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ONE
The Snners

Histrina scarcely dared raise her head once she was in the chapel. Eyes downcast, she followed the
tonsured acolyte acrossthe tiled floor, walking between danting dats of hard white light which entered
through narrow openings high in the walls. They were like arrows picking out stone recesses and
elaborate wood carvings in the cool, otherwise dim place of worship. She passed before the altar upon
which asmadl flame burned in front of a polished stonefigure, automaticaly pausing to press the back of
her hand to her forehead in the traditiona sign of submission to the Good Lord.

Then she cameto thelittle confessiona room where the priest was waiting. The acolyte disappeared
through the drapes, returning after amoment. Punctiliously he folded his hands. “ The Father will seeyou
now, my child."

Her heart beating wildly, she went in. Sitting in an ornate upright chair, wearing amaroon cope, the
Father amiled a her kindly, the wrinkles of his benign face creasing.

She obeyed as he motioned her to knedl on the cushion before him. The small room seemed to enclose
them both asif nothing else existed in the whole of Erspia. Only the cheep of abird somewhere outside
broke the heavy slence. There were no windows. Light came from an il lamp on the nearby table.
Clenching her hands together, shetried to avoid looking directly at the Father's large polished boot. She
fdt utterly in his power.

The Father sighed and then uttered a brief recitation. “ Heerwecumlord, lighten us our bodily burdens.”
He dghed again. “ So why are you here, daughter?’

The question wasritudigtic. “ To accuse mysdf, Father."
“And of what do you accuse yoursdf?"

“|—" Sheswadlowed. “1 have been having thoughts, Father.”



“Tempting thoughts?'
“Yes, Father."
“The Evil One sends bad thoughtsto usal, my child. Y ou have been taught how to resist them.”

“I don't think | can resist them much longer, Father.” Her words came out abjectly. “They aretoo
srong."

“What isit the Evil Oneistrying to make you do, child? Hurt someone?"

“No ... well, yes, sometimes he tries to make me do that. But | can resist that by concentrating on good
thoughts, as we are taught. Thisis something else. Fedings that keep making me want to—to—"

The priest leaned forward, amost eagerly. * Y es, daughter?!
“Thereisayoung man, Father,” she said demurely. “I kegp wanting to ... do sinful thingswith him."

The priest leaned back, sighing again and tutting to himsdlf. “ All isclear. Thisisthe Evil Onesmost
powerful weapon. The body itself collaborateswithit, for the body isfull of darkness and corruption.”

Her voice was awhisper. “What can | do, Father?"
“The Lord will help you to fight these thoughts.”
“But it isso difficult, Father. They are S0 overwheming. Especidly when night comes—"

“Yes, the Evil Oneisstronger a night. Stronger than the Lord himsdlf at times. But he must be fought. If
you but once give way to the lecherous thoughts he putsin your head, you will ingtantly be his. He will
force you to do other things as well—stedl, murder, lie. He will banish dl the good and clean thoughts
that the Lord sendsto you, and your lifewill be one of wretchedness and crime.”

“Yes, Father. But help me—help meto be strong.”

The priest's voice became stern. * Y ou can help yoursdlf, my child. When the Evil One'sfever comesover
you, when you imagine that you can resist no longer—and you must believe mewhen | tell you that you
awayscan resst longer—then call on the Lord by his secret name.” He leaned forward again, placing his
hand on her bowed head. “1 am ingtructing you in this because you are obvioudy in danger. Y ou were
told this name when you were confirmed in the ways of the Lord. Can you remember it?!

“Name, Father?"

“Yes” Hislipsbrushed closeto her ear. “ Ormazd!" he hissed. “ Cdl on Ormazd in your time of strife. He
will hear you."

“But isthat certain, Father?"

“Nothing is certain, my child,” the priest answered sadly. “ The Lord and the Evil One both struggle for
our souls. Who wins depends on what we love most. But you must pray—ypray to Ormazd, the sacred
name of God the Good. Pray tonight and every night, when temptation comesin the dark hours.”

She felt both his hands pressing down on her scalp as he mumbled a blessing. He signed for her to go.
She pulled open the wood-panel door, pressed through the drapes and found the acolyte standing
outsde. Higtrinahad arrived specidly early. Othersfrom the village were beginning to file into the chapel
now, forming a queue outs de the confession rooms. She stepped silently past them, not meeting their



eyes.

Outside, sheredized shefdt strengthened alittle. Tomorrow she would be at confessiona again, and the
priest would ask her how she had fared during the night.

Oh, how would any of them ever be able to keep the Lord's way wereit not for these daily sessions of
advice and encouragement? Without the church, she was certain she would have fallen into the torments
of anlong ago.

Yet for dl that, thiswasthefirst time she had dared to confess the yearnings for lechery that of late had
been stedling over her.

The small, bright sun was no larger in the sky than a peppercorn, and was dipping down towards the
sharp edge of the horizon. On Erspiait was never possible to see very far. One could walk to any point
on the horizon in amatter of minutes. To the eye it was asif the world were no more than ashelf of rock
and soil that the sun was about to dip under.

Histrina, however, had never known any other world. To her this closelittle scene had the homeliness of
normality. Night approached and birds were twittering, flying to their nesting placesin the trees. She
quickened her step to retrace her path to the village.

The road wound between stone-roofed cottages. An unexpected silence greeted her as shelifted the
doorlatch to her parents house. No one was there. They must be a confession, she thought. | must have
missed them on theway. Oddly, she had thought they had aready gone that afternoon.

Then, on the kitchen table, she found a note.Have gone to see the Arrands’ new baby. Won't be back
till late.

Unaccountably her heart sank. Somehow she didn't went to be done in the house during the long
evening.

With an abruptness that she had begun to find frightening, the sun winked below the horizon. Darkness
began.

Already, it seemed in her imagination, urges were beginning to wel up in her. Shelit thelampintheliving
room, then knelt before the family shrine, and prayed.

“Good Lord,” shewhispered, “ ddiver me from these unclean thoughts. Let my liking for Hugger be pure
and friendly. | don't went to dwell on hisbody like this, O Ormazd."

She heard anoise, and gasped. But it was only aknock on the door. Rising, she went to openit. A
handsome, smiling young man stood there. He wore ajaunty hat with afeather init, and newly pressed
shirt and breeches. In hisright hand was alance, which he leaned againgt the wall.

“Hugger!” she nearly shrieked.
Still smiling, he placed onefoot in the door. “ Aren't you going to let mein?"

Limply her hand fell from the latch and hewasin, closing the door behind him. He extended ahand. “The
kitchen isno placeto talk. Shouldn't we go into the living room?"

“| suppose so0. But you shouldn't be here. My parents are out.”

“Yes, | know. | saw them going towards the Arrands.”



It distressed her that he should come here and find her alone, but it was a distress that was rapidly turning
to excitement. Sheled him into the living room, where sheimmediately set herself down before the shrine
and began to pray once more, slently and intently, with eyes closed.

At length she rose. Hugger was pacing the room restively.
“Why do you have your lance with you?’ she asked shyly.

“I've been exercising with the troop. Have to stay in shapeif were to keep the Evil One's horde away,
eh? They say it'sbeen growing in numbers|atey.”

“YS."

Shefaced him, the lamplight faling on her pale features and making them seem as though made of
porcelain. His eyes wandered down the curves of her body, discernible through her loose gown, which
showed off her shapdiness mogt fetchingly.

“You'relooking nice,” he said gruffly. He stepped closer, put his hand on her plump arm, then suddenly
caught her up and pressed her to him to give her alingering kiss. Shewent limp in hisarmswhile the kiss
lasted, afterwards turning her head aside, breathing heavily.

“That's—enough. No more."

He held her as shetried to pull loose. “ Do you remember the day before lagt, in the fiedd?” he murmured
bresthlessy in her ear. “Whenwe nearly..."

“No! Don't speak of it!” In desperation she tore herself free. “We mustn't even think such wickedness!™

She was flushed. She had felt his swollen manhood pressing againgt her belly when he held her. Inthe
field—Oh Ormazd help herl—her hand had nearly...

“If wewere married it wouldn't bewicked,” he said dyly. “So why isit wicked now?"

“Y ou know very well! If we were married we would be consecrated by the Lord. Even then, itissinful to
be too much taken up with—with—"

“With lechery."

She nodded. Her flush turned deeper, became a blush.

Then she turned suddenly to confront him. *Have you been to confession today?"
His eyes dropped. He looked embarrassed.

“Oh, but youmust go to confession every day!” Her eyes opened wide in dismay. “Nothing else can save
you!"

“Wdl, Ilhaven't!" With an dmost savage movement he stepped towards her again. Shetried to retreat
but her back wasto the sideboard. He put his hands behind her shoulders and buried hisfacein her hair.
“| didn't daretel the priest what'son my mind,” he murmured. “Y ou're so lovely, Histrina. Y ou drive me
mad. And | know you fedl the same.” His hands were hot, and they started wandering down her back,
massaging her buttocks, coming round and up to squeeze her breasts.

She pushed at him, but her arms felt wesk. “No! Stop that, Hugger!™



Now his bresthing was so deep that she knew he was depraved. But that was not what was worrying
her. What was worrying her most was that her heart was beating so loudly that it pounded in her
eardrums and filled the whole room. Shefdt sure that he could hear this pounding as clearly as she could,
and the knowledge embarrassed her.

He growled something incoherent as he dragged her away from the sideboard and forced her down on
the couch. She squealed and struggled, but for the moment she forgot to call on the Lord.

Then her gown came up and she knew she was bared to him. He was staring avidly &t her naked loins,
whilethetide of desire that surged through her drove her wild.

“No!” shecried. “No! Oh Ormazd! Ormazd! Don't let it happen! Sop me from doing it!"

But shewas doing it, for Hugger tore down his breeches, threw himsdf on her, and she felt him entering
her. Hewent in with only aprick of pain, for she was wet with excitement, and soon a sort of motion
began in which both of them were rocking to and fro and thrusting against one another. And it wasthe
sweetest, most delicious thing she had ever imagined, which she could no more stop than she could have
stopped the setting of the sun, for al that she wept the whole time and never ceased shrieking the name
of Ormazd.

Then even that, the secret name of the Lord, became an agonised croak in her throat while an explosion
of pure pleasure drenched her from top to toe.

They lay limply, but only for ashort while—was it minutes or seconds? Their corrupted bodies had not
finished sating themsel ves with each other. They started again, and thistimeit lasted longer, and the
exploson when it came was of an even greater, more searing intensity.

They subsided. Higtrinalay without an ounce of stirength in her, whimpering with mortification.
She haddoneit! She had succumbed to the Evil Onel

She sat up, drawing her kneesto her chest and pulling her gown over hersalf as soon as Hugger got up
from her. He rearranged his breeches. They looked at one another. Both were stricken.

A quavering groan escaped her lips.

Hugger dumped onto a chair near the table. He bowed his head. “Y ou may aswell know it,” he said
woodenly. “Why | didn't go to confession today. | haven't been these three days past. | have abandoned
the Good Lord. I have been won over by Ahriman.”

She put her hand to her mouth. “Y ou spoke his secret name!”

“Likedl histruefollowers"

“But howcould you let yoursaf—"

“The samewayyou havel” he said angrily. “Thisishow it hgppend!”

“Y ou forced me—"

“No, | didn't. You lusted for it, and you gave way to that lust. Y ou could have stopped me buit for that.”

He stood and paced the room, just as he had before throwing himself on her. “ Three nightsago | knew |
was lost to Ormazd. Y es, the priest told me to usehis secret name to fight temptation. Did hetell you the
same?'



Shenodded dismdly.

“It didnt work, did it? Well, they say nothing is certain while Ahriman performs hiswork in the world.
Ahrimanwonme."

“Didn't you fight him?'

“Of coursel” Hugger's face blazed. “But when temptation gets stronger and stronger there comes a point
where youwant only bad thoughts. That's when Ahriman hasyou. Y ou revel in what's bad. Good
thoughts fade and seem sllly. After that, there's no going back."”

He stopped pacing and pulled her roughly up from the couch. “Y ou too! Y ou've done it now. Therésno
going back."

“We mugt try to find forgiveness™

He shook hishead wryly. “The priestswon't help uswith that. It would only encourage others. Y ou
know what will happen to us. Weve falen from grace and disobeyed the L ord's commandment. At the
very least well be excommunicated and banished, perhaps imprisoned or even executed.”

“Let'snot let anyone know what we did! We can keep it secret.”

“From Ormazd?’ Hugger smiled. “ Anyway, how do you suppose you can keep anything from the
priests? They're experts. Y ou'll befound out the next time you wak into a confessond.”

“Then | don't know what we can do."
“Thereisonly onething. We must leave immediately, and never come back."
“Leave? But where can we go?'

He stared at her. “Y ou know thereis only one place. We belong to Ahriman now. We must join his
horde."

“Oh, but my family, and everything! | can't leave them!™
“Y ou haveto leavethem,” Hugger said gruffly. “They'll throw you out anyway, once they know."

She started weeping openly then, not the hysterica crying of afew minutes previoudy, which was so
bound up with pleasure and excitement, but a soft, quiet grieving.

“You did thisto me,” she sobbed.

“Yes s01 did.” Hugger's eyes glittered with a perverted joy. “Now we can readlly enjoy oursalves ... do
anything we want.” He started kneading her shoulders again, but then broke off abruptly.

“It will bealong journey. Get yoursdf acloak. And one of your father's mantlesfor me.”
“No! Please, we must think of something else.”

Asshewould not gtir, he went himself into the next room and poked about in a cupboard until he found
what he wanted. He came back and draped the cloak about her. “Come on, | want to be well away from
here before morning.”

“You go,” shesniffed. “I'm staying.”



“I wouldn't leave you to face them dl, Histrina. Besdes—I want you with me."
He yanked her towards the door. She hesitated.
“Shouldn't we leave aletter?"

“No. They'd come after us. There's only one way to do it, and that's just to go and never think of them
agan!"

“Oh, my mother! My father!"
Still weeping, she dlowed him to lead her outside, where he took up hislance.
“Bequiet!” he hissed. “ Do you want the whole village to hear you?"

Histrina became compliant. They stole past the huddled houses of the village, from the chinks of whose
shutters vagrant light gleamed. Beyond were the fields. These were eventudlly crossed, bringing the two
fugitivesto the thin soil and scrubland that covered most of Erspia

She was not sure which fedlings they were that made her obey him—fear of what would happen if she
dayed, alickerish anticipation of the ddlights she would experience by going with him, or smply abject
acceptance that she was Ahriman's. All these fedings jostled within her as sheleft her lifetime home and
st of f across the narrow landscape.

The stars shone bright, casting athin glow that made it possible to make out what was around them. The
temperature had dropped but the air was not too chill; Histrina had never known it to get redlly cold since
she had been born.

They said little during the journey. Thiswasthefirgt time she had wandered so far afield and there was,
to be sure, afascination in seeing parts of the world she had never set eyes on before. Not that Erspia
seemed to change much as one moved acrossit. She was surprised, for instance, to find that the star
patterns remained the same despite the distance that she and Hugger travelled. Surely things should look
different if one saw them from adifferent angle? But dl the stars did was move across the sky
unchanging, just asthey did & home.

For some hours they walked over the coarse grass and through soft, clinging bushes, and the night-time
experience was so new to her that after awhile she scarcely thought of what she was leaving behind. At
about midnight Hugger caled ahdt for rest. They sank down on the turf. Histrinas feet ached.

“I wish we had brought something to eat and drink,” she said.

Hugger grunted. Then he moved closer to her, until she fancied she could smell his masculine swest. He
put ahand on her thigh. “Well feed on love,” he said.

“Please, I'mtired,” shesaid. “Besdes, itisn't love. It's... Something ese.”
He leaned across and gave her afull, lingering kiss.

And it sarted dl over again. The kissing, thefondling. Then afrenzied undressing until they were both
naked under the sarlight. Then their bodies, diding, pressing and oscillating, al enveloped in amost
delicious aromaof venery. Their scents mingled with that of the heethery turf and with the faint night
breeze. She sighed, she moaned, she uttered insane little chucklesin her throat, and during the next hour
and ahdf they found so many ways of gratifying themselvesthat it was asif they had been reborninto a
new world.



Afterwards, when their bodies would respond no more, they lay on their backs and stared at the stars.
“S0,” Hugger sad dryly, “how do you like being evil ?*

“Bvil?’ Shetasted the word, as though savouring it. “ Oh, Ormazd help me, but | loveit!"

“Hmph. Ormazd. Ahriman. Let metdl you something, Higtrina. | don't believe in either of them any more.
It'sdl imagination. Something the priests thought up.”

“But youmust believe in them. Where else do our thoughts come from?”
“What makes you think they come from anywhere?'
“They must. They just seem to gppear in our minds.”

Hewasslent for awhile. “Yes,” he said then, “I can see how the ideamust have arisen. Our minds are
bombarded with thoughts and feelings al the time. So we have the Good L ord, Ormazd, to send us good
thoughts, and the Evil One, Ahriman, who triesto overthrow him by sending us bad thoughts. But look
up there, Histring, into the sky. Do you see either Ormazd or Ahriman?1 don't.”

“They liveamong thegars.
“Where are they, then?'
“So how do we get our thoughts?*

“They comefrom ingde us. They result from natura urges, just like being hungry or thirsty. That'sdl
thereistoit. There aren't any godsin theworld. That'sit."

Heturned on his sde, facing away from her, and picked idly at the grass. Histrinawas shocked. She had
heard of atheism. It wasthe greastest Sn of al.

It was ds0 the Evil Oné's greatest triumph. When a human being began to believe that there was no such
thing as temptation, no such thing asthe struggle of the gods, then he offered no res stance to that
temptation.

She amiled mischievoudy to hersdf. Hugger was caught by Ahriman better than he knew!
Then shefound hersdf drifting off to deep.
Hugger was shaking her. She opened her eyes with agart.

The sun had risen, and its point-source shone just over the horizon. A warm breeze blew from it, making
the busheswave.

“Comeon, we haveto get going.”

“I'mthirgty."

“Soaml."

“We should have brought water,” she complained, struggling to her feet.

“No, we shouldn'. | didn't bring any on purpose. Wed take our timeif we had water. Y our parents
might belooking for us by now.” He sounded annoyed. “We shouldn't have stopped!™

She was shivering; they had both dept naked. She picked at the untidy heap of her clothes and began



getting into them. He watched her with interest, then started pulling on hisown.

They sat off again, in thedirection of the sun. The ground was giving up its moisture in the new warmth of
day, forming afaint mist just afoot or two deep. It was afamiliar sght to them both. Often they had gone
towork inthefields at dawn, striding through the transient haze.

On and on they toiled. At midday the heat was uncomfortable, and began to seem fierce, parched asthey
were. They trailed their mantles behind them. Histrina grew weary and depressed, thinking often of
turning back for home, until Hugger nudged her with his elbow.

“Look."

A sream tinkled ahead of them. With acry of ddight Histrina quickened her pace, running ahead to
throw herself down and cool her bare armsin the water, scooping it to her eager lips.

Hugger joined her and she heard him gulp greedily. When they had daked their thirst she took off her
sandals and dangled her feet in the running stream.

“Why isthisthe first water we've found? Does the world have so little of it, except at the village?”
“Y ou don't see astream unlessyou're right on top of it. We might have passed plenty."

She looked about them. Apart from the water the scenery was unchanged. “Where are we?'
“By now we must be amost a quarter of the way to the other side of Erspia.”

“How far isit to the horde?"

Hugger shrugged. “They say the main camp isdirectly opposite the village. Right on the other sde of the
world."

“Ohno! Y ou mean we haveto go on like thisfor another four days?

“I don't know. The horde moves about sometimes, attacking villages of the faithful. Perhaps we won't
finditatdl."

He splashed water on hisface, wiping himsalf with the deeve of his shirt. Histrinawas staring acrossthe
stream. She pointed. “Over there,” she said softly.

A horseman had appeared on the horizon. Evidently he had sighted them, for he was trotting swiftly
onward, alance held at hisside.

Hugger quickly snatched up his own lance. The horseman came so close that he seemed to loom over
them, before halting on the other bank.

Histrina stared fascinated at the apparition. The horseman wore afantastic garb of many colours. a
billowing cloak with strange designs on it, benegth that aglittering chemise that seemed to tumble and
froth down historso, and extraordinarily baggy breeks that weretied at the ankles. On his head was
perched awide-brimmed hat whose crown was amass of coloured feathers.

The horse was clad, too, in asweeping blanket or skirt that reached to its knees, while feathers sprouted
from its neetly braided mane.

The horseman grinned at the pair. So far he had not threstened them with hislance, whose buit he rested
againg the ground. “What have we here? A pretty couple out walking where mother can't see‘em, eh?”



“Who are you?’ Hugger demanded, gripping his lance nervoudly.

“Don't point your wegpon at me, lad. | might get annoyed.” The horseman nudged his mount suddenly
and came splashing through the shallow water. On gaining the near bank he whirled his horse, forcing
Hugger and Histrina apart. Hugger received a sharp rap on the skull with the butt of the horseman's
lance, sending him reding. At the same time Hugger's own lance was wrenched from his grasp and flung
into theriver.

The horseman dismounted, jabbing his own lance point first into the turf and leaving it Sanding. Histrina
shrank back as he approached her, still grinning.

“Where are you from, my dear? One of the villages?'
“Yes” shewhispered. “Courhart.”

“Courhart?’ He frowned. “I know it, | think. Y ou're some way from home, aren't you, my pretty? Come
and let Drosh give you some home comforts. A spot of pleasure to cure your homesi ckness.”

He reached out, fondling her gown. Histrinagasped in darm.
“You'reafine-looking one,” he complimented. “ Oneto be enjoyed.”

Hugger, who had been on his knees, holding his head, was on his feet again. He took in the scenein an
ingtant: the intruder, his back to him, pressng his atentions upon Histring; the lance, carelessly | eft
unguarded.

He stepped sted thily round the horse and pulled out the lance, but clumsly; *Drosh' heard it rip turf, and
turned unhurriedly, to see Hugger bearing down on him in an attempt to pit him.

Draosh did not seem in the least discommoded. He side-stepped, and in the same fluid motion drew a
short sword which nether of the others had noticed beneath his cloak. Hugger was much too dow with
thelong lance. Drosh had turned inside his grip. Theflat of his sword hit the villager's knuckles; at the
sametime hisleft hand saized the shaft of the lance and forced it up.

His sword blade plunged through Hugger'sribs.

It had dl taken place in a second. Hugger uttered a choking sound and fell back. A sinister ecstatic look
cameto Drosh'sface. He lifted his hand from the sword hilt and spread hisfingers, letting the wegpon fall
with the corpse, hilt projecting skyward from the tilled chest.

Hidrinascreamed wildly." You've killed him!"

“It'sdl inaday'swork, my dear. I'll come to another bit of pleasantness shortly. It annoyed your friend
to see me about to poke you, eh? Poked you often enough himsdlf, | expect, hashe?” While he spoke he
picked up the lance which had dipped from Hugger's dead fingers. “ A giff young fellow, was he? Let's
see him proud.”

Hugger lay with legs outspread. Drosh chuckled savagely and drove the lance into the earth at his crotch,
so that it thrust up asalonger companion to the upward dant of the sword, grotesquely suggestive.

Histrinawas biting her knuckles. Her eyes stared. She stumbled back as Drosh came at her, but was too
frightened to run. She screamed again, however, when he caught hold of her.

At firgt everything was ablur to her sensibilities. He was shoving her, forcing her down on her knees by



the bank of the stream. Her face entered the water, was held there and held there. He was drowning her!

She gurgled, struggled feebly, and began to experience suffocation. Then the gown came up over her
rump. Shefdt him enter her from behind, squirming to get himsdf firmly in,

Helet her face out of the water when his thrusting motions became regular. It waslike having Hugger in
her, she redlized, and the fedings were taking her over just as they had then. She began to moan, to
wiggle, and when he saw that she was no longer resisting he let go her wrists, which he had held behind
her back in one meaty hand, and there, her forearmsin the mud, splashing in the water, they coupled and
coupled.

When he had finished with her he stood up. She turned over and lay propped up on her ebows, all
modesty gone, legs lewdly open. She merely avoided looking at the body of her former lover, even when
Drosh put afoot on Hugger's chest and yanked his sword from the flesh with a sucking sound, wiping the
blade on the dead man's shirt.

Oh, her experiences had come so fast in the past few hours, she redized!

And she had enjoyed them dl! But now she became fearful that Drosh would kill her too. She need not
have worried. He merely shesthed his sword and stood over her with acheerful grin.

“So what were you doing out here, my lovely?"
Breathlesdy, she answered. “We fel from grace. We werelooking to join Ahriman's horde.”

Drosh threw back his head. His strong white teeth flashed as he laughed. “ Ahriman's horde! Wdll, you've
found it!"

He held out his hand. “ Come, lass, and welcome. But remember, you are Drosh'swhore.”

She accepted hishand and let him pull her to her feet. He went to his horse, put onefoot in the stirrup,
and was agtride in one energetic legp. Then he helped Histrinato mount behind him, and reached over to
recover hislance.

Histrina put her arms around his middle, resting her head on his shoulder, fedling the festhers of his hat
tickle her hair. Drosh's hedl s kicked the horse's ribs. Together they went cantering swiftly across Erspia.

The rest of the day seemed to pass extraordinarily quickly, and so did the next night. Drosh explained
that they were travelling counter to the sun's motion around the world, so that it seemed to move across
the sky more rgpidly than usual. Histrina could not understand any of this, but it was aready night for the
second time when they came to the Ahrimanic camp.

The sight that met her eyes, illuminated by starlight, by torchlight, and by the light of numerous campfires,
was unlike anything she could have imagined.

Instead of the orderly, peaceful cottages of Courhart, there were gaily coloured tents. Instead of
well-mannered folk, there were mobs that surged to and fro, drunkenly fighting and fornicating. The ar of
violence wasthrilling. And the weapons! There was no one who was not armed!

Or no one who counted. Drosh guided his horse through the camp, picking hisway through thejostling
crowd. They passed by afenced compound where men and women sat silently on the ground, passively
watching the revels around them.

By theflickering firelight, Histrina suddenly recognised aface. She squedled, besting her fisison Drosh's



back and begging him to halt. Hereined in the horse, twisting round to see what had excited her.
“Borrow!"

The bearer of the name looked up, then when Drosh signed to him, rose to hisfeet and trudged to the
fence, peering between the stakes.

“Borrow, | know you,” she said. “Y ou were taken by raiders from Courhart four years ago!”
He stared up at her. “I don't recogniseyou, lass, but it isasyou say."
“What are you doing here?"

“Thesame asdl do that are prisoners. We work the fields, growing food for the friends of the Evil One.”
He sounded subdued, beaten. There was no vestige of hopein hisface.

Draosh laughed. “Y ou see what a piece of luck you had in meeting me, girl! Do asyou'retold, or you too
might end up in the compound.”

The horse moved forward, leaving Borrow to turn away and resume his place on the cold earth. A
snarling sort of music started up somewhere, atwanging of strings and the harsh bellow of some crude
reed instrument. Seeing Borrow had momentarily saddened Histrina. Pangs of guilt rosein her; the camp
faded before her eyes, and involuntarily she found hersdf thinking again of Courhart and of her family.

Then she thrust the thoughts from her mind and let her senses bathe in what was around her. They arrived
before atent larger than the others, before which two men sat at alarge trestle table eating bread and
mest and drinking from flagons congtantly refilled by ragged girl servants.

Drosh and Higtrinadismounted and Drosh tied his horse to a hitching post. He sdluted the larger of the
men at the table, who glanced up cardlessy as he wiped meat juices from his plate with a piece of bread.

“So you're back, eh, Drosh? Well, what did you find?"

“Much as| hoped, master. Jong villageis poorly defended. It's been too long since they were set upon,
and they've grown careless.”

“Good. Well teach them alesson in vigilance, then, en? And have plenty of sport doing it.” Theman' s
eyefd| on Higrina “What have you here? Is she from Jong?'

“No, master. She'sfrom Courhart. | found her wandering. | sense she has ataste for our style of life."

Theman Drosh had cdlled ‘ master’ rose and wa ked round the table. Histrina smdled sour wineon his
breath as he stroked her smudged cheek.

Hewasalarge, powerful man whose persona auramade him seem even more frightening than Drosh.
Like everyone e sein the camp he was flamboyantly garbed. She was dazzled by the
gleaming-cloth-of-gold of hisembroidered tunic.

“Courhart,” he murmured, frowning. “It's right on the other sde of Erspia—the furthermost of dl the
villages. Maybe welll crush Courhart soon, my dear, and you can enjoy yoursdlf torturing any you didike
there”

She shrank back, appdled by the thrill of anticipation the suggestion brought her. He caught hold of her
by the throat, his huge hand squeezing her windpipe, and drew her close so that his face seemed to bulge.



“If you want to be one of us,” he hissed, “you must worship Ahriman with al your heart. If hetellsyouto
subject those who have displeased you to indignity, torture and death, you must do it with ddlight. If he
tells you to do the same to those you once held dear, you must enjoy that, too.”

He turned to the smaller man who still sat at the table, looking on expressionlesdy. “Here, Laedo, you've
proved uncommonly fastidious over our women so far. This one sill seemsto have scruples—maybe
youll like her."

He shoved Higtrinaforward. Drosh pursed hislips and caught the big man'seye.

“Oh come, Drosh, let's be generous. Give Laedo alittle gift. I'll pay you for the girl. Tel you what, when
we take Jong you can havefird pick of al the women; sdlect the five prettiest little wenches for yoursdlf,
how about that, en?'

Drosh nodded. The master put afamiliar arm around his shoulders. “Come and see what I've got lined up
for tonight. It will amuseyou.”

The two wandered off. Histrina, her eyes demurely downcast, seated herself beside Laedo.

He was asharp-faced man quite unlike any other she had ever seen. His nose was unusudly thin, not flat
and wide like most peoplé€'s. His skin, too, was very pale, and the cast of his eyes was odd.

Still, he was not unéttractive; but he seemed dour and uncomfortable, asif he didn't much like being
where he was.

“I'myoursnow,"’ she said softly when he did not speak. She was uneasy at the readiness with which
Drosh had dropped her. Sheredlized that she neededsomeone to look after her.

A scream came from somewhere, ending in anote of choking agony. Laedo shuddered, and gulped
down morewine asif it could shut off the sound.

“You'renot mine” hesaid. “You can do asyou like. You'refree."

Higrinasfacefell. Shelooked at the turmoil of the camp, wondering if she could make her way init
without being murdered or €l se consigned to the compound. Perhaps she would automaticaly be
consigned there anyway, once she no longer had a protector.

“I don'tmind being yours,” shesaidinasmall voice.
He grunted.

She said nothing for awhile, and then an incident at the nearest campfire caught her attention. A fight had
started up between two gaudily bedizened youths. A third joined in, quickly helping to subdue one of the
others.

This unfortunate was then pushed towards the fire. His head was forced down to the flames and glowing
embers. He shrieked as hishair and clothing caught fire and hisflesh singed. Still they held him fast while
his struggles grew ever more frantic and he was roasted dive.

No one around did anything to try to prevent it.
Histrinawatched in fascination. Laedo groaned and staggered to hisfeet.

“l can't watch this. I'm off."



He loped swiftly round the tent and into the darkness. Histrina hesitated, then ran after him.
“Can't | comewithyou?’ shecaled.
“If youlike

They were not far from the edge of the camp. Thefirelight grew dim and soon they were on untrodden
turf. Still Laedo kept going, on into the night.

With difficulty she kept pace with him. He did nothing to acknowledge her, but neither, apparently, did he
object to her presence.

“Where are we going?"'

“Tomy ship."

“Ship?’ Theword was strange to her. “What's that?"

Hedidn't answer.

“That man,” she said afew yards on, “why does Drosh cal him master?”
“They dl do. Heisthe High Priest of the Forces of Darkness.”

She was quick to catch the persona pronoun. “ They? Don't you, then?”
“No."

“Why not?'

“Because | don't come from here. I'm from another world."

“Another world?” She dowed down, puzzled. “1 didn't know there was another world."

Laedo barked aharsh laugh. “Don't you know what this placeis, you little fool ? This Erspia, asyou call
it?Itisn't aworld at dl, in the proper sense. It's a planetoid, no more than thirty or forty milesin
diameter, with agravity generator in the centre. It'sa set-up.”

Hiswords made no more sense to her than had Drosh's explanation of the speeded-up days and nights.
But now some sort of hump-formed building loomed out of the darkness, and Laedo was making for it.
By the starlight she saw that it seemed to be made not of brick or timber, but of metal.

Therewas no ground-level door. Metd steps mounted about five feet, where there were the seams of a
pand. Laedo mounted these steps and tugged open adoor. A light, aready burning within, sent abright
shaft into the darkness.

Histrinafollowed him. After the door came a short passage, and then the strangest room she had ever
seen. In somewaysit was like the priest's confessiona room, for there were no windows. The light,
though ... the lamp was agtrip, set in the celling, and she couldn't see how it worked. Also, sincethis
lamp was dready lit, she had imagined there would be people here, but the place was empty. There was
atable set againgt thewall, but on it were not household utensils, but an array of odd-looking shapes,
which seemed to be fastened down to it. Other odd-looking objects adorned the walls. There were aso
some chairs, but Laedo sank down on alow couch large enough to take two.

“Doyou live here?’ she asked.



He nodded. Hishead wasin his hands.
“How did you come from the other world? Whereisthe * ship'?’

Helooked up, smiling weerily. “Thisisthe ship. It flies up into the Sky where the other worlds are. But it's
damaged and won't fly now. | crash-landed here.”

She sat down beside him. Her hand seemed to move of its own volition, and began feding him between
his legs through the smooth cloth of the garment he wore. Automaticaly, absently, he lifted the hem of her
gown, did his hand up and began performing the same servicefor her.

“Do Ormazd and Ahriman rule in the other worlds, too?'

“Why should they? Not in the way you mean, anyhow..."

“Wel,you belong to the Evil Oneshorde...”

“No, I'm aguest here. The master isintrigued by me. He's helping me.”

“Yes, but you belong to Ahriman.” She glanced down at their two dowly massaging hands and giggled.
“Look what youre doing!"

“What?" He snorted. “ There's nothing wicked about it."
“But ofcourse it'swicked.” Sheleered a him, and licked her lips. “1 like being wicked..."

He brushed her off and stood up. “Rubbish!” He seemed annoyed. “1t does no one any harm. Doing
harm to peopleiswhat'swrong."

Histrinaleaned back. “Hugger told me the gods don't exist. That it all comesfrom our own minds. Isthat
what you think? Perhapsit'sright.”

Hugger had been no foal, she thought. He was able to think for himsalf, and not many people could do
that. This man Laedo seemed sceptical, too. And he saw no siniin fornication, so...

But his next words surprised her. “Y our thoughts don't come from within you,” he said quietly. “Not
entirdly. Ormazd and Ahrimando exist. They live up in the sky and struggle for domination of Erspia
Here, I'll proveit to you."

He beckoned to her and went through a door in the opposite wall from the one they had comein by.
Curioudy Higrinafollowed him up a stegp ramp which she found she could climb just asif it had been a
daircase, dueto the way her sandals clung to its surface. Then they went through a poky little corridor
and eventualy came out into alarge room filled with rows of racks, dl laden with varioudy shaped
objects whose purposes she couldn't guess.

Laedo led her to what seemed to be an enormous meta block secured to the floor. He touched abutton
and part of the block swung open, reveding that it was hollow inside, like a cabinet or kiosk. But its
walls, she saw, were more than afoot thick.

“This cabinet is used for storing radioactive materias,” hetold her. “1t's made of alead compound that
stops any kind of radiation known. | wastaking it to Harkio, but here on Erspial’ve found my own use
forit."

She stared a him inincomprehension. “Get insde,” he ordered. Then, when she didn't move, he pushed
her in, joining her himsalf and closing the narrow door behind them.



It was dark until he produced from his pocket a strange stick-like gadget which gave off asoft glow and
illuminated theinterior. They sat on the floor facing one another, knees touching. Laedo gazed absently at
her face, asif expecting something.

For what seemed along time nothing happened, and Histrinawas merely bewildered. But then a sense of
peace seemed to come over her. The compelling thoughts that for the past hours had been bubbling with
gusto in her head—thoughts of lechery, of crudty, even of murder—died away, and al a once seemed
foreignto her.

But theother thoughts, those that lately had been defeated and which previoudy, when supported by the
priests, had ruled her—they faded too. Thoughts of good and proper behaviour, of kind actionswhich
she must away's seek to do, of socia niceties which must aways be observed. These, now, seemed just
asforeign to her asdid the bad thoughts.

Shewas smply neutra, peaceful and cam.
“Neither Ahriman nor Ormazd can enter here,” Laedo said softly.

She delved into her mind. Y es, shecould summon these thoughtsif she wanted to. They were il there.
But it took an effort of will. She had to make herself want to savour them. They did not rush in and force
themsalves on her attention, as formerly they aways had.

It was like waking from adream. Her mind was her own, in away it never had been before.

“I noticed it very soon after | landed,” Laedo said. “ Thoughts, urges, pulling and twisting me in two
different directions. A lot of people might not have suspected anything, since after dl they're the same
urges that people are apt to get anyway, with varying degrees of obsession. And of course therésthe
socid thing, which masksit to some extent. The two gods tend to win over socid groups, rather than
individuds, since people are inevitably influenced by those around them. Paradoxicdly it'sthe more
individudigtic, with naturdly stronger minds, who more reedily accept impulses from whichever isthe
enemy god. That's what happened to you, right? Y ou come from avillage ruled by Ormazd. But you fell
prey to Ahriman."

She nodded, understanding hisfinad words, at least. “ So the godsare red,” she replied wonderingly.

“Y ou could say that. But why isit they can't get into my anti-radiation chamber?’ He smiled broadly. “|
comein heretwice aday just S0 asto calm down. But for that I'd probably end up like those out there.”
Hejerked athumb.

She liked the new fedling of calmness, so much so that she was loth for him to open the door. But
eventudly he did. They stepped out, |eft the hold and went back to the control cabin-cum-living room.
After afew minutes she found desirous thoughtsjostling in her again, like acrowd of deranged satyrs.

He carried on talking. “1 noticed that Ahriman is stronger during the night and Ormazd during the day.
That gave the game away dtogether.”

He moved to the table and touched one of the queer-looking objects there, spinning alittle disk. Histrina
gasped as a section of wall suddenly changed colour and then seemed to disappear atogether, so that
shewaslooking beyond it into the starry sky. But surdly she should only see another part of this strange
house'sinterior?

“Don't be afraid,” Laedo said, noting her amazed expression. “It'sonly apicture. You'relooking at the
night zenith."



As he spun the disk again something sprang into being in the centre of the picture and grew swiftly. It
became abdl, or globe, with acylindrica shaft or well projecting from one side of it and pointing amost
directly a them.

The object was pae cream in colour and gleamed dully in the starlight, though one side seemed much
more brightly lit than the other.

“ThisisAhriman,” Laedo told her. “ Or rather, thisis where histhoughts come from. Seethat cylinder?
That's the projector.”

Again heflicked switches and spun disks. The picture was replaced by what appeared to be blue sky
dotted with fleecy cloud, with the sun flaring fiercely in the centre. The clouds swelled, then vanished and
once again there was blackness and stars, with, contradictorily, the sun still glowing, ahard, steady point
of light.

And there ahead of them was an identica ball and cylinder, thistime shining in the glare of the sun.

“AndthisisOrmazd,” he announced. “The sunisatificia, too. It's no bigger than amedicine bdl. That's
why shadows are abnormally large here—but of course, that doesn't seem abnorma to you, doesit?

Y ou probably think the sun circlesyour world, but in fact dl three objects are in agtatic configuration and
Ergpia has atwenty-eight hour rotation beneath them. They wouldn't need much power to do that: they
are outsde the gravity well. Anyway, the configuration seems stable enough. The nearest star is about
four light yearsaway."

He uttered the technicdities automatically, careless that she was unable to understand them. She stared at
the screen, eyes glazed. “ So thisis how the gods spesk to us,” she breathed.

“Twin powers, pulling in opposite directions. Having to pass through the bulk of Erspia attenuates the
beams only dightly, just enough so that Ahriman has the advantage by night, and Ormazd by day..."

Hetailed off. Perhaps she would grasp enough to help her resist. If he could persuade her to make use of
the lead cabinet, she might be prevented from faling into the kind of life which was offered herein the
encampment.

He still could not fathom what was behind the set-up. It was obvioudy a contrived travesty of
Zoroastrianism, the ancient dudistic religion in which agood god and an evil god fought over possession
of the universe. It even used the same names for those gods. That, together with the way their force
diminished in aternation with the diurna rotation of the planetoid, had given him theidea of searching for
them beyond the shallow atmosphere.

Earlier he had demongtrated hisfindings to Hoggora, the man who caled himsdf the High Priest of the
Forces of Darkness. Hoggora, to give him his due, possessed an unusudly sharp brain. He had quickly
understood the notion of spaceships, of viewscreens that could see out into space and even round the
curve of the planetoid, and showed by his questions that he understood nearly everything Laedo said to
him. He had been ddlighted at the sight of the Ahrimanic thought-projector, caling it * Ahriman's mouth'.
When Laedo suggested that the evidence wasin favour of Ahriman not being agod at dl, he had smply
shrugged, asthough the question didn't interest him.

L aedo had heard of experimentsin thought-rays, using low-frequency radiation, but to his knowledge
they had never been even moderately successful. The twin beamsthat bathed thislittle world were highly
sophisticated and fully effective, able to persuade the recipient that the suggestionsinvading hismind were
his own. Laedo did not think the projectors were of human manufacture.



And the inhabitants of Erspia—how had they got here? They al spoke fairly good Argot Galactica, the
interstellar language of human intercourse, but had no traditions or legends that told of them arriving from
anywhere else. Asfar asthey knew, they had aways been on Erspia

Hekilled the picture on the screen, replacing it with aview of the camp. By the blazing lights of thefires,
banners were raised. Whatever entertainment Hoggora had planned wasin progress.

Hekeyed in sound. A swell of screams and triumphant, hoarse shouts filled the cabin. It was the same
every night. There were dways plenty of prisonersto satisfy the horde's bloodlust.

L aedo wondered what it would be like to give way entirely to sensuousness, greed and violence.
He blanked out the screen and turned to Histrina. “Okay,” he said with asigh, “let's get to bed.”

In the following days L aedo suffered a number of disgppointments. Histrina consented, &t first, to join him
in histwice-dally sessonsin the lead cabinet—including one a midnight, to ward off Ahriman at his
strongest. But after awhile he sensed her reluctance to continue. Once she disappeared into the
encampment for an entire day, to return at dawn, flushed, bright-eyed and exhilarated.

He did not ask her what she had been doing. He had come to redize that a person's eventua alegiance
to one god or the other owed something to an inner disposition aswell asto socid influences. The
Ormazdian priests had become adept at blocking sinful thoughts, and likewise the worshippers of
Ahriman had learned to block any good or worthy thoughts.

Something in Higtrinaliked Ahriman better than it liked Ormazd.

His second disappointment concerned the work Hoggora had ordered an artisan to do for him. Laedo's
forced stay on Erspiahad lasted severa weeks now. When his star enginefailed he had at first suspected
something amiss with the fuel rods, which he had bought chegp from aroadside vendor. But he had
checked them out and found them all right.

There had been nothing for it but to strip down the engine. He had cursed himsalf mightily for not
providing himsdf with a proper tool kit, but fortunately the fault had cometo light as soon as he got the
cowling off. A transductor had fractured. It was lucky the spilled energy had not melted down the entire
ship.

It would be no good trying to weld it. Essentialy, however, the part was Ssmple—merely arectangular
conduit about six feet long, with a precisely aigned arrangement of internal flanges. There were anumber
of skilled metal workersin the camp, and Laedo hoped that mild sted, if he put arefrigeration jacket on
it, would hold out long enough to get him to the nearest inhabited star, where he could get one made of
the proper HCferric.

The artisan bungled the job. The flanges were much too rough, and were not precisdy positioned. The
energy hazing from the fuel rods, instead of being whirled into a plasmic vortex, would instead erode the
pipe before he got haf alight yeer.

He debated whether to inform Hoggora of the metal worker'sfailure. Hoggorawould likely have the
fellow burned divefor it. Laedo was not sure what his own fate would be, either. Hoggora regarded him
asapet, an exotic plaything. He was entranced by Laedo'staes of other worlds among the stars and
plainly meant to vist them himsalf when the ship wasin order—aswéll, possibly, as make apilgrimage to
Ahriman's mouth, where hefdt sure hewould be well received as High Priest.

One afternoon, four days after he had accepted Histrinainto his household, Laedo came out of the



anti-radiation cabinet and trudged to the main cabin, where he found her just emerging from her bed. He
took some coffee and food dabs from the dispenser, gave them to her and took some for himsdlf,
munching the dabs absently while he gazed at the viewscreen, which was focused on the encampment.

Therewas agreat ded of activity in the camp. Hoggorawas planning one of his periodic crusadesin
which he would mark off some section of Erspiaand attempt to destroy al vestige of Ormazdian worship
ingdeit. A constant war was being waged on the planetoid, perpetually inconclusive because the
Ahrimanics, for dl their ferocity, were matched by a stout defence on the part of the Ormazdian
villages—who in turn would, if they could, annihilate the servants of the Evil One.

Histrina durped the coffee, enjoying its novel flavour (the only beverage on Erspiawas aweak beer
brewed from maize, the staple crop). Laedo's mind was on the orbiting thought projectors. It occurred to
him that he might find what he needed there. Tools, materids, repair robots, most likely. The projectors
had been there along time and there would have to be some provision for maintenance.

His ship, even though it couldn't go into star drive, could certainly travel afew hundred milesonits
manoeuvring engine, even afew thousand miles. It was worth trying, especidly sncethe only dternative
wasto stay here until he could get a serviceable transductor made, which might be never.

Energised by thisthought, he sprang up and made hisway to the engine compartment, where he levered
in place the baffles that would prevent the fuel rods from delivering any of their power through the
cracked transductor. They would now service only the close manoeuvring engine.

He spent some time checking the pipes and joints. Quite abit of energy haze had leaked into the works
generdly. It wouldn't do to get totdl failure ahundred milesor so up.

What of Histrina? Might aswell bring her dong with him, he thought. If he got what he wanted he'd take
her on to Harkio, rescuing her from this damned planetoid, though he didn't know why he should bother.

Otherwise, they were back to square one.

By thetime he had finished, Erspias terminator line was gpproaching and the point-source sun was about
to dip below the horizon. Histrina, when he returned to the cabin, was lounging on a couch, staring
vacantly. On seeing him she smiled and invitingly opened her legs.

Laedo ignored the gesture. He moved to the control board, unlocked it, and keyed in the power. A
fuzzy, high-pitched note sounded beyond thewall.

“What'sthat?’ Histrinaasked, Sitting up suddenly.

He pointed to the screen. “Watch.”

She clung to the couch as the view on the screen swung, dipped, then fell avay. The ground vanished.
"What is it?" she screeched.

“Wereflying. Didn't | tell you this ship could go to the stars?'

“Yousad it didn't work any more."

“Not to get to the stars. We're going somewhere nearer.”

Unlike anormal planet's, Erspias shadow cast an expanding, not narrowing, cone into space, asa
consequence of the sun'stiny size. Laedo had decided to make for the Ahrimanic projector rather than



the Ormazdian one, so asto avoid gpproaching that sun, which at close range might well be dangerous.
The manoeuvring engine strained asit lifted the ship up the gravity well. Laedo became afraid that the
smal motor might not makeit, but then the gravity field suddenly ended, cut off sharp in the manner
typica of gravity generators. From now on there was only the natura attraction of the planetoid to
contend with, and the ship accelerated eadlly.

He located the small disk of the projector, locked a course on it, then turned back to Histrina. She was
gl clutching the couch and staring at the screen, which now showed only stars, the sun having

disappeared.

“It will only takeafew minutes,” hetold her.
“Where are we going?'

“Hoggoracdlsit Ahriman's mouth.”
“Ohhh...” Her eyes opened widein surprise.

He returned to the board, curiousto see the object at close quarters. Asit swelled, he became aware of
amalevolent bubbling in hismind, like aspring of evil water breaking through from below. Conscious of
Higtrinaat his back; he suddenly experienced thoughts concerning her that were so violent and disgusting
that they shocked the more detached part of him.

He fought to push the fedings avay—he had became adept at turning aside Ahrimanic suggestions. But
the impulse grew stronger, became a gloating, rejoicing sense of wickedness which threatened to
overwhedmhim.

Of course! hethought.l imagined Ahriman was stronger by night because Erspia’s bulk absorbs the
beam as it passed through. Instead it's because oneis nearer to Ahriman at night. The beam has
to emanate in a cone if it's to cover the whole planetoid. It's more concentrated towards the apex!

A stinging blow in the back of his neck made him stagger. He spun round. Histrinawas crouched, her
face twigted in agrimace, aknife from the dining table in her hand. She had stabbed him in the neck with
it.

Luckily it was not avery sharp piece of cutlery, neither had she used it very expertly. Feding the blood
trickle down his back, Laedo was momentarily seized with thoughts of what he would do to Higtrina. He
lunged, trapped her wrist, then twisted her hand till she dropped the knife. He put his hands round her
neck and began to squeeze.

Oh, he was enjoying it! He squeezed harder, till her tongue edged out between her teeth. Then, with a
supreme effort, he let her go and stepped back.

She collgpsed, coughing painfully and holding her throat. But it didn't take her long to get to her feet
again. Shethrew hersdlf at him, her fingers hooked into claws, the nails seeking to gouge out his eyes.
Laedo threshed with hisarms, fending her off while tusding with the maddening impul sesthat were
growing stronger by the second.

The thought projector was looming large. On the screen Laedo could see that the spherical surface was
ribbed and gtriated. He attempted to get to the controls, but by now Histring, howling in an ululating note
of savagery, was on her knees, trying to mangle his testicles with both hands. He kicked her hard in the
somach.

Sherolled over, retching. For some moments Laedo was torn between what he wanted to do and what



he knew he must do. What he wanted to do wasto get hold of Histrina and subject her to the worst
experiences atotally depraved mind could devise. In the end, he did what he knew he should do. He
moved a control wheel, and the ship swung aside.

Out of the path of the beam.

He sank to thefloor, holding his head in his hands. Nausea overwhelmed him. It was as though aspring
of evil-samdling liquid, that had soaked hisfedings and driven him crazy, was draining back to whereit
had come from, into his censored unconscious, no longer prodded and awakened by Ahriman'slance.

Higtrinadid not calm down quite so quickly. When her pain abated she continued to make anima-like
gestures, clawing the air with her hands as though to strike a him, and hissing like asnake. But after a
few minutes her gestures became mechanica and empty, then ceased atogether.

“Doyou fed any better?’ Laedo asked.
She nodded.

“Weweretoo closeto Ahriman,” he explained, noting as he spoke that her eyes till gleamed in arather
unpleasant way. “He was too strong for us. Ormazd'sinfluence is so weak out here.”

He adjusted the screen. The Ahrimanic sphere appeared in side view, the chute-like shaft projecting from
it likethe barrel of agun.

He wondered what flying up the Ormazdian beam would be like. Paroxysms of benevolence, perhaps.

Carefully he scrutinized the sphere for some sign of an entrance, and spotted acircular crack that was,
possibly, ahatch. If it would open he could presumably get ingde without exposing himsdf to thought
projection again. But he realized that his action in coming here had lacked discrimination, had been too
subjective. He was now frightened of what he might find inside the Ahrimanic stronghold.

The sphere of Ormazd sounded safer.

He turned the ship away and set a course for the opposite side of Erspia. Asthey passed out of shadow
the sun became visible, glaring againg the sars.

“Don't worry, well bedl right,” hetold her without conviction. “We're going to Ormazd instead.”
“Why areyou doing this?"

As succinctly aswas practicable, Laedo explained that he was seeking help to escape from Erspiaand
return to the world he had come from. * Or rather, worlds,” he ended. “ There are hundreds of inhabited
ones out there, dl of them ahundred times bigger than the one you know. Y oulll likeit, Higtrina. Erspiais
like never leaving your own back yard. It's amazing you've turned out as bright asyou are.”

He could see the idea gppealed to her.

The sun grew near, and the viewscreen automatically tuned down itsincreasing brilliance. Laedo took
careto stay clear of the thought cone, and soon found himself facing aribbed, Striated globe that was, to
appearances, identical to the one he had just | eft.

He pondered on how to gain entrance. There was aploy for such stuations which often worked on
human space vehicles, but there was no clue as to whether this one was of human or alien manufacture.

The ploy wasto hurl amass of radio signasat thelock, if there was one, which would often respond by



opening. Laedo had arecording of the most likely signals (such items could be purchased at any space
port for apatry sum) and he fed it into histransmitter.

Hopefully he edged his ship closer to the hatch. The sphereitsdf waslarge; severd timesthesze of his
own ship, and larger, in fact, than adecent-sized cargo vessdl. Large enough, he reminded himsdlf, to be
manned.

At firgt nothing happened. Then the hatch began to rotate. Instead of withdrawing or projecting,
however, it seemed to roll aside, leaving agaping pit.

“Karakal” Laedo cried.
Higrinafrowned. “What?"

“We hit the spot.” Laedo had been quoting from a numbers game. He put out landing legs so the ship
could grip thewadll of the sphere, then put down. He found he didn't need to use sticky-extrusion: the
sphere was magnetically permeable and the legs were able to clamp on it that way.

Opening alocker, he took out asuit and aweapon. “Y ou stay here,” hetold Histrina. “1'm going to take
alook."

“No! Don't leave me on my own!"

He held up the suit. “ Theresno air out there. Y ou have to wear one of these to breathe. You'll be
scared.”

“No, I wont."
He sighed, took out a spare suit and threw it to her. “Get into it, then.”

Fastening up the dim suit for her, and connecting her to him by alinein case she lost her footing and went
floating off into space, he led her through the passageway airlock. They stepped down onto the metal
surface of the sphere.

Histrinawas not reassured by the lifdine. She floundered, and then panicked on seeing hersdlf
surrounded by such a strange and aien environment. Laedo took her arm and guided her to the entrance,
showing her how to place her feet so that she wouldn't cast hersdlf adrift.

He had to manhandle her over thelip of the circular pit that led to theinsde of the sphere. Once standing
onitsinner wal, however, norma weight returned. As he had expected, there was amanipulated gravity
fiddingde

The tunnel was perhapsten yardslong, and it was lighted by a pale green glow. When they had reached
the halfway mark Laedo fdlt a puffing on his body that told him the passage wasfilling with air, or at least
some kind of gas. Glancing behind him, he saw that thelid had rolled back in place. He bit hislip. Thishe
hadn't expected. it looked as though they might be trapped.

He needn't have worried. When they had dmost reached the end of the tunnel asimilar lid thererolled
asde. Beyond it wasalevd, well-lighted area. And blocking the way, standing in alineto confront him
and Higtrina, were four men. The cast of their featureswas smilar to that of the natives of Erspia, except
that they were somewhat paer, and their hair was cropped short. They wore long white gowns, cinched
at thewaist, and on the chest of each of these smple garments was a golden sun blaze.

One of the men held out his hands, palms upward. Hesitantly, he spoke.



“Do you come ... from the Great One?"

Inside his helmet, Laedo smiled. it was tempting to give the answer the man clearly expected, but he
knew he would never be able to sustain the deception, and he shook his head.

A wave of reassurance swept over him. He knew he had nothing to fear from these people.
It was dso agreat relief to find that the keepers of the projector were, after al, human.

“I can well understand that the mental environment on Erspiawas strangeto you,” Kwenissaid mildly,
pouring afragrant, hot liquid into little cups from atal, elegant pot. “Bewildering, even. | am taking your
story at face vaue, of course.”

Laedo sat in atidily furnished room. Kwenis passed one of the cups across the low table between them.
The beverage, dmogt purplein colour, was less bitter than coffee but refreshing. It was some species of
tea, Laedo concluded.

He had been in the projector station for nearly an hour. Kwenis had taken him on atour of the place,
showing him the massive thought projector, the living quarters, and an ingtalation which Laedo was
certain was agtar drive. There seemed to be a staff of eight on the Sation, four of them women with
whom Higtrinaat this moment was also taking tea.

Kwenis called himsdf Chief Guardian of Ormazd. The other staff members were also guardians of
Ormazd, apparently.

It was clear to Laedo that Kweniswas also vastly relieved that he was not, after al, receiving avisit from
the * Great One, whoever that might be.

“But what'sit dlfor?" he asked. “Who's behind it? The ‘ Great Oné, | suppose. Who's he?!

Kwenisspped histeareflectively. “1 will tell you thewhole story. ‘ Grest One’ isareverentia term for a
being whom otherwise we know as‘Klystar'. Klystar isanaturaly evolved creature, like oursaves, but
one with superior intelligence, so we believe, or at any rate superior ability. Klystar leads aroaming
exigence. Sometime ago he happened to visit thisregion of the galaxy, and during his stay here he
became interested in certain facets of human psychology. In particular, he wasintrigued by the human
mind's suggestibility to thoughts, no matter where those thoughts come from. To Klystar it was most
curious, for ingtance, that one person can persuade another of something, irrespective of whether or not it
isreasonable. Mogt beings, in Klystar's experience, form their thoughts and conduct independently of any
swaying influence, as he himsalf does. We are queer cresturesindeed from Klystar's point of view. At
any rate, he set up an experiment to investigate this phenomenon. He fashioned Erspia, and put people
upon it. Above the planetoid he poised the two great thought projectors, one beaming what in
conventiona morality are‘good’ thoughts, the other ‘bad’ thoughts. And he named them after the good
and bad gods of adudist human religion from atime when this mordity was the rule in human society.

“But Klystar decided to leave before the experiment reached itsfind stage. So he placed usin the
projector housingsto act as servitors, to maintain the projectors should they malfunction, to carry out the
fina stage of the experiment, and to record its results. If, after a certain time, he had not returned, we
werefreeto leave, and for that purpose he also gave usastar drive, as he did the guardians of Ahriman.”

“And what isthefina stage?'

“Thefind stageisto switch off the projectors, and then to monitor events below to see whether the
attitudes and beliefs they have incul cated will perast.”



Laedo wasfascinated. “ So al those people down there are just experimenta animals!” He shook his
head, smiling sardonicdly. “ And when are the projectors due to be switched off?"

Kwenislooked uncomfortable. “ According to schedule, thirty years ago. But we have not doneit.”
“Indeed? Why not?'

Pacing down his cup, Kwenisfidgeted, and then sghed. “ Asaguardian of Ormazd, | am unabletolie.
We would have obeyed Klystar'singtructions and switched off our projector, no matter what it cost us.
But the Ahrimanic servitors were of adifferent mind and refused to do so. We are fearful of what the
consequences would be down below if only the Ahrimanic mode of thought were to operate—though, as
amatter of fact, switching one or other of the projectors on again for a short period wasto have
condtituted an additiona sub-programme. So we have left metters asthey are. To be honest, itisin our
interest to do s0."

“Oh?How isthat?'

Kwenisraised his eyebrows. “Why, because we are immorta for aslong as the experiment remainsin
force. How else could Klystar ensure that we can service his equipment for centuries? When the
experiment isfinished, thelife-giving force iswithdrawn aso."

After absorbing this, Laedo snorted. * Perhaps motivation is another aspect of human behaviour that
Klygar didn't understand,” he suggested acidly.

Kwenis shrugged. “Perhaps. As| said, we would have obeyed. The backwash from the projector
irradiates us, you know, and makes us truthful, honest and conscientious. But with the Ahrimanic
sarvitorsit is another matter, and there | can well believe that Klystar miscalculated. It islucky you did
not fall into their hands, for one can imagine how it iswith them, steeped in deceit, salfishness and haired.
It isawonder they have not dl killed one another, but we know they are dtill dive, for every year they
send usthe obligatory sgnd. Klystar, no doubt, saw to their surviva. Asfor oursaves, what harmis
done?Itisplain that Klystar isnot going to return. We are happy here, living in harmony with one
another, in benevolence, truthfulness and chastity. And our lives do not end.”

“Thelosers, of course, are the people on Erspia, who don't have possession of their own minds.”

“Neither dowe,” Kwenis reminded him. “Does anyone? That was the point of Klystar's experiment. And
anyway, it isbetter for them than if Ahriman wereto reign supreme. That isthe dternative.”

Nodding, Laedo decided to drop the subject. It was not palitic to criticise the people he was hoping
would hdp him.

“My own star driveis broken,” he said, coming straight to the point. “ Can you help merepair it? It'sa
smple sort of repair. Then | can be away from here—I'm sure you don't want me as a permanent guest.”

“I shall haveto see. Lylos, Dugas and Markeer are our technica experts. I'll ask them what they can do.
Meantime I'll show you to the deeping quarters you can occupy while here.”

Herose, then turned to Laedo, blushing dightly. “Y ou will, of course, occupy separate deeping quarters
from your companion's. | know you have been down on Erspiawhere licentiousnessisrife, but we can
brook no such behaviour herel”

“What?’ Laedo rosetoo, adisbelieving grin on hisface. “But you just admitted Ormazdian moraity isal
arbitrary—the product of amachine!”



Shaking his head, Kwenis put up his hand as though thrusting away such an interpretation. “We are
chagte, and kind to one another. We take serioudly our role as Guardians of Ormazd."

Oh boy, Laedo thought, wouldn't Klystar like to see thisl Knowledge conquered by suggestion! But he
said no more, and obediently allowed Kwenisto lead him away.

The next ‘day’, asthe guardians reckoned time, was as frustrating to Laedo as had been his experience
with the metal-worker on Ergpia. The ‘technicians’ prided themselves on being able to repair the
projector and any of the equipment on the station. But their repair work, he discovered, consisted of
pulling out mafunctioning modules and plugging in replacements from a ready-made stock, an operation
which was required on average once every ten years. Klystar, like many technicaly proficient beings, did
not have afetish about sophistication. The whole thing could have been handled automaticaly with alittle
built-in redundancy, or, with better components, could have been made unnecessary. From the look of
the station, Laedo guessed it had been put together in a cursory, even cardess, manner. Hence the
human crew: they were good enough, so why take more trouble?

When Laedo showed them his broken transductor, they clucked, tutted, and shook their heads.

Hetold Histrina. She became depressed. Already she had promised herself awider world than Erspia.
He detected, in her disappointment, a private fury.

“So when do we go back to Erspia?’ she asked bitterly.

“We don't go back,” hesaidin alow voice.

“How... ?'

“Therés dtill agar drive here. | can hopeto persuade the guardiansto useit.”

“Or we can gted it,” she said quickly.

“I don't see how."

“No ... youwouldn'."

Her tone was contemptuous. She waked away, her bare feet leaving damp imprints on the shiny floor.

Two dayslater Laedo's proposal to the guardians that they should abandon their long vigil clearly was
not going to get anywhere. Further, it became apparent that since his own drive could not be repaired,
the guardians expected him and Histrina to return to Erspiabefore too long.

That night, he fell adegp mulling things over. Later, he was awakened by a hand shaking his shoulder.
Histrinastood there. She swayed dightly. Her face had a glassy look. In her right hand was his gun.
“It'sdone,” shesaid.

He sat up. “What are you doing with my gun?’ he demanded harshly. She must have taken it from the
locker where their spacesuits were kept, he readlized. She turned away, and beckoned.

Silently hefollowed her. She took him to the deeping cubicle adjoining his. On the pdlet, covered by a
thin shest, lay Lylos, one of the guardians who had been introduced to him as atechnician.

Histrina pointed to his head. Laedo leaned closer.



Blood trickled from aneat hole bored just to therear of Lylos temple. It was aclose-focus shot from
Laedo's handgun.

L aedo had seen violent death many times on Erspia. He tried not to be shocked, especiadly when he
thought of the pitiless experiment on which the guardians were engaged. But despite himsdf hewas
shocked. More than that, he felt frightened at having Histrina by hisside, ill holding the gun.

Wordlesdy sheled him to the other cubicles, first the men's, then the women's. In each skull the same
neet hole had been drilled. Histrina had brought the centuried life of the entire projector station staff to an
end.

“Now we can leave,” shesaid camly.

He stared at her. “How could you do it?" he said blankly. “ Especidly in here ... where Ormazd reigns.
Didn't you fed hisinfluence?’

“Hedoesn't reign overme. " Her face lost itslook of trance. Her eyesflashed, became alive. “ Ormazd
can't touch me now. Something happened to me when we flew towards Ahriman. He got deep insde
me"

Laedo said nothing. Perhapsit could happen, he thought. At such intensity the beam might work a
permanent change in someone—if they were receptivetoit.

He was becoming more impressed with Histrina's menta sharpness. It was remarkable enough that she
had guessed the gun to be a weapon, when there were only lances, swords and bows and arrows on
Erspia. But that she had learned to useit so quickly...

This question was answered when she took him into her own deeping cubicle. The walls were sprayed
and splashed with molten materid where she had experimented with the gun's focusing ring.

“Heréswherel practised,” shetold him. “Smple, redly, isn't it?"
He hdld out hishand. “ Giveit to me, Histrina"
She drew the gun back, holding it behind her. “Oh, no, | want to keep it. Give it to me as a present.”

L aedo sighed. Histrina had become clever and evil. He was going to have to learn not to turn his back to
her.

Thefirst job wasto get rid of the bodies. Thisthey did together by the smple expedient of throwing them
out of the hatch towards Erspia. They would, with fair probability, end up faling through the shallow
atmosphereto land asflaming meteors.

L aedo redlized that he had acquired aval uable property in the station. Thought projection wasa
technique with limitless possibilities, once it was understood. There were people who would pay him a
vast sum for the projector. He set himself to studying the station's controls. They were, he found,
surprisngly smpleto operate. Klystar had modelled them on the human technology then currently
available—for the benefit of the human crew, no doubt—which wasn't so very different from today's.
Laedo didn't bother himsdlf over where Klystar had obtained the human beingsto people hisexercisein
practica psychology, but the drive unit, too, gppeared smilar to that he was used to.

Not wanting to lose his own ship, he employed atrick familiar to spacemen, manoeuvring it round the
globeto reposition it precisaly on the axis of thrugt, directly opposite the drive unit. In any other position
it would have been torn away once the globe wasin motion, for the drive unit's energy field would only



partialy engulf it. If he had aligned it correctly it would now stay put, carried dong by the globe's
veoaity.

Within hours he was ready to take off. Histrina till had the gun, but she seemed well disposed towards
him and he didn't fed too uneasy—and anyway she needed him, he told himsalf. He abandoned thoughts
of luring her back down to Erspiaand leaving her there. She was too sharp for that. But he would try to
buy some psychologica rehabilitation for her in Harkio, he decided.

Onething heleft till last. He had found himsdlf reluctant to switch off the projector, knowing thefield
would beleft to purdy Ahrimanic influences. But what else could he do?

S0, at the last minute, when he sat before the station's control board ready to energise the engine, the
projector was still emitting. But dready he had taken akey which he had found hanging from the neck of
the dead Kwenis, and had opened the lid of asturdy box bolted to the board. Inside the box wasa
massive switch of the old-fashioned lever type.

Laedo's arm seemed extraordinarily heavy as he moved his hand to the switch. The lever ssemed to
resst him, and he thought for amoment that it might be corroded in place. Then, with aclunk, it shifted.

Theinvisible mental searchlight went out. Without pause he energised. The globe of Ormazd shot awvay
from Erspia, into the interstellar reAlm and towards Harkio.

The sun had set and Hoggora, High Priest of the Forces of Darkness, felt vigorous and confident. True,
the villagers, contrary to Drosh's report, had assembled aforce to match his own. He was faced, in fact,
by an aliance of villages, and thiswould be a battle to go down in legend. But darkness had come, and
the darkness dways made him fed strong. He looked forward with joy to the carnage that was about to
commence.

His cavary waslined up on one side of ashdlow river, the infantry jostling behind. On the other side of
thewater was aless colourful, but morerigidly disciplined parade. It was acase of ferocity versus
fortitude, asit had always been. But thistime the outcome would give one side or the other a decided
advantage for yearsto come.

Beyond the silent ranks, the priests of Ormazd, in their tall, coiffed headdresses, raised their facesto
heaven in rapt prayer. Hoggora prayed, too, hurling hisvoice hoarsdly to that point in space where he
knew the Mouth of Ahriman hovered.

"Ahriman! Aid us!"

And then, asif in answer to his supplication, an event took place that caused the entire assembly, on both
Sdes, to pause and become stock-till. It was an invisible event, but one that was yet felt by everyone
present. In the perpetua tusde that took place in each man's mind, one of the contending factors abruptly
went missing. Ahriman aoneremained, to exult in hisvictory.

It was asif ashadow of evil swept over the world, a shadow that could never belifted. The priests,
sensing the death of the Good God, wailed in disbelieving horror. The ranks arrayed before them
shivered and moaned asthey, too, felt the strength of their lord leave them.

But among Hoggoras army an incredible chafing joy took hold. Hoggora screamed acommand, howling
intriumph. A volley of arrowswhistled acrosstheriver. Lanceswereleveled, pennantsflew. With a
great shout, the Horde of the Evil One surged across the shalow water to claim its own.

TWO



Orchid Paradise

The drive had been in operation for only minutes when amechanism behind the pand of the control
board chattered and a sheet of parchment-like materia came stuttering out of adot.

Laedo snatched it up asit floated floorwards. Words, still smoking, had been etched or burned into the
sheet in argot gdactica.

Experiment incompl ete, they read. Return station to duty.

Laedo stared. It had not occurred to him that the projector station might be able to monitor the
performance of its aff.

How to reply? Laedo searched the pandl. The mechanism had not spoken out loud, so he presumed
there would be awriting plate or something even more primitive, such as akeyboard. But he found
nothing. Findly, in exasperation, he responded asif to anormal control device.

“The experiment has been abandoned. The staff are dl dead,” he said, raising hisvoice.
After apause there came more chattering and another sheet of parchment was extruded.
Must report to Klystar, he read. Then hefelt movement under hisfest.

The dids on the board were shifting their settings. With ayell he seized control levers and tried to correct
the course, but it was no good. The gtation was changing direction and dl the flight parameters—vel ocity
flow, fud rate, flight tensor—were being adjusted by an unseen, expert power.

Not back to Erspia. Not towards Harkio. To where?
He groaned and sank back in the pilot's sest.

The door did open. Histrinastepped into the room, her gun thrust into the belt of her gauzy shift-like
gown, dimpling her soft bely.

“What'swrong?’ she asked, in the cool and salf-possessed voice she had acquired since the killings.
“I don't know where the hell we're going—if anywhere.”
“| thought we were going to your homeworld. To Harkio."

“Sodid|. But thisthing hasamind of itsown. | think it'strying to take usto Klystar, the being who made
Erspia. Only | don't suppose it even knowswhere Klystar is."

“Wdl,do something,” Histrina said, in atone whose sharpness surprised and even frightened him alittle.
Rasing hisface, and ignoring Higtrinas puzzlement at seeing him addressthin air, he spoke again.

“Klystar went away along time ego. There's no oneto report to. Hand back control of the station to
rre.ll

Thistime there was no chattering of words being burned onto parchment, and no changein the did
readings. “It'sno good,” Laedo muttered.

Higtrina.clenched her figtsin frustration. “Think of somethingelse, ” sheinssted bitingly.

“I'll haveto seeif | can get the casing off and jigger about with the cybernetics somehow. Thetroubleis,



putting it out of action might disconnect the drive unit controls aswell. Wed be stranded.”
“Look!” said Higtrina

Over the control pand apart of wall had changed colour from grey to smudgy white, forming awide ova
patch. The oval cleared and became glasdike. It was a viewscreen.

Init, Laedo saw what he presumed lay ahead of them: black space dotted with stars. Then, to the
accompaniment of more movement under their feet, the view swiveled round.

Suddenly they were looking at a planet, shining in the darkness, lit on one side by an unseen sun.
“ItsErspial" Higtrinacried. “We're back at Erspial”

“No, we couldn't be.” Laedo ingpected the dids with afrown. “We haven't gone back, not unlessthese
readings are dl wrong. We're thousands of miles away."

For dl that, itdid look alot like Erspia. Now he spotted where the planet's daytime illumination came
from: apoint source of light, orbiting the globe not far away. It was the Erspia system in duplicate, and
automaticaly he began to seeit not asaplanet proper but as a sphericaly shaped planetoid, even though
the screen gave no ranging figures from which to estimate sze.

“Ergpialooks brownish-green from space,” he said to Histrina. “L ook close at that planet. It'smottled in
different colours.”

“l don't see.”

Laedo wasn't sureif he saw the colours either now. Perhapsit had been an optical effect, a sort of
shading of phantom hues. But the globe was definitely lighter in tone than Erspia. It was amost pastdl.

“It's obvious Klystar made more than oneworld,” he said tondlesdy. “Well wait till the Sation parks
itself in orbit or whatever. Then I'll have ago & the casng.”

But the station didn't go into orbit. Laedo gave ahiss of indrawn breeth as the planetoid's globe shape
swooped neare.

They were going in—fast!
“Look out!” he yelled to the hidden controller. “ There's a planet ahead! We're going to crash!”
“What's happening?’ Histrina shrieked.

“We're out of control. Quick—get into thischair.” He pointed to the padded, braced seet next to his. It
wasn't much protection, but it was better than standing.

Higtrinadisregarded hisadvice. “I'll fix that thing,” she snarled. She pulled the gun from her waistband
and pointed it at the control board as the worldlet swelled and swelled on the screen, blotting out the
ebony margin that had surrounded it.

“No!” Laedo jumped up and began wrestling with her, forcing the nozzle of the gun away from the
control board. “That won't help! Stop it!"

Again hefdt thefloor shift beneath hisfeet, then adight pressure. He knew that these indications were
leaksthrough the artificia gravity from much more powerful acce eration forcesthat would have crushed
them both ingtantly. Either the station was changing course, or it was decelerating.



“It'sdl right!” he shouted. “Put the gun away, Hidrinal"

Dubioudy she obeyed. The sunlit side of the planetoid was now so close that blurry surface features
could be made out—fuzzy mottled colours, lavender, light green, daffodil yellow, swaying and diding
past. Then, abruptly, it al stresked aside and they were once more looking into space, with the

ppoi nt-source sun glaring out & them.

The gtation had turned itsdf over. It was coming down for alanding, right Side up.

L aedo seated himself back at the control board. Experimentally he worked a set of dideswhose use he
had been unable to discover before. As he now guessed, they controlled the viewscreen. In moments he
learned how to direct the scope downwards, so that he was able once more to survey the surface.

Thisdefinitely wasnot Erspia. The projector station was descending gently, with alatera drift so that it
appeared to skim over alandscape now clearly visblein dl itsfeatures. It was aworld of flamboyant
jungle—though not ajungle of trees, but instead of what appeared to be gigantic blooms or orchids,
riotous with colour. At first Laedo thought he had got the focus wrong and was scanning atropical
garden from an gpparent height of afoot or two, but no, the viewpoint was their true one, hundreds or
thousands of feet in the air. Interspersing the growths were clear patches carpeted with pale green grass
or moss, and here and there, azure lakes.

Hefdt Higrinalean over him. “Isn'tit lovely?’ she murmured. Her arm hung limply, the gun still clasped
in her fingers.

Laedo wondered if the projector station could survive aplanetary landing in Earth-normd gravity.
Presumably it was built for space, without much by way of interna bracing. Still, itwas of sturdy
congruction otherwise...

Histrinawas cooing and mooing asif at afireworks display. They had begun to dip into the foret,
brushing through the huge, fleshy orchids, tearing through titanic petds, ripping through tangles of sunlit
vines, becoming engulfed in colour. There was asudden jar as the station struck the ground. On the
screen was nothing but a flurry. Something had gone wrong; they were tumbling over and over, ralling
through the jungle, sngpping and breaking the gpparently unresisting growths—even though the artificia
gravity within the control room kept Laedo and Histrinasitting and standing calmly, undisturbed by the
violent mations.

Fascinated, they watched as the tumbling spectacle dowed and became ill. They had cometo a stop.

Once at regt, the scope showed an expanse of close-cropped, light green grass among which were
patches of moss. Laedo worked the cursors again. The spherical station had settled on its sde—if the
location of the drive unit could be taken to represent its underneath—in alarge clearing. Wide mossy
trails seemed to wander into the jungle. There was aglimpse of blue water.

And that jungle...

Actudly it was not, as he had first thought, close-packed. One could have strolled through it with ease.
The place was like some dien Eden, aflower forest whose trees were giant blooms, whose huge orchids
replaced timber boles and trunks.

And the colours! Nowhere did they clash, nowhere were they even glaring, but the total effect was
breathtaking. Pale colours, yelows, ochres, cyan, lavender, sometimes glowingly transparent, shot
through with stronger tones—scarlet, saffron, mazarine. For long minutes Laedo and Histrina gazed
entranced, while Laedo dowly panned the cursor.



“Comeon,” Hidrinasaid eagerly. “Let'sgo outsde!™
“Well have to check the atmospherefirst.”
“Well haveto dowhat?” Mydtified, Histrinastared at him.

Hesghed. “I supposeit's bound to be dl right, on second thought. Thisis one of Klystar's productions,
after dl."

“I've never seen this part of Erspiabefore.”

“Thisisn't Ergpia, Hidtring,” Laedo said wesrily. 1 just tried to explain. It's another world, something like
Erspia, only different. Do you understand that?"

“I suppose s0.” She frowned, then brightened. “1 wonder if there are people here?”
“Sodol."

Getting out was easer than he had thought it would be. They walked the corridor to the hatch which was
the only portal Laedo had found in the whole station so far. He opened it and poked his head ouit.

The sensation was peculiar. The hatch was about thirty feet off the ground, but it was on the under-curve
of the gation, facing downwards. The artificid gravity kept him standing on the floor of the corridor, but
thiswas upside down to the ground, at an angle of about forty-five degrees, so that the landscape
appeared to rear crazily over him. Once his head cleared the skin of the station, however, the planetoid's
gravity took over and his head and his body were tugged in different directions.

He was pondering the problem of how to reach the ground when Histrina casually solved it for him.
“What do you think thisisfor?” she said, and pulled alever behind him. Something rattled out from adot
below the hatch. It was afolding stairway which flapped, swayed and dropped, until it offered a steep
but negotiable route to the floor of the clearing, complete with handrail.

He stepped down carefully, holding onto therail. He could fed Higtrina's tread behind him, urging him
on.

On the ground they stopped to takein their surroundings. The air was ddightful: light, invigorating, filled
with delicate scents. Laedo saw that the glimpse of blue he had seen was alake in ameadow or
parkland, partly hidden by afringe of the giant orchids. Only in that direction did the close horizon betray
the small size of thisworld. Elsewhere, because of the way the jungle hid everything, they could have
been on afull-szed planet.

Laedo looked up at the projector station, backing away to takeit in. Evidently it was perfectly capable of
coping with the stresses of norma gravity, though whether thiswas due to structural strength or help from
theinternal gravity field he did not know. It reared over the tops of the titanic flowers; but somehow, now
that it was down on the ground, it seemed less bulky than it had in space. It was, in fact, about the size of
asmall passenger liner, or perhaps an interworld shuttle.

Large enough, he supposed, to be aminiature world in itself for the eight people who had staffed it.

It seemed to have suffered no harm from rolling through the jungle. His own ship, though, was missing. It
had been torn off. No doubt it lay in the jungle somewhere,

Given time, he might be able to gain control over the sation's drive unit. At least held better be ableto do
it, hetold himsdif fiercely. Otherwise heldd be stuck herefor good.



He turned back to look at the jungle again. Only now did the silence of the place strike him. There was
no singing of hirds, such as had been ever-present on Erspia. There was no buzzing of insects. In fact, no
ggnof animd lifea dl.

That air, though ... breathing in deeply, hefelt his sensestingle. It waslike wine, it waslike ... where had
he breathed air such asthat before? He could only think of one of the pleasure houses back in civilisation,
itsair loaded with moleculesto stimulate the appetite for food, sex or whatever.

Evidently Histrinawas enjoying it, too. She gave a happy sigh. Then she sauntered towards the nearby
orchids.

But suddenly she stopped, and stared like astalking cat. “Look!” she hissed.

Laedo followed her gaze and caught up with her. Two figures had entered the jungle from the direction of
the park-like grasdand. They weretall, fair-haired and fair-skinned, though tanned by the sun. Silently,
with graceful, light steps, they walked between the monstrous growths likefairiesin aparadisical garden.

One was aman, one awoman. Both were completely naked, a circumstance which caused Histrinato
gigglelickerishly. “Look at him,” she whigpered asideto Laedo. “He's fiff!"

And so hewas. Laedo stared at hisfeet, aware that the was probably about to witness an act the couple
would regard as private. But what happened next removed his sense of reserve.

The two had reached the mouth of afleshy orchid, aglowing paelavender in colour. Reminding Laedo
once more of fairies, they proceeded to climb through itsthick petals and into the roomy bell, vanishing
fromview.

The huge flower trembled. From within came cries which Laedo would have interpreted as cries of agony
and despair, had he not known better.

Higtrinaturned to him, her faced flushed, her eyes glistening. “Come on!” she urged, as she grabbed him
by thewrist and tugged him at ahaf run towardsthe jungle.

She sdlected thefirg orchid they cameto, an dmost globular flower of atranducent, luminous yellow.
She had to reach up to its entrance, which was anarrow gap or porticoed dot, and it yielded reluctantly
to her arms like the jaws of a snapdragon, as she hauled herself up and in, her legs kicking as she
wriggled her way indde.

Moments later her head and shoulders resppeared, thrusting through the portico lips. Apparently she had
discarded her gown. Her hair, face, and shoulders were dusted with afine yellow powder. It was, Laedo
redlized, pollen.

“Comeonin, quick!” she shouted, in anote of amost hysterical urgency.

Unsure of what was happening, Laedo hesitated. But Histrinawould brook no delay. She bared her teeth
inagrimace. At the sametime, her arm poked through the entrance. She was holding the gun, and it
pointed right at him.

“Comeoninhere, | say!” she screeched.

It was with something of ashock that Laedo recognised the expression on Higtrinas face. Shewas
transfigured with lust. Naked, raging lust, as compelling as an animal'sfear, sweeping away dl logic.

Now, he reasoned, might not be the time to cross Histrina. Besides, something was working on him, too.



Asthey approached the orchid he had become aware of its aroma, addightful sharp-sweet smell which
wafted to his nogtrils even more strongly now as Histrinawallowed about in the flower's throat. A warm
desirousfeding wasrising in him, further simulated by the sounds coming from within the lavender orchid
sometens of yards away. Any resistance he might have had quickly evaporated.

He cdlambered up, gripping the lips of the dit and hauling himsdf inside as he had seen Higtrinado.

They werein afar-szed cavity, amply lit by the light sifting through the trand ucent walls of peta flesh.
Thefloor was carpeted with akind of thick fleecy pile, from which clouds of pollen rose with every
tread. Near the wallsthe carpet sprouted big penis-like ssamens which aso ended in pollen dispensers.
The effect was to drench them both in pollen every time they moved.

The sensation of actudly being ingde aflower was ddightful, but there was scarcely time to savour a
fedling so ddlicate, for the smdll of the orchid was now overwheming. Laedo had aready guessed what
the plant did. It released human pheromones, airborne chemicals which brought on an irresistible sexua
urge. Histrina grabbed him as soon as hewasinsde, impatiently tugging at his clothing, of which hewas
just asanxiousto divest himsdf. They went down together, rolling on the pollen mat, blood pounding,
gasping with eagerness.

It seemed to Laedo that the whole globular chamber was banging like adrum to the beating of his heart.
He had never known anything likeit, not even in a pleasure house. Somewhere he could hear an
uncontrolled roaring and wailing, both a man's voice and awoman's, and he completely failed to redize,
at fird, that it was his and Histrinas voices he was hearing.

How long did it go on for? He couldn't tell. He was submerged in his urges; therewas no time. But
eventualy, after daking his desires more deeply than he would have thought possible, he recovered his
senses somewhat. He waslying on the floor of the orchid, arms il clasped around Histrina.

Thegun lay afew feet away.

Only that forced him to clear his head. Otherwise he would probably have gone on, reaching platesu
after plateau. He disentangled himsdlf, casudly picked up the gun, then wrapped it in his strewn clothing.

“Comeon,” hesaid huskily, “let's get back outside ... for awhile.”

They stood up, and each laughed to see the other. Skin and hair were golden, dusted and shining. Still
chuckling, Histrina bent to scoop up her gown.

Then shelooked around for the gun, afrown crossing her features. Laedo forced himsdlf quickly through
the opening and lowered himself to the ground, then walked away at a steady pace.

Some distance away a man and awoman were standing looking up at the projector station. They were
the sametwo, asfar as Laedo could tell, who had entered the lavender orchid. Histrina caught up with
him. He turned so asto keep hisface to her. She seemed upset, furious, in fact—dangeroudy o. But, as
long as he had the gun...

Placatingly he smiled. “ That was grest, wasn't it?'
“Giveit back tome” shesaidin ahard voice.

Heignored her. “There are no insects here,” he mused, looking up at thejungle, then at the sky. “No
animas, no hirds. Only people. The flowers use usto fertilise themselves with. That'swhy they're so big."

It was amarvelous piece of adaptation. Elsewhereit would have betokened an interesting linein



selective evolution. On this planetoid, of course, the case was alittle different. The orchids hadn't evolved
quite by themsdlves. A guiding intelligence had given them ahand, or so heimagined—the intelligence of
Klydar.

"Give me my gun,” Higtrinasaid in alow, controlled screech.
“Itisn't your gun,” Laedo said camly. “It'smine, and I'm keeping it."

“Giveit to me, you—" Hidrinaflew at him, snatching at the bundle of clothing under hisarm, kicking and
scratching.

“Stop it!” he bellowed. Putting out a hand to fend her off, he placed it squarely on avoluminous breast,
and pushed her away.

Panting, she stopped, to stare over hisright shoulder. Cautioudy he turned. The other couple had strolled
up. They were smiling agreeting.

“Haven't you finished?’ the man said pleasantly. “'Y ou should have stayed in the bell."

“We havefinished, actualy,” Laedo murmured. He inspected the two, interested to think they werethe
same whose ecdtatic cries he had heard earlier. They were perfect physical specimens. The man wasaso
undeniably handsome, and the woman beautiful. Quite obvioudy they were accustomed to their
nakedness and had no use for clothing of any sort. They moved with anatura gracefulness, and radiated
anair of unabashed friendliness.

Pure children of nature, hetold himself. He was reminded of legends of man before the Fall. Something
el se they radiated was the sweetish odour of orchid pollen, an odour which he realized a so surrounded
Higtrinaand himself. The ydlow dust clung to them al over, drenching the hair of head and genitalsand
adding a golden patinato the skin. Histrina, he noted, was eyeing the man up and down and was
evidently excited by him. For hispart, he found it hard to keep his eyes off the woman. Desirable though
Histrina's body was, he had to admit that the other femal e surpassed her in comeliness.

“I haven't seen you two before,” the woman said in awarm contrato. “ Are you from another region?”

“We come from another world dtogether,” Laedo told her. He pointed to the bulking projector station.
“We camein that. It's a spaceship, of sorts.”

They glanced back at the sation. “ So that'swhat it is,” the man said. He and the woman cooed, as
though at something surprising, but then turned to Laedo again. Their lack of genuine astonishment was,
to Laedo'smind, itself astonishing.

“Will you stay herelong?’ the man said.

“Sometime, perhaps. It depends.”

The woman spoke again, looking speculatively a Laedo. “ Do you have flowers on your world?"
“Flowers? No, not the sort you have here. Only tiny ones.” He demonstrated with his hands.
She pulled aface, asachild might. “I think I'd rather be here on Erspia”

“Ergpia?'

“Thereyou arel” Histrinasaid furioudy to Laedo. “1told you thiswas Erspial”



Laedo lowered his head towards her. “But itisn't Erspia,” heinssted quietly.

“Ohyes, thisisErgpia,” the planetoid woman said brightly. “It's always been Erspia. What's the name of
the world you come from?"

“Erspid” Higrinasaid triumphantly.

Laedo sighed. “Look, it'sonly the namethat'sthe same,” he explained to Higtrina. “ Klystar must have
given the one name to both worlds.” He addressed the woman again. “Isthere abeing called Klystar on
thisworld, by any chance?'

“Klystar?’ Shelooked puzzled. “No, | don't think s0."

The man looked at him with anew respect. “Y ou speak of the great gardener,” he said gravely. “Hewho
created the garden of Erspiaand placed usin the midgt of it. No, he doesn't live here himself. Helivesin
heaven.” He glanced back quickly at the projector station, anew thought seeming to strike him. “Can

your spaceship go to heaven?
Higtrinalaughed shortly.

The man laughed too, sharing her amusement even though ignorant of its cause. “My nameisLadldo,” he
said, making it sound musical, dmost a snatch of song. “And thisisLila What areyou cdled?’

Laedo told him, and Lallao smiled. “Wdl, well see you again, perhaps. Call on us before you leave.
Unconcernedly the pair strolled away.

“Wait!” Higrinacried. “Where are you going? Take uswith you!"

Shewas animated, excited. They looked back, and smiled. Histrina hurried after them.

There were severa other mattersthat Laedo thought he ought to be attending to. But his curiosity was
too gresat, and after afew moments he, too, followed after the innocent dwellersin the garden of
Erspia-2.

THREE
Laedo's Seduction

Two main problems, Laedo believed, faced him. And they each divided themselvesinto two
sub-problems, one practica, one ethical.

Thefirst problem concerned hisline of business. Laedo was acargo carrier. He had asmadll, fast ship,
and specidised in carrying small, vauable cargoes. Space being so large and so easy to get lost in, such a
carrier had not only to be highly skilled but aso trustworthy to the point of saintliness.

In short, hismain qualification was an ethical one. Accordingly, Laedo was highly ethica. He had
undergone lengthy andysisin thekarmayoga , or right action, school of psychotherapy. Hehad a
certificate from hisanalyst which, in effect, gave him amord rating. The certificate dso stated that he had
been attracted to the karmayoga school of psychology by reason of innate qualities, not because it might
get him aspecid cargo carrier'sticket.

There was no other way to become a class CCC specia-cargo carrier.

In other circumstances Laedo might have been more than willing to spend a considerable length of time



on Ergpia-2. It was addightful place. But asit was he was bound, dmost regretfully, to bend his efforts
to an early departure—not just because to act otherwise would prejudice his chances of future
employment, but because it was hisduty. In his cargo strongroom were three kilograms of crystdline
cavorite—the only known substance in the universe not to respond to inertid fields such as gravitation. It
wasworth haf abillionpsalters, and he was dready months overdue.

So far he had accomplished the easier part of histask. He had found his ship in the jungle, aready
engulfed in luxurious, fast-growing vegetation. The hull was dented, but otherwise the tough little vessd
checked out unharmed. Again using the manoeuvring engine, he had raised it and steered it to the clearing
where the projector station lay. With the help of the ship's dog-sized and not-too-bright handling robot,
he had clamped it in place on the station, from which it now stuck out at an odd angle.

But, worried about losing his ship again, he had taken the cavorite from the strongroom and hidden it in
the projector station.

The hard part was to gain control over the projector station'sdrive.

Mulling over this, Laedo sat on the grassin the shadow of a saffron-coloured orchid shot through with
pale blue, in whose bell he and Histrinadept at night. Nearby other orchids towered, creating the usual
varicoloured fairyland. These orchids formed a grove in the middle of the meadow, separated from the
main expanse of the jungle and nearer to the lake of fresh, cool water.

Totdly incurious asto why the newcomerswere here, Lalao and Lilahad willingly introduced them to
the society of Erspia-2 if society it could be called. Theinhabitants of the planetoid lived scattered like
woodland animals throughout the jungle, mostly in smal groups, though they tended to wander a good
ded. They were as Smple as children, and their lives were purely idyllic. They did no work, and had no
unfulfilled desires: the orchids supplied al their needs. There were orchidsin which to have unbdievably
deliciousfornication. There were orchidsin which to deep at night or, if onewished, to shelter from the
occasiona warm rain (though Laedo and Histrina, who by now had dispensed with al clothing, preferred
to expose their bodies naked to the downpour). There were orchids whose interiors produced various
kinds of foods—a sweet bread-like substance flavoured with honey; pulpy fruit-like growths, crunchy
sakswith an endless variety of flavours, and so forth—and orchids in whose bells could be found
petal-shaped bowls and pools of refreshing, invigorating drinks, coloured, flavoured and sometimes
effervescent.

And there were orchids which offered food, drink, pheromonic fornication and a bedchamber dl rolled
into one.

Alwaysthe orchids deposited pollen on the people who entered them—uwhich they mostly did for sexua
purposes. The big flowersdl differed subtly in the quality of their pheromones, so that sex in anew one
was rather like sex with anew person. Consegquently people varied their copulating places agreat
ded—which was all part of the orchids' reproductive strategy, of course.

Sex, in fact, was mainly what the people of Erspia-2 occupied themsalves with. Everyone was almost
permanently dusted with golden pollen, except early in the morning when a bath in fresh water wasthe
custom.

Laedo found it amusing to see how the orchids had incorporated human sexudity into their reproductive
function. There were children on Erspia-2 also, but the birthrate was clearly very low. He had seen only
three or four youngsters, while he had encountered hundreds of adults.

And not one of them but was superb from the physica point of view. Laedo had indulged himsdlf to
excess, for the people here were wholly promiscuous and never refused an offer of love play. But he



never went to an orchid with a native woman if Histrinawas around. Although she herself coupled quite
openly with practicaly every man she met, she became insandly jeal ous whenever Laedo showed an
interest in anyone but her.

Hidrina
Histrinawas his second problem.

Knowing that shewould eventually find an opportunity to get the gun back off him, he had hidden it in the
station along with the cavorite. But he felt uneasy whenever she was near. He knew she wasn't sane, and
that she would do anything which, in her imprinted condition of comic-book evil, seemed to her wicked.
Shewould chedt, lie, stedl, injure and murder. He fdlt, however, that he was safe from her violence for
the time being. She needed him, or thought she did.

He was hoping that sating hersdlf in fornication, which she aso bdieved was unforgivably wicked, would
keep her busy for the time being. But what was he going to do with her in thelong run?

The smplest course seemed to be to leave her behind on Erspia-2. After al, she was having agood time.

But to some extent he was responsible for her condition. Although he had rescued her from Hoggora's
camp, it was he who had flown her through the Ahrimanic beam at full intengity. Indeed, by bringing her
aboard at dl, he had wilfully taken her into his charge.

He could just imagine what hiskarmayoga anayst would say on hearing that he had abandoned his
protegé. “Thisisbad, Laedo,” he would say, shaking his head. “Y ou're going to suffer agonies of
remorse for this. Y ou can expect to pay for it in other ways, too, through eventsin later life. Y ou took on
aload of bad karmawhen you ditched that poor girl."

No, she had to go with him. It was his duty to find some therapy that could straighten out that twisted
mind of hers.

Anideaoccurred to him. What if he were to subject her to the Ormazdian beam at full intensity? Might
that wipe out the Ahrimanic influence? It would be easy to switch the beam back on again and inveigle
Hidrinaintoit.

Asasolution it wastoo clumsy, he decided. He wasn't atherapist, and the ploy might do more damage
than good. Besides, he wasn't sure a Histrina 0ozing Ormazdian goodness wouldn't be even more
insufferable than the one he had now.

Herose, stretched and sighed, partly with happiness at the sight of his surroundings and partly froma
fedling of resgnation at the thought or the task ahead. Sorting out the station's command system was
going to betricky.

Crossing the meadow, he entered the orchid forest, making for the globe of the station which bulked over
thetips of the giant flowers, with the up-pointed cargo ship attached. Once in the forest he passed a
group of Erspianswho were lounging on the grass, chatting and laughing in silvery, musical voices.
Recalving winsome smiles, he smiled back and went on.

Despite the planetoid's other attractions, if he were to stay here he would get pretty short of intelligent
conversation after awhile, hetold himsdlf. These peoplejust didn't have developed minds. Therewas
nothing to make them extend themselves.

A little further, and he come to the clearing where the station rested. He was about to mount the steep
stairway to the hatch when he saw awoman standing under one of the nearest orchids. Shewas



beckoning to him.

He peered. Even by Erspian standards, she was stunning. Her skin seemed to glow with health, apink
colour. Her golden hair shone; her mouth was vivacious and red.

He moved alittle closer, and saw that there was no pollen on her. She hadn't had sex today yet. She
was, quite obvioudy, eager for it.

Laedo licked hislips. He ought to be getting on with the job he had set himsdlf. But by the habits of this
world, one didn't refuse ... besides, he hadn't had sex today himsalf yet.

And she was something he just couldn't pass up.
As he nodded and came up to her she smiled, her eyes sparkling. She turned and stepped into thejungle.

He had expected her to choose anearby orchid but no, she went deeper into the forest, stepping
soundlesdy on the soft pile underfoot. He caught up with her and tried to take her hand. Her skin was
cool; but she drew the hand away and kept her distance. Severd times he spoke to her but she made no
reply, merely gave him asidelong glance and a heart-tirring smile of promise.

Pleasurably aware of the femae motions of her rolling hips as she waked, he dlowed her to lead him.
The jungle surrounded them, the variegated shapes of the towering orchids offering endless vistas, the
entrancing coloursfiltering the sunlight and filling the air with their hues.

He was unsure how long they walked; perhaps fifteen minutes. But suddenly she stopped and turned to
him.

Hewas surprised that she il had not selected an orchid. He had thought to himsalf that perhaps she
knew of aspecial one and that he wasin for araretrest. Instead she reached out her armsfor him, and
to his puzzlement seemed to want to make love on the ground.

Her lily-cool skin touched him; her arms went around his neck. She sank down, drawing him with her.

Her armstightened more firmly around his neck. Her legs went around his upper thighs and clamped
there.

And then the nightmare unfolded. The girl's skin was not human skin. Her flesh was not human flesh. It
was composed of pulpy vegetable matter, and now it split down the middle, both body and head, to form
apod into which her arms and legs proceeded to press him.

Insde the pod he glimpsed paefinger-like extrusons, limp fronds, lumpy transparent growthswhich
reminded him of jellyfish. Hefelt agtinging sensation as some of these fingerstouched hisskin. Heydled
infear and tried to push himself away, but the arms and legs were too strong; they were steadily
squeezing him deeper into the pod, which with a creaking sound adjusted and extended itself to
accommodate him. With a shock of panic he redlized that it meant to close up again with him

ins de—after which he would no doubt be dowly digested.

He exerted himsdif to prise apart the lips of the dmost imperceptibly closing pod. It wasliketrying to
move an oak tree. Of course! he thought with bitter despair. Itsonly prey were human beings—naturdly
it was stronger than they were! His struggles became desperate and violent. He was gasping with fright.

Then he heard ahiss and felt awave of heated air by his cheek. The head section of the pod blackened,
shrivelled and peeled back. Suddenly the whole thing sprang open, pod agape, arms and legs akimbo.



He sprang to hisfeet, breathing heavily. Hisrescuer was Histrina. She had crept up unseen, hisgunin her
hand. A grimace of delight was on her features as, now, she directed the beam of the gun at the pod
again, playing it up and down the horrible predator. Blackened and crackling, it squirmed and popped. It
banged and hissed asfluid sacswithin it exploded. Then it was a stinking mass which did no more than
curl and uncurl dightly, giving off wigps of black smoke.

How had she got the gun back? He thought he had it well hidden.
Clever Higtrina. She had doneit again.

And thistime he could not help but be emphatically glad of it. He looked down at hisbody. It bore a
dozen or more red weals where the pod's stings had touched him, but he could no longer fed them. He
brushed his chest and belly with his hand. He was numb.

Much longer, and he would no doubt have been completely paraysed.

So Ergpia-2 wasn't a complete paradise after all, he thought dully. Predatory mimicry. A motile predator
plant that used sexua enticement to trap its victims. What an apt variation on the orchid theme! And the
pod had looked so perfectly like awoman!

Probably there were man-mimicking plantstoo. How did the biology of it work, he wondered? Plants
generdly did not collect enough energy to work a muscular system, but that did not necessarily apply to
predator plants, of course. The disguised pod could gain enough energy from a human body to engble it
to walk about for awhile. Probably there were fat reservoirs where the energy was stored.

Then why hadn't these fat reserves flamed up in the heet of the gun's beam? Because, he reasoned, they
were nearly exhausted. It had been time for the pod to claim another victim.

But why hadn't the Erspians warned him and Histrina about these predators? Perhaps they didn't even
know about them. Perhaps they were just too Smple-minded to draw the obvious conclusion when
people went missing and skeletons were then found in the flower forest ... if the podsleft skeletons. Like
animasthat had lived long periodsin safe environments, they had had al sense of danger bred out of
them.

Hewondered if the predators had been created dong with the garden planetoid, or if they had evolved
subsequently. The process of natural evolution might have been accelerated; ahangover of whatever
process had been used to produce the orchids...

Stll in agtate of semi-shock, he came out of his ponderingsto find Histrinanow pointing the muzzle of
the gun at him. Her eyes gleamed. She was revelling in the power she had over him—a power legitimised
by thefact that she had saved hislife.

“I ought to do the sameto you!” she said shrilly. “Y ou were going to go with her—withthat!" She
gestured hurriedly with the gun. “Y ou're unfaithful to me!”

“But, Higtrina,” he said wearily. “What about you? Y ou go with ... anyone.”

Hisvoicefel to amumble. What was the use? Wasn't it dways the same? The thief wasjust as upset and
indignant as anyone el se if he was robbed. The thug and bully demanded that others repect his person.

Histrina had been brought up to regard sexudity in the strictly possessive sense. She delighted in bresking
thismorad rule hersdlf, but she jedloudy demanded its strict observance in him, even though they were not
formally married and, therefore, were in astate of damnation by her creed.



“Y ou've been doing it withothers, too!” she accused. “But I've fixed them! Come on, I'll show you!"
Shelet her gun hand fall and walked back the way she had come. Passively, Laedo followed.

Shedidn't go in the direction of the projector station, but somewhat to the left. She walked unfateringly.
Histrinahad agood sense of direction.

After afew minutes she glanced about her, cast him amischievous grin, and stopped by the stem of an
orchid whose colour was agorgeous gpricot. “1'll show you later what | did,” she said coyly. “ There's
something ese | want you to seefirgt. Thisorchid's different from the others.”

Itsbulb, or bell, was rather like avast, nearly closed-up, apricot-hued tulip. The entrance was acircular
porta through which one could crawl without having to push it apart any further. She went in on her
hands and knees. While her fleshy buttocks were still in view her voice floated back to him. “I found it
yesterday. Come and see.”

Resignedly he obeyed. Once through the portal herolled to the floor of the orchid and, as so oftenin
recent days, found himsdlf in an entrancing interior.

The very air glowed awarm gpricot. The orchid's pheromones, however, seemed very weak. He felt
little arousd at dl. He decided, on reflection, that it was probably him who was a fault. Hewas till ina
state of shock after his experience, o—more likely—the numbing effect of the pod's stings overrode the
orchid'schemical sexud simulation.

Thefloor of the orchid was uneven. From it, on mounds, there rose four fleshy stalks, ranging in height
from onefoot to two feet.

They were perfect-seeming replicas, if atrifle over-large, of the human phalus.

Histrinawas on her knees caressing one of them, rubbing it up and down, holding it against her cheek.
The glans was uncovered, and purple.

“It'swonderful, ” she announced, leering up a him. “Come and fed."

He was reluctant, but she reached forward to seize his hand and drew him close, placing hisfingers
againgt the taff of the vegetable penis. It wasless cool than he had expected. It was not ashot asan
erect human penis could be, either. But it was warm. And somehow thrilling.

Shelet him take hishand away. He retreated and relaxed on his haunches to watch her play with the
thing. She had it in both hands and was becoming more engrossed, her lips puckered asif she were
murmuring and cooing to it.

Then her mouth went down on the purple knab, taking it dl in, her head working up and down while her
hands continued to perform similar motions down the shaft. He could hear her breath snorting through her
nodrils.

Suddenly she convulsed, asif struck aphysica blow. After amoment or two she removed her mouth and
turned away from the penis, releasing it. She knelt there, eyes half closed. From her sullen, parted lipsa
golden syrup dripped. Shelet it run down her chin and drip to her breasts. Then she gathered it up and
transferred it back to her mouth in gobs, rolling it round and round, swalowing it, licking her fingersand
findly her smeared lips.

“Oh, it'sddicious” shesghed.



She hadn't finished yet. She stood up and straddled the phallus, then lowered hersdlf into a half-squatting
position, jockeying hersdf over the purple glans. At firgt she seemed to have difficulty getting it in.

“It'shig,” she sad breathlesdy. “ Aaaasaahh!"

Once the phallus entered, L aedo was fascinated to see how deeply she could take the round purple knob
into herself. Her eyesralled up. Using the strength of her legs, she began to bounce up and down with
increasing speed and eagerness. Her arms were waving in the air. She had retrieved the gun from where
she had lain it when playing with the phallus and was holding it in her right hand. Laedo was nervous that
she might start shooting wildly in her ddirium.

“Aaaaahh,” she breathed. “ Aaaaaahh, asaahh,aaaarrghh!"

The orchid chamber shook as if experiencing orgasm. Her chest heaved. Raising hersdlf, she stood with
eyesclosed, asif reciting amental prayer. The same golden syrup as before seeped from her and ran
down her legs, so copioudy thet at first he thought she was thoughtlessy urinating.

She opened her eyes, as though suddenly recovering her senses, and looked a him. “There's one for you
too,” shesaid camly. “Look."

Directing his attention to the gpricot wall, she showed him abulge and acleft in the petd stuff, at about
the height of aurind tube in amen'sroom. Prising aside fleshy lips, she revealed an orifice.

“It doesthings,” she said. Sheinserted afinger, then dl four fingers, and seemed to be experiencing
something interesting.

“Goon, youdoit,” she suggested, removing her fingers.

He put in hisown fingers. The orifice was warm, warmer than the phalus had been, and moist. Hefelt a
sucking, toying motion. Quickly he withdrew his hand.

“Go on, then,” she urged impatiently, seeing him just stand there. “Stick it inl” She grabbed his penisand
tried to tug it towards the cleft, but he stepped back and shook his head.

“No, | don't want to. | don't fed likeit."

“Yourejust nofunat dl,” Histrinasaid disdainfully. She went down on her knees and wedged the gun
between her thighs for safekeeping. She used the fingers of one hand to prise apart the lips of the orchid
vulva, and the other to guide her breast to the orifice. Her distended nipple went in. She pushed and
squirmed and squeezed until, finaly, the breast itself waslodged hafway in the organ, the visible part
swollen and tight-skinned as she pressed it as hard as she could againgt the vulva.

L aedo could see the breast surging under the action of the orchid vagina.

Apprecidivey Higdrinawas going, “Mmmmmm, mmmmmm..."

He had seen enough. He crawled out of the bell and sat on the grass, waiting for Histrinato finish.
Listening to her murmurs of pleasure from within, ahorrifying thought struck him.

Waswhat he had seen smply avariant of the orchids usud technique for obtaining a pollen carrier—or
wasit another, dower form of predation? What was the function of the syrup the vegetable penis had
gaculated? Wasit addictive?

Or had the orchid gjected fertilised seed into Histrina, who would now become a doomed seed-bed?



Hetook hishead in his hands and groaned.

She dropped lightly and gaily from the bell afew minutes|ater. Her breath and loins, he noticed, smelled
Sweet.

“That was great,” she congratulated herself. “ Come on, and I'll show you the other thing. It will bea
lesson to you.”

Ableto summon no will of hisown, hefollowed.

Shetook him to a place he recognised. It was aglade in thejungle, not far from the grove where he and
Higtrinalived, and not far from the projector station either, though that was not visible from here,
surrounded as they were by orchids.

The previous day Laedo had visited the glade, and had had sex sessionswith several of the women there.

The scene which now met his eyes waslessinviting. Half adozen men, and three women, stood
surrounding three female formswhich lay limply on the grass. Those standing gave Histrina peculiar,
puzzled stares which sheignored. Smiling knowingly, sheinvited Laedo to take alook at the women on
the ground, pointing with her gun.

With afeding of dread he eased himsdlf through the group. Three girls. Each with ahole burned neetly in
her forehead.

They were three out of the four women Laedo had copulated with the day before.

“See?’ Hidrinasaid primly. “ That's what's going to happen every time you're unfaithful to me. | saw what
you were up to here yesterday—you dirty beast! | followed you and hid behind an orchid. | would have
done for them there and then, but | didn't find the gun till thismorning. Then, just as1'd finished and was
coming back to the gation, | saw you going off with that other bitch! Only she wasn't abitch, was she?’
she added thoughtfully. “ She was some kind of thing."

In spite of how sick hefdt, Laedo was able to ask, “Y ou killed them—right here?"

“Y es. Went up to them, put the gun to their heads, and—poof! Down they went!” She broke into afit of
giggles, demongtrating by poking the gun at the air. “And do you know what? Nobody did a damned
thing about it!"

He wondered how she had missed seeing him copulate with the fourth girl. Then he remembered that she
had a so found the new kind of orchid yesterday. She must have wandered off at some point.

The Erspians were paying no heed to their conversation.
“They're not going to get up,” agirl said.
“No,” aman sad gravely. “They'refinished.”

“Come on, then,” said another, nudging a corpse tentatively with hisfoot. “Wed better take them where
they belong.”

What followed was the nearest thing to organised collective labour Laedo had yet seen on Erspia-2. The
men arranged themselves two to adead girl. One stepped between the corpse's legs and lifted it with his
arms behind the knees. The other lifted it by thearms.

Awkwardly the procession went off through the jungle. The femaes stayed behind. They lay down,



lounged and chewed grass. They showed no sign of distress over the sudden deaths of their friends,
though occasiondly they glanced worriedly a Higtrina

L aedo was curious to see whether any ceremony would attend the disposal of the bodies, or if they
would smply beleft lying somewhere. Quietly he followed the party. They didn't go far, only abouit fifty
yards, to hdt before a cream-coloured, capsule-shaped orchid bell he had vaguely noticed before. It had
no visible mouth and hung close to the ground on its stem. It looked, he thought, amost fungoid.

The leader dropped his burden, still leaving his partner holding the dead girl up by her knees. He cupped
his hands to his mouth and let out a high-pitched musical tone which wavered, like theringing of abell.

In answer the orchid promptly opened up agaping maw which ran its entire length. With ashudder
L aedo saw that itsinterior resembled, not alittle, theinsde of the girl-mimicking pod that had trapped
him, except that thiswas much, much bigger.

Big enough, in fact, not just for three bodies but for twice that number, had they been present.
Wordlesdy the work party took hold of the cadavers one by one, by wrists and ankles, swung them
once, then tossed them into the bell of the waiting orchid.

That wasit. No ceremony, no farewell. The orchid closed again with a crunch, and the men set off back
the way they had come, giving Laedo vague but friendly smiles asthey passed.

He turned and bumped into Histrina, who without his knowing it had followed him. “ Just what isit,” he
sadinalow, angry tone, “that makes you think you can murder whoever you like whenever you like?!

She stared at him as though he were mad. “What are you worrying about them for? They deserved to
die. They werewicked."

“These people? How can you cdlthem wicked?'

“Becausetheysin . They doit al thetime.” Her eyeswidened. “In the orchids. That'sjust asbad as
killing people, the priest & home says”

L aedo saw that she believed what she was saying. She was not joking. Before he could frame areply she
continued, speaking waspishly. “It'sterrific here, Laedo. Do you see what these people are like? They're
just like little children—naughty children, but quite helpless. Y ou can do anything you like with them.
We're going to be their king and queen. They'll dl be our daves, every one, and do our bidding.”

“| thought you wanted to go on to Harkio,” Laedo reminded her wearily.

“Yed” shesaid passonately, and her words camein arush. “Well do everything we want to do here
and then wélll go to Harkio and do everything we want to do there!”

Thewill-numbing effect of the pod's poison must have worn off. At any rate Laedo know what he had to
do, and he did it quickly. He stepped to Histrina, kneed her in the solar plexus, and jabbed hisfist at her
jaw as she doubled up and dropped the gun. She reeled and sprawled stunned to the ground.

Wrestling her over his shoulder, he stooped to retrieve the gun, and then he was off through the orchid
jungle towards the projector station. She began to stir as he was clambering up the stairway, making him
wonder if he had hit her hard enough, but she didn't struggle.

He withdrew the stairway, closed the hatch, and made for the control room. Dropping her in acorner, he
activated the board. The viewscreen lit up, showing the ground hanging adant the from top of the screen,
upended by the angle of the station'sinner floors.



Helooked at Histrina, who was conscious now and had sat up. “ Just stay there, and don't move or you'll
get the same again,” he warned her.

She nursed her jaw and stared at him sulkily.

L aedo addressed the hidden controller. “We've been trying to report to Klystar,” he said. “But heisn't on
thisworld any more. He'sleft. Hand control of the station over to me.”

Chatter-chatter -chatter . Parchment shuddered from the machine and floated floorward.

Must report to Klystar,the burned-in words read smply. A light came on, showing that the drive unit
had been energised.

There was adight swaying sensation which was probably visud in origin, for the scene on the viewer
swiveled to make the ground avertica wal. The gation had righted itself.

The drive acted in adirection pardld to the floor, in the same manner as on asurface or ocean vessd.
The horizon did away and vanished. In an amazingly short time, the planetoid's atmosphere thinned and
became black space thick with gtars.

Erspia-2 dwindled.

Laedo dumped in one of the control board's two chairs, asking himsdf if he had really thought thisthing
through. His main concern had been to get Histrinasway from the planetoid before she started killing
again. His hope that he could actualy persuade the station to give him control of the drive was, he
redized, forlorn.

“Nowwhere are we going?’ he wondered out loud.

But thistime, the machine didn't answer.

FOUR
War of the Worlds

Gauzewing and her lover Hit would ddight to make love in the orchards and in the bowers, and in the
scented pools and wild woods, but most of al in the air, which was where they disported now, wings
beeting in time together asthey flew a aleisurdy pace through fluffy cloud and emerged into flashing
sunlight. Pivoting on the breeze, Flit seized his siweetheart. They hovered with bodies pressed close
together, wings quivering, squeezing in rhythmic ecstasy. Then, thefinal rapture spent, they parted to go
tumbling and spinning like sycamore seeds, recovering to soar and dip just above thelevd of the
treetops.

Hit alighted on a bough which presented itsdlf like an degantly extended hand in the roof of the forest.
Gauzewing joined him and they sauntered to the cushioned pad of agiant green lesf. Therethey lay down
and nestled together, gazing overhead.

It was dways afascinating sight. Firg, easly within flying distance, were scuds of fluffy cumulus. Far, far
higher, looming over everything like avast roof, was the upper world, with itsrivers, its mountains, its
seas and green plains, al upside down.

The upper world had its own clouds, too, which appeared to crawl over its surface, small and white.
Often they seemed to merge with the larger clouds of the lower world, creating a criss-cross movement.



Gauzewing averted her eyes, resting her head on Hit's shoulder. The upper world was awesome, but
menacing. At night tiny flares and spots of light could be seen. These were said to be fireswhich the
denizens of the upper world, the gnomes, used to smelt metals from ores they dug out of theground in
deep tunnels, and to make dl their fiendish contraptions, such asthe catapults with which they flung rocks
to the lower world to try to wreak havoc. There had been none of the bombardments lately. When they
began again, thefairy folk would know the gnomes were preparing to come parachuting down in another
of their attempted invasions.

Hazily she watched as, approaching from the distance, atroupe of men-fairies came flying in formetion,
bearing spears and bows. For awhile they wheeled about, practising stabbing with their spears and
shooting arrows. All men regularly had to spend afew hourstraining in the militia, in case the gnomes
came back. But their manoeuvres were half-hearted. Soon they would descend into the foliage to lounge
and rest.

Then Gauzewing jerked her head up and stared in shock. Beyond the flying warriors, soaring swiftly on,
came a huge round shape. It glinted in the light of the two suns, clearly made of metal. She had never
seen anything likeit, and asit neared it swelled and swelled, growing huger and huger.

Shetrilled ascream. “Gnomes! Gnomes!™

Flit was staring too. He seemed paralysed. Overhead the militia, responding to the orders of their
sergeant, whaose voice floated down faintly, turned to face the mongter. But their nerve soon deserted
them, and they fled.

L aedo, when the projector station came in sight of what he came to think of as Erspia-3, screwed up his
eyesin astonishment.

The planetoid was like a split pea, divided right through its equator. The two hemispheres were poised in
space, separated by about ten miles.

He had little time to study the phenomenon in detail, because the station was aready sailing into the gap.
Two immense flat landscapes were reveded, each inverted in relation to the other. Standing on ether,
one would see an upside-down land in the sky. Laedo thought of the ancient fairy-tae of Jack the
Giant-Killer.

His respect for the engineers of the planetoid cluster—or engines, if it redly wasthe work of asingle
being—increased till further. Whoever had sculpted Erspia-3 was supreme in the use of inertid fields,
ableto keep the two halves of thisworld in position by means of invisible pillars of force.

The projector station had selected one of the two landscapes and was skimming below what now
becamethe ‘lower’ cloud layer. A lush Eden spread out before Laedo's gaze. It was alittle reminiscent
of Erspia-2, but with less colour. These were not orchid forests, but verdant woods with immense,
spreading trees.

“| wonder if there are people here,” Histrinamurmured, looking over his shoulder.
“Well find out soon, | imagine. If there are, you had better behave yoursdf!"

Hefrowned. A flock of birds, or some other flying creatures, had appeared ahead. He blinked. For a
moment they looked amost like flying humans. Then they appeared to become startled and flew off.

A mass of treetops approached. The Station gyrated, swerved, then made for a clearing through which
there ran adlvery stream. It was effecting amore controlled landing than it had managed on Erspia-2.



Gently, with hardly abump, it set down right way up.

“No need to check theair,” Laedo murmured. “ Therewill be people around somewhere. All these
worlds have been designed for human habitation.”

“People...” Higtrinaechoed greedily. Shelicked her lips.
“I told you to behave yoursdlf!” Laedo snapped. “1 won't stand for any more of your crazy behaviour!"
She pouted. “But | want to havefun.”

“Don'tweall.” Laedo inspected the scenery on the viewscreen. The trees were gargantuan, much bigger
than on Earth or Harkio. They were spacious, too. One seemed to be able to peer through the forest for
an indefinite distance. The enormous boughs spread and intertwined in dl directions, fit to make
pathways through the air. The leaves |ooked pretty near large enough to bear aman'sweight.

The ‘sky’ did not gppear on the screen. Probably he could seeit by raising the viewing angle, easily done
by fiddling with the control dides, but he decided to reserve that pleasure for hisfirst excurson outside. It
must be quite asight.

“Y ou know something? I'll bet people round herelivein the trees. They're big enough. | don't see any
tree houses, though. Perhaps we're in an uninhabited part. Okay, Histring, let'stake alook outside.”

He led the way to the hatch. Thistime there were no complicationsin reaching the ground. As soon ashe
opened the hatch the Stairway extended itsdlf.

They stood on the platform and gawped. Above them reared the * sky', but it was not asky. It was
another landscape poised upside down, like amap stretched out overhead. The Sght was stunning in its
stupendousness but somehow not oppressive. After awhile, Laedo thought, one might cease to become
aware of the other terrain.

He studied the inverted world. Was it the same as thisone? A mirror image, even? Widespread green
swathes mostly covered it, also sparkling inland seas and wandering veinsthat could berivers. There
were aso brown patches, deserts perhaps. He didn't recall seeing any of those on the approach to the
lower world.

Cloud drifted over the upper landscape. It suddenly struck him that both worlds were in broad daylight.
Peering through the encompassing forest, he was able to locate asmall bright sun—presumably another
artificid sun likethose which lit Ergpias 1 and 2. It sent down danting rays from a position near the rim of
the upper world.

Examining it carefully, noting the shallow angle of itsrays, heredlized that it was‘set’ from the other
world's point of view. It was not currently visible there at al.

Where, then, was the upper world getting itslight from?

The question would have to wait. Stepping from the platform, Laedo descended the stairway. Once
outside the station's resident gravity field he was surprised by an abrupt drop in body-weight.
Experimentaly he jumped off the step, to find himsdlf floating dowly to the ground.

Evidently Erspia-3's gravity was maintained at only afraction of Earth-norma. Why wasthat?

Behind him, Histrinawas a so experiencing reduced weight. To her, it was a complete novelty. It had
merdly puzzled her when she saw Laedo falling with the downess of aleaf, and on stepping down the



dairsthe new sensation left her confused. Unlike Lagdo she was not accustomed to walking in low
gravity and she bounced along the turf like aballoon.

Turning to him, she laughed the laugh of addighted child on some fairground amusement, jJumping highin
theair and giggling uncontrollably as she sedately descended.

Laedo smiled. “Youwak likethis, see?” He showed her how to step with diding movementswhich did
not send one rocketing upward. She quickly mastered the trick, but for the moment seemed more
interested in legping about with abandon.

Laedo meanwhile stood quietly gazing about him. The being or beings who had made the Erspiaworlds
had ared tdent for it, there was no question about that. A forest of normal-sized oaks might look like
thisto asmal animd such asasquirrd, hetold himself. He saw no sign of animas of any kind, but one
would not necessarily see animasin aHarkio forest straight away. Arbored creatures were good at
keeping out of sight.

He recollected the flying creatures he had seen. Peering up through the foliage, he squinted.
Herethey came again.

A darion cal sounded through the aerid glades. Hit turned to Gauzewing, trying to put alook of courage
on hisdelicate features.

“Wearecdledtoarms."

Both tilted their faces to the sky, searching for the tell-tale glints that would precede agnome attack. So
far, though, there was nothing to see. The gnome-world overhead glared at them baefully, but passively.

Perhaps the gnomes were trying something new.
“Go into the forest with the other women, Gauzewing,” Hit ordered. “Wait until it's safe.”

“Oh, let me come and see what happens,” sheimplored. “I'll fly away quickly if thereésfighting, |
promise

Hit knew he could not change her mind once she had cometo adecision. “ Stay to therear, then,” he
sad.

Then hewas off, launching himsdlf into the air and flying swiftly towards the armoury, past numerous
tree-villages one would scarcely see unless one aready knew they were there. He dipped under the
forest cover until he cameto theloca military training camp.

The camp was unusud, for fairy habitations, in being on the ground. Gauzewing dighted on an overhead
tree branch on the edge of the clearing, so dender it dmost bent under her weight. Flit meanwhile
fluttered to the entrance of the large storage hut.

In the glade therewas an air of excitement. Other fairy men were descending on the clearing,
consternation on their faces. A sergeant thrust abow and quiver of arrows at Hit.

“Here, put these on. Did you see the strange object? It's landed somewhere by the Arn stream.”
“Yes, | saw it. Areyou sureit's from up above?'

“Where ese would it be from? We don't make anything like that. Probably packed with ahundred
gnomes. Let's make short work of them."”



He ushered Hit out of the camp, together with everyone ese who had been issued arms, to make way
for the otherswho were arriving.

Hit found himsdlf with thefirst troop to set out. They flew low over the tree cover. Glancing back, Hit
spotted Gauzewing following at adistance, gliding from hiding place to hiding place in the treetops.

The clearing through which the Arn stream flowed came into view. And there was the huge, frightening
gnome thing, bigger than any tree house, bigger even than the great |odges which spread over three trees
or more for holding festive gatherings. Despite dl the bravetalk, the fairies did not launch themsalvesinto
an immediate attack. They flew round the edge of the clearing while the marshal s discussed what to do.

Down below were two figures, who had presumably emerged from the giant round thing. Onewas
jumping up and down, the other was Smply gazing around asif in wonderment. The fairies had expected
gangs of ferocious gnomesto come rushing out, killing everyonein sight, and the turn of events puzzled
them.

Eventuadly the air marsha selected Hlit and another trooper, Flutter, to take acloser look. Hit saw
Gauzewing put her handsto her face in fright as she redlized what was afoot, but he stedled himsdif to
risk hislife. He and Flutter swooped down, straight for the strangers.

The figure which had been jumping about stopped on noticing the fairies and stood staring at the
surrounding troop with no gpparent Sign of alarm. Nether figure carried anything which looked like a
weapon, which Flit aso thought unusua. He and his comrade swooped so low towards the two that they
could cdlearly seethe expressions on their faces. Then their shimmering wings carried them up again to
make their report.

“Wadl,” barked the air marsha, standing on awinding bough, “are they gnomes?’
“Yes” sad Flit.

“No,” said Flutter at the sametime.

Thear marshal looked from oneto the other.

“They must be gnomes,” Hit ingsted. “They don't have wings.”

“They don't havewings,” FHutter agreed, “but they are not gnomes. They look more like us.” He glanced
sdelong at Flit. “Y ou can seethey're not gnomes.”

“What €l se can they beif they don't havewings?’ Hlit argued in puzzlement.
Once morethe air marshal peered down into the clearing.
Suddenly Gauzewing was by their side. “1 think one of them'sagirl!” she proclaimed.

Before they could stop her she had spread her wings and was lunging fearlesdy in asteep glide into the
clearing. Pulling hersdlf up sharp, she dropped her feet on the grass before the two visiting strangers.

Above her towered the metal wall of the strange flying building. She glanced at it only briefly, before
looking directly into the facesfirst of the woman, then the man.

“Hello,” shesad.

Laedo was astounded.



They weren't birds, or bats, or flying reptiles.
They were people.

On firg seeing them circling the clearing, Laedo had assumed them to be wearing nullgrav packs. He
hadn't quite believed his eyes on sghting the shimmer of dragonfly-type wings. Only when two of their
number descended into the clearing for acloser look, hurriedly returning to their perches, had he redlized
the truth.

A fair-szed number of the winged humans were looking down on them, and they dl carried primitive
weapons—spears, bows and arrows—causing Laedo's hand to go ingtinctively to the gun at hiswaist.

“Let's get back ingde the station, Histrina,” he said. He didn't want to be darmi<t, but awell-aimed
arrow could kill assurely asabullet or e-beam.

But the dim figure who came gliding down was empty handed, and her unthreatening demeanour
checked his caution. With the lightness of a butterfly she set hersalf deftly on the grass, and smiled a
them.

“Hello,” shesaid, inacooal, friendly voice.

“Hello,” Laedo answered.

“Why, shesafary!” Hisrinaexcamed. “Only bigger.”

“Yes I'mafairy,” answered theflying girl innocently. “But what are you?"

They stared at her. She was smdl and dim, hardly bigger than a child of ten or deven. A loose, silky
garment partly concedled her body, caught at the waist by abraided cord. Her golden hair fell loosely to
her shoulders. Her featureswere delicate.

Her gauzy iridescent wings were attached somewhere near her shoulder blades. There were only two of
them—L aedo would have expected four, like a dragonfly's—and they were oval in shape. When not in
use they came together behind her like the wings of abutterfly, though they did not touch.

“I am Gauzewing,” the sdlf-confessed fairy said.
Laedo smiled a the name. “| am Laedo. And thisisHistrina"
Gauzewing pointed to the sky. “Y ou are not from... 7'

L aedo glanced at the overhead landscape. “No, we are not from there. We are from adifferent world
dtogether.”

She frowned, having difficulty with the concept. Then sheindicated the fairy militiain the treetops.
“My friends think you are our enemiesthe gnomes.”
She hegitated, then spoke again. “What happened to your wings?"

Now more of the strange inhabitants of thisland were quitting the treetops and dighting beside
Gauzewing, making Laedo uneasy. He noted that Histrina showed no fear. She was gleefully eyeing the
winged men, though her glance went periodicaly back to Gauzewing.

“Y ou see, they aren't gnomes,” Gauzewing announced.



Thefirst of the newcomersto land had placed a proprietoria hand on Gauzewing'sarm. He made a
perfect match for her, with his poetic features and abow dung over his shoulder.

“Perhaps the gnomes have cut off their wings,” he suggested.
“They do that, sometimes.”

Watching the troop flutter down from the trees, one mystery was solved for Laedo. The fairieswerethe
reason why Erspia-3's gravity was so low. It wasto enable them to fly. Their moderately sized
membrane wingswould have been usdessfor carrying norma human body weight. Even then, thefairies
were dl smal and light-boned. The tallest among them did not exceed five feet in height.

Klystar—if there was aKlystar—had designed the planetoid with the human fairiesin mind. At the same
time, he must have had the ability to redesign the human stock at his disposal genetically. Laedo did not
see how thefairies wings could have evolved naturdly.

Glancing up, he saw yet more armed fairies arriving. Evidently the appearance of the sation in thisidyllic
setting was cause for greet alarm.

A spear-bearing individual, aleader of some sort by his bearing, pushed hisway through to confront
Laedo.

“Do you come from the gnome world?"
“Y ou mean up there?’ Laedo pointed. “No. We come from a different world altogether.”

“Thereare only two worlds,” the other said doubtfully. Then he shrugged. “ Still, you are clearly not
gnomes, and you do not belong to our race either. Y ou aretoo tall."

Helet hisgaze rove over the towering space gation. “Neither have | known the gnomesto make
anything like this. How doesit move through the air? There was no parachute.”

“It'shard to explain.” Nervoudy L aedo watched as Histrinamoved close to one of the men fairies and
began stroking hisarm. He conddered inviting one or two leading fairiesinto the station, then thought
better of it. They might interpret it as an attempted capture. Besides, he did not know how to adjust the
internd gravity, or even know if that was possible at al. The fairieswould barely be able to stland up
oncethey got insde.

“Higrina” he said sharply. “Come over here."
With asulky pout she obeyed him.

“My nameisLaedo,” he said to the spear-carrying fairy. “ And thismy companion is Histrina. What shdll
| cdl you?'

“I am caled Highbreeze,” the other replied, “and | am an air marsha of the defence militia. Thisone, who
S0 bravely came down to meet you, though with reckless disregard for her own safety, is Gauzewing.
And thisis her companion Hit."

An ever-thickening flock of fairieswas circling overhead. Laedo decided on a pacificatory gesture. “L et
ustalk,” he said, and sat cross-legged on the grass, dragging Histrina down beside him, preferring to
have her where she could get up to no mischief.

“Y ou are wrong when you think there are only two worlds,” he told Highbreeze, once he and haf a



dozen other fairies had followed his example. “ There are other worlds far off, too far away for you to
see. We come from one of those, in the ... moving house you see behind me.”

“Were you not actudly here, that would be amost impossible to bdlieve,” Highbreeze commented. “ Do
you intend to stay with uslong?"

“That depends.”
L aedo pondered. “ So you have amilitia. Y ou fight. There are wars between you?"

“Not between oursdves!” Highbreeze told him emphaticaly. “We are peaceful people who wish only to
be left doneto enjoy our lives and raise our children. We are forced to fight to defend oursalves from the
gnomes, who want to destroy us.” Heraised hiseyes. “They live on that accursed world up there, and
every so often attempt to invade us.”

“Then it's possible to cross between the two worlds? Can you fly acrossthe gap?”

Highbreeze shook his head. “No, it isnot possibleto fly that high. The gnomes, who have no wings and
cannot fly at dl, manageit because they are expert engineers. They hurl themselves away from their
world by means of catapult machines, and once past the midpoint parachute down to us. They are not
content with one world. They want two."

Laedo thought to himsdif that it might be interesting to vist the gnomes world. They might have
meta-workers who could make a better job of casting atransductor for his spaceship than had
Hoggora's mechanic on Erspia-1.

“How do the gnomes get back home?’ he asked curioudly.

“They don't! We seeto that!” boasted Highbreeze. * Except in the beginning, when we accorded them
the status of guests and allowed them to build catapult machinesfor the return journey. Now that they are
enemies al who come here have been killed or captured.”

Having said that, he eyed Laedo thoughtfully. Laedo hastily reassured him.

“We have no unfriendly intentions towards you,” he said. “We have lost our way and wish to go home,
that isall. Y ou must judge for yoursel ves whether we most resemble the gnomes or yourselves.”

“Itistruethat you look like us, but on the other hand..."

Highbreeze rose and strolled to where the projector station rested. He touched the stairway, then
groked the slver-grey meta of the bulging hull.

“Fairiesdo not make metds,” he said smply. “That is something gnomes do.”
Therewas adtirring amnong the militiamen on hearing this,

“There are many worlds, with many different kinds of people,” Laedo said hurriedly. “Many of them
make metals. You can learnto do it yoursalvesif you wish. | can teach you."

While saying this he was measuring the distance to the projector station's entrance. The air marshal shook
his head, then came back and sat down again.

“We are hgppy with our way of life."
The othersrelaxed.



Laedo said dowly, “Have you ever heard of someone caled Klystar?"

No, thefairy folk had not heard of Klystar. Like the inhabitants of Erspias 1 and 2, they had no redl
knowledge of their origins.

It was the second day of their sojourn on the split planetoid. Laedo and Histrinalounged on the grassin
front of the projector ation, eating fruit the fairies had brought them.

A largeinsect, resembling adragonfly, but three or four times the size, hummed past. Watching its
shimmering wings, Laedo thought of the miracul ous mutation wrought on theloca humans. The design of
their wings was somewnheét like that of adragonfly or damsdlfly. They did not best asfast, of course—one
could clearly seetheir sculling motion. Neither was there an ugly hump of muscle to power them, asone
might have expected: just atendon-like triangle near each shoulder blade which was barely noticeable.

By now he had been able to discern something of the mechanics of thisworld. Like the other Erspiasit
kept to aday of about twenty-eight hours, but unlike those, it had two suns, sharing the same orbit in
diametric opposition to one another. That orbit was tilted with respect to the planetoid's sundered
diameter, meaning that both suns shone through the gap at the same time, but from opposite directions.
They dso‘set’ and ‘rose’ a roughly the sametime, again in opposite directions.

The arrangement was neat. The prime reason for it, asfar as Laedo could see, was that the sunswere
not visble at an eevation higher than about twenty-five degrees, and if there were only one of them there
would aways be long shadows. Presumably thiswas displeasing to the split world's designer. Asit was,
long shadows gppeared for ashort time in mornings and evenings, since the higher sun remained in line of
sght for abrief period after the lower sun had st.

On the approach to Erspia-3 he had noticed that life was restricted to the two flat surfaces, and had not
spread to the outsides of the hemispheres. That probably meant that they were bare to the void. The
inertia fields which kept the hemispheres poised afew miles apart dso hemmed inthe air.

It wasatributeto ‘Klystar's ingenuity that the whole arrangement continued to work after afairly long
period of time. People spoke with dightly different accents on each of the three Erspias Laedo had
visted, and from that he deduced that the worldlets had been set up at least a hundred years ago.

Just how many Erspias were there? And what was the reason for such an eccentric piece of world
condruction?

“Arewe going to Stay here?’ Hidrinaasked lazily, tickling hersdf with agtalk of grass. “It'snice here,
isn'tit? And there are suchpretty people.”

“Wemay haveto stay for awhile, Histrina"

Until | figure out how to take control of the projector station'sdrive, or to fix my spaceship,he
told himsdlf in aggravation. He was going to have to keep close tags on Higtrina. The flying folk were not
the helpless children the people in the orchid forest were. They would retdiate if she harmed any of them.

He got to hisfeet. Over the gargantuan treetops agroup of flyers camein sight. Thistime they carried no
wegpons. They glided gracefully down into the clearing, their wings sculling the air asthey pulled up to set
their feet on the ground with perfect Kill.

Therewere six of them, including Gauzewing and Hit.

“Y ou asked to see one of our gnome prisoners,” Hit said.



Laedo nodded. He wanted to question arepresentative of this reputedly skilled race.
“The elders see no objection. However, winglessasyou are...”

Two fairies unrolled along mat which one of them had been carrying. It was made of wooden datslinked
together, and was gaily coloured red and blue. At each corner was athong. Four fairies stationed
themselves one to a corner, placing athong over one shoulder.

“It would take you along time to walk to where the prisoner cagesare,” Hit said. “Wewill carry you on
thislitter. We useit for transporting sick and injured people.

Laedo blinked and swallowed as he imagined himsdlf borne through the air on the flimsy mat. Hetried to
edimate theimpact velocity if he tumbled from aheight in this gravity. Still enough, he guessed, to cause
death or seriousinjury.

Or would the fairies smply zoom down and catch him ashefel?

It was not something he cared to put to the test. “1 don't have wings,” he said, “but | can fly. Wait here
for aminute”

Like any spaceship, the exterior of the projector station was studded with footholds and handrails. Laedo
clambered up these until he cameto the port of his cargo ship. Insde, he went to the equipment store
room and found one of two gravpacks, strapping it to his back like asatchel.

Back at the port, he put ahand on the control knob on the chest strap and soared gently up and forward.

Flying with agravpack was smplicity itself. The knob controlled the degree of ‘lift’ or inertid push,
enabling oneto riseor snk in agravity field. To go forward, one leaned forward. To go back, one leaned
back. To turn, one smply—turned.

Playfully he rotated, dipped and rose, showing off in front of the fairy people before setting himsalf down
onthe grass. They didn't seem asimpressed as he would have thought, but smply shrugged and rolled up
thelitter again.

“I don't know how you do that, but very well,” Flit said. He paused. “It'sjust aswell the gnomes don't
have anything likeit. Our one big advantage over them isthat we can fly and they can't.”

“| doubt if they'll get that clever,” Laedo responded.

Suddenly he noticed Higtrinas reaction. The girl was enthraled. She didn't know about gravpacks, of
course.

Heturned to her. “Hidtrina” he said firmly, “1 want you to stay here until | get back. | would prefer it if
you stayed in the station, but in any case | don't want you to go wandering off. Do you understand?"

She pouted. | want to come. Show me how to fly likeyou just did."
“Thereisn't another gravpack,” Laedo lied. “Stay here, | won't be long.”

Hefollowed thefairies asthey flittered into the air. It was easy to keep up with them. They flew with
arms dangling and bodies adant, much as he did. The enormoustreesfell away below. From aheight the
forest canopy looked like a panorama of hills, dells and meadows, al covered in afrizzy moss. Here and
there were clearings and glints of Streams.

Thefairiesdid not seemto tire as their wings bore them onward. They seemed ableto fan their wings



indefinitely. At length, they dipped, and asthey neared the tree cover Laedo saw acleft in thefoliage
which would not easily have been visible from higher in the air. Through thisthe flying party dipped, then
went spearing and side-stepping among the boughs, making for the shadowed depths.

Soon they were on the ground, walking the bank of arippling stream. Despite the Size of the trees—or
perhaps because of it—there was no gloom. Sufficient sunlight filtered through to dapple the forest floor
with glowing, dancing spots.

A cave of branches opened up: not a clearing as such, but adomed hollow matted with boughs end
foliage. Laedo wondered whether this was deliberate camouflage. Did the gnomesin the world above
ppossess tel escopes?

About adozen cages were set in the hollow. In them, figures huddled. Hit led Laedo to the nearest one.
And s, for thefirst time, he saw agnome.

An uglier creature was hard to imagine. The gnome was short, no taler then the fairies, but it was squat
and round, amost ball-shaped, giving an impression of compact strength. It had bulbous, muscular limbs.
Its naked skinwas an angry red, asif it had been scalded, and was covered in warts. Asfor the face,
with itsbulging eyes and pointed ears, it was afanged grimace.

The gnome clambered to hisfeet on seeing the two, and shook the bars of his cage with adefiant snarl,
whiledong theline hisfelowsdid the same.

L aedo hoped the cage was strong enough to withstand the creature's frustration. He stood pensively,
thinking of what had been wrought to produce such atravesty of a human being. To think that human
stock had been intentionaly modified to produce this result displeased him.

Evidently Klystar had delved into human mythology to produce both fairies and gnomes. Traditionaly the
latter were miners and skilled metal-workers. For al their ugliness and ferocity, the gnomes could
perhaps prove useful to him.

Politely he asked, “ Do you have aname?

The gnome replied in athick, rasping voice.

"KILL ALL FAIRIES THISLAND WILL BE OURS"
“Hmm,” said Laedo.

Admittedly, it was not apromising start. He studied the leering face in front of him, and found that it was
actualy possibleto discern afamily resemblance with the fairies and with the other Erspians such as
Histrina, despite the grotesgueness of that resemblance. It strengthened his belief that the Erspiaworlds
hed been stocked from arelatively small number of origina settlers.

Flit responded to the gnome's taunt with a superior smile, and wandered away to join hisfellows.

Such innocence was touching. How could he be sure that Laedo was nat, after dl, in league with his
enemies?

L aedo edged closer to the cage and caught awhiff of the creature, asmell like rotten potatoes. He spoke
quietly. “Look a me. You will seethat | am not afairy. My faceisdifferent. | antdler. | have nowings."

The gnome pulled aface and |ooked puzzled.



“If you're not agnomeyoureafairy,” he grunted flatly.

Laedo let it pass. “Isit true you have good metal-workersin Gnomeland?’ he asked. That waswhat the
fairies called the upper world. “ Can you make any shapein metd?'

Once again the gnome seemed to be puzzled by what Laedo was saying. “Yes!” he boasted findly. “We
can make anything! We are not like those usaless fairieswho cannot make anything at al, except in
wood, and do not deserve their world. There are metal oreshere! They rightly belong to usl™

Despite their belligerence, Laedo began to sense aworkmanlike intelligence in these squat, solid beings.
Metal-work seemed to be an obsession with them.

It could be just what he needed.

Helowered hisvoice yet further, ducking hishead.

“Don't repeat what I'm saying. Do you want to go back home?

Suspicion and incomprehension glared from the gnome's bulbous eyes. “Uh?"
“Do your people know how to makesteel ?"

The gnome nodded.

“There's something | want made. | have nothing to do with thefairy folk. | come from adifferent world
atogether—one you know nothing about. If | free you and return you to Gnomeland, can you get this
thing made for me?'

The squat creature made no response to the talk of other worlds, if the idea penetrated hisbrain at al.
He thought for amoment, then made agesture to one side, swivelling hiseyes.

“My comrades, too."
“I can't managethat,” Laedo said. “I'm not even sure | can get you away."

“Thefariesarereturning,” the gnome muttered, coming close to the bars of his cage. “If you do what you
promise, then we shal see"

“Have you had enough of the ruffian?’ Flit asked as he rgoined Laedo.
“I think s0."
“I imagined it would take little to satisfy your curiosity. They are nothing but brutes.™

Laedo had to admit his plan had dangers. He was basing his optimism on his experiences with Hoggora
and his horde on Erspia-1. While a caricature of evil—no, not altogether a caricature, he and his
followers committed real evil—Hoggora had treated Laedo hospitably, intrigued to have such an exctic
vigitor. Laedo was hoping he would fare smilarly among the gnomes, if they didn't try to seize his

Spaceship.

It would, of course, be agreat advantage to have someone aong who could introduce him. Laedo was
realy hereto seeif arescue attempt was practicable. On the way in he had looked for a nearby clearing
where he could put the spaceship down. There was one amile or so away. Then there was the question
of guards. If the prisoners were heavily guarded, he would have to abandon the idea.



It didn't seem that they were. Thefairies had only aloose socid structure and didiked routine. After all, if
the gnomes managed to break their cages and escape, they would smply be captured again. There was
nowhere for them to go.

“Would you like usto escort you back to your flying house?’ Hit enquired politely.
“Just back to where we entered the forest, thanks.”

Hetook careful note of his surroundings as they waked beside the stream. He recalled how Histrinahad
described the childlike innocents of Erspia-2 as‘like fairies. Perhaps there was something to that. The
winged people of Erspia-3 were far too trusting.

None of the tree villages which usually were scattered about the forest seemed to be anywhere nearby.
The prisoners were placed from distance from any habitation. Which, too, was convenient.

Abducting the gnome would undoubtedly sour hisrdationswith the fairies. They had accepted histale of
coming from some unknown world, and seemed content to leave him and Histrinato their own devices.
But before long he would be questioned asto his future intentions.

He and Hit soared up through the vent in the forest and went separate ways, Laedo back to the
projector station. He wanted to check out his cargo carrier before nightfall.

It was not very often that he saw flying folk over the forest canopy. The population of Fairyland was not
large, and the fairies did not spend their time flitting about in the upper air. Their economy was smple.
They gathered fruit, nuts and vegetables from their copious environment, and seemed never to have heard
of agriculture.

There was one occasion when they did soar far above the forest. That was when courting or lovemaking.
Hight seemed to beinextricably linked with sex. Couples would hurtle, swoop and pirouette, then mate
on thewing, membranesthrumming.

L aedo thought he saw some such display as he approached the projector station, but he received a
surprise on coming closer. Not two, but severa figureswereinvolved. And one of them was Histrina,

She had shown her usua enterprise during his short absence. She had found the spare gravpack and had
learned how to useit. Now shewas disporting in the air with three femaefairies, laughing wildly.

Thefairies clearly found her playfulnessinfectious. They too were laughing, darting and dodging, as
Higtrinatried to catch them.

Then Histrina suddenly succeeded in seizing hold of one of them. Histrinas expression changed. She
clamped her arms around the other girl's thorax, preventing her wings from besting, so that shewaslikea
transfixed insect. Alarm cameto the fairy's face as she redlized she was helpless.

Higtrinawaslooking evilly at thefairy girl'swings.
"Histrina!"

She looked round furtively on hearing Laedo's voice.
“Let her go!” Laedo ordered in astentorian voice.

Higtrinaobeyed. Thefairy girl fell afew feet, then fluttered away, glancing back before fleeing into the
distance.



The others, too, were holding back, hovering, puzzled by events. Laedo pointed. “Back into the station,
Hidrina"

“You liedto me” Histrinaaccused as she adjusted the knob on the strap of her gravpack. “Y ou said
there wasn't another one of these."

“That wasto keep you out of trouble.”

Back in the gation, herelieved her of the pack. “1 likethosefairies,” shesaid. “Thegirlsare sodelicate. ”
Sheleered. “Do you know what 1'd like to do? 1'd like to take one of them right up in the air, you know,
redlly high, then bresk her wings and watch her go tumbling to the ground, trying to fly with broken
wings. That would be fun, wouldn't it?*

“Higtring, you must behave yoursdf!” Laedo shouted. “ Stop thinking those things! Do you know what
thesefairieswill do to you if you do anything likethet? They'll kill you!"

She pouted.

L aedo debated within himsalf. What to do with Histrina during histrip to Gnomeland? She was a danger
to others and to hersdf if left one. On the other hand, he would endanger her lifeif hetook her to
Gnomeand with him. Should things go wrong, the gnomeswould kill him or take him prisoner.

Allindl, her chanceswould be better in Fairyland than in Ghomeland. Unfortunately he could not put a
time lock on the projector station and lock her in temporarily.

“I'mgoing on atrip tonight,” hetold her. “Y ou areto Stay herein the gtation, and not leave until | get
back. Do you understand?’

“] SUppose S0."

Laedo decided that if he reached an understanding with the gnomes he would return and collect Histrina
without waiting for the transductor to be manufactured.

Fairiesdid not care much for fire, and did not bother to light their homes after dark. Asnight fell the
whole population would be adegp, though Laedo had been unable to ascertain whether awatch was
kept on the world above. Probably not. He wouldn't put it past the fairies smply to assume that the
gnomeswould not attack by night.

With afind stern warning to Histrina, Laedo | eft the projector station and climbed up the hull to hiscargo
ship. Briefly he paused, looking overhead. Fairyland was very dark at night, due to there being little
garlight, but the looming overhead landscape was not completely lightless. Glows and sparkles could be
seen. The gnomes remained busy during the hours of darkness, tending their furnaces.

Oncein hisship, he uncoupled it from the projector station. With alow whine the manoeuvring engine
carried it through the darkness. Switching an external screen to infrared, he spotted the cleft in the
canopy where he had planned to land. Softly, the cargo ship settled through the gargantuan trees and on
to amoss-like surface.

Donning infrared goggles, heleft the ship and set off. It was not long before he found the stream that led
to the prisoner compound. In lessthan half an hour, he had arrived.

Cautioudy he surveyed the enclosure through his goggles. Raucous snoring came from the cages.
Incredibly, there were no guards a al. The domed clearing was empty of fairies. Presumably they relied
on the strength of the cagesto hold their captives.



Using asmdl flashlight, he sidied up to the nearest cage wherein dept the gnome he had talked with
earlier. He directed the beam into the cage.

The creature was lying down, but was not adegp. The gnome had been waiting for him. Bulging eyes
stared back over arounded shoulder.

Laedo had a cutting tool in his pocket. Stedlthily the gnome climbed to his feet and watched asthe
vibrating blade diced easily through the thick timbers of the prisoner cage.

"Fairies could not do that," he whispered hoarsdly, asif in gppreciation.
"Do not wake the others," Laedo whispered back.

The barsfdl avay. The gnome stepped through and stood on the maoss, looking about him and snuffing
thear.

“Free,” hewhispered."Free."

Helooked again at Laedo. Theferocity in his eyes made Laedo wonder if he meant to kill his rescuer
and free his own comrades. Laedo's hand went to the butt of his gun. But the gnome did not move.

Laedo gestured. “Follow me."

He kept the gnome in sight asthey | eft the clearing and made their way aong the bank of the stream by
the dim flashlight. When they cameto his cargo vessd he widening the flashlight beam and let the gnome
see the humped shape. The gnome was clearly astonished. He stepped forward and ran his hand over the
skinof the hull.

“How do you make such abig shape?’ he said in hisrasping voice.

“It would take along time to explain. As| told you, | come from aworld which is neither yours nor the
faries. A world along, long way from here. | have no interest in your world, or inthefairies world. |
samply amto return home."

The gnome took thisin without comment, but with no Sign of puzzlement. It was asif he digested the
information and smply accepted it.

L aedo gestured the gnome to follow and mounted the steps to the port, opening it. With an air of
mystification his new companion entered the cargo ship and padded down the short passage to themain
cabin.

Arms akimbo, the gnome stood in the middle of the room, mouth open as he looked about him, eyes
narrowed in concentration.

“Youlive here?'
“Thisisnot ahouse” Laedo informed him. “Itisavehiclefor travelling from place to place.”

For thefirgt time he ingpected the single body-garment the gnome wore. It clung to historso from
shouldersto groin, and appeared to be made of greenish-coloured woven metal. Perhaps chain mail for
protection againgt arrows, he thought.

He pointed to a couch. “ Sit there. Were going up into the sky, to your own world.”

He heard a gasp from the gnome as he switched on the external screen and the dark forest was revealed,



dimly illumined by the ship'slights. The huge bolesdid by as helifted off using the manoeuvring engine.
Then they were in the open air, stars shining through the ring-like gap between the two
world-hemispheres.

At firgt the manoeuvring engine met little difficulty in raising the ship againgt Erspias|ow gravity. Then,
about a quarter of the way acrossthe gap, the gravity field suddenly intensified. This answered another of
Laedo's questions. Thefairies had told him they were unable to fly to the upper world, even had they
wanted to. He had assumed they did not have the ssaminafor such along climb, but now he saw there
was adifferent cause. The planetoid had two gravity levels. Up to acertain height gravity was dight,
enabling the fairiesto fly. Beyond that, astronger field took hold, confining them to their world. 1t would
a0, hereflected, hem in the atmosphere—as wdll as prevent the fairies from launching themselvesinto
space.

The engine groaned, but was able to cope with the increased gradient, just asit had on Erspias 1 and 2.
Then, asit passed the midpoint, the ship suddenly appeared to be descending. Laedo flipped the vessal
over 0 asto gain his bearings, bringing the other landscape below him.

He garted nervoudy asthe gnome I eft the couch and came to stand close by him. But the creature
appeared to be offering no threat. He stared out of the screen at his homeland, glancing at the controls as
Laedo manipulated them.

“What isyour name?’ Laedo asked, attempting afriendly tone.
“| am called Ruzzok."
“l am Laedo."

The gnome made no answer. Below them, the landscape of the ‘ upper’ world loomed large. Ininfrared
the fires proved dazzling and Laedo switched instead to image intengification. They viewed the land asif

by daylight.

It was aravaged world of smoke and fire, an industrial wasteland. V ast dagheaps spread far and wide,
roads and tramways winding round them. No wonder the gnomes wanted thefairies world: they had
ruined this one. Probably, too, they were running short of ores and were having to reclaim metal from

scrap.

True, there were stretches of greenery. The gnomes weren't stupid enough to end up with a
deoxygenated atmosphere. But what woods and grasslands L aedo did see seemed to have grown on top

of old daghegps.

How deep did the gnomes burrow in their search for ores? Laedo could imagine them breaking through
the exterior of their world-hemisphere, causing their entire atmosphere to go whistling into the void.
Presumably the designer of Erspia-3 had incorporated some measure to prevent that happening.

“Whereto, Ruzzok?'

The gnome grunted uncertainly, perhaps unable to recognise his homeland's geography from the air.
L aedo sent the ship swinging over what looked like aline of blast furnaces. Nearby was an array of
enigmatic shapes, and beyond that alevel areacomposed of cinders or ash of some sort.

Gently he set the ship down on the cinders. As he neared the ground, gnomes turned to gape upward.

Laedo turned to his passenger. “ All right, Ruzzok, I've kept my part of the bargain. | want you to do
what you can for mein return.”



Again Ruzzok grunted. Laedo led him down the corridor to the port, opened it, extended the steps, and
invited him to take hisleave. Already gnomes were running towards the ship from the direction of the
indugtrid complex.

As he closed the port behind Ruzzok's back, Lasdo wondered what had driven the gnomes to such
manic metdlurgica efforts. Surely they were not prompted by their economic needs, which must be
smple. Perhapsit was obsessve behaviour, bred into them in accordance with their mythic
characterisation.

He returned to the main cabin and watched events on the viewscreen. Ruzzok wastaking to his
compatriots and gesticulating up at the cargo carrier. Consternation and puzzlement appeared on adozen
gnome faces.

L et them keep guessing for awhile, hetold himsalf. He would deep for afew hours, then see how his
new hosts behaved.

When Laedo awoke the two suns had appeared and he was able to look out on his surroundingsin
broad daylight.

A group of gnomes squatted not far from his cargo ship, staring steadfastly up at it. All wore the same
one-piece knitted metal garment worn by Ruzzok, but he was unableto tell if his short-time companion
was present. They al looked diketo him.

Beyond the immediate area, which was covered in ash and clinker, were thetall shapes of furnacesand
the big, strange contraptions he had seen earlier. His attention went to the latter. They sported immense
long beams and massive laminated stedl springs. At the end of each long beam was what looked like a
cabin large enough to cram in four to Sx gnomes.

It was aminute or two before he guessed their purpose. These must be examples of the powerful
catapults designed to propel cargoes high into the air and through the gravity barrier to the other world.

The machines were spectacular, both in appearance and in intention. Laedo wondered about the shock
to the human body of being dammed into the sky in so sudden a manner. Presumably the tough, stocky
gnomes were able to withstand it, but he wondered if al of them survived the experience.

Checking his handgun for charge, he opened the port, extended the steps, and stood in the doorway
looking out. At the first threatening move, he had decided, he would retreat into the ship and take off.

At his appearance two of the gnomes rose to their feet and walked forward. Asthey mounted the steps
one of them gave him anod and alook of recognition. It was Ruzzok.

Heled them into the main cabin and invited them to be seated. They ignored this and continued to remain
ganding, their bearing Htiff.

Ruzzok spoke. “Thisis Mezzen, mechanic and engineer. Tdl him what it isyou want.”

Briefly Laedo studied the newcomer. He had the same stolid impassivity as Ruzzok himsdlf. It was
impossible to read anything from hisface.

“What metals do you work in, herein Ghomeland?’ he asked.
The answer wasfiercely proud. “Wework in sted!"

L aedo nodded. He rummaged in adrawer and came out with the sketch he had made for Hoggoras



metal-worker, preading it in front of the gnome technician.
“Can you make this? It hasto be exact to the specified measurements, to one part in athousand.”

One part in athousand was barely enough in fact, but Hoggora's man had been incapable of achieving
anything like that. Laedo imagined that it would push the gnomes' ideas of precision engineering to their
utmost aswell.

Mezzen peered at the drawing for awhile.

“We can makeit,” he pronounced.

“How long will it take?"

The gnome shrugged, and looked about him. “How long did it take your people to make this vehicle?!
L aedo gave an embarrassed laugh. “I've no idea.”

“Why do you want this part made?"

Laedo saw noreasonto lie. “Sothat | can return home to my own world far off in space. My shipis
damaged and | am stranded here.”

“Then thisisameatter of great importanceto you,” the gnome replied quickly. “1f we areto help you, you
must hdp us™

“I have helped you dready. | rescued Ruzzok."

Mezzen pulled aface, increasing his uglinessto aquite extraordinary degree. “What of his comradeswho
are dill prisonersof thefairies? Y ou did not rescue those."

The meseting was not going as Laedo had hoped. “I took arisk in rescuing even Ruzzok. If | had tried to
release the others the fairies would have been upon us.”

Grunting his scepticism, Mezzen then said, “How many of us gnomes do you think thisvessel could
carry? Fifty? A hundred? Damaged though | assumeit is, since it cannot take you home, it till brought
you herefrom theworld of thefairies. So it can return there aswell. Y ou could travel to and fro,
transporting large numbers of usto assist the coming invason.”

Mezzen looked at him steadily as he added, “Be our friend and we will be yours.”

Laedo reminded himself that al previousinvasions had failed. In dl likelihood this was because the
gnomes' catagpults could not fling enough troops and materiasto the other haf of the split worldlet.

Ethicaly, he could not for one moment consider siding with the gnomes in their grotesque ambition. It
looked like he would have to return to Fairyland and get to work on the projector station's command
sysem.

A thought occurred to him. Erspia-3 was Smilar to Erspia-1 in some ways. On the | atter, the planetoid
had a so been divided, by ‘good’ followers of Ormazd and *bad’ followers of Ahriman. The dichotomy
was more complete on Erspia-3, with two landscapes facing one another across aten mile gap. On the
onewere the peaceful, ddightful fairies. On the other, the belligerent, rapacious gnomes.

Perhapsthe legendary Klystar liked to play with the good and evil aspects of the human psyche,
separating them and dlowing them to struggle with one another in various ways.



Another thought struck him. The surface gravity on Gnomeland was as weak as on Fairyland, but there
appeared to be no need for it, snce the gnomes did not fly. Why ... ?

Of course. It wasto enable the gnomesto reach Fairyland so asto engage in warfare with itsinhabitants.
Everything had been planned from the start, just like placing a bridge between two formicariums so asto
watch the two nests of antsfight one another.

Including the improbability that the gnomes could actually succeed in conquering Fairyland using their
own resources. Laedo's cargo ship could tip the balance in their favour.

“1 shdl haveto think about it,” hesaid.

“What isthereto think about?’ Mezzen challenged, hisvoice loud and suspicious. * Our interests
converge. Y ou wish to have your ship repaired. We wish to take possession of the land in the sky. We
can give each other what we want.”

Hisvoicefdl. “Or areyou redly here asa sy for thefairies?” he rumbled. “To report on our
preparations?’

“| do not wish to see anything of your preparations,” Laedo replied mildly. “Thereisno reason why |
should act for the fairies. They cannot manufacture astedl part for me."

He stepped towards the porta. “Please give me afew hoursto think about this. | will come out and
speak to you when | have decided.”

Silently Mezzen and Ruzzok followed him along the corridor. Laedo opened the port.
“Hold him,” Mezzen snapped.

Two more gnomes were standing on the platform at the top of the steps. They pointed weapons at
Laedo's chest.

These were not the long spears or eegant longbows favoured by the fairies. They were compact,
powerful-looking crossbows, lever-drawn, trigger-operated. In the groove of each cross-piece rested a
wicked stedl bolt. Paralysis seized L aedo as he saw the gnomes’ forefingers curled tensely around those
triggers. He felt unable either to reach for his gun or to press the stud which would close the port. Instead
he raised his hands and backed away, dmost bumping into the two coming up behind him.

“Wewill keep our bargain once thewar isover,” Ruzzok promised him. “Wewill help repair your ship.”
They took him back to the main cabin. “Now,” Mezzen said, “show us how to work thisvehicle.
“Youwont beabletodoit,” Laedo claimed. “It takes years of training.”

In fact heimagined the gnomes would be able to master the controls quite quickly once they had been
demondtrated, at least asfar asthe close manoeuvring engine went. That was dl they would need to fly
between the two landscapes.

“That may or may not betrue,” Mezzen replied thoughtfully. “If it is, you can fly the machinefor us."

L aedo redlized he was being threatened. Did he face torture? He was beginning to curse hisrashnessin
coming here.

“What if | amply takeit up in theair then crash it, killing everyone on board?'



“Y ouwould dietoo."
“I do not like being forced to do something.”

Mezzen, with what Laedo thought was uncanny perspicuity, approached the control board. His eyes
darted quickly about the dides and keys. Suddenly he turned to the others.

“Take him away. Wewill experiment.”

As he was hustled through the door, down the steps and across the ash-covered ground, Laedo took
comfort in thefact, incredible though it seemed at firdt, that the gnomes had not relieved him of his
handgun. The reason was obvious once he thought of it. The object was not aweapon in their eyes. It
was smply an ovoid shape, moulded to provide a handgrip.

Now, he thought, should be the timeto useit. But the prospect of one of those meta boltstearing
through hisbody stayed him. Besides, he did not know if he would have the ssomach to kill the number of

gnomes necessary to make his escape.

Perhaps under cover of darkness he could dip away from wherever he wasto be held and recover the
ship ... Such vague thoughtsin his mind, a bolt-laden crosspiece till nudging his back, Laedo was
marched benegath the huge catapult machines which he now saw closdly for the first time. The beamson
which the small cabins were perched were angled high in the air. Whole batteries of windlassesworked
winding mechanismsfor forcing down those arms, ready to be released with bone-shattering force.

Now they passed aline of blast furnaces and searing heat scorched Laedo's skin. The gnomestending
the furnaces seemed able to work incredibly closeto their roaring mouths, as though they were
imperviousto heat. Further off could be seen a complex of metal-roofed sheds, probably factories and
workshops.

A grest mound of tailings|oomed ahead. L aedo was conducted round it and saw, some distance away,
the entrance to a downd oping tunnel. The gnomes urged him towardsiit, and soon he was being taken
underground.

Thewals of the tunnel were rough-cut rock, the roof buttressed with timber supports. Flickering light
came from sputtering lamps set in cressats. At intervals side tunnels appeared, into which or out of which
gnomes passed, carrying digging tools: pickaxes, shovels and rakes.

Wasiron ore or coal mined here? Laedo presumed Klystar had stocked the planetoid with both,
otherwise the gnomes would quickly have denuded their world of itsforestsin their need for charcod for
andting.

His question was answered when awagon went past them hauled by ateam of four sweating gnomes. It
was piled high with what he presumed to be ore.

At length he was pushed roughly into aside tunnd. A gnome of unusualy large size confronted them,
fangs reaching up haf hisface, awhip dangling in one hand.

One of the two who had brought him here spoke. “ Thisis a prisoner, not adave. Heisnot to be put to
work unless otherwise ordered.”

Thebig gnometrailed the lash of hiswhip negligently on the dust-strewn floor of the tunndl. “He can be
quartered with the others just the same.”

The others|eft, clearly assuming that the big fellow could handle Laedo if need be, even though armed



with nothing but hiswhip.

Still Laedo did not resort to hisgun. Thiswas the first he had heard that the gnomes used daves, and he
was curious. The overseer, if that was what he was, cracked the whip and inclined hishead on its
bull-like neck, indicating that Laedo should proceed down the side tunnel ahead of him. Laedo obeyed.
About fifty yards a ong an opening led into a bulbous chamber.

It was adave degping quarters. When Laedo saw the ‘daves he received a surprise. Four naked,
begrimed fairieslay on the floor, looking up with deepy woe as he and the gnome entered. They seemed
to shrink ingtinctively away from the whip which the overseer trawled absent-mindedly to and froin the
dust.

Y es, they werefairies, but something was wrong. Twin stumps jutted from their backs.
Their wings had been cut off.
“Stay here until you're sent for. Don't wander off. Food will be brought to you."

The overseer |eft. Laedo Stared at hisfellow prisoners, who stared back with little Sign of interest. Two
were male, two female, and their backs were scarred from whipping.

“How long have you been in Gnomeand?’ he asked.

After apause, one of the malesanswered in alistless murmur.
“Wewere born here"

“There are others? Fairy folk, | mean?"

“Afew."

The gnomes must have contrived to bring back prisoners during one of their earlier excursionsto
Fairyland, Laedo reasoned. These were their descendants.

The dight, light-boned fairieswould hardly make ided daves. Physically they were puny compared with
the gnomes. Probably they were used in aspirit of triumph and domination—a grim foretaste of what
would transpire should the gnomes gain possession of the other world. Asit was, it looked asthough
these four were being worked to death.

The daves sank back into their exhausted deep. Laedo sat with his back to the chamber wall. He
glanced a histimepiece. It would be dark in ten hours.

Thoughts of karmaassailed him. If the gnomes succeeded in learning to control hiscargo shipand asa
consequence conquered Fairyland, it would be asaresult of hisill-consdered actions. Bad karma
indeed.

After awhile the overseer returned and kicked the fairies awake. It wastime for their shift. They dragged
themsalvesto their feet and staggered out, clinging to the walls for support. Never, Laedo reflected, had
they known the pleasure of soaring through the air, of passing through leafy glades or settling on giant
boughs with the poise of butterflies. He considered what he might do about it. On Fairyland, crippled
though they were, they would be looked afte—or so he assumed, provided the fairies did not have some
unsuspected hard attitude towards deformity.

Another de-winged girl fairy entered, also naked. She thrust abowl of dopsat him, leaving without



meeting hiseye.
Raising the greenish messto his nogtrils, Laedo laid it aside after sampling itsvile aroma

There was nothing to do but wait. Helaid his head againgt the rock and tried to doze, ignoring the
comings and goingsin the tunnd outside the chamber.

Eventudly he was roused by the return of the four fairieswhose degping chamber thiswas. They scarcely
seemed able to stand, flinging themselves to the floor as soon asthey entered.

They were unwilling to answer questions, but Laedo persisted. “ Have you ever thought of escaping?’ he
asked.

“Escaping to where?” one of the fairiesreplied wearily. “ The gnomes are everywhere.”
“What if you could go to Fairyland, where there are no gnomes, only peoplelike yourselves?'
“Isthere such aplace? It isonly afable our parentsliked to tell.”

They al closed their eyes and soon were snoring. Laedo waited alittle longer. He noticed that there was
lessactivity in the tunnd latdly. It seemed the gnomes scaed down their work at night.

He shook the fairies awake, ignoring their fatigue. “Thereredly isafairy world,” hesad. “I can take you
there. Comewith me."

“You areafool,” said the malewho had spoken earlier. Helooked at Laedo in puzzlement. “Y ou cannot
defy the gnomes."

“Watch this” Laedo said. He unhitched his gun fromits holster, adjusted the setting, and directed abeam
at the side of the chamber.

They stared in dishelief as melted rock trickled down thewall.
“See? Thisis abetter weapon than the gnomes have. And | know away to get to Fairyland.”

One of thefemales shook her head hystericaly. “No! We must stay herel The gnomeswill kill usif we
try to leavel™

Her reasoning was probably correct. Laedo's plan, smple asit was, had every chance of going wrong.
But in hisview the chance was worth taking, and it was the only chance they would ever have. So hewas
making the decision for them.

“If you ingst on staying here,l will kill you,” he promised.
That seemed to frighten them into compliance. They had probably seen daveskilled for disobedience.

The only light the chamber had came from the nearest cresset in the tunndl. Laedo edged himsdlf through
the entrance, peering thisway and that and listening intently.

No gnomes were in Sght. And there was no sound of movement, not even the distant chinking of
pickaxes he had earlier heard echoing through the tunnéls,

“Comewithme"

“Butitisour timeto degp!"



“Sleep later.” Laedo waved hisgun.” Come with me!”

They obeyed. Proceeding down the tunnel, Laedo found he could extinguish the cressets by throwing a
handful of dust on them. He created darkness behind them asthey went. They turned into the main
tunnel, which was also deserted, and sdled close to onewall until gaining the surface.

Ason Faryland, the structure of the split world, with its moonless, dmost sarless night, was an
advantage. Overhead loomed the blank darkness of the opposite landscape, unenlivened by the light of
fires. Only afew stars glinted through the gap between the two horizons, forming an embracing ring of
distant points.

Otherwise the night was relieved by uneven glares from the blast furnaces. Laedo redlized that he and the
farieswould have good cover from the sight of any gnomes tending those furnaces, if they made their
way round the other side of the big mound of tailings which separated the mine entrance from the open
space where his ship was parked—if the ship was gill there and had not been flown away by the
determined Mezzen. The winglessfairies huddled with fright and unfamiliar cold asthey cameinto the
open. He herded them forward, anxious to get into the mound's shadow.

Blackness engulfed them as the furnaces disappeared behind the bulk of the pile. Thefairiesmoanedin
bewilderment asthey stumbled in complete darkness, until Laedo took the risk of bringing out his
flashlight, tuning it to adiffuse, dull glimmer.

Treading crushed ore, they crept round the mound until emerging on its further side. Laedo smiled as, by
thefaint light washing across from the furnaces and filtering through the angular shapes of the catapult
machines, he saw hiscargo ship.

It lay on itssde. Mezzen's efforts had been rewarded with some success, evidently, but not enough. He
had managed to turn on the manoeuvring engine, but had been unable to contral it.

L aedo wished he could have witnessed the looks on the faces of the gnomes asther ‘ experimenting’
caused the cargo ship to tilt over and crunch on to the cinders, cresting chaosin the lounge/control room.
Presumably the problem had been |eft to await the dawning of the next day.

He turned to whisper to the fairies, pointing to the ship. “ See that? That's what we're headed for. Quickly
now, follow me."

He went loping across open ground, not too fast in case the weary fairies were too weak to keep up with
him. He paused before the looming ship, brought out his remote and ordered the steps to descend.

The steps emerged from the foot of the now horizontal doorway, sensed that the ground lay in the wrong
direction, and skewed themselvesround in order to reach it. Laedo dashed up the crazy staircase and
opened the port, then turned and gestured, caling out in alow voice.

“Upthedair, quickly! I'm taking you to Fairyland!"

They hesitated at firgt, then one of the femaes bravely took the lead, clambering up the steps.
Encouraged by her example, amale followed. As she reached him, Laedo shoved her through the port
and told her to keep going.

"Halt! Sand where you are!"

The voice was vibrant and raucous, agnome voice. Ghomes were running across the open ground,
taking aim with crossbows.



“Hurry!” Laedo shouted. He began to panic as he pushed the second fairy through the port. In the low
gravity the gnomes were bounding across the cinders with phenomena speed, like bouncing balls. At the
foot of the stairs, the remaining male fairy gdlantly urged his companion to ascend.

With dacrity shedid so. Halfway up, a crossbow bolt took her full in the back. She tumbled from the
steps with adying gasp. Laedo glimpsed thetip of the bolt protruding from her chest.

He pulled his gun from its holster once more, and steeled himsdlf to an act of violence.

Hefired at one of the advancing gnomes. He had scarcely ever used the gun before, and hisaim was
bad. The beam missed. He kept it on continuous and sent the beam wavering around until it found its
target. The gnome's legs collgpsed under him as hislife was extinguished.

Laedo was screaming furioudy to the remaining fairy, who instead of racing up the stair was examining
thefemaleto seeif any liferemained. He had | eft it too late. Two bolts hit him at once, onein the head,
the other through theribs.

A gnome gppeared at the foot of the sairs, snarling up at Laedo. He had dready discharged his
crosshow and had no time to reload. He threw it away, trod carelessy on the malefairy, and scrambled
upward, reaching for Laedo.

Hurriedly Laedo pointed the emitter of his gun and pressed the stud. The big, ugly face melted and
charred. The gnomefél to join the two fairiesin death.

Backing at a crouch through the doorway, Laedo thankfully closed the port. It was awkward making his
way along acorridor that lay on itsside, but at least he was safe now. He grinned as he heard crossbow
bolts raining againgt the hull with banging, clatering sounds. They would makelittle impact againgt ahull
built to withstand space debristravelling at high speed.

He wondered whether he should fed bad. Two of the fairies had met thair deaths because of him.

No, he decided, he should not feel bad. He had estimated the risks and made a calculated decision.
Given timeto think, the fairies themsdaves might regard deeth while attempting to escape better than alife
of misery and servitude,

Thetwo who had survived werein the lounge, squatting in consternation on thewall which now served as
afloor. Contriving to gain the control board, he set the ship gravity to alow level and switched it on.

With squeds of darm, thefairiesdid to thered floor and clung to one another.

L aedo switched on the close manoeuvring engine, raised the ship off the ground and brought it upright.
He switched on the externa screens and turned them to image intensification so asto be ableto see
cearly by what littlelight there was.

The cargo carrier soared idly over the scene below. Gnomes were svarming like ants. Then Laedo
observed to what purpose. One of the catapult machineswas being frantically cranked. At the sametime
it was being rotated, on some sort of turntable. It could be aimed.

The cabin was removed. In place of it came asmple bowl, and into thisalarge rock was being levered
with greset effort.

L aedo took the ship higher. Seconds later, the catapult flung doft its projectile.

Therock came surprisingly close, passing within yards. Laedo watched asit continued upward until it



dwindled into invishbility. Wasit destined to crash somewherein Fairyland's forests?

Now more engines were being wound down. Laedo doubted that the missiles could knock his ship out of
the sky even if one struck, but he didn't want to take the chance. He headed for the world overhead.

On theway, he reflected that on Erspia-1 he would not have found matters as easy as he had on both
Fairyland and Ghomeland. In some ways the fairies and the gnomes remained s mpletons. They were too
separated to have learned astuteness through regular contact with one another.

WasKlystar or his agents observing their behaviour? Were there watching devices recording al that took
place? Laedo till had no better explanation for this group of worldlets than the one given by the staff of
the Ormazdian projector station. Klystar was studying human nature.

He turned to the two fairies he had succeeded in rescuing.
“It'sdl right,” he reassured them. “Y ou're going to a better world. Slegp now, if you want.”

They stared a him, stunned at the sudden changein their circumstances, but they asked no questions. It
was asif their ingrained habit of obedience was now transferred to him, for they lay down on the floor,
closed their eyes, and soon were adeep.

Briefly hefet the ship go through the inertid barrier, then he turned it round to descend on the other
landscape. Again using theimage intengfier, he cruised around until he located the clearing where the
projector station was parked, and settled down besideit.

Then he, too, decided to deep, and retired to hisrest cubicle.

He had set the timer to wake him an hour after daylight. Returning to the lounge, he found the fairies ill
adeep. Indl probability they had little or no knowledge of day and night. They woke and dept & the
behest of the gnomes.

After aleisurely breskfast he went outside. Best to check if Histrina had behaved herself, he thought.
Hefound no sign of her in the projector station. Re-emerging, he scanned the sky.

Up above, he saw what looked like apair of strange birds writhing together far aoft, asthoughina
mating dance, or esefighting. Suddenly they plummeted, then just as abruptly, checked their fall.

Laedo ran back into his ship, switched on an externa viewscreen and directed it upward at full
magnification. What he saw made him hold his breath, curang his oversght in not taking the gravpacks
with him on his sojourn to Gnomeland, instead of carelesdy leaving them in the projector station.

Histrinawas wearing one of the gravpacks and was once again digporting with somefairy girl, expressy
againg Laedo's orders. She was laughing, her features ugly with saditic glee. The fairy was clutching at
her, panic on her face.

Histrina had broken both her wings, which twitched and trailed usdlesdy.

With acry Laedo ran from the ship and into the projector station. He quickly found the second
gravpack, strapped it on, dashed outside and surged into the air.

So engrossed was Histrinain what she was doing that she failed to see Laedo coming. Shetorethefairy
girl'sgrip free of her clothing and held her up by her forearms, staring avidly into her terrified, helpless
face. Then, despite theinjured girl's pleas, she dropped her.



With awail thefairy plummeted dowly past Laedo, steadily accelerating in the low gravity and
ingtinctively trying to scull the air with her broken wings, which fluttered patheticaly behind her. Laedo's
hand went briefly to his gravpack's control knob. He swooped after her, caught her deftly in hisarms and
felt her cool, dim arms go desperately round his neck.

He headed away from the station towards where he knew there was atree village. His hope was that the
fairieshad medicd skill and would know how to mend the girl's broken wings. If not, he would offer to
attempt help with hisship'sfacilities.

Dipping into the lush and pleasant foliage, he dropped into a flower-bedecked bower and flew dong it
until coming in sight of aflat expanse which was actudly afork between two gargantuan boughs. It was
like coming upon the central green of an ancient village, for clustered around it & various levelswere
picturesque tree houses, perched cottages roofed with giant leaves. Laedo alighted on the moss-covered
bark.

Emerging from doorways, fairies glided or stepped to where Laedo gently laid his burden on the moss,
careful of her bedraggled wings. He turned to the villagers, seeing their dismay.

“Shehasbeeninjured,” he said. “If you cannot mend her, bring her to me."

With that he was off again, back to the projector station and Histrina. He found her lying on her back on
the grass, limbs outspread, eyes closed in aposture of utter contentment.

The gravpack lay beside her. Laedo snatched it up, at which Histrina opened her eyes and sprang to her
fedt.

“Oh, that wasgo-0-0-od," she growled softly. Then she suddenly became angry and accusing. “But you
gpoiled it! Y ou caught her!™

Arching her fingerslike acat, she struck out to scratch hisface. The gravpack dangling by its strgpsfrom
one hand, he fended her off with the other and dapped her hard.

“What did | tell you?’ he bellowed. “ And what do you expect the fairies to do about this?*

She nursed her reddened cheek. “ They can't do anything. They've only got bows and arrows and spears.
Weve got your gun.”

"I'vegot my gun.” He snatched it from its holster and pointed the beamer at her. “Maybe| should useit
on you. Now get back in the station and stay there."

Sullenly she obeyed, glancing back at him with resentment. Laedo waited until she had disgppeared into
the station, then went into the cargo ship.

Thewinglessfairies came deepily awake as he entered, looking at him half from curiosty, haf from fear.
Hefed them, then took them outside to gawp at the scenery.

“Thisisthe world where you belong,” he told them. “Thisiswhat the gnomes took your ancestors avay
from and made them daves. Here there are other fairies like yourselveswho will help you. Therésjust
onething wrong."

He paused. “ The other fairies have wings and can fly in the air. The gnomes cut yours off when you were
young. Do you know that?'

They nodded. The maereplied. “ The story is passed down that what the gnomes removeisfor flying.



But we never redly beieved it. It'sjust that they would get in the way when working in the tunnels.”

“It'strue. Here, fairiesfly. Unfortunately your wings cannot be restored to you. But with these deviceson
your backsyou can il fly, asif you had wings.” He indicated the gravpacks. “Then you can take your
proper place here.”

He had feared that the two would be too crushed by their life experiencesto be able to learn anything
new. He was proved wrong. They had, after al, been raised in an atmosphere of engineering, and the
gravpacks were smpleto use.

His second fear, that they would be frightened and bewildered by height, was dso wrong. Their instinct
to fly asserted itsdf dmost immediately. He started with the man fairy, taking him into the air and showing
how to use the single control, then he showed the girl. In less than an hour they had both mastered the
wholething.

Back on the ground, he solemnly made presents of the packs. “Go in that direction,” he said, pointing.
“Keep looking until you find people like yoursdves. Explain your story to them and they will help you."

They took to theair, circling one another and laughing with incredulous delight. Then they set off, low
over theforest canopy.

Now there was nothing to do but wait.

The five-men commission came late in the day, spiralling down into the clearing to settle themsalves
cross-legged on the grass, where they confronted Laedo grim-faced.

Among them L aedo recognised Highbreeze, the air marshal he had met on the day of hisarriva. But he
was not at the head of the commission. Thiswas asomewhat elderly figure announcing himsdlf as Wafting
Ledf. “ The young woman whom your companion crippled has received the attentions of the heders,” he
said, “but it will be ahundred days before she can taketo the air again, if she ever does.”

He raised his eyesto the cargo ship and projector station before continuing. “ By our laws your
companion's act is punishable by death. Also, we deduce that it was you who released the gnome
prisoner and that you took him back to Gnomeand. Thisaso is punishable by death. Againgt these
crimes we are obliged to balance the fact that you saved the crippled young woman Red Petd'slife, and
that you rescued two mutilated fairies from Gnomeand. We have questioned these two. There are
legends that gnomes kidnapped babies|ong ago, but frankly we are shocked to learn that members of
our race are kept by them as daves, and in such horrible conditions.

“Before pronouncing judgment, | must ask why you went to Ghomeland in thefirgt place.”
L aedo decided to tell something closeto the truth.

“My only amisto return home,” he said. “1 had hoped the gnomes would help me repair my ship, and |
took the prisoner with meto try to earn their good will. Instead they took me prisoner. Luckily |

managed to escape.”

Waefting Leaf nodded and appeared to accept the account. “1 can only observe that you badly migudged
the gnome character. Such ignorance supports your claim to belong to neither of our worlds. We now
come to judgment. In your case, one act cancels out the other. But not in the case of your companion.
Thereis till the matter of poor Red Peta's broken wings."

“I can only gpologise for my companion,” Laedo said. “ She suffersfrom amentd illness. This causes her
to act badly. | hope to have her condition treated by expertswhen | return to my own world."



Wafting Leaf consdered this. “If what you say istrue, you should not have left her at liberty.”
L aedo lowered his gaze and was slent, recognising the truth of the other'swords.

Wafting Leaf spoke again. Laedo had been nervous that the fairies would ask him to enable an attack on
Gnomeland, in an effort to rescue every dave there—an enterprise for which he felt more sympathy than
the project proposed by the gnomes, but for which he had zero willingness, particularly in view of its
impracticability. The elderly fairy's pronouncement, therefore, came asardief.

“It seems best that you should leave our land as soon as possible. We will defer the death sentence upon
your companion for ten days, in recognition of your need to effect repairs. Meanwhile, you are forbidden
to have any further contact with our people.”

With grave dignity the five fairies rose and launched themsel ves doft to go winging into the distance.

L aedo sighed. Ten days. He reminded himsdlf that he till had little or no idea of how hewasto gain
control of the station's command system.

The only warning was astedly glinting of metd in the early morning sky. It was asif theflat upside down
landscape had begun to sparkle and glitter.

Then the glints blossomed into tiny white flowers which grew asthey descended. Soon gnome-crammed
cabinswerelanding al over Fairyland.

And not just cabins. Batches, packets and tied-together bundles of materias floated down under the big
parachutes, even components of the big catapult machines ready to assemble for communication back
with Gnomeand.

It was the biggest gnome invasion Fairyland had yet seen.

One which Laedo, as he watched the wicked snowfall, was forced to recognize had probably been
precipitated by himsdf. The gnomes, concerned that he would warn the fairies of their plans, had struck
ahead of schedule.

One question was answered for him. The gnomesdid have telescopes. They knew where hewas. A
clugter of cabins wastargeting the clearing. Asthey came nearer he saw guide cords tugging at the edges
of the parachutes, giving ameasure of guidance.

It was only one day after the commission's judgment. So far all Laedo had done was to affix hiscargo
ship atop the projector gtation as before, and remove some panels under the main board in the control
room, hoping he could figure out some way to bypass the automatic control. He had just woken up after
anight's deep and come outside for somefresh air.

A long shadow fdll acrosshim. A billowing parachute was sailing over the giant treetops and heading
towards him.

A crosshow bolt hissed adant and bit the turf near hisfoot.

Laedo yelped and ran for the projector station's stair. He made it insgde and sedled the hull asthe first
cabin was tumbling to the ground.

In the control room, he switched on the screens and yelled at the control board.

“Klystar is not here! We are under attack! Take usto Klystar!"



Thistime no parchment chattered out of the dot. The station shuddered dightly and lifted itself.
Crosshow bolts clanged on the outside hull. The station topped the forest canopy and soared majestically
intotheair.

Already the fairy militia had risen to meet the attack. He saw fairies winging about the descending cabins,
exchanging shots with the cramped passengers. Some were armed with long pikes with which they tried
to sever the parachute lines—a manoeuvre which usualy was usualy rewarded with a crossbow bolt
through the chest.

L aedo saw one brave fairy chargein to jab between the bars of a cabin with a spear, only to become
tangled in the parachute cords. The parachute collgpsed and candled. Fairy and gnomesfell together to
their deaths.

Still ascending, the station passed through a second wave of cabins, parachutes not yet released. Then it
was heading for the gap between the two opposed horizons.

Whereto now?

FIVE
A Map of Moods

Therailway line wound through the broken landscape, curling round hills, clinging to escarpmentsand
diving into vadleys. Thetrain of little box-shaped carriages climbed a steep incline by means of cogwhedl
and ratchet, then went rattling down the other side, swaying aarmingly on the narrow-gauge track.

Totherdlief of the passengersit adopted a more moderate speed on coming to alevelled embankment,
its burnished engine puffing and chuffing. Munching ameagre medl of crigpbread spread with
fish-flavoured soft cheese, Adeptus Magus Harmasch and his apprentice Peadul stared glumly out of the
window.

“Eh, Peadul, what aplace,” Harmasch sighed. There was nothing to be seen but an oppressive grey sky,
rocky crags and boggy ground pelted with cold, penetrating rain.

Thuswasit ever in the country of Brodonia. The rain never stopped. The sun never shone. And the
people wereforever miserable.

Magic did not work here, either.

“I fed so unhappy | could kill mysalf,” apprentice Peadul complained. “Why do the Brodonians continue
living? Or at least why don't they move e sawhere?’

Despite his gloom Harmasch chuckled. “The people herelike their misery,” he explained. “Itisther
menta climate, and if they travel abroad they always want to return to it, just as we want to return to the
merriment of Cherie, our own country. Still, it isgood to travel and experience foreign emotions.”

“Wel, | ill fed likekilling mysdf.”
“To be honest, | dso will be glad when we reach the border."

The train continued to trundle on itsway, swaying through fog and rain. Occasionally it stopped at some
wretched halt around which clustered afew decrepit hovels, where pae faces streaming with rain peered
in through the windows, asif the train'sarrival wasthe only bright spot in their owners' wretched
exigence.



After what seemed like an interminable time the engine again ground to astanddtill, hissng steam. They
had reached the frontier. Before allowing the train to proceed, dour-faced border guards visited each
carriagein turn, taking names and searching luggage.

Such was the routine. Anyone who entered Brodonia was recorded, anyone who |eft Brodoniawas
recorded, in case he had stolen something, or had committed some other crime, or was attempting to
rescue a Brodonian from the country's westher.

At length the train chuffed dowly forward. For those on board it was like passing through a curtain. No
trangition could have been more sudden. The passengers entered bright sunshine and saw green
meadows sprinkled with flowers, while the chill faded avay behind them.

Looking back, the frontier could be seen asawall of rain wavering itsway from horizon to horizon.
Harmasch chuckled as hismind emptied itself of despondency. Peadul, too, grinned with relief.

At first Harmasch's native chortling gaiety reasserted itself and he regaled Peadul with quips and jokes.
Soon, however, the mood endemic to Pastorale, the country they had now entered, laid itself on him.
Thiswasamood of tranquil delight in nature. The magician and his gpprentice gazed ddightedly at sunny
meadows and neat green woods regling past. What a change from miserable Brodonial

Admittedly Brodoniawas not the worst. Their journey had taken them through Feroce, afiery land of
roaring volcanoes and crashing lightning where the ruling emotion was one of angry exasperation. It had
caused not afew of the train's passengersto cometo blows.

Thetrangt of Pastorale lasted less than an hour. Briefly they crossed acorner of Wymptia, aland of
fatuous sillinesswhere pink snow fell without pause even though the climate was warm and bamy.

Thewhimsical Wymptiamood passed the instant they crossed the frontier into Neutralia

Neutrdia: asmal country, hardly more than aregion, with no emotiond climate of any kind. Thiswasan
eerie experience to come upon o abruptly, possibly one which only atrainee in magic could withstand.
Thetrain pulled into Klyston, Neutraia's sngle town, and ground to a hdt at the centra station.

Harmasch cleared hismind of distractions and aimed athought at his gpprentice.
Well, here we are, Peadul. Keep your wits about you.
Y es, master, Peadul thought back.

“Good, Peadul!” Harmasch congratulated out loud. “ The atmosphereis marvelloudy clear here, isit
not?'

And indeed it was. Magiciansfrom all over Erspiawere stepping down from the box carriages and on to
the broad platform, making for aspacious plazalying next to the sation. All around them stood the white
stone buildings of Klyston. The air was clear and bright, but somehow empty of qudity, asthough dl
mood colour had been extracted fromiit.

Perfect for the testing of magicd ability.

After ashouted warning to any who had yet to embark or disembark, the train chuffed out of the station
to continueits endless circling of the world.

The examinations were dready in progress, some candidates having arrived by horseback or on foot.
The place was familiar to Harmasch. He had been tested five times here, in order to reach his present



grade of Magus Adeptus. He made hisway with Peadul among the tables that had been laid out, and
presented himsdf at the registration desk, displaying his certificate of wizardry with its five degrees.

“My agpprentice here, Peadul Hobsot, appliesfor marking in thefirst degree.”

Wearing agreen shift, the registrar examined the certificate carefully. He scanned the plaza. “Place
number seven isvacant. And please, Magus Adeptus, do not forget your cap.”

“Of course,” muttered Harmasch. He dipped into his bag and brought out his conical headdresswith its
five gold-coloured pentacles. He set it on his head.

Coloured balswere dancing in the air over the examination tables as they walked to table number seven.
The examiner was adim, middle-aged man who himsdf wore the cap of aMagus Adeptus. He smiled
indulgently as Peadul settled himsdlf nervoudy in the candidate's chair.

“This shouldn't take too long, young man."

Harmasch took the observer's chair ashort distance away. In times past magicians had been known to
cheat in favour of their apprentices, ‘nudging’ the results by using their own faculties. Any examiner worth
his salt would soon detect such chicanery these days, but by convention apatron did not it at the table.

“Now then,” said the examiner affably, “I want you to recite the words | am thinking."
He closed hiseyes, and Peadul did likewise. After amoment Peadul began to speak.

"The science of magic isthe art of discipline of the mind. If the mind is not disciplined, magic
cannot be performed. The magician learns to sustain a single thought for as much as an hour or
more. He learns to extend his thoughts and mental images to the external world and to achieve
effects through them."

Peadul paused, then spoke again in adifferent tone.
"Say, thisisrather interesting.”

The examiner opened his eyes and frowned. “Hmm. Y ou seem to have picked up astray thought from
somewhere.” He glanced in dightly reproachful fashion at Harmasch. Thiswasamark against Peadul:
being unable to distinguish between one person's thought and another's.

“Let us move to the second test."

The examiner tipped a boxful of coloured balsinto a curved hollow in the middle of thetable. “Now. Let
me see you perform the motions known asPetals Dance in the Wind."

Peadul smiled. He had practised long onPetal s Dance in the Wind. Hefixed hiseyes on the pile of bals,
readied hismind, and reached out with histelekinetic faculty. The balsrosein the air and began gyrating
in acomplicated pattern, mauve following mauve, russet following russet, cobat blue following cobalt
blue, in winding streams. Intense effort of will was caled for, each stream being moved independently but
harmonising with the others. Smoothness of movement was required. The examiner would note any
jerkiness or sudden drops indicating that the apprentice's telekinetic grasp had wavered.

Unfortunately just such dislocation occurred now. Kinks appesred in the gyrating streams. There was
confusion in the dancing balls. Colours became mingled. With agasp Peadul relinquished his power and
let the balls cascade back into the recess.



He turned, not to the examiner, but to Harmasch. “ Someoneisinterfering with my control!"

The two older men looked firgt a one another, then al around them. A little further off, stlanding between
the tables, was aman who glanced furtively aside, asif trying to make himsdf invisible.

The person was of such odd appearance that it was surprising he had not been noticed before. He wore
neither the conical cap of amagician nor the more common-place turban, but was bare-headed. His
clothing was drab and without style: asingle close-fitting blue overgarment, making it impossible to guess
the mood of his native country. His features were unusua, too: sharp, with an angular nose and peculiar
eyes.

To aMagus Adeptus the source of the sabotage was quickly evident. Harmasch and the examiner
pointed, crying out together.

“Sazehim!"

Asthe projector station flew over the landscape of Erspia-4, Laedo had seen spread below him what
seemed to be a huge patchwork quilt. Sowly he redlized that it was more like a map showing each
country or politica entity in adifferent colour. The colours resulted from the gpparent fact that each
country possessed its own unique wegther, which ended sharply at clearly delineated borders. Sunny,
stormy, tranquil, cloudy, fog-covered, and so on. The projector station came lower, and Laedo began to
experience mood changes as he passed from one region to another. Delight, gloom, happiness, misery,
fury, resgnation, al flitted through his mind like wisps of cloud passing across the face of the sun. The
trangtion from one emotion to another was as sudden and obvious as the edge of a moving shadow.

He suspected that he was in the presence of asocid experiment smilar to the one he had encountered on
Erspia-1, but far more complicated.

Still outside his control, the projector station settled itsdf in acanyon in abare, rocky region.

No sooner had it landed than a desireto kill Histrina plopped full-blown into his consciousness. The
impulse was sudden, vicious, and full of hatred.

Heresisted the urge and walked out of the control room. He had not gone far when the murder mood
vanished. Ingtead he was assailed by an dmost overwhelming wish to commit suicide.

Moving experimentaly from one part of the sation to another, he was able to locate a borderline running
through the structure. The station straddled a frontier. On one Side was the impulse to murder, on the
other, suicidal depression.

In both directions the areawas bleak, rocky, lacking vegetation and without a popul ation—though
possibly it had possessed one once.

L aedo's experiences on Erspia-1 gave him the strength of mind to handle these unwel come emotions. He
treated them as originating from outside himself. Thiswas not the case with Histrina. She made the most
determined effort to murder him yet, and when he lured her into a part of the station on the other side of
theinvisible border, she had tried with equa enthusiasm to end her own life. His solution had been to
drag her to his cargo ship and lock her in the lead cabinet which was, in effect, an isolation chamber
proof against thought-rays. That was where she was now, with astore of air, food and water.

Laedo could hardly begin to guess what sort of control system could select both westher and emotions
for demarcated regions on the planetoid. No orbiting projector stations showed up. Presumably
everything was deep insde the worl dlet, dongside the gravity generator.



Taking the cargo ship adoft for abrief reconnoitre, he had seen atown afew miles away. The murder and
suicide areas were small, no more than locaities. Evidently the projector station had chosen the canyon
for conceal ment. Setting the cargo ship back in place, he had set out on foot, even though it occurred to
him that Histrinawould be in apoor stuation should anything untoward happen to him.

On entering Neutraia he was pleased to find himsdlf in aregion free of artificially imposed mood.
Wandering through Klyston, as he learned the town was caled, he had come upon the grading
examinaionsin magic.

Magic! It did not take him long to redlize what this* magic’ conssted of. Klystar's technology had a
finesse beyond anything he could have imagined. By some extraordinary technique of fine-tuning, thought

projection was used to achieve telepathy between individuas. In Smilar manner, fine-tuned inertiad fields
projected from within Erspia-4 were made to respond to the human will and achieve telekiness.

Not that the ‘adepts understood any of this. Neither did Laedo grasp what use these somewhat limited
‘magical’ powerswere put to, nor why they were so valued on the planetoid. He did redlize, however,
that he had been rash indeed to experiment with the faculties himsdlf, by interfering with the testing of a
young apprentice. Asaresult he was accused of being a‘rogue wizard', mentally strong enough to
exercise magic, but lacking the proper training. Such individuals were associated with Swirl, theland of
continuous whirlwinds, whose people were eccentric mavericks and were forbidden to travel outside
their borders because of their disordered lives. If they did, they were treated as outlaws.

He sat in awindowless room of white stone. Facing him across the table were the Magisirate of the
Magical Convocation, the examiner whose work he had interrupted, and the magician whose gpprentice
he had wronged.

“Come now, admit it,” said the magistrate testily. “Y ou are a Swirlite who have unlawfully left your
country. Tl thetruth if you want mercy."

“I am not from Swirl, nor from any country on your world,” Laedo answered ingenuoudy. He paused.
“What do you cdl thisworld, by the way?'

“Ergpia, of course! What elsewould we cdl it?"
“Yes, of course ... but why do you call it Erspia?’

Thistime Harmasch spoke, in hisusud jovid voice. “That isthe name given to it by the creator, Klystar,
and that isdl that can be said about it."

“Klydtar,” said Laedo softly. “Did Klystar aso teach you magic?'
“Naturdly. Klystar made both the world and mankind, and gave us everything we have."
“AndwhereisKlystar now?"

“Enough of thisnonsense,” the Magisirate retorted. “We aready know that aband of Swirlites has
broken out and is rampaging abroad, creating consternation to decent folk. It is quite clear to methat you
areamember of that band. Where are your companions?’

“I know naothing of this country you cal Swirl,” Laedo indsted. “I do not even come from your world. |
come from another world far off in space.” He paused. “ One that was not made by Klystar."

The examiner snorted. “Only a Swirlite could talk such arrant rubbish. Honoured Magistrate, | am
anxious to resume the important task of testing, unmolested by this undisciplined individud. Could you



not conclude the hearing in a satisfactory manner?”

“| am sorry for theway | intruded into your procedures,” Laedo offered gpologeticaly. “1 can only say
that | amignorant of your customs and acted without cons dering the consegquences. By theway, what is
the pendty for such an offence?’

“It isdeath."

The Magidrate shifted in his seat. “For a Swirlite, a any rate. And since you have just admitted your
guilt, it only remains for meto condemn you, with the comment that it is most unseemly for the annud
testing to have to suffer such indignities. Take him to the execution ground.”

“But wait aminute—"

L aedo had not expected this. He had even |eft his gun behind, assuming that the town he had seen in the
distance would be peaceful. To bear wegpons there might even be forbidden. But no one was prepared
to listen to him. He was handcuffed, taken outside, bundled on to a horse-drawn cart, and this sent
trundling over the flagstones.

The magician Harmasch, in his gold-starred, conical cap, clambered aboard as the cart began to move.
Laedo'stwo guards glanced at him, but said nothing.

“Why do you say there are worlds not made by Klystar?" Harmasch asked. “That isaterrible
blagphemy.”

“Becauseitistrue”” Laedo told him “Though Klystar did, for afact, make anumber of worlds. Do you
know how many?'

“Thereisonly one,” Harnasch said reprovingly.
“No, thereare more.”

A small crowd of people began to follow the cart asit passed through the Streets of the town. Their faces
were passive but curious.

“Why isthistown called Klyston?” Laedo asked.
“In honour of Klystar. It means ‘Klystar's town'."
“Yes, of course,” Laedo muttered. Then: “WhereisKlystar now? Isthere any way to reach him?"

“Whenever you perform magic, Klystar isreaching out to you. Otherwise you would be powerless. That
iswhy it iswrong to meddie with these powers without the proper training and ceremonies, asyou
Swirlitesdo."

It was disappointing to meet with such supergtition. Obvioudly the people of Erspia-4 had no redl
knowledge of Klydar.

Though there must have been some knowledge once. At least they knew his name.

And there wastechnica sKill here. Laedo had seen arailway train coming through Klyston, pulled by a
steam-powered locomotive. If things had not gone so badly wrong for him, perhaps he could have had
his transductor made.

Or could he? A comical, dmost ludicrousimage cameinto hismind. Perhaps al machine partswere



made by star-capped magiciansin ‘ mentufactories, special places set asde by Klystar where
thought-directed inertia fields could twist meta into pre-arranged shapes.

And why not?it seemed that nothing wastoo crazy for the Erspiaworlds,
By now they were beyond Klyston and making for abare moor. Laedo turned to the wizard.

“Ligento me. A few milesnorth of hereisalarge meta structure. A young woman istrapped init. You
must help her."

Harmasch did not even hear him. “Change your Swirlite heart in these your last moments. May you find
peacein Klystar's bosom."

He dropped from the cart and began walking back to the town.
The cart stopped. Laedo was taken by the arms and helped to the ground.

A numbness of will had come over him. How did he arrive in this situation? How could he have behaved
soincautioudy in anew and unknown culture? The genidity and apparent harmlessness of Klyston's
people had mided him, he told himsdlf. He had been unable to imagine that they would put him to desth
for what was to him no more than amischievous discourtesy.

Dire consequences were flowing from hisfailure. He was about to lose hislife. Worse, he had incurred
bad karma. He would never now be able to carry out his bound duty, which wasto deliver his cargo of
cavorite. And poor Histrinawould die of thirst or suffocation, locked in the lead-lined cabinet.

The method of his execution was now revealed to him. A cord with alead weight on each end was
wrapped around his neck. The guards retreated, and asthey did so the lead weightsrosein the air.

A quartet of magicians surrounded him, keeping a distance of about twelve feet. They were
concentrating, their eyes on the lead weights. The weights moved in diametrically opposite directions,
tightening the cord, which bit into him.

Hewas being garrotted by ‘magic'!

Choking, hefdl to the ground, unable to raise his hands to stay the weights, which surged away from one
another asif with awill of their own. Therewasaroaring in hisears. He felt histongue being forced from
hismouth.

Then suddenly, mercifully, the pressure eased. Magicians, guards and onlookers were fleeing with cries
of darm. He became aware of a chivvying cal from the middle distance.” Halloo! Halloo! Halloo!™

He struggled to hisknees, the strangling cord still uncomfortably tight about his neck. A troop of
horsemen was rushing in a agalop. They were astrange sight. Each rider held his steed'sreinsin hisleft
hand and twirled hisright arm over his head in aflailing motion. Each whirling arm seemed to be the base
of an air vortex which caught dust and debris thrown up by the horses' hooves: a ddliberately created
dust devil. Furthermore the dozen or so vortices eventually joined up to form aminor whirlwind which
accompanied the horesmen and trailed behind them.

These could only be‘ Swirlites, practising their rogue magic upon theair, carrying alittle piece of their
whirlwind-ridden country with them as aflag or banner.

Thewhirlwind died asthe ridersreined in and jostled around Laedo. One dismounted and carefully
unwrapped the ligature from around his neck. Then he drew a blade which was somewhere midway



between adagger and a broadsword, and with one deft dash severed the chain joining the handcuffs.
“Being nasty doneto, ocho? Not liking how you dingdong? Come swirl dongside.”

With one leap the Swirlite was astride his horse. Reaching down, he pulled Laedo up behind him.
The troop cantered off the way it had come.

L aedo now had time to examine hisrescuers. They were clad in makeshift garments, rags, or smply
grasskirts. They seemed full of energy, chattering continualy in clipped, digointed phrasesand
gaculations—a patois or dang which Laedo suspected they made up asthey went along.

Most societies had their rebels who defied convention. 1t seemed the mood-mapped world of Erspia-4
had catered even for that.

L aedo wasn't much of ahorseman, so he was glad when the Swirlites pulled up, dismounted and made
camp. What followed was like an insane festival, amadcap round of capering, cavorting, yipping and
halooing, armsflailing over heads, air vortices bending thisway and that, conjoining and separating.

The man whose horse he had shared, limbs bound about with bands, abrief cloth kilt hanging from his
wais, his skin filmed with sweet from his exertions clapped an arm round Laedo and offered him ahunk
of bread smeared with some foul-smdlling cheese.

“You no straight, oho? No dave of Klystar's moods, oho? Like us, be you. Carry own craziness, oho?
Bond with usto Swirl. Mad-happy.”

Politely Laedo bit into the bread. No wonder these Swirlites were feared and hated. They were heretics.
They rgected Klystar! Probably they failed to redlize that their own menta outlook was not
self-generated elther. That, too, was dictated by Klystar's mood generators. An idiosyncratic state of
mind was better ableto maintain itsaf when crossing into other countries, that was al. Klystar had given
Swirl dl the advantages of lunacy.

Did the Swirlites have their own socid outcasts, who lacked the vitdlity for alife of ceaseless partying and
erratic behaviour? Laedo would certainly have been one of those. He ate the bread, then lay himself
down ashort distance away to get some deep.

When he awoke it was dark and the Swirlites had findly tired themsalves out. They lay deeping, tumbled
over one another, one or two draped over their horses. Laedo stole away by starlight and headed out in
the direction he gauged the projector station lay.

It was not hard to find it. He knew when he had crossed the Neutralian border. Hot thoughts of killing
entered hismind. He wasin murder country. He found the canyon, then climbed up to his cargo ship.

What ardlief it would beif hewereto kill Histrinal No more keeping an eye on her, no more remorse for
al the harm and killingshe had done. No more having to think of her eventua welfare. Sometimes being
ethical just didn't make any sense. He thought of what a pleasure it would be to choke the life out of

her...

Heforced the thoughts away and opened the cabinet. As he expected, she came at him with the strength
of amadwoman, scratching, tearing and biting. Subduing her was difficult, but he did it by half-suffocating
her. He dragged her into the projector station and tied her securely down to acouch, where she
continued screeching her hatred once she recovered.

Wearily he spoke to the control board. “ Take usto Klystar. Y et again.”



Sedatdly the station rose into the star-speckled sky.

SX
"Don't Love the Third One"

Before very long yet another Erspiaworldlet glowed in the darkness, svelling until it dmost filled the ova
viewscreen. One could easly haveimagined it to be afull-sized planet.

It displayed anew physicd feature, though not one as bizarre as Erspia-3's. It possessed a moon.

The satellite wastiny, perhaps seven milesin diameter, and orbited just outside the shalow atmosphere.
A natura body that Sze would have been irregular in shape, but this was no asteroid. It was spherical.
Which meant that it had to be artificid, likeits primary.

An equdly artificia sun, occupying awider orhbit, lit both bodies. The projector station swooped towards
the three-body formation, briefly fooling Laedo into thinking it was going to land on the moonlet. But then
it veered aside and made for the planetoid.

Laedo glanced at Histrina. Since leaving Murder County (as he thought of it) she had calmed down,
emboldening him to release her from her bonds. She had spent thefirgt part of the journey describing the
various gruesome waysto kill him that had occurred to her while down on the patchwork world,
following that with an account of her past misdeeds, related in minute detail, together with thoughts of
future ans shewould like to commit. It was adreary, insane litany, told in amaundering tone. Laedo was
glad when shefell silent and watched the new world asit came closer.

The projector station deviated from the approach paths it had adopted earlier and circled Erspia-5 twice
before entering the atmosphere. Gradually descending and losing velocity, it continued to hurtle above the
landscape, allowing the character of the fifth Erspiaworld to become evident. It was a peaceful -looking
planetoid of neat villages, ploughed fields and grazing herds. More than any of the others, it resembled
Histrinas homeworld of Erspia-1, except that there were none of the swathes of destruction resulting
from the conflict between Ormazd and Ahriman.

The smilarity possibly struck Higtrinatoo. “ People,” she murmured, gazing on the villages as they passed
by. “Lots of people. Peopleto do thingsto."

“You're not going outside a al, unlessyouswear to behave yoursdlf,” Laedo countered firmly. “Even
then I'll be watching you the whole time. One hint of trouble and I'll lock you up for the duration.”

Histrina sank wearily on to the couch. “Oh, dl right.” She seemed not redly interested. Maybe Murder
County had burned her out. Either that, or being locked in the lead cabinet had brought her down.

Saling low with al the mgesty of alighter-than-airship, the station seemed to belooking for alanding
place. At length it settled on a grassy meadow just outside a medium-sized settlement.

The moon was apae yelow orb in the ky, devoid of markings. There had to be areason for its
presence, Laedo thought. Was there intermittent war between it and the planetoid, as with the split world
of Erspia-3?

Histrinaspoke. “Let'snot go outside yet. Let'sfornicate first.”

Laedo smiled faintly and shook his head. He couldn't be sure Histrinawouldn't use the occasion to bite
through hisjugular.



“Not tonight, Josephine.”

“ Josgphine? Who's Josephine?!

“Shewas... wel, never mind. | guess I'm no Napoleon, either.”
“Napoleon? Who's Napoleon?”

Laedo ignored her. The viewscreen showed crop-bearing fields, aswell as apasture for sheep and
another for cows. The outskirts of avillage crowded the edge of the screen. The houses were
picturesgque: black timber beams and thatched roofs.

Men who had been working in the fields were looking up at the projector ation with visible
astonishment, but with anotable lack of darm. Theimpression of imperturbability was reinforced when
they came plodding camly towardsit.

L aedo wondered how many Erspias there were, each with its own artificidly induced human quirk.
Thousands? For that matter, how did they manage to hang together in ardatively smal volume of space?

And was he doomed to tour them indefinitely in search of the mythica Klystar? Maybe he should stay
ingde and start ripping panels out to begin the possbly hopelesstask of gaining control over the
command system.

But in the end curiodty won out. Besides, there was dway's the hope of finding someone skilled enough
to make atransductor for his cargo ship.

“Weregoing outsde,” hetold Histrina. “Now remember, | meant what | said. I've had more than enough
of your misbehaviour. If you kill anyone, or serioudy injure anyone,I'll kill you. Mysdlf. Straight away."

She looked gtartled, then pouted in her usual fashion. Mogt likdly shedidn't in the least believe him, andin
that shewasright. He saw her wickedness as an imposed evil, not her own fault. It would be unethical to
kill her, unless absolutely essential in order to protect others.

But sdlf-interest was the one thing she would understand and respond to, after dl, and it might help to
plant some smdl doubt in her mind.

“Well, let's go and see what's weird about those people out there,” he said. “ There's bound to be
something.”

Ligtlesdy Higtrinafollowed him to the portd. The stairway snaked down to the grass.

The three who had been approaching stopped to stare up at them with blank faces as they came out and
stood on the platform. The clothing of the villagerswastypicaly rustic: clumpy boots, loose trousers of a
coarse, thick material, and wai st-length smocks.

Laedo met thair ares with one of hisown.
“IsKlygtar here?’ he demanded loudly.

The labourers scratched their heads and looked questioningly at one another. Then one answered ina
polite voice.

“No one of that namein our village. Could you have come to the wrong place?’

Laedo let it pass. “Do you have anyone skilled in metalwork?"



“That's Ebrok the smith you'll be wanting. He makes dl our tools and suchlike.”

Laedo grunted his disappointment, remembering Hoggora's metalworker on Erspia-1. A village smithy on
Erspia-5 would work to about the same standard, he imagined.

He descended the steps. Histring, with awinsome smile, descended behind him. As her foot touched the
turf theloca men deferentialy fell back, ducking their heads.

“Pleased to meet you, maam,” they muttered together.

Then they glanced nervoudy overhead. The man who had answered for them pointed up at the moon.
“You arent fromthere , are you?’ he asked in hushed tones.

“No, we're not from there,” Laedo assured him.

He congratulated himself. These people did fear the satdllite, as he had guessed. But the loca's next
words contradicted him.

“I thought not. No one ever comes from there. So where do you come from, in that big ... contraption
you have?'

Laedo stedled himself to deliver incomprehensible information.

“We come from another world, much, much further off than your moon. Y ou know the lightsin the sky
you see at night? The stars? Those are other worlds."

More scratching of heads. “Well, now, it's hard to see how there could be anotherworld . Asfor the
dars, we dways thought them the souls of children waiting to be born."

The speaker shook his head and sighed, wearing the amiably confounded expression of onetold
something remarkable but of little account. “'Y ou've come along way then, by Voluptus, and you'l be
needing refreshment, so wed befailing if we showed you no hospitdity. Come along and meet the folks.™

All three turned and strolled towards the village without a backward glance to seeif their invitation was
accepted.

L aedo wondered if it was worthwhile spending any time here, but once again curiosity got the better of
him. He beckoned to Histrina, and followed on.

Hewas struck by alack of reaction on the part of the farm workers. They accepted hisfantastic story
with no apparent wish to know more, and with no thought for possible dangers. Wasit stupidity, or the
habitua placidity of an anima without natural enemies? Theinhabitants of Erspia-2 had been like that,
and their passivity had hidden asinister menace. But then they had been genuingly stupid, making no
artifacts and with no socia organisation. These people had to be smarter—they had an ordered society,
built houses, farmed and made tools.

So had Klystar included arurd idyll among hisworlds? A peaceful culture without perils or problems?
Perhaps as a control culture with which to compare the others...

But then there was the business of the moon...

In afew minutesthey had entered the village, which was arranged around alush central green shaded by
fruit trees. Laedo noted rough dirt roads, scratched out of the landscape by use done, vanishing into the
countryside, presumably leading to other villages.



The atmosphere was tranquil. The timber-framed houses, with their glasdess shutter windows, were
interspersed with workshops. They passed a cobbler tapping at a nearly-finished boot, hiswareslaid out
under an awning. Nearby was the promised smith, hammering red-hot metal on an anvil. Laedo guessed
that the local economy used some form of barter, or even asystem of mutual obligations. A number of
women were about, accompanied by their children, the girls dressed the same astheir mothersin long
drab skirts and shapeless blouses, with no attempt at beautification. Thiswas a society where
appearances did not matter very much.

Higtrina, in acomparatively skimpy shift borrowed from the projector station's supplies, fetched startled
glances, even more so0 than Laedo in hisform-fitting duty suit. Her gaze roved over the bodies of the men
present, but haf-heartedly. They were an unexciting bunch at that, L aedo thought, both men and women.

Stll, they were friendly and welcoming. Thefield labourers' spokesman turned his affable, ingenuous face
to Laedo. “My nameis Brio Fong. My wife Neliewill have food for us shortly.”

Then he made aloud announcement to al within hearing.
“We have vigtorsfrom far away! Meet our guests!”

Knowing how suspicious of strangersrural communities could be, Laedo was reassured to see men,
women and children wave and amile, the children following their progress with open curiogty. At the end
of thevillage's Single street yet more children spilled from the open door of a cottage, running to and fro
between the interior and the dusty thoroughfare. “Behave now, children!” Brio Fong cried joviadly.
“Remember your mannersin front of guestd™

And indeed the children did fall quiet, lining up and watching in fascination as Laedo and Histrinawere
ushered into the cottage. In a cosy but disordered room, athin woman with adrawn face was stirring a
large pot hung over an open fire. From it came an gppetisng smdll of stew.

“Put food on the table, Nellie!” Brio ordered with gusto. “ Our friends have come along way! They are
hungry!"

Nellie Fong regarded the newcomers with interest. “Then you are not from Crosshatch, or Bubblespring,
or any village nearby? Indeed | don't think I've seen you before.”

Brio laughed chidingly. “Why no, woman! They are not from avillage a dl! They come from the sky and
floated down on Butterly Meadow! In asort of, er, flying house, | suppose you could call it."

Awe and fright came to Nellie's bony face. The wooden spoon dmost dropped from her fingers. “From
the sky! Y ou're not from the Heavenly Mansion?"

Again Brio chortled. “No, no, no, woman! Nobody ever comes from there! Our guests hail from even
further off! From the other worldsl Theworldsin the sky! Y ou know about those, surely?’

“Worldsin thesky?’ echoed Nellie.
“Of course! What apatch of befuddlement you are, girl!"

Nélie stared blankly, then appeared to dismiss the matter. Her face cleared. “Well, aslong asyou love
and serve our Lord Voluptus, | supposethat'sdl right.”

With that, she returned to the stewpot.

“Who isthis*Voluptus?’ Laedo enquired politely. “ That's the second time | have heard the name today."



Brio, Ndlie and their several children gasped and seemed astounded by hiswords. Nelliewasthe first to
recover hersdf. “Y ou mean you don't worship the Lord Voluptus?*

“I'm afraid not,” said Laedo, dightly taken aback. “We have never heard of him."

Nellie laid down her spoon, straightened hersalf and faced them with hands on hips. “ Then what amercy
it isthat you have cometo us, poor heathen savages that you are—shoo, children, shoo! Out and play!”

Armswindmilling, she drove the young ones from the house and dammed the door behind them. “Not
heard of Voluptus? How could oneimagine such athing! Though thereisthetae of the village of Molem
in olden times, al of whose people turned their backs on VVoluptus. Well! It isup to usto put you right!™

Nelliewasclearly inthe grip of rdigious zed. “ The Lord Voluptusisthe source of al our blessings. He
makes the crops to grow, and the beasts of the field to bear their young. Y es, and the people, too! There
would be no onel&ft in the world if he did not bestow children on us. Now anyone may easily seefor
themsdavesthat Voluptusisred, for you can see his Heavenly Mansion floating up in the sky.” Witha
frown she added, “I suppose you can seeit from your world, too?"

L aedo answered with avague wave of his hand. “What happened to the people of Molem?"
Brio spoke up. “Why, the Lord Voluptus gathered them to his bosom, to show hisforgiveness.”

That sounded to Laedo like a distorted memory of forcible mass transportation to Erspia-5's tiny moon,
sometimein the past.

But for what purpose? Was Voluptus an dternative name for Klystar? He recalled how the projector
Station had seemed to hesitate on passing the moon, asif about to land on it. The place might be worth

invedigating.
“There's no question about it, you must stay until the Festival of Light,” Nellie Fong was saying. “It'sonly

two days away. Then you can go home and explain to everyone there how wonderful it isto adore our
benefactor.”

Her face became suddenly stern. She cast a disapproving glance at Histrina before stepping to achest
againg awal and lifting thelid. “Y ou'll give our menfolk indecent thoughts dressed like that, my dear.
Here, put thison.”

Shedrew out agown of adrab brown colour, long-skirted and long-deeved, holding it up for arough
fitting before handing it over. Higtrina fingered the thick cloth, shrugged, then drew it over her head,
fumbling to fasten the buttonsin the front.

Ingpecting hersdlf, shetittered.
“Thisisamog like Courhart!"
“Isthat the name of your village?’ Néellie responded fussily. “How pleasant it isto be reminded of home.”

L aedo noticed a sudden sadness in Histrina's face, an expression he had not seen there before. Brio
Fong urged them to the long plank table, shuffling his shouldersin ebullient fashion. “Wearedl in
Voluptuss hands. Isthe med ready, Nellie my dear?"

“Ready itis, husband. Let usadults eat first. The children can comein later.”

“Please, | hope you are not giving us your children's supper,” Laedo protested anxioudly.



“Oh, theré's no need for that!” she assured him. “Lord Voluptus gives us full crops and abundant cattle!
Our children never go hungry, and what ablessing it isto have them. But don't love the third one."

She said the last absent-mindedly, asif repesating a piece of popular wisdom. They ate from wooden
dishes, washing the food down with mugs of an unfamiliar hot beverage which tasted sweet and peppery
at the sametime. Then the children were alowed back in. There were five of them, three girlsand two
boys ranging in age from about three to about ten or eeven. Laedo's eyefel on the third eldest. Shewas
adglent, pale-faced girl of Sx or seven, dressed in agrubby smock. Something about her was different
from the others. She was more subdued, more isolated. She came and stood silently by Laedo's knee, as
if seeking to draw comfort from astranger.

Don't love the third one. |t was an odd saying. But then, rura cultures had many strange sayings drawn
from ancient legends, with no particular contemporary meaning.

He put the matter from his mind and watched the young members of the family eet. The scene was
refreshingly normal, after everything he had seen on other Erpian worlds.

Once they had eaten the children were alowed to play indoors for awhile, and then were packed off
upstairs to bed. Laedo thanked his hosts and announced that he and Histrinawould return to their

Spacecraft.

Brio Fong would hear none of it. He explained that the villagersliked to congregete in the evenings, in
what sounded like a cross between acommunity hal and atavern. Nellie ins sted she would stay indoors
in case the children needed her. Laedo and Histrina followed Brio through the front door.

Sunset was not a drawn-out process on any of the Erspiaworlds. Asthey |eft the cottage the little sun
dipped rapidly below the nearby horizon and darknessfell like acurtain.

The half-moon was high in the sky and cast apae silvery light. Laedo had visited Earth, and had seen the
moon gazing down from the night sky there. The scene here was uncannily amilar; for the moon
appeared about the same sizein the sky as on Earth, though its surface was without markings.

Brio told them that the moon passed overhead six times aday. Laedo assumed its orbital speed was
controlled artificidly, rather than dictated by the equaly artificid gravity of itsprimary. Therdatively high
rate of orbital revolution would make senseif the moon was being used for surveillance of Erspia-5's
surface.

But you wouldn't need a seven-mile-diameter moon in order to do that.

The community hall was crowded. Everyone was curious about the new arrivas. The hal itsdf waslarge
and comfortable, provided with alcoves, benches and tables. I1lumination was the same asin the Fongss
cottage: oil lampswhich gave out awarm glow and somewhat smelly fumes. At one end stood a counte,
from which amildly acoholic beverage was dispensed. No currency was exchanged, but the bartender
chalked tallies on wooden boards. Laedo congratulated himsalf on having guessed correctly. Thiswasa
NO-MONey economy.

He and Higtrinareceived mugs of the beverage—called ‘ beer'—gratis, either on the house or on thetally
of some villager or other. Soon they settled into a pleasantly relaxed mood. Laedo let Histrinado most of
thetalking. Thiswas easy, snce the villagers found her the more fascinating of the two. He had to admit
that a pretty girl who had dropped out of the sky was more of adraw than a disgruntled middle-aged
man, even when he also had dropped out of the sky.

The Ergpians were eager to know about the world Histrina came from. A world from beyond their moon



was anovel concept. She described it as pretty much like their own, then went on to speak of the
worship of the Good Lord.

It was as though she had temporarily forgotten about the evil Ahriman, her master of late. The Good
Lord was, she said, the source of everything that was wholesome and pleasant. One only had to follow
himto live ahappy life.

She might aswell have been preaching a sermon by an Ormazdian priest. “ Tush, and Brio told usyou
knew nothing of Voluptus” exclaimed a plump woman who was the wife of aman called Gollopy.
“That's Voluptus you are speaking of, surely.”

“No, hisnameisn't Voluptus,” Histrinareplied doubtfully. “He has aname, a secret name, though it isn't
redly secret, which we are told to cal upon in times of temptation. | don't know if | ought to tell it to you,
but it's Ormazd.”

The name mystified them. “1'm sure it must be V oluptus by another name,” Gollopy'swife said fussily.
“Can you see the Heavenly Mansion from where you live?'

“That big round light in the Sky? No, we don't have one of those, just asun.” Histrinafrowned. “ Of
course, theresthe other god, Ahriman. He makes you want to do wicked things and triesto turn you
againgt the Good Lord."

Therewas a pause. “Then it must have been he who corrupted the people of Molem in olden times,”
someone ese said. “But don't worry, your god of wickedness has no disciples here. Perhaps he wouldn't
be known on your world, ether, if you lived closer to the Heavenly Mansion.”

A troubled look came over Histrina. She changed the subject. “ Do you know what happens when you
die?If you have listened to the Good Lord during your life then your soul goesto paradise and you are
given everlasting happiness. But if you gave yoursef over to Ahriman then you have everlasting torment.”
She shuddered and seemed to shrivel. Laedo found the spectacle remarkable.

“Oh but you're wrong there, my dear,” Gollopy's takative wife assured her. “ Anyone lucky enough to be
one of Voluptussfavourites goes to the Heavenly Mansion, and for themitis the Mansion of Pleasure
wherethey do liveforever, that'strue. But asfor the rest of us, well, one lifetime of blessingsis enough. It
would be ungrateful to expect more."

Histrinaonly looked confused on hearing this. Laedo thought it unusud for aprimitive culture not to have
some conception of life after death. Perhapsit went along with the villagers contentment, their lack of
excitement and absence of anything more than superficid curiosity. Many of them spoke of having
walked out to Butterly Meadow to view the projector station. Apart from its awesome size they smply
saw it asadull-coloured lump, its metd surface scored and pitted as it was by micrometeorites. Its Sated
role asavehiclefor travelling between worldsfell flat in their imaginations.

Laedo sighed to himsdlf. Perhaps alife without change or stress was best after all.

Despite offers of shelter for the night, he persuaded Hidtrina to return to the station. Saying goodnight to
their new friends, they staggered in tipsy fashion across the meadow. The moon was once again lifting
itself above the horizon. To Laedo's surprise Histrinatook his hand in hers asthey walked along. Inthe
main lounge, she threw off the drab all-covering gown and threw hersdf on acouch.

“It'sfunny,” shesaid, “I don't fed theway | have been feding latdly.”

Her voice was subdued, dmost plaintive.



“What do you mean?’ Laedo asked.

“Wall, dl that ... dreadfulness. The bad things I've done. The people I'vekilled. | don't fed like doing
such thingsany more."

Helooked at her quizzically, recalling his earlier ideathat the murder and suicide rays might have burned
the badness out of her.

Or maybe she was just exhausted. He couldn't take anything for granted.
“What about fornication?’” he asked her. “Do you still want to do that?"
She blinked. “1 don't see why not.”

“Y ou seemed to think it's almost as bad as murder before.”

“Did 1?1 don't know why. What harm doesit do? | wouldn't like to do the other things any more,

though.”

Invitingly shesmiled at him.

But hewastired.

And dill not sure of Higtrina
Heyawned. They dept separately.

He awoke late next day. If Erpia-5 followed the pattern of the other Erspiasit had aday of twenty-eight
hours. For some still unexplained reason this more accurately represented the natura deeping and waking
cycle of human beings than did the home planet Earth's day of twenty-four hours. Which meant that
Laedo had dept long indeed. He recognised that he was getting tired: atiredness born of frustration.

Still, that frustration might be coming to an end. It could be that Erspia-5's moon would be the end of the
projector station's manic search.

He had eaten breakfast before he discovered that Histrinawas not in any of the degping chambers. The
gown given her by Néllie Fong was missing, too. She had |eft the Sation.

Outside, men worked in thefields, as before. They waved to him. Brio Fong was not among them,
however. Laedo walked into the village and took himsdlf to the Fongs's house.

The two youngest Fong children were playing on the doorstep. The door was gjar. Laedo knocked
politely and peered within.

Histrinawas aready there, asssting Nellie, who was dressing the quiet young girl Laedo had noticed the
day before. She was clearly being prepared for a specia occasion, not in everyday wear, but in ashiny
dress of bright colours, flounces and frills. The two older children were Sitting beside their father,
watiching in slence.

The girl in the dress appeared to be dmost in a state of shock.
“We're getting Hel sey ready for the Festival of Light!” Histrinaannounced gaily as Laedo entered.
“Oh, indeed, thisis her specid day,” Nellie Fong added with pride, fussing with pins and tucks.



So that wasit. The girl had been chosen to play arolein areligious ceremony. Evidently she was nervous
of the attention she wasto receive, which to ashy young girl could be intimidating.

Don't love the third one. Laedo thought he had an explanation now. There must be amyth or legend
which made every third child especialy favoured by Voluptus, so much so that it rendered the parents
love dmogt superfluous.

Thefitting finished, Nellie combed out Helsey'slong, fair hair and tied it with ribbons. Brio and the older
children clapped and complimented her. She did indeed look pretty, but Laedo wished she would smile
occasiondly.

Helsey was put back in her drab brown smock while Nellie settled down to titch the tucksin the
ceremonid dress. Brio had taken the day off from hiswork and cuddled and hugged his daughter often,
inatouching display of affection.

“Youare atending the Festival yoursalves, aren't you?” Ndlieinssted to Laedo and Hidtrina, “ After all, it
only comesonceayear."

L aedo assumed the years were measured by the harvests, unless Klystar had arranged aclimatic cycle
for Erspia5, which was unlikely.

“Of course!” Histrina promised eagerly.

Fatdigticaly Laedo agreed. Some time soon he wanted to visit the planetoid's moon, but he wasin no
hurry.

Despite Histrina's apparent good behaviour, he kept an eye on her for the rest of the day. Once or twice
he attempted to engage Hel sey in conversation, but the child seemed to have developed aneed to be no

more than afoot or two away from at least one of her parents. aclinging desire moretypica of aworried
two year old.

Asever the Fongswere dl hospitaity, gladly including their guestsin the midday med, which wasalamb
roast lovingly prepared by Nellie, accompanied by mixed vegetables and followed by a sweet pudding.
The afternoon became an idyllic family scene. Laedo more than once observed Brio wipe atear from his
eye as he watched his daughter being fussed over by her mother. Whenever Helsey |ooked particularly
grained, Néliewould stroke her hair and whisper in her ear, a which the child would utter ardieved
giggle, only to relgpseinto slent sadness shortly afterwards.

The regular work of the community finished early that day. Instead an activity was undertaken on a
grassy field, on the opposite side of the village from Butterly Meadow. A platform was erected, overlain
with adeep blue cloth. Meantime straw was carried from abarn and spread al over thefidd.

Consequently there was no congregating in the drinking hall that evening. Laedo and Higtrinaretired to
the projector station, talked for awhile, then dept.

The next day dawned warm and bright. There had been no rain to wet the straw or spail the
proceedings—afact of which the villagers seemed to have been aware in advance. Brio had advised
them that the main ceremony would take place a mid-morning. After that, he added, with abrief twinkle
inhiseye, the festival would begin.

Following aleisurely breskfast, Laedo and Histrina set off. The village was deserted, every door closed.
From the distance they could hear music, and on coming to the meadow, saw musicians on the blue-clad
platform. There were two violins, alarge wooden flute, and atype of harmonium. Though not played



very expertly, the instruments achieved an organ-like effect, reminding Histrina of the sort of music that
was played in the chapd in her own village of Courhart. The entire adult population of the village was by
now trampling the hay that was strewn on the meadow, but surprisingly Laedo could see no childrenin
the crowd. The musiciansfinished their session and were replaced on the platform by a plump,
round-faced man in an untypica garb of scarlet knee breeches and purple waistcoat. Raising hisfaceto
the sky, he began to harangue in anearly shouting voice.

"Lord Voluptus! We thank you for your many gifts! Forgive us our sins, and guide us so that we
may know your love in our hearts! Receive now the service of our little ones and bestow upon us
the pleasure of your beneficence!”

There was more in the same vein, and Laedo soon stopped listening to it. He noted that the moon,
putative dwelling place of Voluptus, had moved directly overhead. At length the speaker concluded his
prayer, lowered his head, and gestured into the crowd.

The only children to be present, Helsey and three others around the same age, were brought forward and
lifted on to the platform, where they stood together in aline: two little girlsand two little boys, dl finey
turned out in their specia clothes. The gathering fell back, creating aspace in front of the platform. Laedo
could see the Fongs near the front. Their faces were pinched and strained.

Dead slence prevailed, until suddenly one of the boys began to blubber. The composure of the others
broke a this. Helsey Fong imploringly held out her arms.

"Mommy! Daddy! | don't want to go! | want to stay with you!"

No reply came. The air around the children was misting, forming a bubble about each of them.
Amazingly, their feet lifted off the platform. They were levitating, like puppets being raised up on strings.

The movement was dow &t firdt, but very soon it accelerated. The children were whipped up into the
sky.

Towards the moon.
In seconds they had dwindled and disappeared.

Don't love the third one. Laedo now realized how wrong his explanation had been. The saying was not
ameaningless relic of some half-remembered legend. It was aresponseto ared Stuation.
Disease-ridden societies of the past, with high infant mortdity, had preached a smilar wisdom: don't love
your children until they reach the age of ten. Because at least hdf of them will be dead before then.

The Fongs were relaxed now that the ordeal was over. The tension was gone from their faces. Brio was
uncommunicative, but confirmation came easly from the talkative Nellie. Every family'sthird child was
elevated to the Heavenly Mansion of Pleasure on reaching the age of seven, and lived therein perfect
happiness, forever and ever. Just what that happiness consisted of was vague. “ Oh, every kind of delight
and pleasure,” was dl Nelliewould say. “But above dl, how wonderful to servethe Lord Voluptus!”

Shetook pride in asserting that Hel sey had aways known she was special and afavourite of Voluptus,
and that she was destined to leave her family and go to the Heavenly Mansion. Like every other third
child, it had been impressed on her how fortunate she was.

If Laedo was any judge, Helsey did not want to be specid, or fortunate.

He drew away from the others and rgjoined Histrina, who was gazing up at the paldy shining satdllite.



“What goes on up there, do you think?"
“Maybe we could go and take alook.”
“It wasincredible the way they shot up into the sky!"

Laedo smiled wryly. The children's spectacular ascent was smply one more gpplication of the exquisite
control of inertid fields exhibited on al the Erspiaworlds. After everything he had seen, transferring
someone to the orbiting moon in a salf-enclosed bubble of air was no grest trick.

Others were looking upwards too. The crowd, which had given rise to a subdued hubbub, fell slent
agan.

The phenomenon known asthe Festiva of Light began.

It was as though the sky was a canvas to which an artist was applying washes of colour one after
another. First came atrand ucent mauve which streamed down as though spreading through blotting
paper. Then came asmilar wash of aclear, glasdike cerise, followed by saffron, ashining lemon yellow,
addightful light green, and apae purple. Without pause the waves of coloured light sifted down andin
seconds were faling on the meadow.

The crowd mooed with anticipation, and as the changing colours phased, the scene was transformed.

L aedo found his perceptions atering, subtly at first, then to a startling degree. Outlines became sharper,
colours brighter but a the same time softer. The people around him were asif seen under the influence of
apsycheddic drug, or asif they werein asurredist painting. Redlity had dtered. Time had dowed. His
skintingled.

Thetingling was only a premonition. After about aminute his body exploded with pleasure. Erotic desire
seized hold of him and shook him like atree in the wind.

Thiswas not an influence imposed from without, as with Klystar's thought beams. It welled up from
within, asthough every sexud desire he had ever experienced thus far was no more than a seeping or
leaking from adam which now had burst.

Pleasure ... pleasure ...the coloured lightwas pleasure. The pleasure was the light. He moved in pleasure
asafish swimsin water. There was music, too, mus ¢ which loosened the heart and melted
restrictions—but when he listened closdly, there was no music, hisbrain wasinventing it in hisdelirium.
Not far away he saw Nellie Fong. Her eyes were glazed, her facein asulk of prurience. She was
fumbling with the buttons and hooks of her long drab gown. Soon it was diding from her to fal in aheap
on the ground. Beneeth it she wore an equally long and rather grubby shift. That, too, did off, and Ndlie
Fong, prim and proper middle-aged wife and mother, stood naked on the spread straw.

Previoudly her scrawny body and wasted breasts could only have repelled Laedo. Now he wasfilled
with anirresstible need to use her. Without even redlizing it he had cast off his utility garment and was
also naked. He and Néellie eyed one another, then came together. A sour reek came from her, but that
only excited him al the more. She ground her pudendum against him, her breeth coming in gasps, but that
was not what he wanted. He grabbed her by the haunches, turned her back to him, seized her thin wrists
in one hand and pushed her arms up, forcing her to bend over. Her narrow, amost fleshless buttocks
angled up at him. Roughly he plunged his stiffened phalusinto her reveded anus. He seemed to fed her
glorious pain as he ddivered vigorous thrusts. The orgasm, when it came, sent pears of sgpphire
brilliance flashing likejagged lightning behind hiseyebdls.

He pushed her off his phalusand sent her sprawling face-first on the straw. Everyone around him either



had or was disrobing. Scenes of maddened carnality were unfolding. The meadow was caught within a
rainbow, colour succeeding colour, melding and mixing, each colour bringing even more intense pleasure.
Theair wasfilled with what his mind interpreted as strident orchestral music, but which in actudity wasa
cacophony of shouts, mewlings, grunts and screams. He saw Brio Fong in boisterous coitus with Histrina,
Then, before he knew it, he had become part of asquirming mass of bodies pressing and diding against
one another, male and female. He had taken pleasure-enhancing drugs before, but this was ecstasy such
as he had never imagined, another universein which hands, fet, legs, arms, bellies, buttocks, chests,
backs, lips, genitas, were only there for the sake of excitement and voluptuousness.

At some point he again saw Néellie Fong. Shewasin the midst of a heap or knot composed of herself and
ten men. Her stick-like legs were splayed a an extraordinarily lewd angle. Two distended penises were
stuffed into her vagina, two up her anus. She was boggle-eyed at the two more being crammed into her
grosdy distended mouth, while she dso gripped two in each fist, pumping them in dternating pistoning
motions.

Then shewas|ogt to view amid roiling flesh. After what seemed like years spent in eternity, but whichin
clock time was about two hours, the mellifluous curtains of colour faded. Mundane redlity returned. The

moon was low on the horizon. Golden, glorious bodies became, for the most part, the lumpen forms of
village dwdlers who picked themsaves up dazed and exhausted, and began looking for their clothing.

Where were the village children while the orgy wasin progress? Presumably locked away in their houses
safe from adult goings-on. The waves of light would be restricted to the designated meadow and smilar
meadows across Erspia-5.

And the ‘third ones? Laedo now was wondering just what kind of ‘services they were required to
perform in the Heavenly Mansion.

SEVEN
Moon of Doom

“That wasfantasticl” Histrinaexclamed. “ Even better than the orchidds”
“I must admit | enjoyed it too,” Laedo agreed. “But it's still manipulation.”

They werein the projector station'sliving quarters. Their return from the  Festival of Light' had |eft them
still somewhat aroused, and they had continued erotic practices with one another for awhile. Then they
hed falen adeep.

It was now the following day. L aedo was considering what to do next. He was half convinced that
‘Voluptus wasin fact Klystar, and that Erspia-5's moon was his dwelling place.

Of course, he only had the word of the Guardians of Ormazd that therewas abeing called Klyster at all.
But someone had fashioned the Erspiaworlds. Whoever it was possessed atechnology in advance of
mankind's.

What kept the Erspiaworlds together as a group, for instance? They werein interstellar space and
should have drifted gpart. Artificid inertid fields—those known to human technology, at any rate—acted
over short distances only. Y et the planetoi ds were thousands of miles gpart, and had remained grouped
together for acentury at least.

Would the projector station head for the moon if he again asked it to take him to Klystar? Perhaps, but
perhaps not. If he wanted to see the moon, a better bet would be to use his own cargo ship.



Should he bethinking of visiting the moon at al? Should he not get down to gaining control of the
projector station's drive? There was no guarantee of success there either. While the station seemed fairly
ampletechnicdly, ‘Klystar’ had very likely made sure the human Guardians of Ormazd could not seize
control of it prematurely. For that matter, he didn't know if the Sation really could reach a
human-inhabited world as‘Klystar’ had promised.

If only he had aforming machine and the right grade of stedl, he could probably make atransductor for
hiscargo ship himsdf...

But in the end he had to admit that getting home was no longer his sole motive. He had seen five
experimentsin socia engineering where human beings were treated as though they wereantsina
formicarium.

He wanted to know what it was al about.
“All right, Histrina,” he said, “do you want to vigt the Heavenly Manson?

Eagerly she agreed. “If the Festival of Light was so good, think what the Mansion of Pleasure must be
likel"

“Don't count onit,” hetold her. “That was a bribe, one good enough to persuade people to give up their
children—with some rdigious propagandathrownin.”

Thefirst problem was to secure the projector station during their absence, though he imagined the
villagers would be too polite to enter it uninvited. The porta had no manua locking mechanism on the
outside. Instead, as he had ascertained during hisfirst encounter, it responded to aradio code. He and
Higtrinatransferred to the cargo ship. He lifted from the surface of the station, descended until the hatch
camein view, and transmitted abrief burst. The hatch obediently closed.

Laedo again touched the controls. The cargo ship ascended into the Sky on its manoeuvring engine,
quickly traversing the atmosphere. The stars gppeared and the tiny sun blazed hard without the softening
effect of the air blanket. The moon, which on take-off had been heading for the horizon, lay ahead,
glowing inthelight of the sun and three quarters gibbous, amellow, yellow-white globe.

Stll using the manoeuvring engine, Laedo flew closeto thetiny world. Its atmosphere, vishle asaradiant
nimbus, appeared to be deeper than the atmospheres of the Erspia worlds themsalves, but then he
redlized that thiswas an illusion produced by the moon's smdler diameter. The air had to be deep enough
to have a breathable density at ground level.

“The Mansion of Heavenly Pleasure,” Higtrinabreathed, her eyes shining. “1 can't wait!"

“I told you not to anticipate things, Histrina,” Laedo rebuked. “Whatever's down therewon't be what you
expect. Haven't you learned that by now?'

“Oh, you dways want to spail things."

They entered the atmosphere and descended in ashdlow dive. A curved landscape showed itsalf.
Features gppeared: low ralling hills, isolated valeys and canyons. Mostly, though, the moon congisted of
alevd plain, dull yellow in colour. Laedo got theimpression it was coated with yellow moss.

Oddly, he saw no open water. No rivers, lakes or sess. Cloud was rare, afew wispy streaks. Neither
did he see any growing crops or herds of animas. If there was any sizegble population it did not appear
to support itsdf by farming or hunting.



Therewas a population, however. The cargo ship camein sight of what could only be described as a set
of fabulous palaces. Histrinaoohed andaahed asthey circled the complex from the air. Pavilions, domes,
classical frontages, dl sparkledintheair.

Then Laedo spotted something which had been hidden from him at firgt, partly by the curvature of the
landscape and a so because it was concedled in adeclivity. It was an enormous long shape lying on its
side. Steering so asto hover over the object, Laedo was startled. Though old, battered and dented, its
metd skin scored, stained and pitted, the structure was till recognisable.

It was an interstellar passenger liner. But how old? One century? Two? Dropping lower, Laedo managed
to read the worn, patchy name on the liner's flank.

IFSExcelsior.

It took him afew moments to remember where he had heard the name. “ TheExcelsior, " he murmured.
“Didn't aship of that name disappearen route , early last century? They never did find her, did they?

He shook his head in irritation with himself. He was absent-mindedly asking Histrina questions she knew
nothing about. She was gazing blankly at theimage of the liner. After the wonders she had seen lately it
mede littleimpresson on her.

Even though, if Laedo was guessing correctly, her ancestors were among theExcelsior 's passengers and
crew. A vita question had been answered.

The missng arliner must be the source of Klystar's origina human stock.

He was about to move off when adight movement caught his atention. A figure had emerged from the
hulk and was waving frantically up at the cargo ship.

Laedo immediately took his vessdl down and landed a short distance away. “Wait here)” he said. “I'm
going outsde.”

In seconds he was standing on the surface of Erspia5's moon. The air smelled fresh, with afaint tang of
lemon. As he had thought, a springy yellow moss was underfoot, but there was no time to examineiit
more closely. The man from the starliner ran up to him.

“Thank God you've comeat last!"

Laedo stared at the stranger, who like himsalf wore a dark-coloured utility suit. He was stocky, with
intense brown eyes, his broad face fringed with black hair and a black spade beard. His demeanour was
agitated. It struck Laedo that his cast of facewasnot at al like that of Erspians generdly.

Narrow yellow stripes adorned the shoulders of hissuit. A badge of rank, most likely.

“My name's Garo,” he gasped. “I'm the Excelsior's purser. How many others are coming? Istherea
warship on theway? Tell me, for God's sake!™

Laedo swdlowed. “ Cam yourself,” he mumbled. Then he cleared histhroat and spoke up.

“I'm sorry, but no one elseiscoming. | am aClass CCC cargo carrier, but | am stranded, like you. My
main drive has a cracked transductor.”

The other's shoulders sagged. He groaned and turned aside. “Will rescue never come?”

Laedo had aquestion. “Did you say you are the ship's purser? Excuse me, but theExcelsior vanished



long ago. How areyou 4ill dive?!

“That's smple enough. I've spent thetimein astasis cabinet. I'm the only one to have escaped Klystar's
clutches"

“Thenthereis aKlystar?’ Laedo's eyes widened.

“Oh, therésaKlystar dl right,” Garo confirmed bitterly. “ Y ou'll find that out. He took al the others and
used them for breeding stock. | spent five days hiding in a sewer conduit. When the ship was empty |
came out and took to the cabinet. He knows I'm here but he leaves me aone—after al, I'm amost never
around. | come out and take alook every few years, and I've an darm rigged to detect any ship that
arrives. Rescuemust come some day.”

Laedo consdered this. A stasis cabinet was a by-product of the star drive. It could dow down time
withinit. The past century and a haf could have been only weeks or daysto Garo. Events of long ago
would seem of recent occurrenceto him.

“IsKlystar here?’ he asked. “On thismoon?'
Garo reacted nervoudy to the question. “ Y es, he'shere.”
“Can't you usetheExcelsior to get home?"

“No, Klystar saw to that. He junked the star drive and pretty well everything else. I've enough power to
run some lighting and the stasis cabinet. And I'vefood to last. But that's al.”

“Tel meabout Klystar."
“What isthereto tel? Hesamongter! But you'll see for yoursdlf. There's nowherefor you to go.”

Garo shot a sudden glance over Laedo's shoulder. He went pae. “ Here he comes now. 1'd better make
mysdf scarce.”

Laedo turned to look. A tal ‘ something' had appeared over the nearby horizon. It walked on two long,
thin legs, themselves astal as aman. The body was stubby, the head cylindrical.

Garo was running for theExcelsior . Laedo hesitated. Should he return to his ship and stick with
Hidrina?

But that would avail little against the dmost omnipotent Klystar. Laedo wanted more information. He
decided to follow Garo. Scrambling through a service hatch in pursuit of the ex-purser, he found himsalf
inadimly lit corridor. Looking back, Garo saw him, but shrugged and went on.

TheExcelsior was aghost ship. Corridors and salons boomed to the sound of their footsteps. The air
smelled stae. Eventualy Garo descended a companionway to astore room inwhich lay rows of cargo
containers. One of them had been opened. What it had contained stood alongside: a cabinet or chamber
with atransparent front. And visble within it, a straight-backed chair.

Thiswasthe stasis cabinet. The chief use of such adevice wasto preserve amortally injured person until
medical help could arrive. Occasiondly someone would useit to transfer himself to afuture century, a
lessrisky procedure than cryogenic freezing. Garo had been lucky to find one among the ship's cargo.

“Look,” said Garo, turning to Laedo, “thisisthe only stasis cabinet on the ship, and you can seethere's
only room for oneinit. If you get your ship working, please come and get me. | assume you'll do that,



with your ethical rating. Otherwise | suggest you make your way to one of the pleasure palaces. They'll
look after you there.”

“What happensin these palaces?’ Laedo asked.

Garo looked at him for amoment. “ The people there are servants of Klystar. They just sort of keep
things running. The young children who arrive are mostly assigned to sexud dutieswith the older servants.
Paedophiliaisaway of life here, | don't know why. Later they learn general duties.”

He paused before continuing in asombre tone. “ Those are the lucky ones. Others are assigned to
Klystar's special project.” He shuddered dightly as he turned to enter the cabinet. “1 don't want to talk
about that. | told you he'samongter.”

Laedo put ahand on hisarm to detain him. “Wait. Tell me more. What exactly happened to the
Excelsior?"

“Klystar seized her, of course, what do you think? Don't ask me how he did it. He gained remote control
and brought her here, then took everybody off and put them on the worlds he made. It's some kind of
experiment of his. Then he wrecked the engines and nearly everything ese.”

“How many Erspiaworlds are there?'
“I'm not sure. About ten, | think, not counting this moon.”
“What keeps them so close together?”

“Areyou stupid? They'rein aTrojan orbit. There are two brown dwarfs, orbiting haf alight year apart,
one bigger than the other. The Erspiagroup forms an equilaterd triangle with them.”

L aedo nodded. It was a much smpler explanation than he had imagined. Like the Trojan asteroids
sharing the orbit of Jupiter, the Erspiaworlds would be prevented from drifting away by the combined
attractions of the two brown dwarfs, drawn back whenever they began to deviate. It was the only stable
fixed configuration of three bodies permissible under gravitationd influence.

He had not been aware of the presence of the brown dwarfs, which would be invisibleto the eye. But his
ship's navigator had probably spotted them and made a course correction.

“The Erspians don't seem to know anything about their origins,” he commented.

“Of course not!” The remark exasperated Garo. “ It would spoil the experiment if they did, wouldn't it?
Do you suppose Klystar isn't able to fix that?"

Garo was becoming increasingly nervous, glancing frequently at the stasis cabinet. He seemed to fed he
wasonly ssfewheningdeit.

Which wasslly. Klystar would be ableto turn it off at any time. Even Laedo would be ableto, if it came
to that.

“Anything ese you want to know!” Garo shouted.
When Laedo didn't answer, he opened the door of the cabinet and stepped inside.

It was fascinating to watch the relativistic time dilation effect take hold. The instant Garo closed the door
behind him his movements began to dow. They continued to dow progressively, until by the time he had
sested himsdlf on the straight-backed chair he was virtualy immobile.



Laedo turned away. It wastimeto face Klydtar.

Cautioudy he emerged from theExcelsior and was shocked to find Klystar confronting him only afew
yards away.

The dien loomed over the Harkio man. The spindly legs stood as high as Laedo's shoulders. The earlier
impression of a sguat torso was confirmed. There were four arms, which were aso long and spindly. The
head was aturret, with arow of five eyes.

Klystar wore no clothing or artificid covering that Laedo could see. His body was yellow and dightly
shiny. Therewas no sign of genitals. Then was Klystar arobot? No, Laedo decided, he was of organic
origin. The shiny integument was a chitin-like substance.

After everything he had seen of Klystar's handiwork, Laedo found that he was awed and unable to speak
or act.

Theturret head rotated with deliberation, in little jerks. Each eye regarded Laedo in turn. Using
immeaculate Argot Galactica, though in arather reedy voice, Klystar spoke.

“Wereyou taking with Garo?"

“yes"

“Hecan't help you. Heislikeamiteliving in thewall, who comes out to et flakes of dead skin."
Klystar's head rotated again. He was examining the cargo ship.

Then he stirode away, on the same course he had been following when Garo first sghted him. Soon he
had disappeared over the horizon, as though waking down astairway and out of sight.

Laedo made up hismind. Hewould cal Klystar to account, superhuman though his technology might be.
He scurried after the enigmatic dien.

On reaching the point where Klystar had vanished, he found himsdlf looking down into abroad, shallow
valey ringed by an dmost continuousridge, like aring crater. In the ridge was agap openingonto a
doping path, and down this Klystar waswalking.

Thevdley contained sgns of habitation. There were swathes given over to the cultivation of grain
crops—afeature absent on the rest of the moon—and rows of barrack-like dwellings.

More prominent, and distinctly puzzling to Laedo's mind, was that scattered about the crater were
piled-up heaps of tumbled masonry, gpparently the collapsed ruins of grand monuments. At the sound of
Laedo's steps, Klystar stopped. His cylindrical head rotated ahundred and eighty degrees, like an owl's.
The middle one of hisfive eyesregarded Laedo, who waked closer and stared up at the unhuman facein

chdlenge.

“Why do you carry out experiments on human beings?” he demanded in asloud avoice as he could
manage. “ Don't you know it'swrong?”'

Klystar's head turned dightly, bringing the second eye from the I eft into line with Laedo. Another turn,
and the second eye from the right regarded him. Then the extreme | ft eye, followed by the extremeright

eye.
Laedo wasintrigued. Did Klystar's perceptions dter according to the order in which he used his eyes?



“Wrong?’ Klystar echoed, histone heavy with scepticism. “What isthe meaning of ‘wrong?*

“Ethicaly wrong. Surely you know what ethical means. It isnot right to use intelligent beings for your own
ends, without their knowledge or consent.”

Klystar gave vent to asigh. Laedo wondered where his voice was coming from. He could see no mouth.

“Firgt of dl, your speciesisnot intelligent in the proper meaning of theword,” Klystar said. “Aninteligent
being has control over his consciousness. He forms his own thoughts and does not allow othersto form
them for him. His menta stateisnot at the disposa of others. Thisisnot soin your casg, isit?'

“Weareasocia species,” Laedo argued. “We don't livein isolation. We interact with one another.”

“Yes, | am familiar with your socia organisation. It isafesture of the lower ordersof life. You arethe
mammalian parallel of the socid insects—ants, bees and termites, to name those that occur on your
origind Earth. The only differenceisthat where you are concerned the socid phenomenon incorporatesa
mild degree of intellectud functioning. But no human being would have any intellectud functioning at all
were he raised outside human society.”

“And you would?’ Laedo asked in amazement.

“Oneof my kind, if born and left to develop without any company or education, would grow up fully
conscious and with full reasoning ability. That isthe case with dl the intelligent specieswhich I-Klystar
have encountered, with the sole exception of yours. That iswhy I-Klystar took the trouble to study you.
You areacuriogty. You are aspecies which can think, to some extent, and yet which lacks inner
determination.”

Klystar's eyes shifted again. “ The condition can be attributed to your species having evolved too quickly.
Y our native biosphereislessthan four billion yearsold. Ten billion yearsisthe normativetime framein
which to evolve an intelligent species. A series of accidents on the Earth home world would appear to be
responsiblefor this premature development. Y our scientists must have wondered why your gaaxy rarely
contains anything higher than animd life"

“Yes, they have,” Laedo admitted thoughtfully. Klystar wasright. The galaxy abounded with life, but
nowhere did it get any further than the equivalent of amouse or ahorse or alizard, or afish or even a
bacterium. And yet many of the biospheres examined were much older than Earth's.

Astronomers had come up with an explanation which tended to agree with Klystar's assertion. The
planets and moons of the solar system were heavily cratered as aresult of long-term bombardment by
asteroids and meteorites. It came as a surprise to discover that the same had not happened to other
planetary systems, which had known more peaceful and orderly histories. Something unusua must have
happened to the solar system early on. It was now accepted that there really had once been a planet
between Mars and Jupiter, and that it had disintegrated, filling the system with dangerous debris. While
evolution elsewhere proceeded at a sedate pace, on Earth it had been forced to cope with recurrent
catastrophes—mass extinctions from asteroid strikes which sometimes had nearly extinguished the
biosphere altogether. The repeated twists and turns of fate had accelerated evolutionary change.

What could have shattered a planet? Collison between neighbouring worlds, while possible, would not
have scattered the fragments far and wide, as had happened. They would have dumped back together by
sdlf-gravitation. Something more energetic was needed, and for that one had to look outside the solar
system. The current hypothesiswas that an interstellar intruder, zipping through the solar system with
enormous velocity from high above the ecliptic plane, was the culprit.



Collison was more plausbleif aclugter of interstelar transents wasinvolved. Another might have siruck
Uranus aglancing blow, tilting its axisto its present unusud aignment nearly pardld toitsorbita plane.

So far so good. But for the accident to have resulted in a premature and haf finished mankind, flawed,
inadequate, below the cosmic standard, was a new and unwelcomeidea

“Comewith me” Klystar said. “I-Klystar will show you what | mean.”

He resumed striding down the rubble-strewn dope. Laedo followed. Once they neared the valley floor,
the crater's panorama vanished. The horizon intervened, leaving only thelip of the crater wall visibleto
theeye.

Klystar's approach had been noticed. A crowd of people poured from the barracks and fields to
welcome him. They reminded Laedo of primitives on someidand paradise, naked except for asmple
piece of white cloth worn around the waist, by both men and women. They fell to their knees before
Klystar, placing their hands together in an attitude of prayer.

A hoarse, windy voice arose from one of the older men.
"We have buried our dead, O Klystar! How have we failed?"

In astentorian voice, completely different from the one he had used when speaking to Laedo, Klystar
answered.

"YOU HAVE NOT HAD ENOUGH FAITH! BEGINAGAIN! HAVE MORE FAITH! YOU MUST
BEGIN A NEW TOWER TOMORROW!"

A chant grew from the crowd."We will have faith! We will begin again!"
The crowd melted away as the people returned from whence they had come.

“Look at thoseidiots,” Klystar said quietly. With one of hisfour thin lank arms he pointed to the nearest
pile of ruins on the horizon. It appeared to be the base of atower, surrounded by tumbled stone. “For
generations I-Klystar have been telling them to build atower twenty miles high so that they can climb up
it to heaven. It ismanifestly impossible to build atower that high with the materias available. On reaching
acertain height it collgpses and killslarge numbers of the builders. Y et do they ever losefaithin me? Do
they tell themselvesthat I-Klystar might be lying and perhaps am not even agod, asthey think? No, they
do not. They begin again. And smply because my persondlity is stronger than theirs.”

Such cynicism gppalled Laedo. But he was aso puzzled. Why should the mighty Klystar, whose deeds
were so avesome, come to resemble a corny Jehova?

At the same time there was something odd in the way the dien being referred to himsdlf as‘I-Klystar'. Or
wasit ‘I/Klystar'?

An inspired thought cameto him. He blurted it out immediately.
“You're not Klystar at dl, are you? What are you? A robot proxy? Or abiologica one, perhaps?’

'Klystar’ paused, before he answered, his tone neutra and matter-of-fact. “Y ou have acuity, for a
member of an inferior race,” he congratulated. “No, I-Klystar am not aproxy. | an ardlic. To be exact,
| am Klystar'sbody. Klystar himsdlf, that isto say hismind, or essence, isaway journeying. Methods for
moving material objects, such asthose used by your starships, are not fast enough for his requirements.
He uses atechnique which abstracts the individua from his corporeal form and expresseshimasa



pattern of consciousness and thought. This can be ingtantaneoudy transferred to an immense distance.”
“How?"

“By ameans known as Immediacy of Thought. It would betiresometo explain.”

“What happens at the other end?”

“A replacement body is needed as an instrument of action. Klystar forms one from available materias
wherethisispossble. Or he may arrange for one to be constructed beforehand.”

“How?"'
“Again, it would betiresometo explain.”
“len't thisarisky process? What if he can't get abody?

“Then heisunableto return. Y ou areright, there is adegree of uncertainty, but Klystar has no fear of
destruction. Better to die than to desist from the search for knowledge. Besides, Klystar has lived for
over amillion years as you measure time, and he haslearned to survive mogt accidentd events.”

L aedo thought over everything he had been told. “Y ou say you arejust abody, without Klystar's mind.
But you tak, walk about, appear to be arationa being."

“That isbecause Klystar's body has remanent intelligence of itsown, just as yours does. Wereit
otherwise, Klystar and yoursdlf would persondly have to supervise bodily functionslike digestion.”

Laedo laughed. “ Then you are no different from me! Y ou areinferior too!™

“If you like, but that is exactly the point. Klystar's discarded integument still has more intelligence than
doesyour entire species. In any case, | have been apart of Klystar. That makes adifference.”

“And therdigious cult you havein this crater? Isthat your work?'
“Itismy own little experiment in human gullibility.”

“I thought so0. To befrank, it lacks the grandeur of Klystar's set-ups. Y ou probably didn't even need to
use thought-beams. Human prophets aplenty have made people discard their reason, using nothing more
than persuason and charisma.”

“I-Klystar am sure you areright. But what a pity your speciesis so amenable to these ploys.”

L aedo changed the subject. “What happens when Klystar comes back? Will you be reunited with him?"
“No, thisbody isworn out. A new body will have to be prepared for Klystar's return.”

“So what will happen to you?'

“Either Klystar will destroy meor | will smply beleft to ageand die”

“And when is he coming back?"

“He has been overdue for some time now. Perhaps he has found something of unusud interest, or
perhaps he no longer wishesto review the results of hissocia experiments. There could be many reasons
for hislateness™



“Where has he gone?'
“To another galaxy, | believe. | do not know which one."
Laedo wasimpressed. “Is he native to this galaxy ?*

“Hiskind evolved on aplanet of an intergdactic star. Mogt intelligent beings have asmilar origin.
Gdaxies are generdly too young to have produced intelligent life."

Again Laedo paused for thought. “What if Klystar never comes back?"

“The experimentswill continue until the sunsrun out of power. That will bein about three hundred years
time"

“Why don't you act on your own initiative?’ Laedo challenged. “Y ou could bring this nonsenseto an end

“Y ou proposa does not make sense. I-Klystar am an aspect of Klystar. Klystar's wishes are law. Would
your hand disobey you?'

‘Klystar’ started back up the dope. Laedo hurried to keep up with him.

“If Klystar meets members of his own species, does he talk to them?’ he asked. * Or to members of
other fully intelligent species?’

“Thelatter ismore likely sSince his own speciesis scattered after so much time. When intelligent beings
meet they usudly trade knowledge. They havelittle socid interest in one another gpart from that."

L aedo reflected that according to what ‘Klystar’ had said, intelligence must currently be arare
occurrencein the universe, confined to those stars which happened to be older than the galaxies. Y et the
time would come when the gal axies themsd ves burgeoned with intelligence. The older generation would
then be eclipsed.

He was reminded of the overthrow of the ancient Titans by the younger godsin Greek myth.

“I wonder if you would do something for me,” he said. My ship needs arepair. The replacement of apart
which can be manufactured quite easily. Will you help me? Then | can continue my journey and return
home."

“I'mafraid | cannot allow you to leave the Erspiaworlds” ‘Klystar’ told him gpologeticdly. “Y ou would
summon help and jeopardise the experiment. Y ou will have to spend your remaining days here. Join the
gaff of one of the pleasure paaces. The time should pass enjoyably enough.”

It was the reply Laedo had expected, but it still annoyed him. “Klystar shouldn't have carried out the
experiment in thefirst place!” heretorted. *Y ou should study the doctrine of karmayoga . I'll explainit to
you. Thereisalaw of nature which gppliesto our actions, like the law of action and reaction in physics
except that it takes longer to work. Everything you do to another being, good or bad, rebounds on you.

If you act towards another in away which is hurtful or harmful, then at sometimein the future the
consequences of that action will strike you too. Think of the bad karmaKlystar is bringing on himsdf with
these experimentd”

“I am dready familiar with thekarmayoga doctrine,” ‘Klystar’ replied. “It involvestwo errors. Firdly, if
the universeisindeed an ethical congtruct, then the law of karma can gpply only to fully saf-directed
beings such as Klystar. Human beings lack inner unity, have only flickering consciousness, and do not



control their actions, and therefore cannot be held responsible for those actions. They are ethica blanks.”
“All right, but where doesthat leave Klystar?’ Laedo pressed earnestly. “ Heis self-directed!"

“Secondly, the universeis not an ethical congtruct, anyway, ‘Klystar’ continued implacably. “Thereisno
law ofkarma. Thereisno cosmic retribution. It is one of countless myths the human race hasinvented in
order to ddudeitsdf.”

L aedo's annoyance turned to anger. “Well, asyou're so clever | suppose you must beright, but it's il
thelaw! live by! Perhaps there's something you don't know. Perhaps the universeitself evolves by
producing conscious cregtures. Y ou say Klystar belongsto thefirst generation of such creatures,
spawned between the galaxies from the earliest sars. Perhapsthat generation isdeficient, primitivein
someway, afirg attempt. Perhaps the second generation will be better. Perhaps even we poor human
beings have quditieswhich Klystar'skind don't. The law of karmamight make its gppearancein future

ages.

‘Klystar’ stopped walking, gazing at Laedo, shifting his head to use yet another sequential combination of
hisfive eyes

“Areyou surethat you live according to the philosophy of karmayoga 7’ he enquired politdly. “I-Klystar
have been aware of your travels. The projector station which you appropriated has been reporting its
movementsto me. So I-Klystar know that you disengaged the Ormazdian thought beam, leaving only the
Ahrimanic beam to irradiate the world below it. Do you redize what horrors you have inflicted on
thousands of helpless people by so doing, smply in order to further your own ends? Whereis ‘right
action’ inthat?'

'Klystar’ strode on, but thistime Laedo did not follow him. He just ssood where he was.

Hewas stunned.

EIGHT
The Mansion of Pleasure

Laedo couldn't understand why he hadn't thought about this before. He distinctly remembered the
moment when, with amenta shrug, he had pulled the lever which switched off the‘good” Ormazdian
beam. Since then he had experienced not one flicker of conscience or remorse.

How could a Class CCC cargo carrier, with acorresponding ethical rating, have done such athing?

Then, too, he had locked Histrinaiin the radiation safe while he went exploring on Erspia-4, without
adequate provison for her plight should hefail to return.

Only one explanation occurred to him. Despite his precautions, the thought beams had affected him.
Without his being aware of it, he had become mentally confused.

It was, he conceded ruefully, yet one more confirmation of the human condition so belittled by ‘Klystar'.

Could athought beam affect Klystar himself? Presumably not. It was aquestion of individudity. Socia
insects such as ants, bees and termites had none. They could not distinguish one another asindividuas,
only as members of acaste: worker, drone or warrior. Klystar stood at the other extreme: he was pure
individua, able to achieve unaided what would take an entire society of human beings. He had no need of
companionship or co-operation.



Mankind stood midway between the two: asocia being with somelevel of intelligence. For that reason
human beings were susceptible to thought-moulding.

L aedo asked himsdf what he could do to remedy his dreadful act. Return the projector station to
Erspia-1 and switch the beam back on? He didn't yet know how to do thefirst. In fact ‘Klystar’ had
made it sound as though he never would be able to take control of the station.

Return to Erspia-1 and remove the Ahrimanic beam? A smilar problem presented itself there. His cargo
ship had a protective beam wegpon, but the manoeuvring engine would not take it to Erspia- 1.

Despondently L aedo trudged the rest of the way to his cargo ship. Histrinawas till in the lounge, looking
at the viewscreen.

“What was that monstrous thing that came walking by?’ she asked breathlesdy. “ That's not aperson, is
it?"

“That'sKlystar. Sort of."

He sat down and became lost in histhoughts.

“Klystar? Who the station keeps chasing? Now it's found him, can we go to Harkio if wewant?"
Laedo didn't answer. He had his head in his hands.

Higtrinawas oblivious of hismood. Her eyes were gleaming. “Let's not go there straight away.Pleasure
palaces! Let'stry thosefirst!"

She jumped to her feet. “Let's go now!"

L aedo raised his heed and looked at the tops of the domes and pavilions which showed over the horizon.
There seemed little danger in visiting the palaces. Both Garo and ‘ Klystar’ apparently assumed Laedo
would take up residence there of his own accord sooner or later.

Also, hewas curious to see the heart of Klystar's operation.
“All right.”

They |€ft the gtation together. The walk to the complex took only afew minutes. It was like gpproaching
atheme park or amusement centre. Therewas alight, airy elegance to the prospect which opened up
and expanded the nearer one came. They made for the largest of the palaces and stopped before a
grandiloquent entrance flanked by Doric pillars. They cautioudy entered a spacious hall with agleaming
tiled floor. People crossed the hall on enigmatic errands, appearing and disappearing through various
doorways. All were dressed in loose flowing robes and bore an air of calm.

A tdl, dim young man accosted them. “Y ou are srangers,” he said in afriendly voice. “ Are you from
bdow?'

“That'sright,” Laedo answered.
“Ah. Itisrarefor usrecave adults.” He paused. “Y ou will wish to find places here.”

“That depends,” Laedo said. “We were not brought here. We came under our own power. If we don't
likeit we can go back."

The dim man looked puzzled at this statement. Then hisface cleared as he dismissed the conundrum.



“Oh, you will certainly likeit here! No one could prefer the drab world below. It is nearly timefor the
evening banquet, which | urge you to attend. Such food!"

“Wdl, can we have alook round?
“By dl means. Later | will assgn you quarters and we can discuss your role here."

Stll smiling, their host touched two fingersto hisbrow in acasud gesture of farewdl, and went on his
way.

Higtrinasighed. The great sunny entrance hal, the palace staff quietly going about itsbusiness, dl had a
reassuring quality. It was easy to imagine that life here could be pleasant indeed.

* Then something happened which reminded Laedo of what Garo had said. A group of children raninto
the hall, aged perhaps eight to ten, laughing, playing agame of tag. They were completely naked, which
made a bizarre contrast with the fact that their faces were heavily made up with lipstick, rouge and eye
shadow, both girls and boys.

The group swirled around the two and then were off, disappearing through one of the doorways. A
gleeful leer came over Higtrinaas she realized the import of the children's unclothed cosmetics. She
started off towards the way they had gone, only to be restrained by Laedo.

“Later,” he placated, sadly aware that he would not be able to deflect Histrinafrom her lustful nature if
they stayed here any length of time.

By now little Helsey Fong was probably running around naked somewhere not far away, availableto the
older staff members.

Higtrinatailed after him as he began the task of exploring the palace. The banqueting hdll, already being
laid out for the evening repast, was nearby. There were saons, fountained arcades, a huge kitchen,
sumptuous boudoirs obvioudy not designed smply for deeping, and contrarywise, degping quarters.

The question of where the food came from was answered: dl the palace's wastes were recycled in sealed
biologica chamberswhich cultivated edible tissues directly, both vegetable and anima. Once again
Klystar's technology was excellent. The produce was gourmet class.

Mounting ataircase, they emerged on to aba cony giving aview of the surrounding moonscape. The
other palaceslay inthelight of thelow sun, imparted an odd canted appearance by the small moon's
curvature.

Turning to quit the bal cony, Laedo noticed along narrow corridor leading to the right. So far he had only
been able to see the ground floor of the palace. Obvioudy there were more floors above it, but thiswas
time he had found accessto any of them.

Higtrinain tow, he paced the length of the corridor. At its end he found anarrow stairway spiraling
upwards. The stairwell was dim as he climbed, having no lights of its own. He and Histrinareached the
top and entered along, windowless gdlery. Ceiling strips provided lighting. Arranged aong the middie of
the room were six low tanks or vats, oval in shape. Laedo stepped to the nearest and looked into it. A
thick, yelow fluidfilled it to just below the rim, pus or vomit-like and gleaming dightly.

The odour which came off the stuff seemed to shift as Laedo tried to identify it. Now it smelled like hot
plastic, now like blood, now like toffee. He glanced to the other tanks. Something was happening in the
adjacent one. Thefluid rippled, swirled, smoothed out, then humped up. A form emerged, likeanaiad
risng from apond. A little girl, looking wanly about her.



It was Helsey Fong. She was bare of the cosmetics worn by the children running about below, but she
was just as naked. The vision persisted only for afew seconds. Her substance melted and flowed back
into the vat.

L aedo put together what Garo had said about Klystar's specia project, and what *Klystar’ had said
about the ancient alien's need for anew body. So this was the special project. Thiswas what happened
to those children who were not ‘ the lucky ones. They were melted down to provide living substance
from which to make anew body for the returning Klystar.

Garo wasright. Klystarwas amonster.

At thefar end of the gdlery avery tall door did open with aclick . ‘Klystar’ strode through, head rotating
rgpidly from side to sSide, bringing each of hiseyesto theforein turn.

Histrina scurried for the stairway. Laedo, on the contrary, stood his ground as the discarded body of
Klystar bore down on him.

'Klystar’ halted. “Y ou should not be here,” he said curtly. “Y ou are not one of the body servitors.”

“Youshould not be here!” Laedo shouted at him. “Y ou are committing atrocities! Y ou are murdering
children! So much for your ‘superiority'!"

“One might aswell listen to the arguments of ants,” *Klystar’ retorted, “ asto your maundering protests
about ‘mordity’. Your ‘ethics hasno objective basis. It issmply aspecies-surviva srategy. Klystar's
intelligence, on the other hand, isaligned with objective redlity.”

Hisvoicerose. “To bethe instrument of Klystar is high fortune for one such asyou. Go, my friend, and
become part of Klystar!”

Without warning the Klystar body lashed out with an arm which was surprisingly strong. Laedo was
tumbled and tipped into the nearest vat.

Thefleshy odour overwhelmed him. Thethick yellow fluid closed over hishead. Hetried to raise himsdif,
only to discover that there was nothing to push up against. The bottom of the vt lay far below the level
of the gdlery floor. He redized that the Sx vats werein fact openings of asingle larger tank.

Hewas sinking, but there was no sense of suffocation. He felt no need to breathe. Neither was there
complete darkness: aflesh-coloured glow surrounded him. But there was nothing to see gpart from vague
shadows which might have been faces, bodies, or anything. What there was, quite digtinctly, was
flickering presences. Helsey Fong was somewhere nearby, feebly protesting. The process of absorption
into thefluid was dow. Individuas briefly and sketchily recongtituted themsdlves. The pus-like yelow
muck was aturmoil of bewildered children—they were mostly children—being mixed together asif in
some cooking process.

L aedo made swimming motionsin an attempt to reach the surface. It wasimpaossible. The more he
struggled, the more the custard of melted life resisted. At length he despaired, and was on the point of
letting himsdlf sink to the bottom of the tank, when he felt ahand saize his. A dender hand, without a
great ded of strength, but with its aid he was able to breek free, pushing upward and lifting hishead
clear.

To hisastonishment he had not been more than afoot or two below the surface dl thetime. Thefluid was
somehow ableto restrainitsvictims. But now it let him go. It had no wetness, no ability to cling. Instead it
poured from him as he gripped the side of the tank and clambered over it. Not adrop of the flesh-stuff



remained on him.

“What happened?’ he gasped.

“I hid on the sairstill the monster went,” Histrinasaid in hushed tones. “ Since then I've been fedling
about in the tank looking for you."

“Thanks"

Laedo embraced Histrinaiin genuine gratitude.
“Wheredid hego?"

“Through that door at the other end.”
“Let'sget away from here.”

Like scared mice they scuttled to the stairway.

NINE
The Poisoned Chalice

While running back to the cargo ship Laedo told himsdlf that he might now have an advantage. ‘Klystar’
would think him absorbed into the life-vat, his substance unwillingly donated to the formation of Klystar's

next body.
Onceingide the ship'slounge he sat down to think.
Histrinawatched him with concern. “What are we going to do?” she asked anxioudly.

Laedo didn't answer. Matters were becoming clear in his mind. He had to do more than Ssmply escape, if
indeed that was possible at dl. It was his duty to oppose Klystar.

Hewondered if his cargo carrier's defence blaster would be capable of destroying the main palace, or
least that part of it containing the vat. He regjected the idea. He would be firing on innocent people, and
besi des the palace might well be capable of defending itsdlf.

There might be asneskier way of foiling Klystar.

Sunset came. All the Erspiaworlds had atwenty-eight hour day, but the moon's orbit gave it amuch
briefer period. Laedo had dept for only afew hours when the artificia sun came up again. Heleft Histrina
fast adeep, and armed with a flashlight, made hisway to theExcelsior.

He paused, sensing the derdlict old starliner dl around him. Hull integrity had held and the ship had done
its settling long ago. It was eerieto think what it must have been like when in service, thronging with
people. Especidly weird wasto contemplate their fright and bewilderment when the liner was seized by
Klystar. As before, Laedo passed through aballroom, a couple of salons, and descended to the cargo
hold where Garo's stasis cabinet rested.

It was many years since he had travelled on astarliner. He wastrying to recal the likely layout. Where
would the engineering section be?

Once through the other end of the cargo hold al lights were out. Garo was conserving power, lighting
only that part of the ship he planned to walk through. Laedo switched on hisflashlight. He was heading



towards the stern of the ship, where he reckoned the crude mechanics of drive and power would be
located. He got early confirmation. The elegance of the passenger section was gone. His flashlight
flickered on bare metal and plastic, seams and rivets. Only the crew would come here.

Inaship of thissizethere must surely be facilitiesfor effecting repairs: amachine shop, in other words. It
perplexed him that he had not thought of this before. Another result of hismental confusion, perhaps,
though very likdly everything in the machine shop waswrecked.

In due course Laedo discovered the engine room. The huge windings of theinertiad drive which had once
propelled theExcelsior at several hundred times the velocity of light were adumped mass of fused and
molten metdl.

Severd doorsled from the engine room. Through one of these Laedo found the machine shop. As
anticipated, Klystar had trashed this also. Lathes, mills and forming machines were smashed, knocked
over, melted, and even the benches on which they had stood mangled into usel ess shapes. Laedo passed
aong two lines of machines, training hisflashlight on each machinein turn. When he reached the far extent
of theroom afaint smile cameto hislips. Klystar had not been entirely thorough. Probably he had done
no more than am some type of destructive device from the doorway, because aforming machine a the
end of the further row had been torn from its mooring bolts and tumbled to the floor, but remained in one
piece.

Laedo kndlt to examineit. The data processing unit was smashed, so the machine would have to be set
up by hand. Laedo was no kind of engineer, but if he could lug the machine back to his cargo ship,
power it up and study it for awhile, thenmaybe he could make the part he needed from some piece of
metd left lying around.

Maybe.

But that wasn't hisimmediate concern. In the ruined engine section should be something else useful.

L aedo used his nose and followed dead, sterile smellsyears old. In a darkened, blackened corridor he
found what he wanted, still seeping with infinite downess from ruptured tanks: athick dudge of ail, toxic
metals, and exotic compounds. Another search produced a bucket flung in acorner acentury and ahalf
earlier. Laedo scooped up aquantity of the dudge and carried it out of theExcelsior .

Treading the yellow moss, he climbed up the declivity until the roofs of the pleasure palaces camein sight.
Therest of his plan depended on smple daring. He made the short journey to the main palace, passed
through the magnificent entrance, and into the great entrance hall, still carrying the bucket.

Few people were about. Encouraged, Laedo started across the hall. Then he froze as a voice spoke
behind him.

“What's that you've got there?"

A young woman in aloose-fitting light green gown was staring at the bucket, her nosewrinkled in
distaste. Laedo smiled in embarrassment.

“It'sfrom the food tanks. I'm taking it to reprocessing.”
“Oh.
Her face blank with incomprehension, she gave a curt nod and moved on.

Sighing with relief, Laedo continued on to the broad staircase, mounted to the outside bal cony, and
thence to the narrow corridor and spird stairs. When nearly at the top he raised his eyes just above floor



level and peeped furtively into the gdlery.
It was unoccupied.

With aacrity Laedo legped up the remaining steps, sprang to the nearest vat and upended his bucket.
Thethick, dark, oily dudge poured with treacly downessinto the pus-coloured fluid. He watched in
fascination asit spread and formed tentacles and swirls and multicoloured stains, tainting and poisoning
the flesh substance that was meant to form Klystar's new body.

Would ‘Klystar', or the team which serviced the tank, discover the pollution? It would be rash to think
otherwise, but Laedo paused to consider Klystar's carel essness. There was asingular lack of
security—in consequence, perhaps, of Klystar's contempt for human intelligence.

Though il fascinated by the spreading discoloration, which had reached the other openings by now, he
decided he had been herelong enough. He turned and made for the stairs.

Then the hairs on the back of hisneck prickled. There came adamming sound, together with arushing,
doshing noise.

Hewhirled. The ovad vats, redly openings of asingletank, had did to the extreme ends of the gdllery,
revedling the full extent of the ochredime.

That dime was surging towards the middle of thetank. Theair crackled. A dramatic transformation was
taking place, atumultuousrising, agushing spout which formed itself into atal figure.

And stepped from the tank.

Thefigure resembled ‘ Klystar', complete with the long spindly legs, the four spindly arms and the
turreted, swiftly rotating head. But it was much moreinvigorated, with an integument of brilliant shining
yellow in place of the pale pastel of the older bodly.

L aedo stared, transfixed.
Klystar had returned.

Here at last was the creator of the Erspiaworlds: Klystar the ancient, the polymath, who held inasingle
consciousness more knowledge than was possessed by the whole of mankind.

It was stupefying to think of hisachievements. His method of travel meant that he could take no
instruments with him, yet unaided he had shaped planetoids, built machines, worked wonders. Such feats
were imposs ble except with the aid of supreme knowledge.

Drops and gobs of life-substance dripped from Klystar as he stood before Laedo, bending his head to
regard him. Theturret was rotating back and forth with rapidity. The five separately functioning eyes
flashed with fiendish intelligence.

L aedo became absolutely certain that here was a being who never dept or rested, and who never paused
from ceasel ess mentation.

He wished he had brought his gun with him. What subconsciousimpulse had prompted him to leaveit
behind?Wasit to avoid the possibility, dwaysahorror to him, of having to kill asentient being whilein
that being's presence?

Perhaps he had accomplished the act aready. Purple discol oration was appearing on Klystar's body,



creating amottling effect. Klystar appeared to flinch. A vibrant voice issued from the turreted heed.
"Isit you who has poisoned this body? Everything is disrupted.”

Aclick sounded. Thetdl door through which ‘Klystar' had earlier exited opened. The previous body of
the polymath strode through, walked a short distance, then stopped, facing its replacement.

Modulated sounds passed between the two: some sort of high-speed language. The newly arrived
Klystar sagged and staggered. Its paler, older counterpart started, asif in shock, eyes briefly becoming a
thousand times more dive than before, flashing fire. Then, in the same moment that the new Klystar
collapsed to the floor, they waned into dullness once more.

“What has happened?’ Laedo whimpered.

'Klystar’ rotated his head to regard him with asingle middle eye. He spokein areedy voice which was
much wesker than before. “Y ou have successfully sabotaged Klystar's body replacement. It is defunct.
He wasforced to take refuge in this body temporarily.”

“Then do | now addressthered Klystar?"

“No, you do naot. Klystar lingered only long enough to obtain the Erspia data from me, though he would
have preferred to review the resultsfor himsdlf. He has dready |€eft for anew destination.” With no
change of tone, ‘Klystar’ added, “It may please you to hear that inadvertently you have forestalled the
imminent destruction of the specimens. Klystar ismeticulousin his actions. He would have closed down
the experiment on completion, reducing the Ersoiaworlds to the rubble from which they were formed.”

Toredizethat he had emptied his bucket into the tank in the nick of time gave Laedo asense of degtiny.
“Then will you do that yourself? Or continue in charge as before?!

“I am unableto do ether. Y ou have killed not only the new body, but the old one aswell. In afew
minutes both will lie dead on the floor of this chamber.”

“| don't understand,” puzzled Laedo.

“Itissmple enough. Immediacy of Thought islike stretching apiece of elastic and letting one end go. It
sngps forward and stingsthe fingers. The longer the stretch, the greater the violence of contraction. A
transfer from galaxy to galaxy deliversashock so grest it isletha to an aged body such as speaksto you

“But that doesn't make sense,” protested Laedo. “Y ou did not receive Klystar from another galaxy, only
from acrossthe room!"

'Klystar’” made no immediate answer. He gppeared to be gathering his remaining strength. When he
responded, it wasin adry voice. “ Areyou hungry for knowledge, or merdly argumentative?” Again his
head rotated dowly, dim eyes saring in turn. “Immediacy of Thought, though described asingtantaneous,
in practice takes severd minutes to accomplishin full. The essence of the traveller is projected in awave
train stretching the length of the distance to be traversed. That isthe *dastic band'. It isthe leading end
which makes ingtant contact with the target. The rear end isthen released, and the wave train contracts
into its new location in anon-zero timeinterval. The Klystar who spoke to you was not the whole Klystar
but a partia representation, the vanguard of the wave train. On finding that the new body was poisoned
he switched the target to mein order to collect the Erspiadata. I-Klystar received the full force of the
remaning wavetran.”

Now Laedo understood. He had frustrated Klystar, denying him areceptacle. The polymath had been



forced to depart and could not have remained. It was to be hoped he had no further reason to return.

'Klystar's' voice was growing weaker. He dumped. The lack of rancour on his part was astriking
element. Laedo had wreaked congderable inconvenience on Klystar, yet there was no hint of seeking
revenge. And why should there be? Such attitudes were part of the socid dimension, which in Klystar
was absent.

Also curious was the readiness to spend one's [last moments explaining technical mattersto a
near-stranger and proven enemy. It wasthe dying reflex of one dominated by the compulsive hunt for
knowledge.

The next words, however, were far from reassuring. “It took Klystar only seconds to evaluate the data
and render ajudgment. It isthis. Y our speciesis unstablein evolutionary terms. Its surviva index islow.
Trueinteligence will beginits appearancein this galaxy in about two hillion yearstime. Klystar may well
be dill dive then. Buthomo sapiens , as you term yoursalves, will have devolved back to the smian leve
in lessthen half amillion yearsfrom now, your spurious intelligence evaporated...”

'Klystar’ was losing his ability to stand upright. Sowly he toppled. As he lay on thefloor Laedo madea
hurried, if impudent, request.

“Can you release control of the projector station to me?”
‘Klystar’ wasill. “ Projector station..." he whispered.
And then was slent.

L aedo stepped to theinert body and kicked it. “ Speak!"
There was no response.

At the other end of the gallery the extratall door clicked open. Half adozen men and women, al clad the
same, in loose blue trousers and blouses patterned in silver-and-gold, entered. On seeing the two dead
Klystar bodiesthey halted.

“What has happened?'
The shocked question came from aman somewhat older than the others, with stresks of grey in his hair.

These would be the body servitorsreferred to by *Klystar', ateam charged with maintaining the flesh
tank.

“Klystar has returned, and gone away again,” Laedo announced. “Y ou can close the project down now.
Hewill not return a second time. The tank needs no more victims."

Ignoring their stunned looks, he left the gallery. No onetried to stop him as he descended the spird
dairs, regained the grand entrance hall and walked back to his cargo ship, where he found Histrina
gtirring into wakefulness. Hetold her to get hersalf some breakfast, then made hisway once moreto the
Excelsior. It took him more than an hour to lug the damaged forming machine to his own ship and place
it in storage there. Then he made one more trip, searching till he found severd pieces of metal which he
hoped were of theright quality. These aso he stored.

By then Histrina had eaten a plate of pancakes. She gave him some coffee, which he gulped gratefully.

Helooked at her with anew sense of pity. If he was any judge, arude awakening was in store for her.



Onthe external viewscreen he saw that alarge body of people had emerged from the palace complex
and was marching on the cargo ship. The paace staff had findly got their witstogether and wereina
mood to ask questions.

“Timewewere going, Higrina"

He powered the manoeuvring engine. The ship soared above the small moonscape, leaving the
gpproaching crowd gawping.

The atmosphere ended abruptly five miles up. It took only a short while to cross space to the atmosphere
of Ergpia-5. Laedo eased the ship into it and began to look for the grounded projector station among the
spread of fidldsand villages.

That took alittle longer, but eventudly he spotted the spherica shape. Hovering briefly to unlock its
portal with aradio burst, he settled beside it, to see that men were working in the nearby field as before.

Already they were running towards the ship. Brio Fong was among them. Reluctantly Laedo rose from
the control panel and took himsalf outside.

Anxioudy Brio searched hisface. He pointed afinger at the sky.
“Have you been—up there? To the Heavenly Manson?'
Poker-faced, Laedo nodded.

“Did you seemy little Helsey?” Brio asked eagerly. “Is she happy?'
L aedo stayed poker-faced. “No,” helied, “1 didn't see her."

Heturned away to face the projector station. The radio burst had not only released the lock on the portal
but had a so brought the access stairway snaking down to the ground. That had not happened when he
had used the same trick in space. He thought only the lever Histrina had found worked that mechanism.
Anyway, it saved him the trouble of having to climb up to the entrance by means of treads and handgrips
on the station's outer skin.

Histrina had appeared at the doorway. He beckoned her on to the turf, locked the door, then led her into
the projector station, ignoring the Erspians atogether.

He seated himsdlf at the control board and spokeinto the air.

“The experiment is complete. Klystar has gathered his data and departed. Pass control of this station to
me"”

The printer chattered, gecting a sheet of parchment through the dot.
Completion confirmed. Control transferred to manual or voice.

It was hardly likely that the mechanism was taking hisword for it. Laedo deduced that ‘Klystar’ had
ordered the gtation to relinquish control, as requested, in hislast moments.

Surprisngly, therewasacivilised sdeto Klystar's bodily shell after dll.

He sat there thinking. The sensible thing now would be to affix his cargo ship to its previous pick-a-back
position on the gtation, and set course for Harkio. If, that was, the projector station staff had been told
thetruth by Klystar.



Laedo saw no reason to believe that.

And anyway Laedo was no longer thinking sensibly. Incongruoudly acting as his conscience, ‘ Klystar’
had made him aware of awrong he had committed, and which he had to make amendsfor, inasmuch as
that was possible. Furthermore it had to be done without delay, for delay would be unethical. He could
not merely fly to Harkio and then try to direct the hel p of the authorities from there.

What he planned would jeopardise his origina mission, true. But there was no other course.
Heturned to Hidrina “How would you liketo visit your home village?!

She clapped her hands. “Oh yes! | can see my family!"

Leaving his seat, hetook Higtrinas handsin his.

“Doyou 4ill fed that you belong to Ahriman?”

Frowning, she shook her heed. “I can't say | fedl | belong to anyone or anything.”

“But Ahriman rules on your world. The goodness of Ormazd has been taken away. Hoggora has had
plenty of timeto reach your village. Everyone there might be dead.”

Histring, of course, did not know what he was talking about; did not know what he had done and
probably would not be able to understand it, despite his earlier effort to explain the artificial nature of the
twin gods.

She shook her head again, more vigoroudy then before. “Oh no! Thereisan army to keep the evil ones
at bay. Hoggoras camp wasfun ... but helll never get through to Courhart.”

“Things may be different now, Histring,” Laedo said sadly.
He spoke to the control board. “ Show me amap of the Erspiaworlds.”

The pand obeyed. A hitherto blank extra viewplate displayed an ebony background against which
glowed anumber of locations connected by lines on which distances were printed.

Therewerein fact twelve Ergpias, not ten as Garo had thought. But which was which? Though he had
privately numbered those he had visited Oneto Five, he didn't know if there was an actua numbering.
The locations on the screen had neither numbers nor names.

He spoke again.
“Return the Ormazd projector to itsorigina position.”

At once he heard the whine of the main drive starting up. The station swayed and lifted into the air. In
hardly more than seconds they were again in the blackness of space, hurtling through the cluster of
worldlets.

Two plans of action had occurred to Laedo. One wasto park his cargo ship on the projector station,
pick-a-back, as before, return the projector station to its proper place, and switch the Ormazd beam
back on, thus restoring thestatus quo ante. He could then set about trying to make a transductor, and if
successful, go home.

But hewasn't satisfied with thestatus quo ante . He wanted to free the Erspians from mind control
atogether. So he had decided on his second plan, which called for something more dradtic. It would dso



endanger the cargo ship, which waswhy he had taken the dreadful risk of leaving it behind.

Inlittle more than haf an hour aglowing Erspian world swam into view. The station took up itsfixed
non-orbiting position diametricaly opposte the Ahrimanic projector and autometically pointed the
projector tube at the planetoid's surface. Nothing issued fromit, of course. The beam was still switched
off.

L aedo took over the manua controls. He moved the station again, steering it to the other side of the
worldlet. Gleaming in thelight of thetiny sun, the Ahrimanic globe was wickedly on station.

“Seethat, Histrina? That's Ahriman's mouth. That'swhere dl your evil thoughts come from. Do you
remember my showing it to you before?”

“It'sdl vague,” she murmured, standing behind him. “What are you going to do?'

Hewaved to her. “ Strap yoursdlf into that couch. Theinertid field should protect us, but it might get a
little bumpy.”

Hetook the station further out and positioned it behind the Ahrimanic globe, which he could see hovering
againgt the beautiful, dowly turning spectacle of Erspia-1. The projector stations did not need to orbit or
maintain themsalves againgt Erspia-1's gravity—that petered out some miles below them. Laedo
reasoned that the adjusting mechanism which rectified drift would therefore be low-powered. He was
gambling that a sudden displacement would be too much for that mechanism to handle.

At aveocity of fifty miles per hour he steered the Ormazdian globe directly at its Ahrimanic twin. It was
frightening to see the other projector station expand swiftly on the viewscreen until its striated surface
hurtled close and gtill loomed larger. Histrina screamed, her hand to her mouth. Collision camewith a
shattering, clanging noise which rang throughout the station, but there wasllittle effect on the two humans
otherwise—the inertia field ensured that. Instead of being smashed against the forward wall, they felt no
more than ashudder. Laedo heard a hiss of escaping air, but he didn't worry about it very much. The
inertial field would aso be capable of compensating for breachesin hull integrity; if thet failed bulkheads
would close, sedling off the damaged area.

Ahriman moved, pushed off position. Where the two globes came in contact they seemed stuck together,
but thiswas only because Laedo was keeping up the pressure, accel erating Ahriman down towards the
surface of Erspia-1.

As soon asthey hit the amosphere he disengaged. Ahriman kept on faling, well within the gravity well by
now. If the station staff, demented as they would be by a century and ahalf of living in the backwash of
the evil beam, still had the presence of mind to activate the star drive, then his gamble would belost.

He had been careful not to take Histrinaand himsdlf through the Ahrimanic beam. He continued to Stay
wdll clear of it as he followed the station down, aware that the structure might start to tumble. It did not
appear to recover, but plummeted towards the ground, hurtling through the thin cloud layer.

At the very end the staff seemed to make some attempt to regain control. The sation fdtered inits
trgjectory. But it wastoo late. The globe struck the ground and crumpled, then went rolling much asthe
Ormazdian station had on Erspia-2, though with far more destructive results. When it cameto rest, it was
all but shattered. Asfor the cylindrical tube of the beam projector, that was gone atogether, the place
whereit had been gaping up a the sky.

Very likely the gaff had survived. Theinertid field should have held through al or most of the landing,
which would have saved them.



But with luck, the station itself was permanently out of action. Dipping low, he passed severd times over
the wreck to test whether any violent thoughts came into his mind. He detected nothing abnormal.

Erspia-1'slong, artificidly contrived mora dramawas over.

Turning the station aside, he began, with Histrina's help, to search for the village of Courhart.

TEN
Homecoming

Higtrinas heart wasin her mouth asthey sailed through the air over her home world. Her mind wasin
confusion. She could remember doing violent things, even killing people, but it was asif somebody ese
had done them. She could not, now, understand what had made her behave in that way.

She was nervous of coming home. She wasextremely nervous of facing the priest and confessing her
sins. But shewas aso eager to see her family again. Shefelt asthough she had been away for years,
though in redity it was only days.

After awhile she spotted alandmark: arange of high hillsknown as the Thespan Mounts. Laedo had
noticed that smilar formations dotted al the Erspiaworlds. He surmised that Klystar had put them there
aswindbreaks, part of apattern of climatic variation.

They passed over the smashed and till-smoking remains of villages. Once they saw a column of men,
some mounted, some on foot, dragging themsalves towards an unknown destination. The men gawped
upwards as the projector station passed over, momentarily pausing from their incessant quarrelsand
fights. Their once gaudy apparel was bedraggled and torn.

Histrina became more and more frightened as she saw the burned and deserted villages. When Courhart
camein sght she shrieked.

It was the same as everywhere else. The roofs of the few unburnt cottages had been stoved in. But unlike
inmany of the other villages, there were still some people about, ssumbling among the ruins.

And what gave her some faint cause for hope, the chapel till stood.

Knucklesin her mouth, she sat staring at the screen. Guided by Laedo, the station descended and set
down outsdethevillage.

Heturned to her, and said gently, “I told you there might be bad news, Higtrina"

Histrinagave abird-like cry and ran from the control room aong the corridor leading to the hatch.
Before Laedo could gather hiswits she had pulled the lever to open it and was hurrying down the
garway even asit unfolded. She went racing towards the ruined village.

What aterrible sght! Blackened walls, desolation, smashed furniture thrown out into the Streets. Histrina
looked wildly about her for some sign of life. She spotted aragged boy sitting on awall, head hanging.
She ran up to him. He raised a smudged, tear-stained face. Even in hiswretched condition she
recognised him.

“Tippy!"
In place of agreeting, the youngster gave her an evil leer.

Then hisface collgpsed and he began to weep in snivelling sobs.



Her home! Higtrinaleft the boy and ran until she came to the cottage where she had been raised.
It had been burned like the others.

Disconsolately she wandered through the charred, once cosy rooms. Where were her parents? Where
was her younger sister Questra? There was no sign of them.

The sound of footsteps brought her to the door. Ragged, bearded, weaponed men stood grinning &t her.
From their colourful clothing she knew they were of Hoggoras camp; but they seemed to have forgotten
to take care of their appearance. It was asif they were too sunk in depravity to care. Indeed they
seemed exhausted.

“What achoice morsd,” said oneteasingly. He grinned, showing white teeth. “How about it, [ads?’
Another spoke sullenly. “Hoggora says the young ones are to be taken to the chapd, for the Father.”
“Oh, for the Father.” The first speaker shrugged, and turned away. “ Take her, then."

The Father! Perhaps he could tell her if her family was safel Unresistingly Histrinaalowed herself to be
grabbed by thewrist and led away. At the entrance porch to the chapel, she was yanked roughly within.

It was as she remembered. The coolness, the sense of calm, the danting sunlight penetrating the dimness.
But something was wrong. Instead of the aroma of incense, there was the smell of blood.

“More sport for you, Father,” said the warrior who had brought her here. “We found her in one of the
cottages."

He departed. Histrina directed her gaze down the length of the chapdl.

The priest of the Good God, Father Gromund whom she had known all her life, was standing by the
ater. Asusual he was dressed in his brocaded robe with the golden sunburst on the front. But hishair
was matted and tangled, and the robe itself was stained and dirtied.

Dirtied. With dried blood.
Father Gromund turned to meet her gaze. His eyeswidened in recognition.

“Hidtrinal My dear young Histrinal | haveyou at last!” he made an impatient gesture into the shadows. *
Bring her here!”

Father Gromund's tonsured acolyte crept forward into the sunlight. Whereas before his young face had
been soft, doe-eyed, Amost effeminate, now it was grim and determined. He quickened his pace, sirode
to Higtrinaand grabbed her roughly by thearm. “Come."

Dragging her the length of the nave, he thrust her at the priest and disappeared once more into the
darkness.

Then Histrina's bewilderment began in earnest. Before she knew what was happening Father Gromund
had picked her up and had lain her back on the dtar. Expertly he fastened thongsto her wristsand
ankles. These were fixed to the dtar in someway. Shewas helpless, lying face up, aams and legs drawn
down to thefloor.

“Father! What are you doing?"



“What | have aways wanted to do, my child.” Father Gromund's voi ce was unctuous and gloating. “Oh,
to have been entrusted with the moral's of so many sweet young things, to have heard every intimate
confession, to have known every dirty thought—andfinally!"

He ripped open her lower garments and worked hisfingers enthusiasticaly in her sexual cleft.
“You areapriest of Ormazd!” she protested hystericaly.

“Ormazd has deserted thisworld, child. Ahriman triumphs, and | amhis priest now. It is so much more
fun, after dl! | have enjoyed your mother, and your sister, and now, sweetest of dl, thereisyou, dear
desirable Histrina. Do you wish to see your sister? Look over there. Seewhat isin storefor you.”

Histrinaturned her head to follow his pointing finger. There, lying in shadow before the pews, wasthe
naked body of her sister Questra. It bore countless ugly wounds and gashes. Questra had been
beheaded, the head laid carefully beside the severed neck. Even in desth her faced grimaced with
indescribable suffering.

And nearby, on alow table, were the instruments which had been used on her. Knives, gimlets, alarge
axe. All were encrusted with blood.

In sheer grief, Histrina shrieked. The priest leaned over her, bringing hisface closeto hers. Hiseyeswere
shining. “I do not expect you to understand, my dear,” he said, looking into her horrified, staring eyes. “It
takes one of education, such as|. Y ou see, in obedience to Ormazd we had to repress so much.

Everything had to be dammed up. Now the dam has burst, releasinga madness of lechery and torture.”

With the last words he drew himself erect, lifting hisface and raising hishandsin the air, hisvoice
wavering on the edge of sanity like abird atempting to soar beyond the atmaosphere. Then he regarded
her again.

"Let it begin!"

He pulled up hisrobe. His peniswasaramrod in hishand. Guiding it to her vagina, he thrust it home.
Then he was bucking againgt her, lips drawn back, grunting and growling.

And Histrina sobbed and sobbed.

Standing on the platform atop the steps of the gtation, Laedo soon lost sSight of Histrinaamong the ruined
cottages. He sighed with frustration. A fair number of armed men roamed the village.

He st off after her, but had not reached the first row of houses when a party of nearly adozen warriors
emerged to charge at him, waving swords and shouting incoherently. One hurled a spear which narrowly
missed him. He drew his gun and got off a couple of shots, aiming at his attackers legs and bringing one
of them down.

He could probably havekilled dl dozen if he chose—but could hekill dl of Hoggoras men in thevillage?
And what would be happening to Histrinameanwhile? He retrested back to the station and pulled the
steps up after him.

There was another, different weapon. A weagpon of pure goodness.

Seated before the console in the control room, he lifted the lid of the sturdy box bolted to the board.
Within was the lever with which he had switched off the Ormazdian beam.

L aedo seized the lever in hisright hand, and pushed. Thelever clunked to ON.



He energised the engine with atrickle of power. The station rose ahundred feet in the air. Nudging the
directiona knobs, he pointed the projector tube at the ground. Then he steered it to hover over the

village

Nothing on the console told him whether the beam was actualy working. The projector could have been
damaged when the station madeits crash landing on Erspia-2. But assuming that it was, then Courhart
was now receiving, & full intendity, abeam strength initialy designed to spread out and cover the entire
planetoid.

Offhand, he was unable to ca culate what the spread would be a only a hundred feet. To make sure he
criss-crossed the village, hoping to invade dl the dwellings below with concentrated waves of pure
goodness.

Arrows and dingshot stones rattled against the underside of the station. Laedo bit hislip. Perhapsthe
beam was defunct after all. He considered setting the station down on the village and crushing what was
left of the buildings here and there, cowing the occupiers by sheer bulk and force.

Then, through the viewscreen, he saw men drop their wegpons and fall to their knees. Their hands were
clasped together, their faces raised, their mouths working in anguished prayer.

He was seeing human beings turn from evil to good by the application of a piece of technology.
It would be easy to be cynica. Maybe Klystar wasright.
He wondered how Histrinawas getting on.

Father Gromund had raped her, had urinated al over her, had hit her full in the face with hisfit, and now
was sdecting an instrument with which, just asanhors d'oeuvre , to cut off her right breast.

Helet her seethe knife, turning it so that thefiltered sunlight gleamed on the blade, singing to it in asoft
crooning voice, enjoying thelook of stark terror on her bruised and bloody face.

Then the beam hit. Hismind became full of confusion. Theknifefdl from hisfingers and rang on thefloor.

Higrinafdt it too. It was like a pure white light shining through her brain, washing away every wicked
thought, bringing back the innocence of her childhood. Her upbringing came back to her in full flood.
Fedlings of benevolencefilled her. Looking at the triumph of evil that surrounded her, shefelt even
greeter horror, suffused with pity.

Father Gromund, too, was looking about him in stupefaction. His eyes boggled in disbelief as he beheld
the mutilated corpse of poor Questra, redlizing that he himself had been the jubilant perpetrator of her
gruesome death. He threw himself at Histrina's bonds, freeing her and helping her to her feet.

Hefél to hisknees.

“My child, my child! What have | done? Oh, Ormazd!"
Snatching up the knife, he offered it to her handlefirst.
“Takeyour revenge on me! Plunge the knifeinto my heart!"

Higrinatook it from him, but flung it aside. Shetoo fdl to her knees. “What havel done, Father? | have
killed people! | have soiled my virtue! And | don't know why!"

Sobbing together, clutching one another, they both called piteoudy on Ormazd for forgiveness.



Histrinawore asmple white dress reaching to her ankles. A white flower wasin her hair. On her face
was a permanent look of sorrow.

She waslooking down on Erspia-1 through the viewscreen. At first, when Laedo came for her, she had
wanted to stay in Courhart. True, most of the people she had grown up with were deed, including her
immediate family, but it was her home,

Laedo had dissuaded her. Hefdt it hisduty to take her to Harkio, for treatment from his persona
mentalist. Besides, she had been through enough, and life was going to be uncertain on Erspia-1 from
now on.

He had done the best he could. He had taken the station up into space, choosing amidway elevation
where the effects of the Ormazd beam would still be somewhat stronger than fromitsorigind height, and
he had criss-crossed the planetoid, just as he had the village of Courhart, making sure that itsinfluence
would reach everywhere.

Then, when he judged the Ahrimanic influence had been counterba anced, he had switched the beam off
for good. The people of Erspia-1 were now free from artificia mental influence. They could work out
their own attitudes, find their own consciences.

If there was such athing as conscience.
Even then, it would take sometime.

When he made his report to the authorities, they would fed it their duty to send help to the twelve Erspia
worlds. That would present problems, quite apart from the considerable expense. He did not know, for
instance how assistance could be rendered to the genetically dtered fairies and gnomes of the split
planetoid.

But there would be a pay-back, in the acquisition of Klystar technology, particularly the thought beams.

Which could, of course, be used for either good or ill, but mostly for ill. Perhaps the technique would be
banned, buried, deemed too dangerous to human freedom.

“Arewe going to Harkio now?’ Histrinaasked.

Laedo shook his heed. “Not straight away. | don't trust this heap of cobbled-together junk to get us
there. We're going back to my cargo ship. I'm going to seeif | can make atransductor.”

Good and bad. That was the difference.

Laedo took his eyes off the human nest that was the Erspian worldlet. He thought of the great swirling
Milky Way gdaxy, fermenting with life.

“Ants,” he muttered. “He cdled us ants."

Ants. But there was a difference, after dl. Klystar had drawn on human religiousideasin designing the
two thought projectors. But he himsalf had no preference between the two, either for Ormazd or for
Ahriman. No choice between good and evil—for him, neither existed. He was pure intellect, pure
curiosity, an ethica nullity, oblivious of the impact his actions had on others.

Which in human terms, was one way of defining a psychopath.

An entire cosmic generation of sentient beings had arisen blind to the drama of Ormazd and Ahriman.



Man could choose between them. Of course, it remained true what Klystar had said. Human
consciousness was feeble and deluded, ludicroudy prone to being swayed by persuasion, when
compared with the shining, unassailable consciousness of Klystar.

But unlike Klystar's, mankind's evolution was not yet over.

Still mulling over the conundrum, Laedo steered the projector station back towards Erspia5.
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