could be sure that his

body woul d not be tranpled. Physically, he was caught in
this i nmense human trap, at least until he could find sonme
guarded gate to the outside. Hi s essence he could project,
but bodily transport after the manner of Ineznia was not in
his power. But now he was caught ... caught in this non-
strous mass of hunmanity. There nust be some way out;

there nust be. He was staring forward again, deterninedly,
when he heard the bell ow ng voi ce.

It required a nonment to | ocate the source of the voice
But abruptly he saw that a man was standing on top of the
main wall fifty yards away, a man with a negaphone

t hrough whi ch he was shouting. Before that sound the
babbl e of the nearby crowd faded a little. Farther away,
there was no di mni shnent, but after a nmonment Hol royd

was able to make out what the man was sayi ng.

'—€Carpenters and nen with ideas for killing screers

should go to the carpenter's pit—ever there beside the chute.'
The man pointed toward the far wall, then repeated his call
Besi de Hol royd, a man sai d:

"It's atrick to get us nearer the chute. |I'mstaying right
here."'

The trick, Holroyd thought as he pressed in the direction
the man had i ndi cated, was nuch, nuch smarter than that.
Victims thinking up methods to kill, or defend thensel ves
fromscreers, so that the Accadi stran general staff could
devi se training methods for the great birds under the npst
trying conditions.

The carpenter's pit should be an ideal place fromwhich,
tonight, to launch his essence of Nushirvan. Meanwhile, it
woul dn't hurt to learn a few things about killer screers in
action. It took less tinme than he expected to reach the far
wal | . The pack was not so tight during the | ast quarter
kanb. A sprinkling of brave nen and wonen | oitered casu-
ally in the area around the chute, but the end result of their
bravery was that they went first. Swarns of powerful nen
rounded themup into groups of a hundred and herded each
group toward a hole in the towering wall. Always it was the
power ful nmen who cane back through that chute. And if

the victins screaned in their agony out there, the sound

was not audi bl e above the uproar here of the victins-to-
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Hol royd coul d see finally what seened to be the car-
penter's pit; an inclosure with high walls built against the
mai n wal |, and extendi ng through or under the main wall

out to the far side. Twice, as he headed for it, spearnen
tried to include himin a hundred-group. Shanelessly, and

at reckl ess speed, he sprinted aside, threading through the
thinning cromd. There was a nob in front of the pit gate,
from beyond whi ch canme the sound of wood and stone

hamrers. |ndividual resentnents flared as Hol royd pressed
toward the gate. Sharp cries cane:

"Get back in line!" "Wait your turn!" "I'Il punch you
one!"’

Bl ows cane, and viol ent counter-shoves, but his strength
was |ike a nachine-driven steel bar. In five m nutes he was
at the gate. A dozen powerful nen stood there, half of them
armed with stone-tipped | ances, half with bows that had
arrows ready-thrust agai nst gut strings. They wore head-
bands with feathers in them and the one with the nost
feathers—four, Holroyd counted them neti cul ousl y—rust

be the chief officer

In a flash of power tension he projected his essence at the
commander. There was a sense of ferocious personality
resi sti ng—then:

"That man next!' he cried in a deep voice and pointed at
his own body which stood tall, |ean, tan-faced, skillfully
propped anong several other pressing bodies. He waited
until two spearnen caught the Ptath body; then he was back
inside it and into the carpenter's pit.

The carpenter's pit was about two hundred yards square.

And, just as he had observed, it extended under the nassive
main wall, projecting about a hundred yards out into what-
ever was beyond. Hol royd paused to |let his nind absorb the
overal |l picture. There were benches, rows of them wth one
or two nmen working at each bench. They seened to have

endl ess supplies of wood and stone, which was natura
enough, if the Accadistran mlitary organi zati on was co-
operating. Their tools were great pots of glue and wooden

| i ght-saws.

Hol royd wat ched, fascinated, as a man at the nearest
bench touched one of the light-saws to a stone. The instru-

ment had no effect at all on the wielder's fingers, but it
sheared through the stone like a hot knife cutting butter. He
had first seen the remarkable tools in the service depots of
the Gonwonl ani an arny. Then, he hadn't dared show any

special interest. Now, he didn't have tine.

As he turned to nove on, a thickset man hurried toward

him 'You' re new, eh?" the man said briskly. 'This way,

pl ease. We'll show you what we're fighting, then put you to
wor k. Here's your nunber, 347.

The nunber was on an arnband, which the nan tied
swiftly around Holroyd's left arm above the el bow. He went
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on earnestly, 'Don't lose that. Don't let anyone tear it off.
Any person who won't work, or who is found wthout a

nunber at the nonment when we're called upon to provide

a victim goes first. Gtherwise, it goes by nunber.' He
finished, There's two hundred of us here. And, except for
the boss up there, we nmake a conpl ete turnover every two

nmont hs. The difference between us and those ot hers out

there is that we get food three times a day; they get it only
in the norning, and they never |ast |onger than a nonth.

We do go, mind you: No. 147 was with the last batch. Any
questi ons?'

Hol royd found hinmself liking the man. He saw with a

startled glance that the fell ow s nunmber was 153. Which
meant that this was probably his last full day alive. Yet he
| ooked cool, eager, intense.

'Good man,' Holroyd said. 'l like to see bravery in the
face of hell. Wat's your nane?'

"Cred, sir,' said the man. He broke off roughly. 'What in
Nushirvan am | doing, calling you sir! Come al ong.

Smiling thinly, Holroyd foll owed. He had nmade no m s-
take in pretending to unconsciousness fromthe first no-
ment that the power of the god-chair dissolved into his
body. He had been awake throughout the | ong process,

i ntensely awake, |like a beast with senses sharpened to an
agoni zing pitch. Only there wasn't, and hadn't been, any
agony. And there was no beast. Just Peter Holroyd, Cap-
tain, U S. tank corps, acquiring the peculiar and curious
ability to project his essence anywhere.

It was a trenmendous power; his earlier analysis of the
Nushir's vulnerability to it had al ready convi nced hi m of
that. But by itself his own power of projection was in-

adequate to cope with Ineznia's control of government and
with her ability to send her entire body through space.

And besides, in that first instant he had recogni zed t hat
his previous logic was also correct. The chair was only a
reservoir of stored power which, once used up, could only
be replaced fromthe very fount of god power, in his case
the praying of devout wonen. Instantly he'd realized he
must practice duplicity. The conversation between |neznia
and L'onee in itself justified the entire deception. Never
woul d the sealed |lips of L' onee have been able to tell himso
much. Not till then did the vague, grimplan form So she
was going to attack, was she? If he could stop that attack
short of success, then Ineznia was dooned.

W zard she m ght be, but one thing about people she had
forgotten. O despised. O perhaps never known: Human
nat ure woul d defeat the goddess of earth if—

"Here we are,' said Cred

Hol royd saw that a tall, gray-faced, gray-eyed, gray-
hai red man stood at the parapet. The man turned as Cred
sai d:
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"Commander, this is a new one. |I'mshowing him'
"CGood,' said the old man listlessly. 'Let himsee!’
CHAPTER XX |
FOOD OF THE KI LLER SCREERS

AT first, Holroyd saw only screers flying back and

forth over the great arena. There was an i nmense grand-

stand in the near foreground, crowded with nen watching

the spectacle. But that was only an environment, which he
scarcely noticed. Swarns of screers, masses of screers. After
a monent, Hol royd saw sonething el se. Only one out of

every ten of the great bird beasts had a rider on its back; yet
they flew in unison, like planes in formation. Suddenly, as if
they had received a signal, a group of ten broke off and

di ved toward the ground.

For the first time Holroyd saw that there were victins on
the ground bel ow the birds. A hundred nen and wonen,

nmostly nen, but the wonen were there. Cold, his mind like

a netal shaft, his eyes forced to pitiless observation, Hol-
royd wat ched the drama unfold. The victins defended

t hensel ves. They had nushroom shaped shields that they
ducked under, and from which they poked at their

voraci ous enemes with long |l ances. The birds evaded the
lances with a trained skill and plucked the defenders from
under their hopel ess shelters, |ike robins pulling worns out
of the ground. It was over in about four mnutes. Instantly,
hundreds of baby screers swarned fromaeries in a nassive
stone building far to the right and fell to feeding.

'They start themyoung on neat, don't they?" Holroyd
said in a voice that was rock steady. The comander
seenmed not to hear, but Cred | ooked at Hol royd, startled.
Bef ore he coul d speak, Hol royd snapped savagely:

"Never m nd! What | want to know is, who the devi
devi sed those pitiful nushroom shiel ds?

Once nore the astounded Cred parted his lips as if to say
sonmething, but this tine it was the gray-haired man who cut
himoff, who said wearily:

"And may | ask what—

He stopped. He had turned and now he seemed to see
Hol royd for the first time. H s eyes w dened. Then he shook
his head in a gesture of trenendous relief; then—

"Prince Ineznio!' he breathed. 'Prince—+neznio!' He fel
to his knees. Tears streaked down his |eathery cheeks. He
caught Hol royd's hand and pressed rough lips to it.

"I knewit,' he whispered. '|I knew the goddess woul d
sooner or later send someone. | knew that this blaspheny
could not go on forever. Ch, thank the goddess, thank the
goddess!’

Hol royd forced hinself to stand very still. It was hard
because there was a rage gathering in him a rage so awf ul
that his body seemed to threaten to shatter. Until this in-
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stant he had held hinself alnost as cold as the icy-vol canic
mount ai ns of Nushirvan, so cold outside, yet so blazing hot
inside that his whole being trenbled in a terrible, precarious
bal ance of forces. Now that bal ance was breaki ng.

Thank the goddess! What a nonstrous obscenity. Thank
the goddess! Vile, |echerous, |ascivious witch! Wetched
debauched, wanton, bloody, devil wonan!

The nmad fury faded, yielded to a great tenderness that
had in it a bleak know edge that this commander's recog-
nition of+neznio—and his faith in the goddess, would be
hel pful to his own plan

He said gently, 'Arise, marshal, and keep that faith alive
during the still-hard days ahead. The goddess has i ndeed
sent ne' —he spoke the |lie without a qual m—and has

granted nme great powers to deal with the hideous evil that
is here.'" He went on nore urgently, 'But surely, narshal,
you have evol ved better defenses against those man killers
than the wooden unbrellas."'

The marshal was straightening. It was amazi ng how his
face had changed. There was still tears, but he w ped them
away with an angry hand, and said in a ringing voice:

"l have, indeed, sir. | have indeed. |'ve been here since the
begi nni ng of the kidnappi ng of Gonwonl ani an citizens,

seven years ago, and | have yet to |let those out there' —he
made a cont enptuous gesture toward the grandstand across

the arena—see a single one of nmy good ideas in action

Look!' He raced down the steps into the pit, cane up with

a light-saw. 'Here's a sinple, one-nan defense |'ve de-

vel oped. "

He sketched rapidly in the solid stone, cutting grooves
with the point of the light-saw. '"It's a long, light, strong
pol e of the commobn gand wood, forked at one end like a V.

The defender jabs the V over the screer's neck as it runs
toward him then instantly shoves the point of the stick into
the ground. The flying screer is a very curious bird, not too
bright, with a limted capacity for absorbing instructions.
Those out there'—the officer waved a hand toward the
sky—have been trained to duck spear thrusts. If they fail
however, they push right on regardl ess, depending on their

i mmrensel y tough | eather breast skin and the al nost inclos-

i ng bone underneath to protect them

Thus with the V pole, the screer will continue pushing
forward, beating his wings. The conbined effect of that wll
be to lift himup fromthe ground, exposing his soft under-
belly to lance or arrow. There will be many deaths, of
course, but as you can see, everybody will be able to manage
sonme sort of defense. If you wish, |I shall send sone out

wi th the next hundred-group.’

"Send out two,' said Holroyd. "It isn't that they can poss-
ibly retain a billion screers, but there's another reason for
caution.'

It woul dn't do, he thought, for the goddess to connect his
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merging with the crowd with a new devel opnent in the

def ensi ve-of fensive tactics of the screer victinms. Lips slightly
parted, teeth showi ng, he watched the two V-pole wielders

kill four screers before they were attacked by several birds

si mul taneously and pul | ed down.

This was it. In an hour he was sure of it. It would be a
heartbreakingly I ong tine before anything could be done on
the necessary scale; and there were other things to watch
and learn of this comrander's experience. But there was a
limtation on that |ast al so. Tonight he nust escape. Every
extra hour in this small area would give the goddess so
much nmore tine to locate him And di scovery woul d be

fatal! Tonight it rmust be, perhaps when the food was
brought i n—but tonight!

CHAPTER XXI V
THE SEA OF TETHS

A STRETCHER prepared in advance for his body; a

warning to Cred and to the conmander to show neither

surprise nor alarm then entrance into the body of the chief
officer in charge of the nmen who brought the food—that

was the beginning. Quietly, Holroyd the officer directed that
the stretcher be picked up. The two sol diers to whom he

gave the order obeyed without a word, and the others said
not hi ng.

There was a corridor, then, in a brightly lighted building
that was thick with the odor of cooked food. The corridor
di vided abruptly in two, one branching off at an angle of
forty-five degrees to the right, the other at the sanme angle to
the left. Mst of the men headed up the left corridor; but
Hol royd directed the stretcher bearers to the right. They
came presently to a door. As they were going down the
stone steps outside into the thickening twilight, a nulti-
feathered officer stopped and stared at the body. He was
parting his |lips to speak when Hol royd's essence crashed
into his mnd.

The officer entered the building at a brisk wal k and
headed al ong the corridor toward an open doorway that

Hol royd had noticed as he and his two carriers passed it a
m nute before. Men sat inside the roomthe door opened
upon; they were drinking some pale purple liquid that
coul d have been grape juice. He left the multi-feathered
officer there at the table and flashed back into the m nd of
the other. The man, he saw, had waited there on the steps,
too bewi |l dered to organi ze hinself. Under Holroyd' s guid-
ance, the fellow hurried along after the two trudging
stretcher bearers

They came to a long, wide, dimstreet that was fl anked by

a great wall. The sight of the barrier brought a thrill. The
wal ! The outer wall of the human sl aught erhouse. Wth a
shock he saw that soldiers were patrolling its base. One of
them paused and was staring with curiosity at the still form
of Ptath.

"Down that street!' Holroyd loudly directed the stretcher
bearers who had paused questioningly. 'There's a cart com
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ing to pick up this offal.

He wal ked bol dly ahead of the two nen, exanining his
surroundi ngs with quick yet measured gl ances. He was on a
hill; the enormous arena was on a hill and to his right was
open countryside. To his left, many roads were visible, with
a scattering of houses along some of them The roads ran
straight downward into a solid section of city beyond which
was a harbor that was alive with ships. The city spread and
wi dened and grew enornous to the left, but Holroyd gave

that part of it one glance and then pushed it out of his

m nd.

The harbor—by headi ng around the part of the city that

was directly ahead—and that woul d take tune—he could

reach the harbor, take possession of a ship captain's body
and—No, wait! He felt inpatient with hinself. Dam it, he
was forgetting the supernatural power that his new ability
of essence projection gave him Take a ship, indeed! Rather
capture a screer and fly to Gonwonlane in a few hours.

This was no tine for slow ships, or anything that would
cause del ay.

The thought ended as he saw that he and his bearers had
come to a stretch of open countryside. Holroyd pointed to
the shelter of a clunp of trees. 'Put the thing down there,’
he sai d; and dism ssed the men. He watched the two wal k

off up the road with the casual unconcern of the lowin
rank who, having been commanded to do an expected job,

feel relief that it is over.

As soon as the men were out of sight, Holroyd had the

officer follow them Al the way back to the wall and into

the building he remained with the officer; and then, and not
till then, fell back to the Ptath body. G ngerly, he clinbed to
his feet and started down the hillside. It was grow ng

darker; and here, in an al nost open country where there

were no |light sticks, that would shortly nmean a great deal

He found hinsel f wondering what the officer was think-

ing, doing. It nust be queer to have been possessed; there
must be an uneasy nenory of dreanlike action. The fell ow
m ght even convince hinself that the action had never
occurred. Profoundly, Holroyd hoped so.

He turned up a side road at the far end of which he could

see buildings that |ooked as if they might belong to a farm
The faint glowin the western sky receded even farther; in
hal f an hour intense darkness settled over the | and. One by
one, Hol royd exam ned the outhouses. It was very dark, not
a light showi ng fromany of the buildings, but from one of
the smaller buildings issued a faint stanp of novenent, and
the rasping of a beak opening and cl osi ng.

Hol r oyd mani pul at ed t he door nechani sm of the screer

pen and peered in. A pair of glow ng eyes swayed around

and stared at him Bold, yet cautious, Holroyd went inside.

The bird offered no resistance as he saddled it and put on

the bridle—ebviously it was a donesticated breed, a non-

killer. He let it outside. It kept trying to squat down for him
to nount; and when he finally permtted it to do so, it
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cl acked softly with eagerness and nade a running leap into
the air the noment he was seated. An enornobus noon

peered up over the eastern horizon as the screer soared out
over the ridged and restless Sea of Teths.

Morning found the bird flying over a hilly, forested coast
line. Unending hills and forests, or so it seened after two
hours of flight at a speed that couldn't have been |l ess than a
hundred niles an hour. If only, Holroyd thought finally, he
could find some habitation, any kind of place where he
could be sure that his body would not be nol ested while he
projected his essence to far Nushirvan. After half an hour
there was still nothing. Wth abrupt, sharp specul ation,

Hol royd eyed the back of the screer. By twining his legs in
the stirrups and sprawling forward on that broad back, he
ought to be as safe as he could be anywhere. Wthin a

m nute after that decision, his body was behind him

Thr ough the darkness he probed with his essence, letting

the vastness of the visionless night envelop him And after a
while, he knew that this was different. The short journeys
had been sinple, a straightforward novenent across a

space of a few yards. This was different.

There was a distinct sensation of pushing hinself for-

ward, a willing of novenment that in itself brought nove-
ment. Holroyd came to a halt and poised, searching intently,
wai ting for an inpression. But there was no light, no sound,
no pressure of any kind. The universe was nade of bl ack,
enpty silence. He was alone in a great void.

Hesitant, he let himself fall back into his body. Briefly, he

lay quiet, then turned his head across the water toward
where the isthmus of Nushirvan nust be, and probed again.

After a long tinme he began to wonder how he woul d

know when he had what he wanted. What was it |neznia

had said? That it was inpossible to sense the presence of an
essence when it was in a body. But then, she hadn't been
out, searching, as he was—searchi ng, probing through im
penetrabl e ni ght. Perhaps, Holroyd thought finally, he was
too high in the air.

He willed hinmself downward. It was like falling into a
well, but grimy he forced hinself on. At last he felt some-
thing. A pressure; uniformin quality it was, and becom ng
stronger and stronger as he | owered hinself, nore cau-
tiously now, toward it. Water?—he thought. But he

couldn't be sure. Menory cane for the first tine of a quiet
pressure of some kind during those nonments when he had

been heading for, or back from the bodi es he had possessed.
It hadn't seened inportant at the tine; and besides, it was
a much di nmer force. This was sharp, not altogether

pl easant; the suggestion was that contact woul d be un-

wel come, or violent in some way. It nust be water. He was
still over the Sea of Teths.

Confi dent again, Holroyd pressed on. He nust have been

very near |and because only a few nonents passed before
he felt a difference. Land!
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There was no stopping; nmountains had to be covered,

hundreds of miles still intervened between hinself and the
great city of Khotahay. He gauged the distance, |owered
hinmself finally, experinentally, toward where a collection

of very coarse, strong pressures indicated the presence of
life. Straight toward the nearest of the pressures he fl ashed,
and recoiled froma shock that was electric in its violence

A woman! Careful, Holroyd thought ruefully. He

approached the second pressure more gingerly, but there
was no alien aura, no resistance. He entered. The body in
whi ch he found hinself was that of a small town official
Hol royd lingered barely I ong enough to note that the town
was twenty-five mles due north of the capital

Hi s second body was that of a soldier wal king along a

mar ket street in downtown Khotahay. He had a brief, con-
fused sense of colorful buildings, and a babble of sound; and
then he had taken his bearings. His third body was in the

pal ace of the Nushir. It was that of one of the Nushir's
secretaries, a very big, nmustachi oed young man who knew
that the Nushir was at that very nonment in a nearby draw
ing roomwith his wife, Calya.

Wth his wife, Calya, Holroyd smiled as he forced the
young man to wal k al ong a corridor toward the door of the
room A minute |ater he was staring through the Nushir's
eyes at a Calya who was saying earnestly:

"The inmportant thing is that you organize your forts and

your pal aces on the basis that the wonen are kept in separate
quarters, and are permtted no weapons of any kind. Sinul-
taneously, send your plenipotentiaries to the great rebe
Marshal s Maarik, Dilin, Lagro, Sarat, Cayd and ot hers.

Ofer themthe return of all kidnap victins in transit

t hrough your country; explain that you dared not oppose

the Zard of Accadistran knowi ng that she was al so | neznia,
and—-

Hol royd cut in softly, 'Better postpone those instructions,
L' onee. | can only stay | ong enough to arrange a rendez-
vous with you where we can neet physically.’

Havi ng spoken, he sm | ed—and waited.

CHAPTER XXV

RENDEZVOUS | N KHOTAHAY

L'ONEE' S reply was a surprisingly long time in com

ing. The eyes of the plunp Calya filled with tears. Her hands

trenbl ed. She | eaned forward in her chair and at | ast she
whi sper ed:

"Ptath!’

She stood up, came over to where he was standi ng, and
caught his arm 'Ptath,' she half sobbed, 'Ptath, she's
ordered the attack. Do you understand? She has ordered
the attack.'

' Good!' said Hol royd.
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It nmust have sounded, in the voice of the Nushir, differ-
ently than he neant it. For the blond wonman drew back, a
shocked | ook on her face. Holroyd stared at her.

"Don't be a fool!' he said grimy. 'Right now we can't stop
anyt hing she does, and besides, if ny analysis is correct, she
is playing right into our hands. W can feel synpathy for

all those poor devils who are going to die, but we nustn't be
rushed into precipitant action.

Swiftly, he went on, 'Since the Nushir now knows our

secret, it may be just as well to nmake clear exactly where he
stands now and in the future. | hope, to begin with, he

under stands that a person who can plan the diabolica

attack of Accadi stran on Gonwonl ane won't waste tine or

t hought on the Nushir of Nushirvan

"As for the rest, | want to make clear that he will remain
alive until he dies of old age. There nust be sone change,
however, in his government. | have in mnd a linted

monar chy, during his lifetime. After that | don't know. |
can't quite see a parlianment representing eighty or eighty-
five billion people. The menbers, no matter how many there
were, would be too far renoved fromthe individual voter.

' Regi onal governnents seemto be in order, and | see no

reason why the Nushir's descendants shouldn't play a dis-
tinguished if not a stellar role. He can take that or leave it.
I"msure he'll have the conmon sense to take it.

Hol r oyd paused, conscious of L' onee's tragic gaze upon

him Abrupt sharp nenory canme, too, that his body was out
there on the back of a great bird beast; and that, if he had
considered it inmportant to get it back before he knew about
the attack, nowit was urgent. He pictured it suddenly

sighted by a squadron of the flying killer screers of the Zard.
He said hastily:

"The inmportant thing is for the two of us to get together
physically. And to do that | need your help in finding out
for me where exactly ny body is.

He expl ai ned how he had flown due south fromthe

farnmhouse fromwhi ch he had stolen the screer, out over the
Sea of Teths, and then west al ong an uni nhabited shore of
Gonwonl ane. L'onee cut himoff:

"Why, of course. That's the great Ptath forest reserve east
of the city of Ptath. If you foll ow your present course you
shoul d cone soon to a bay where three rivers neet and fl ow
into the old sea. Land on the south shore of the |argest of

the four or five big islands, and wait for nme there. | shal
come in the body which you first saw when | clinbed the
great cliff.' She smled wanly, "It is the only lawful, free

body that | possess now.'

She paused, then, 'Ptath,' she said quietly, 'You have a

pl an? | nmean' —she nmade a gesture with her hand—a rea

pl an, one whose purpose is the frustrati on and overthrow of
I nezni a?'
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"l have a theory,' said Holroyd slowy, 'and an unshak-

able faith in human nature. | have a defensive weapon that

will save billions of lives. | have the ability to enter the mnd
of any man anywhere, including tenple enperors; but if

I nezni a manages to get hold of ny real body before | am

ready to act, it's all over for us. That's the only answer |

can give you.'

He saw that the blue eyes were searching his face
anxi ously, but the Nushir's plunp cheeks coul dn't have
shown nmuch expression for she said uncertainly:

"How long will it be before you act?

Hol royd sighed. He w shed she hadn't asked that ques-

tion. It was too hard to answer. His first analysis of the tine
that would have to el apse varied between four and five

months. In view of the fact that he had signed L' onee's

death warrant, the execution to take effect in six nonths,

part of which was already past, it rmustn't be | onger than

five months. Actually, of course, it wasn't up to him but
suppose five nonths. Even thinking about that nade him
quail. In five nonths the killer screers of the Zard woul d
make a shanbl es of northern Gonwonl ane. Men, wonen,

children would die by the hundred mllions. Cties would
fall to the invader am d scenes of horror that would be |ike
the end of the world on a scale col ossal beyond i magi na-
tion.

But the possible extent of the disaster couldn't make any
di fference. Way back in 1944 people had | earned that |esson
Horror nmust be ignored, unflinchingly faced; and patient
preparati on nmade for the hour when evil could be ended in
one devastating and overwhel mi ng bl ow.

Hol royd drew his mind clear of the terrible picture. He
said quickly, '"1I'll see you at the delta and explain every-
thi ng. Good-bye for now.'

It was only ten mnutes after he returned to his own body
that he saw the silver glitter the three rivers L' onee had
descri bed. Two days passed before L'onee joined himthere.

CHAPTER XXVI
I NVASI ON OF GONWONLANE

THE island was a green, idyllic world. Its hills and

gl ades were alive with small gane; and in every patch of

jungle were fruit trees with their fruit in different stages of
devel opnment. In the tineless safety of the fastness of the
island, the two of them the gaunt, tanned worman and the

tall, dark-haired man hid their bodies. And waited for the

fl ow of power to cone to Holroyd, the power that would

mean that wonen were praying, and that victory was pos-

sible. The days and the weeks passed.

The tine was not wasted. They took turns projecting
thenselves into bodies in every part of the land, authorita-
tive bodies, marshals, high zos and fezos, tenple rulers and
rebel commanders. It was a slow, slogging business, |ike
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trench warfare. The continent was too vast, there were too
many people with sluggish mnds and a way of life rooted
in conservatism There were too nmany nen in renote cities
who sai d shrewdl y:

"But the goddess has sent no warning about a war with
Accadi stran. \Were are the Inperial scroll announce-
ments? You are not telling us the truth.

' The goddess has not warned us!

She hadn't. Runors spread |ike a disease; nerchants

whose intercity grinb and screer transports failed to turn up
uneasily closed their stores and, with a mddle-class gift for
self-preservation, retired to their country estates. Refugees
poured south, crying terror. But there was no word from

t he goddess. Sonmewhere, Holroyd pictured her, sitting sml-
ing with a cool calculation, or perhaps |aughing that tink-
ling | augh of hers.

Hol royd and L' onee were in Ptath on the night the

megal opolis was victim They stood on a hill that over-

| ooked the sea and the city, occupying the bodies of a
married couple, reading the poster that Hol royd had seen
earlier in the day:

This night no light nmust reveal the sacred city to the

flying screers of the Zard. The disaster that has befallen
our land is the result of yielding to the inportunities of
faithless rebels in their mad will to attack Nushirvan
Have faith in the goddess!

Have faith in the goddess! Ch, Kollal Ch, Ptath! Hol -

royd said bitterly, 'It's a wonder she didn't realize before
that a blackout will help the invader and hinder the defense.
We'll see a lot of those signs fromnow on, just before an
attack.'

L' onee drew deeper into the shadows of a doorway, but

she said nothing. The darkness thickened; clouds raced
through a nmoonl ess sky overhead. Bel ow her, the city
sprawl ed in the shrouding bl ackness, the first vague nasses
of buildings quickly blurred by the intense night. But the
city was there, unseen yet pal pable. Ptath, the eternal. The
city of light, ancient hone of the Shining One, the god king
of the ages. That Ptath in darkness! For the first tine in al
its trenendous history no Iight showed. Ptath had merged
into the night, becone formess like the hills to the west.

Slowy, L'onee cane out of the greater darkness of the
doorway. The patches of stars that shone through openings
in the clouds did queer, passionate things to her dinmy
vi sible face. She whi spered:

"Can't we do sonething? Must we stand by |ike spec-

tators? Ptath, the nine golden cities of the west have fallen
In the east, Lira, Galee, Ristern, Tanis and the forty-three
cities of the northeast gulf; and all the land of the eastern
seaboard; and, on the north tip, besides glorious

Kal oor na—-
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"And tonight the city of Ptath itself,' said Holroyd in a

nmonotone. 'No, L'onee, we can do nothing at all. Even as it
is, we shall have to act with the barest nininmmof the
necessary power on our side and—- He stopped. She saw

his body grow tense. Hi s shadow shape turned and he
seened to stare in a rigid fashion toward the north.

He said, 'Listen!'

L' onee heard it then, too. Like a faint npaning w nd that

precedes a cyclone, only not like that at all. The immeasur-
ably terrifying sound pierced out of the black sky to the
nort h.

The first sound was like a signal. Abruptly, the alien,

terrible cry of the great voracious birds filled the universe. A
hundred thousand, five hundred thousand, ten mllion fly-

ing screers shrieked fromthe midnight heavens; the night

became a shambl es of madness.

Afterward, when it was all over, and they were back on

the island, Holroyd raged, '"I'll break her into little pieces.
"Il — His fury qui eted. Because actually he knew with a
cold and deadly certainty exactly what he was going to do
with Ineznia, the beast woman.

It was not all one-sided, the battle for Gonwonl ane. More

and nore individuals and groups fought with V-pronged

pol es and spears and-—the arnmy was coning. Hol royd

wat ched its ponderous progress eastward, watched sone of

its screer divisions as they raced ahead to protect cities and
engage the invader. Sonetines they won a battle and held

for a day, for a week, before the general staff of the invader
det ached and concentrated nasses of killer screers that
overrode every opposition

In the history of warfare, it seened to Holroyd, no arny
coul d possibly have suffered as nuch as did the Gonwon-
lanian. Its supply sources cut, it ran out of food for days
on end. Great units of men went crazy with hunger and

ate their grinbs and their screers, and glared |ongingly at
each other's flesh. Twi ce, Holroyd saw nen eating nen.

And still there was nothing to do but wait, and wait, and
WAIT. A dozen tines they tal ked over their plans and their
situation, the wonan with the body that had been dead, and
the man whose dark eyes gl owed nore fiercely each day
fromthe horror of what he was seeing, and the gathering,
terrible determination in his soul

"It's really very sinple, this business of god power,'

Hol royd si ghed one night as they sat on the green, |ush

grass of their island. 'At a certain point you can project the
essence that is you; let us call it a soul. Alittle further on,
your whol e body can be transported through space. Alittle
after that you can take soneone el se al ong. The next step
beyond that is the ability to nove through past tinme, slowy,

in the i mediate past but, with the hel p of another pole of

god power, swiftly across to parallel points of one coil of

time to another, the junps being about two hundred nillion
years.
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"Interspersed with those are other powers, for instance

that journey of mnds that |Ineznia took me on. The anmaz-

ing thing to me is that the spells of Ptath turned out to be
not hi ng nmore than hypnotism ideas planted in both your

m nd and I neznia's, and which even she, in spite of all her
power, was unable to throw off.'

L' onee said softly out of the darkness. 'The old Ptath
knew t he human m nd. He di scovered that no brain would
hold firmy nore than six commands—suggesti ons—ever a
great period of tinme. If you will think over the six he sel ec-
ted you will realize how carefully he made his choice.

Hol royd nodded wearily, but he said nothing nore that
night. It was a nmonth later that he broke a |l ong silence
bet ween them wit h:

"This old Ptath of yours, what was he |ike? And why did
he merge with the race? From all appearances, from al
results, it was the greatest error he ever made.'

The gaunt woman shook her head, said in a strong voi ce,
'Look at yourself, Peter Holroyd. You are the Ptath | knew,
the old Ptath, the great, earnest, conscientious Ptath. Look
at yourself, | say and you will see Ptath as he was and' —she
added in a | ow tone—as he will be!'

Bef ore Hol royd coul d speak, she went on nore sadly, 'As

for merging with the race, in one sense that does seemto
have been di sastrous. But he said he could feel in hinself
dark, alien, inhuman urges that he nust purge by a return
to the spring source of decency—the life force of the
people. If his fears were justified, if he would have becone
more evil, then what we are seeing is not disaster but a
rebirth of hope. | swear to you that all that Ptath desired
can now see in you, the unegotistic know edge of what is
right, the deternmination that evil shall not flourish, the
ability to adjust to and strike the eneny with her own
weapons, and yet | ose nothing of that will to goodness,
suffer no taint, no dimnishnment of honest purpose.

Al nost breat hl ess, she paused; then sighed the ol d ques-
tion between them 'Ptath, do you feel stronger? Do you
feel a grow ng?

And as al ways, Holroyd answered with a grimsatis-
faction :, "Yes ... yes, | do!’

On the one hundred twel fth night that neant sonething

tangi ble. The daily test worked. He could nove his body

t hrough space. And on the one hundred thirtieth norning

he coul d take L'onee along w thout the use of water as a
catalytic agent. Afterward, they stood gazing at each other
with eyes that were glowing yet grim The hour for action
had cone.

CHAPTER XXVI |
THE FALL OF A GODDESS

LIKE waiths they materialized in the dungeon where
L' onee's true body was chai ned.
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It took tine to transport the material they needed, the
stone forge, the fuel necessary for the breaking of netal
links. Light-saws didn't work on netal.

It took tine to substitute the body of a dead woman they
had found who, in the dimlight, bore a resenblance to

L' onee, and to arrange the chains to |l ook as if they stil
bound her.

"It isn't," L'onee said, 'as if ny body is desperately im
portant with so many greater issues at stake. Besides, in the
| ong run you coul d make sonme ot her body, that | possessed,
into a pole of power. But |I'msure she will cone here. The
monent she finds out you are alive she'll come here to
destroy ne.'

‘"Don't be so brave and self-sacrificing,' Holroyd chided.
"Your body is inportant; that's why we're counting on her

com ng here sone tune after our first nove against her. But
now | et's get this paraphernalia, and our bodies, into a side
room We'll need it, and them again when our trap has

cl osed. Leaving our bodies around is dangerous but—-

Next stop, he thought, the body of a high official in the
pal ace at Gadir, Accadi stran

The nman was standi ng gazing out of a wi ndow that over-

| ooked the mghty capitol of Accadistran, when Hol royd
entered his body. The city spread bel ow. To Hol royd, who

had seen too nany cities too briefly, it was sinply one nore
design of stone and marble. Qut of the corner of his eye he
saw t hat one of the wonen in the roomwas idly noving

her fingers. Holroyd turned fromthe terrace and stared at
her nore directly. Unm stakably now, her fingers signal ed:
"L'onee!' They had agreed that both nust always be present
in an energency-to nmake sure.

Smiling, Holroyd wal ked over to the wonan Zard and, as
she grew aware of him plunged a knife into her heart. It
was a cruel and cowardly blow, but he held his mnd hard

on the mllions of human bei ngs who had been torn to

pi eces by screers. And knew that no matter how this |neznia-
dom nat ed body was destroyed, the only inportant thing

was that it was!

Besi de hima nan screaned, 'Deld, you nurderer!’

Hol royd nade no attenpt to defend the body he had
possessed. The spear roared through himwi th a shattering
violence. His brain vibrated with the horror of pain nerves
shouting their anguish. Stunned, he withdrew fromthe

dyi ng body and entered the body of the Zard's chief mini-
ster, who was in the act of hurrying over, and who was
exclaimng in dismy. Holroyd kept on with the excl anma-
tions for several seconds, then nade his announcenent:

"There will be an i medi ate emergency cabi net session

And, Marshal, call the general staff for consultation on the
necessity of w thdrawi ng our arm es from Gonwonl ane.

Guards, clear all nonofficials out of the roomexcept the
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Zard's brother and sister; particularly clear all wonen.'
L' onee was the Zard's sister.

Only one worman tried to resist, and her resistance was
brief. She cried out in a frenzy of defiance:

"Too late, L'onee, you're too late. You waited too |ong.

In three more nonths all Gonwonl ane will be occupi ed.

And, right now, the first thing | shall do is go to the citade
pal ace and destroy your true body, you fool!’

"Wman,' thought Holroyd in a terrible satisfaction, 'you
don't seemto realize that a man killed the Zard, and that he
was not a puppet of L'onee.' Aloud, for the benefit of the
courtiers, he said, 'She nmust be hysterical!’

L' onee, in the body of the Zard's sister, cane over

swiftly, whispered, 'l never for an instant thought she
woul dn't suspect that you were alive. It makes everything
easier. She'll have to go to her body in the sealed roomin

the pal ace, then go down into the dungeon. W nust get
there before she does. These people can be left for the tine
bei ng."’

It was as swift as that. They waited in the darkness of the
dungeon in their own bodies. Waited for |Ineznia. Abruptly,
the room grew bright as the whirling shape materialized,
and steadied. And stared at them

"Why, darling Ineznia,' L'onee said, 'how good of you to
come here just as we desired.

The bl ue eyes of the gol den goddess w dened. She gl anced
at L'onee, then at Holroyd. A strange horror crept into her
face.

"And don't bother to | eave your body to go for help,’

L' onee said nmore grimy. 'W've got guards stationed in the
upper corridors who would adnit no one down here except

the goddess herself. And they're all nen.' She broke off,
"Quick, Ptath, the chains! She's trying to dissolve.'

It took a long nmonment. A mad thing clawed at Hol royd's

face; and then he had her. Round and round her withing

body he twi sted the cold, envel oping chains. There was a
sickness in himas L' onee brought the blazing nmetal |ink
fromthe forge and he hanmrered it into place and poured

cold water on it to tenper it. It was not a good job, but no
human nuscl es woul d ever break out of it.

Beside him L'onee said, 'Don't be too frightened, ny

dear. You're to be kept here inprisoned only until Ptath is
strong enough to destroy your ability to be a pole of power.
Mortal again, you will be allowed to live out your life in
peace and confort. Can you think, Ineznia, of any nore
fitting punishment?'

"Let's get out of here,' Holroyd nuttered. 'I feel ill.

But it was he who paused at the doorway and stared at
the dull-eyed creature in the chains. 'You forgot one thing,
Ineznia,' he said. 'The greater the danger, the nore mnd-
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| essly people sink thenselves into their religion; the nore
ruthlessly your soldiers attenpted to nake them give up
their prayer sticks, the nore deterninedly they hid them

"Religion, you see, is not inits roots adoration of a god or
a goddess. Religion is fear. Religion is the spark that issues
forth when the thought of death or danger strikes the
individual . It's personal. It grows out of darkness and

uncert ainty.

"In the great crisis that you so wantonly created, what

nore natural than that wonen prayed for their soldier

husbands and for their |oved ones. They will never regret it, |
assure you.'

Havi ng spoken, he twi sted aside and out through the
door where L'onee was waiting. Together, they closed and
seal ed the door.

Toget her, they went up out of the darkness toward the
I'i ght.
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