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THE RING OF RITORNEL creates a future world of terror and beauty, peopled wth
remar kabl e characters such as Orere, poet |aureate of the honme pl anet,
Coris-Kard, and his brother Jamie, who is trapped between the opposing forces
of Ritornel and Alea, a reluctant pawn in the future of his universe.

It is a science fiction novel of the nost inmginative, poetic and stinulating
kind, and is at the same tinme an exciting allegory of birth and rebirth, life
and death, creation and re-creation

THE RI NG OF RI TORNEL
CHARLES L HARNESS

1. THE DIE | S FI RST CAST

"Magi ster," said the captain deferentially but firmy, "I will take you no
farther. W are now well beyond the danger point, and we have yet to dose the
quarry."

The young man in the sinple blue tunic smled. "Your jaw is set hard, Captain,
and your face is pale. Are you afraid?"

Captain Andrek studied his guest with blunt honesty. He found such chil

haut eur vaguely disquieting in one who had barely attained his majority. This,
he presuned, was the consequence of centuries of ancestors accustonmed to
conmand. The young man's dark, hunorless eyes held a striking presence; he
wore no ornament of rank, or badge of authority, nor had he need of any.

The captain thought briefly of his own background, and knew t here was no
conpari son. For generations the Andreks had given their share of professiona
men to the advancenent of their corner of civilization: nmilitary men,
physi ci ans, advocates, artists, even theol ogians for the tenples. The captain
had a trenmendous respect for the nonviol ent professions, but he | oved space
and—some sai d—danger, and was happiest in action and conbat. He had | ong ago
reconciled hinself to the probability that he would be killed in service. Yet,
now, when the nmonent seened clearly upon him he was shaken. It was all wong.
This was not a proper way to die. Furthernore, he was totally unaccustoned to
this brute clash of wills. He did not know how to deal with it. Still, a
direct question had been put to him and he had to try to answer it.

"Afraid, sire? | served with your father in the Terror nop-ups. After he died,

| served your uncle, the Regent. Next week, after your coronation, | hope
will be privileged to serve you, as | have them Until now, sire, no Delfieri
has asked nme whether | was afraid. And until now, | have not been afraid. But
now . . . Yes, sire, | amafraid—that you may not return fromthis hunting

trip. And it is a great fear."

"I have given you a direct order, Captain.”
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The officer stood nute.

It was suddenly beconming clear to the other officers and crewthat in this
conflict between two personalities, the irresistible force, whose very whim
was the | aw of the Hone Gal axy, had finally nmet an i movabl e object—their
captain. And it was equally clear that this kind of thing had never before
happened to the young man in blue. At first, he was too astonished to be
angry. Even when he got over his surprise, he was still not angry; only

| ogi cal .

"Captain you are right on one point. W are running out of time. But the trai
is hot. It is now or never, for | can never come here again. You will proceed
as ordered, or | will have you shot for mutiny." Hi s voice was al nost casual
Captai n Andrek, not comonly given to the use of adjectives in his thinking,
now found hinmsel f indul ging in strange i nagery, and he considered his own
ment al processes with mngled fascinati on and amazenent.

Thr oughout his | ong career in the League navy, death had been a very persona
and intimte conpanion. H s wife (whom he had adored while she |ived) had
wyly naned death his nmistress. This had puzzled him He had al ways accept ed



death as a condition of his life, but had never (he thought) actively sought
her. There were rules about death in the service. All his life he had foll owed
the rules. He had been faithful to his contract with death, and it had never
occurred to himthat finally death would be unfaithful. She was sonetinmes
cruel (he'd often wondered whet her he woul d die screaning), but at |east his
own deat h ought to be a phenomenon directed exclusively at him and in which
he woul d play a vital role. And now this. Death by default. Death was bored by
him—+f it noticed himat all. It was a farce a silly playlet without nerit or
poi nt, a chance encounter between strangers. Death was not scintillating;
death was a mi ndl ess oaf.

He thought of his sons. Orere the poet—the strange one. And Janie, the |ogica
one, not yet in his teens. Fromhere on in, they would have to take care of
each ot her.

He | ooked around calmy at the shocked faces of the under- . officers, then
spoke to the lieutenant. "If | amkilled, it is nothing. But get the ship out
of here, quickly."

The young man in the blue tunic nodded to bis aide. "Huntyr,kill him™"

Huntyr was a big man,, yet quick and nervous in his nmovenents. He had none of
t he ponderous gentleness that often acconpanies a big frane. H s face held
nmore cunning than intelligence. And it was a subservient face, which frankly
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drew its substance fromthe young Magi ster, thereby being pleasantly rel eased
from personal judgments and choi ces between noral val ues. Captain Andrek
wonder ed where Cberon had picked himup. The association seenmed to reflect
some subterranean malignancy in Cberon's own nentality, and augured ill for
hi s approachi ng reign

Huntyr started to draw his biem

The young man frowned. "Not the biem you fool. It will not fire in the Node
area."

"Sorry." Huntyr replaced the biem drew his slug-gun in a snmooth notion, and
fired. Captain Andrek staggered against the ward roomwall, clutching his
chest. There, he floated up slowy in a weightless heap. Blood circled a neat
hole in his shirt over his heart.

oeron sighed. "Get rid of him"

Two ratings finally clacked on magnetic shoes over to the corpse and shoved

t he body ahead of theminto the pilot room

"Lieutenant," said the young man to the nearest stricken face,
accept ny orders?"

Just at this nmoment, parts of the lieutenant's cerebral processes were janmed,
awy, and other parts were whirring sensel essly. Nothing inside his head
seened to mesh, grab, or take hold. Nothing like this had ever cone up in the
cl assrooms at the Acadeny. However, his ultimate reaction, while not textbook
nevert hel ess prom sed survival

"Yes, sire," he whispered.

"Good. What is the |atest on the quake?"

"Tinme is still oh-seven-hundred."

"Probability?"

"Ch-point-eight-nine. Up two-tenths, sire.”

"Have you ever been in a quake, Lieutenant?"

will you

"No, sire.”

"Do you know anyone who was ever in a quake?"
"Yes, sire. That is, | knew them before . "
"Before they were killed in the quake, you nean."
"Yes, sire."”

"Xerol is a very strong little ship, Lieutenant, specially built. It's

supposed to resonate with the wavel ength of the quake."

"Yes, sire."”

"But you don't really believe it, do you?"

"I believe Xerol is strong and specially built, sire. And it night even
resonate. But a space quake is like a living thing, sire, contrary and



capricious. It mght not vibrate at the predicted frequency. O it mght start
out at the right frequency and then change to anot her one. Those physicists at
t he Node
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station are sonetinmes wong. And if | may make a point, sire, they left the
station two days ago."

oer on | aughed.

"I'f I amconcerned," said the lieutenant, "it is not for the ship, or nyself,
or the crew "

oeron frowned. "Lets not go into that again. Now, if you would help nme into
this suit.”

"OfF course, sire. Yet— He hesitated. "May | speak freel y?"

"Pl ease do."

"The Magister is proving a thing that does not need to be proved."

"You are oversinplifying, Lieutenant. You perceive only linted sets. After ny
coronation, there shall be no nore hunting. The last of the Delfieri wll
belong to the state, body and soul. So, in this last hour | rnust get enough
hunting to last the rest of my life, for | shall never enter the Node again.
When | grow old sitting at the Twelve-Table in the Geat House, | want this to
renmenber, and to think back on." He paused, nusing. "D d you know t he son of
the late Captain Andrek, Orere the Laureate?"

"Only by reputation, sire."

"Orere has witten an epic for ny coronation. He will soon programit into the
great computer, for delivery with full orchestration at the proper tinme in the
cerenoni es. "

"It is known, sire," said the officer cautiously.

"How can an epic be witten for a nan who has reached his majority and done
not hi ng?"

"Orere wites for your being the crown, sire. Not for doing anything. It is
not necessary to do anything."

oeron brushed that aside. "It nmay be somet hing of an advantage never to have
done anything," he said dryly, "and there may be even a degree of notoriety in
this. Yet it can be carried too far. | would like to justify that epic. Orere
is the greatest poet in all the Thousand Suns. | have heard a pre-run of the
tape. It nakes my skin tingle. | think to nmyself, aml this Cberon of whom he
sings? Oh, to own a brain like that! | would rather have witten the epic than
slay the krith. When | amcrowned, | think | shall attach himpermanently to
the Great House, whether he will or no."

He turned to the ranman at the scope. "Report," he said softly.

"Ei ghteen kilometers. Course steady. C osing, one kilometer per mnute." The
raman's voi ce took on an uneasy edge. "Sire, the mass confirnms at twenty-one
hundred kilos. It is probably a krith."
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"Of course it is a krith," murnured Cberon. "The nost vicious of the

cryot heres."

The lieutenant broke in. "Shall | |oad the bow guns, sire?"

"Certainly not." Cberon picked up his hel net.

"May | assenble a rifle party to acconpany you?" said the |ieutenant

unhappil y.

"No." Cberon pulled his helnmet down over his chest and | ocked his visor. "Cut
engines in five mnutes." H's voice took on a nocking nmetallic quality through
the intercom "And stop sweating. It makes nme nervous."
"Sire, we have to be out of the Node within the hour

"I know. Now cease this concern with trivialities and attend to business. As
soon as | leave, activate the tractor beam and stand by to focus out a line on
t he nmeanest creature ever haul ed out”Sl the Node."

The |ieutenant gave up. "Yes, sire." He opened the inner door of the space

| ock, hel ped OGberon into the cranped chanber, and spun the hatch shut behind
hi m

A few seconds later heron floated free of the little ship, and the exhaust of



his suit-jet twinkled in an ever-lengthening trail ahead of the ship. He gave
hinself twenty minutes to find and slay the krith, ten mnutes to rendezvous
with the ship, and lock the tractor beam and a final thirty mnutes to get
Xerol out of the quake area.

The ship di sappeared behind himinto the bl ack depths of the Node.

oeron | ooked about himinto dark nothingness and felt a sudden awe. He was at
the center of creation. He pondered this. The universe expands. Hydrogen is
continuously created. Yet the density of matter remains a constant—-about one
proton per cubic neter. \Wich means that space nmust al so be continuously
created. \Where does this new space and new matter first greet the universe? As
far awmay fromexisting matter—which is to say, the gal axi es—as possible. This
locus is the central area between the gal axi es. And where the gal axi es appear
as groups or clusters, this locus is at their center, their Node. So space is
born out of the wonb of the Deep, and begins life at the Node.

How strange, the Node! Here, at the geonetric center of the Twel ve Gal axi es,

t he expandi ng uni verse gives birth to new space, amd titanic birth pangs,
vast quakes in space that rel ease uni magi nabl e energi es. And strange
life-forms cone to feed on those energies, and stranger life preys on that
life. At the bottomof the life cycle are the ursecta, mnute creatures |ike
the plankton in the great seas of his honme planet, Coris-
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Kard. The ursecta in turn are the staple diet of larger creatures, and these
inturn are eaten by still larger. And at the top of this pyram d of

cryotheres are the great carnivores, and of these the nost dangerous is the

wi nged spider, the krith, fast, cunning, terrible.

He | ooked about him The darkness was total. This was not surprising. The Node
was the point in space farthest frommtter in this part of the universe: the
central point of the vast hypothetical dodecahedron forned by the twelve faces
of the local cluster of gal axies.

From here, the individual gal axi es—each over three mllion |ight-years

di stant—-were barely visible as hazy points of light. He turned over slowy and
| ooked about him One by one he picked out the twelve. "Overhead" was a

pi npoi nt of light, the Home Gal axy—at this distance, not detectably different
fromits spiral neighbor, Andromeda. By twisting his head he found the others.
In all, three spirals, six ellipsoids, and three irregulars. Actually there
were four irregulars, if both of the Magellanics were counted. But
everyone—ncl udi ng the Magel | ani cs thensel ves—onsi dered the twin clouds as
one. Twelve in all. Al ea conpleted.

Even as he stared, sonething blotted out the points of |ight ahead of him And
then somet hing I ong and sticky struck his side and coiled Iike a whip around
his wai st, where it clung. The great arachnid was trying to truss himup in a
web before closing in. But he was prepared for this, and cut the strand ends

i medi ately. And then another filanent hit him and another. For a few seconds
he was very busy with the knife.

Finally free, he checked his scope hurriedly.

The krith filled the plate. It was charging.

Despite his thermals, Cberon suddenly felt cold.

He |ined up the cross hairs of the slug-gun. The creature had to be hit in the
body. A wing shot was worse than usel ess. .Wen the nmetal pellets penetrated
the chitinous shell of the body, they provided nuclei that inmrediately
crystallized the beast's already supercool ed body fluids. The horrid creature
woul d be converted instantly to a frozen statue, and could then be haul ed back
to Goris-Kard for dissection and nmounti ng.

He fired. Even as the recoil turned himhead over heels, he knew the shot had
hit a w ng.

And then sonething gashed himpainfully in the leg. Frozen spatters of his own
bl ood cl attered against his helmet. He turned wildly to fire again. But his
port body jet had been hit. He spun in a crazy arc. The cross hairs woul dn't
line up. He
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was hit agai n—+n the back—hard. A filanment coiled around his gun and jerked it
| oose fromhis hands. The krith was trying to kill himso that he would
freeze. After that, he could be haul ed away to sone di stant webby lair and
there be eaten at |eisure.

But just as he had resigned hinself to death, he heard urgent voices on his
phones, and sensed that guns were firing all around him Huntyr and the

i eutenant had followed him and had witnessed his humiliation. Before he

bl acked out, he cursed.

They revived himon board. He glared up at Huntyr's white face and managed a
harsh whisper. "I told you not to follow ne."

The aide gestured helplessly. "Sire, we had to cone after you. Just after you
left, the lieutenant received a revised estimate of the quake fromthe
conput er - broadcaster at the Node Station."

"Real | y?" His eyes shifted to the |lieutenant, "Well?"

The lieutenant licked his |ips and | ooked at his watch. He spoke with
difficulty. "lIt's due in two mnutes, plus or minus thirty seconds."

oeron | ooked over at himcuriously. "Wat are you doing about it?"

"I"ve called the Goup. They're sending two flights—ene to cone into the quake
zone. The other will stand outside. After the quake, the second flight wll
cone in, also."”

"I see. You don't think either flight can do anyt hi ng?"

"Not really, sire. We're still very close to epicenter. If we get out, we
won't need either flight. If we don't get out, the first flight will get hit
the sane as us. In that case, the second flight will conme in afterward for

what is left of us." The young officer knew he was not saying it properly, but
he rushed on. "And now, sire, if | nmight make a suggestion, we want to get you
inside this special energency suit, with foam seal ant."

"l suppose so. Pass the word, suits for all hands." Oberon sighed. "A
frustrating day." He reached into the blue folds of his tunic and drew out his
neckl ace with its pendant, the gol den dodecahedral die of Alea. Each face bore
a nunber, fromone to twelve, and each nunber was a sign fromAl ea. He
unfastened it and held it in his pal ma nonment.

"Perhaps Alea will say how it shall be with us."

Huntyr's face was ashen. "It is sacrilege to call idly on the goddess!"”
"Whether | call idly is entirely up to Alea," said Qoeron
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calmy. He let the die float away and took the foamsuit from'e the
lieutenant. "Wen the quake comes, Xerol wll be her die cup.”

"It's Xerol, all right," said the rescue commodore softly. Not being given to
superfluities, he added only nmentally, or what's left of her

The search beam fromthe patrol |aunch stroked the stricken ship fromsteamto
stern. There was no novenent

The conmodore barked into the comunicator. "Lock on, mdship, by that break

inthe plates. | want four men with torches to slice out a hole big enough for
a stretcher party. On the double. They'll save tine if they work next to the
crack in the hull. Wen you get inside, spread out. I'mcomng in with you,
and I'Il start with the pilot room Call me there if you find anything."

He was not surprised at what he found inside Xerol. The portable searchlights
showed havoc everywhere. The quake nust have continued for sonme time after it
had broken the spine of the ship and let in the awesone cold of space. Men had
been qui ck-frozen and their bodi es cracked |ike whips. As he worked his way up
to the pilot rooman occasional armor leg floated past him and his stomach
began to writhe.

The door was jamred, and they had to burn it off its binges. Inside, he saw
Captai n Andrek, not even suited, and slunped queerly on the wall. The whole
thi ng was i nconprehensible. The captain was a splendid officer, with an

i npeccabl e record. It had been his duty to protect the Magister, but he
obviously , had failed in his duty. Perhaps the captain was |ucky. Had he
lived, he would face a summary court-nmartial and certain death.

Just then he got an urgent call on the conmunicator. "Comodore! Calling from



sick bay!"

He didn't get it at first. "Sick bay?"

"Xerol sick bay, sir. Looks like we've found the Magister. H's chest is
crushed, but he may be alive. And another chap, a big fellow, with his head

banged up, Sealant still oozing out of their suits, no pul se, but body
tenmperatures within pernmissible linmts."

"Stretcher themout of there. I'll alert our own sick bay to get ready.
Anybody el se?"

"No, sir. Everybody else was killed. W'll need a fair-sized burial detail."

"No time for that, Sergeant. Well send a tug out later for J
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Xerol. You get the Magi ster on board within three mnutes or you will never
see Coris-Kard again."
"Yes, sir."

The conmmodore net themon the catwal k. It was indeed the Mgister. The other
one, the big man, he did not recognize. And the Magister's chest, as reported,
was i ndeed crushed. Jagged red pieces of rib bone had punctured the suit. Foam
had evidently covered sone of the protrudi ng pi eces and had then broken away.
The conmmodore' s stomach was bothering himagain. As the sergeant hurried past,
he held out his hand and gave the comopdore sonething. "Wat is this,

Ser geant ?"

"An Alean die, sir. It's gold. Must belong to the Mgister."

"What nunber was show ng?"

"Nunber one, sir."

The conmodore, a practicing Alean, felt his flesh cram. One, the sign of the
false god Ritornel, and disaster at the Node. It had to be. "Carry on
Sergeant," he grow ed
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2. JIMWM E AND OVERE

For a long tinme the vibrations and the flashing |lights seemed only a part of
Jinme's dream In the dream he was at the Node, the crossroads of the

uni verse, and the gods were dicing for his life. At each roll of the die, a
great space quake woul d crash through his body, and in his head the lights
woul d go on and of f.

Jimy finally woke up, and when he did, he was awake all over. He didn't have
to stretch and cough and groan the way Orere did. He turned off the alarm
button on his night table. The bed ceased its rhythm c insistent shaking, and
the ceiling lights stopped flashing and came on full. Jimme didn't even have
to look at the clock face. He knew that it was four in the norning, and that
Orere wasn't hone. Because if Orere were in bed, Jinmmie' s alarmwoul d
automatically have been deactivated. Therefore Orere wasn't hone.

Jimm e found his robe and slippers and hurried into the phone room He sat
down in front of the nmulticeptor, fished the little black book out of the top
drawer, and began dialing the long series of nunbers that would connect his
inquiry tapes simnultaneously with nearly two hundred restaurants, bars, and
sundry strange places strewn all over the night side of CGoris-Kard.

He found the right place within m nutes. The Wnged Kentaur, an odd place, a
bar with reading and nusic rooms, haunted by bearded, thin-faced nmen and the
strangel y-dressed articul ate women they brought with them Painters, witers,
singers, poets, scientists, priests. Onere was often there. Jinm e thanked the
receptionist, turned off the ceptor, then ran back to his roomto get dressed.
He checked his noney. It was inportant to have the right change for the
capsul es. Nobody |iked exchanging big bills this time of night—er norni ng—and
sometines they'd | ook you over, making sure you were just a ten-year-old kid
all alone, and then they'd try to steal it fromyou. But he had to take sone
nmoney. He cal cul ated. He'd need, say, five ganma for the regul ar doornan, ten
for that nean-looking substitute. He counted out fifteen and put it in his top
j acket pocket.
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He boarded the feeder tube in the corridor outside the apartment, punched the



conput er coordi nates inside the capsule, put the coins in the slots, and
waited. The feeling of notion pressed at his stomach, then went away, and then
there were turns, right, left, up, down. It was inpossible to keep a sense of
direction. And then it was over. The capsule rolled out to an exit tube, and
he was on the brightly lighted street. It was in the theater district, and the
drama houses seened to alternate with all-night bars.

The W nged Kentaur was just ahead. In the luminous tri-di sign over the
doorway, he could see the kentaur's wi ngs noving in slow majestic arcs. QOrere
had once tried to explain how the proprietor had selected the strange synbol.
It was all mxed up in ancient fables that had cone down fromtheir Terrovian
ancestors, centuries ago, and Jimm e doubted that he understood it all. The
wi nged horse was the synbol of mnusic, poetry, and the creative arts; and the
kent aur was the synbol of the sciences, so a wi nged kentaur was the synmbol of
the best in the arts and sciences—the final step in the evol utionary process.
But of course no such creature had ever really existed.

The doorman snmiled wyly at himand took his nmoney with a nod. "Second room
back." Jinmmi e thanked him, braced hinself, and wal ked in.

Inside it was a strange blurry mxture of sound, snells, snoke, and | aughter
Alittle group, nostly wonen, was watching the visi-screen. Even w thout the
narrator's explanation, Jimme knew instantly what it was. Terror burning. It
was all being broadcast from Terror's single nmoon, conplete with sound. You
could hear the | ow eerie noaning of the flanmes, and the hiss of steamrising
i n hideous clouds fromthe boiling seas. Al life was of course |ong vanished.
The narrator was talking: "The mills of justice grind slowy, but they grind
exceeding fine. And what will be the fate of this terrible world? Wen the
fires die down sufficiently, the great shaft will be drilled to the iron core
t he expl osives placed, and Terror will be towed far inward to the Node, there
be blown to bits—an eternal lesson to tyranny ..."

Jimm e wal ked over. Sure enough, there was Onere, right in the niddle. Jimie
frowned. Sonetinmes it was hard to get Orere away fromwomen. Jinme didn't
like the women. He had a very vague recollection of his nother, who had died
when he was very small, but he was certain she had nothing in common with

t hese creatures.

And now one of them happened to spot him She tapped
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Orere on the shoul der and called out harshly. "Hey, it's the kid! Join the
party, kid!"

Hi s brother turned on his swivel stool and |ooked full at him

"Hell o, Jimboy." The secret grin, known but to Jinm e, was spreading across
t he yout hful face. \Whenever Qrere did that, the boy's heart pounded. It didn't
matter that the face was prematurely |lined and furrowed and gl owed ghoulishly
under the dimblue ceiling radiants. It was the handsomest face in the world.
But now to business. Jimme said flatly: "You have dress rehearsals for the
coronation recitals this afternoon at the G eat House."

Onrere sighed. "Another night slain by the icy edge of innocence. Yes; the
coronation." He took a sip fromhis glass, then put it down clunsily on the
"chord," where it nearly overturned. "Logic. Wen all else fails, he retreats
into logic. Logic nmakes no sense. |If you keep this up, dear little brother

we'll turn you over to the advocates. Rehearsal s? Wiy should | worry about
rehearsal s? While |I'mhere, working ny fingers to the bone, where is the
di stingui shed subject of nmy new epic? Ill tell you. Cberon is on a hunting

trip, having the time of his life. Is he worried about rehearsal s?"

Jimmie bored in closer and took Onere by the sleeve. "What's that got to do
with you? Cberon is the Magister. He can do anything he likes." H s voice was
becom ng anxi ous. "But you have got to get sone rest before rehearsal."

Onrere appeared to consider the matter briefly. He began to chant.

"I'f you make me go to bed, I'Il put a bullet in my head. Maybe two, if you are
rough. Three shoul d surely be enough."

Jimmi e grinned. This meant his brother would cone peacefully.

He was about to help Orere down fromthe bar chair when sonmeone spoke j ust



behi nd hi m

"Who is your young friend, M. Andrek?"

Jimmi e turned and | ooked up curiously at the speaker. The man—f he coul d be
called that—was clearly not a native of CGoris-Kard. Jinmm e had never seen
anyone |like himbefore in his life. He wore the pal e blue robes of the G eat
House, and on each | apel were the eight-arnmed spiderlike insignia that

i ndi cated his profession. He was a physician. On each hand was
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a white glove. H s head and neck were draped in a blue hood. Jinme thought
for a noment that toe hood covered even his eyes, until the eyes blinked. Then
he noticed that there were actually two holes in the hood for the eyes. And
such eyes! They seened to flicker with a strange bl ue radiation, as though
lighted fromwi thin the skull. Jimm e shivered.

But Omere just |laughed. "Doc," he said, "this is nmy brother Janes."

The doctor's gl oved hands grasped each other to forma circle, in the manner
of the Ritornellians, and he bowed gravely. "W are one in Ritornel," he

nmur mur ed.

"Wth Ritornel we return,” replied Jinme politely.

Al this seemed to amuse Orere greatly. "You have to be careful with Doc. He
really believes in Ritornel. You'd think he invented the whole thing."

The blue lights in the doctor's eyes seened to vibrate. "It's the duty of
every man to formulate his own gods," he said sonmberly. "And then, while he
lives, to follow through to the end. Only then can he accept the gray robes of
the pilgrim for the last journey, for his reward and his rel ease. Only then
can he accept death.”

"Don't be alarmed, Jimboy," said Orere, with faint malice. "The good doct or
isn't quite ready to die. He's waiting for the Sign."

" 'Sign? " said Jinmme, puzzled.

"The Laureate cloaks the truth with hunor," said the doctor. "Yet, by ny
beard, it is the truth. | await the Sign. The Twel ve Gal axies will be brought
to an end by the Orega of Ritornel. Yet, Ritornel decrees that the end is but
the beginning of a newlife. For that newlife, a pair nust be saved-rml e and
femal e-+the cream of creation. And a planet nust be saved for them to be their
hone, for them and their descendants. These things shall conme to pass when we
see the Sign."

"And what is the Sign?" asked Jinme curiously.

"A woman, " said the doctor. "It is witten. Avirgin, born froma nman. A

not herl ess child." The pale blue lights seenmed to burn into Jinmm e's head.
Jimmie felt the hair on the nape of his neck stand up. He didn't like this.
And certainly he didn't understand it. He took a step backward.

Orere came to the rescue. He yawned el aborately and arose unsteadily. "So nuch
for Ritornel. Let's get out of this den of religion before we run into an

Al ean.”

Jimm e stepped over to help him but the doctor was already there.
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"Alow ne."

Jimm e hesitated, but he was hel pl ess. Together they hel ped Orere down from
the chair, and then the three of them bunped their way through crowded roons
and out into the street.

Here, Orere had a bad coughing fit. Jinm e cleaned up the sputumfrom his
brother's bl ouse. It was bl ood-flecked. The doctor stood by silently. Orere
seened to read his thoughts. "Let's get home, Jimboy. It's not really bad."
The doctor hel ped Jinmie get Onere down to the tube entrance. It took both of
themto put himinside the capsule and seated upright. Jinmme closed the door
and, just before the capsule dropped into the subterranean entrails of the
city, he stole a last covert | ook at the blue-robed figure behind them Al he
could see in the sem darkness were two points of blue light. They seened to be
studying himintently. He turned back quickly.

Back in the apartment, Jimme put his groaning brother to bed. One sandal had
somehow got | ost; he renmpved the other, |oosened the belt, and pulled the



coverlet up gently.

Orere spoke out sleepily in the senmi darkness. "Don't go just yet. Sit on the
bed. "

Jimm e sat down. "You should get to sleep.” "I know. Dress rehearsal. \Wat'l

I wear?" "Your clothes are all laid out. Your new bl ack synthetics, back hose,
ivory lace collar and cuffs.™

Orere was silent a nonment. Finally he said: "The commodore left you in ny
care, Ji mboy, and now you've got it all mxed up. One of these days hell cone
blasting in fromouter space, and we'll both be court-martialed." He turned
over and coughed hollowy into his pillow "I haven't done a very good job on
you, have |7?"

"Don't talk like that," said Jinm e uneasily. But Orere continued in sonber
vein. "If anything should happen to me before Dad gets hone, you are to go to
the dons in the prep school at the Acadeny of Justice. The papers are in ny
desk. The papers will tell you whomto see . . . everything. There's plenty of
nmoney. "

Jimm e was shaken. "Is your cough worse? I'Il call the doctor right away."
"No, no, don't do that. Doctors don't know anything. He'd try to get ne to
cancel the rehearsal. He might even try to cut ne out of the coronation

| magi ne, the Laureate not reciting his epic at a coronation! And what a

coronation ... the ponp and pageantry, nusic, priests chanting. Both tenples,
Ri t or nel
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and Alea, will be saying all kinds of words over Cberon."

"Which tenple do we believe in?"

"W bumincense in both tenples,” said Orere blandly. "W believe in
everything. It takes twice as much faith, but it's safer. W stand still with
Ritornel, while randomy advancing with Al ea."

Jimm e knew his brother was teasing him They hadn't been inside a tenple
since he was seven. "You're"-he sought for a word—cynical ."

Orere laughed silently. "Such a big word fromsuch a little boy. Yes, the dons

will get you. Wrds are their business, their weapons in fighting the quarrels
of other nen."
They had been over this before. "I think I'd like to be a don," said Jinme.

"James, Don Andrek. How does that sound? Maybe | could even be a don hi the
Great House. Maybe | could serve oheron hinsel f."

Orere frowned. "Stay away fromhim There are strange stories. Sone say he'd
just as soon | ook at you as shoot you."
"You mean, 'shoot you as | ook at you.'
"No, | don't. And that's the point."
"Ch." Jimme didn't understand. But perhaps it was just as well. "W have to
stop, and you have to go to sleep. I'lIl be at school when it's tine for you to
wake up, but the alarmis set."

"Thanks, Ji mboy. Good night." Orere cl osed his eyes.

The first flush of dawn was beginning to filter through the bal cony w ndows;

it cast an eerie radiance on Orere's face. Jinme started to pull the drapes,
then stopped. He studied his brother's face for a | ong nonent, in wonder and
admration. Ordinarily, he thought of .QOrere as handsome. The word that now
occurred to himwas "beautiful.” H's nmother nust have | ooked like this. Onere,
he thought sinply, | love you

Wth an effort, he broke | oose fromthe enchantnment, drew the drapes silently,
and tiptoed fromthe room

He never saw that face again.

In the eighteen years that followed, when he rummaged through his collection
of mental images of Orere, this final scene, with the enhal oed face, was
always first to take form
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3. SHALL OBERON DI E?

The Regent, Oberon's uncle, was so old that he seenmed agel ess. He had seen it
all, not once, but many tines. Life to himwas |ike Cberon's boyhood carousel



wait a bit, and the whole thing comes around again. There were indeed
Ritornellian aspects in his theo-phil osophy, and in fact in decades previous
he had carried the golden ring on the red cushion in the sol etm annua
processions. And yet, just as he was not an Alean, either in the letter or by

spirit, neither did he adhere to Ritornel. Indeed, his religion was totally
dynastic, and dealt with transcendental and celestial matters only to the
extent that they prom sed an i medi ate benefit to the Delfieri line. And since

the death of his younger brother, the anointed ruler, hi the | ast days of the
Terrovian War, he had energed fromretirenent to hold the governnment together
until Ooeron became of age.

And thus it was by order of the Regent that Oberon's coronation and surgery
proceeded simultaneously. It could hardly be otherw se. Extraordinary measures
were necessary to preserve old friendships and to avoid offense to potenti al
new al lies. Cberon mght be dying, but the coronation had to proceed. The
cerenonies and invitations had been schedul ed nonths in advance, and ki ngs and
chancellors fromall the League suns, not to nention anbassadors fromthe
outer gal axies, were in attendance. Even the intergalactic arbiters were there
in their splendid robes, unaninmus at least in their decision that so historic
an occasion required their review

The Regent's brows knitted. This is no fitting end, he thought. It was the

Del fieri who brought Terror |low But for the stiffening of our purpose, and
rallying the weaklings of the League, the devil-planet would not now lie

a- burning. Perhaps no particular Delfieri is essential but the blood is
essential. And this wastrel Oberon is the last of us. WId, inconsiderate
brat! Al ways, we are out getting ourselves killed when we should be taking

wi ves and establishing sonething for posterity.
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But his barbaric black eyes softened as he considered his nephew. A conplete
Delfieri. And so this nust be your m serable coronation. No, not like in the
ol d days. As his grandfather had told him these things in centuries past were
athirty-day riot. Before his ancient forebears found bl atant piracy
uneconom cal and before they entered (with vast reluctance) into a nore
socially acceptable culture, a coronation was a thing to be remenbered. Every
Wi ne vat in CGoris-Kard was enpti ed. Unransoned captives were sacrificed, and
the tenple floors were awash hi bl ood. And those were real temples, to proper
gods, long before the phil osophies of Alea and Ritornel began their insidious
seduction of the flowering mnds of the lusty League planets. And now, all was
gone, all. Here and now, at this pallid proceeding, the only wine was in the
sterilizing autoclaves in the operating room and the only blood visible was
that on the white gown of the Master Surgeon

And thus for hours the procession of subdued cel ebrants circled the glass
bubbl e of the inprovised surgery. They noved in a living stream on deep bl ue
carpets, handwoven with threads of gold and noble netals, through a great room
finished in hand-carved opul ent wood-paneling (in strange contrast to the
tiled sterility of the operating chanber in its center). The air was heavy
with incense. A choir chanted in the background, anmd the nmuffled cl angor of
great bronze bells in neighboring Alean and Ritornellian chapels. It could
hardly be known whether the bells rejoiced or sorrowed, or indeed whether it
made any di fference one way or the other

Al the participants were exhausted, and yet the stream of potentates did not
abat e.

During these proceedi ngs the Regent, and Gal actic Laureate, and the mnusicians
and chanters occupied a podium at the side of the operating room Huntyr,
functioning as the Regent's tenporary aide, stood quietly behind the group

his face just beginning to heal under plastic skin. Only the gol den patch
glinting forebodingly over his |left eye gave hint of his recent brush with
deat h.

When Onere had understood what was expected of himin the nodified cerenony,
he was surprised only that he had not been shocked: but the whole affair was
conpletely consistent with the bizarre tradition of the Delfieri. During the



endl ess hours he had recited his epic three tinmes over; his voice was
cracki ng, and he was beginning to feel giddy. He wondered what they would do
to himif he sinmply fainted. He noticed then that the Regent was frowning at
him but QOrere pon
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dered the barbaric m xture of surgery and cerenony, and deci ded he coul dn't
care | ess.

The Regent's right hand was raw and swol |l en from hundreds of handshakes, but
he hardly felt it. Fromhis place in the receiving |ine, he could see the
operating table, the be\y of white-clad nurses, and the sure, delicate notions
of the Master Surgeon. The Regent knew that crushed sections of ribs were
bei ng cut away and stored carefully in frozen containers; these were sanples
bei ng saved for the cell cultures. Since Qheron was probably going to die, a
nunber of single viable cells selected fromthe jetsam of fragments woul d be
cultured, by techniques known only to the Master Surgeon, in the hope that a
new i dentical Qberon could eventually be grown, and the inperial |ineage

t hereby preserved.

At this noment the sono under the Regent's |left ear peeped gently. It was the
prearranged signal fromthe Master Surgeon. The old man wal ked over to a

near by m crophone. He could see the Master Surgeon watching himthrough the
glass walls of the surgery. "You want me, Surgeon?"

"Yes. | must bring beron into consciousness for a short tune. | want the
Laureate here inside. You know how Oberon feels about Onere. Selections from
the epic may well soothe and reassure Cberon during the period of

consci ousness. "

The old man had al ways regarded Cberon's fascination with poetry and the arts
as a serious frailty in a Delfieri, a weakness that could only bring harm And
yet he was realistic enough to seize upon his nephew s strange interest, and
to make use of it in an attenpt to work on the youth's will to live. He | ooked
over at the poet. "They want you inside, to sing a few selections fromthe
epic while the Master Surgeon brings Oberon into temporary consciousness.”

"I will try. But ny voice is nearly gone.”" (And so aml, Onere wanted to add.)
He pulled a tiny aspirator fromhis pocket, sprayed his throat, and was

i medi ately struck by a coughing spasm He w ped blood fromhis I|ips.

The Regent watched this with distaste. "I will ask the Master Surgeon to give
you sonething to hold you together for the necessary tine."

"I amgrateful," rasped QOrere sardonically.

I nside, a nurse gave hima hypodermc. H's larynx had i mediate trouble with
the bite of ozone and the odor of barely dry bacteriostatic paint. And the
sub-audi o sterilizers set up interference patterns with his voice. It was
going to be a fiasco, but perhaps Oberon would be too far gone to know. He

sel ected the stanza beginning with the spread of Terror's war-
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shi ps throughout the Honme Gal axy. He sang softly and didn't try for the high
not es.

He then observed that Oberon's eyes were open, and watching him He smled
wearily at the young Magi ster, then continued the stanza ... then stopped. For
Qheron, with no air in his damaged lungs, was trying to whisper sonething.
"Finish . . . Rnor ... ?"

"The poetry conmputer is mechanically conplete, Excellency," said Onere, "but |
have not yet programmed it. This will require several weeks."

"Programit... now . "

"It shall be done, Excellency."

oeron cl osed his eyes.

"He is unconscious again," the Master Surgeon said to Onere. "You need not
stay." He | ooked at the Laureate sharply. "How do you feel ?"

"I think = QOrere collapsed in a slow heap on the floor

The Master Surgeon jerked bis hooded head toward the nurse. "Stretchers."

As Orere was carried out, the Regent |ooked after himthoughtfully. He snapped



his fingers for Huntyr. "Take himto the hospital w ng. And strap hi mdown."
The coronation continued.

In the final hour, Oberon was given the silver scroll of w sdom (which the
priests could only place outside the glass door), the pails full of platinum
coins to ensure prosperity for his reign, and finally he was appointed

Def ender of the Faiths whereby, am d nmuch chanting, a golden ring of Ritorne
was placed by the door by a minor Ritornellian priest, and then an Al ean abbot
forced hinself to place the golden Al ean die inside the ring.

And then surgery and coronati on were conplete. The | ast guest di sappeared up

t he carpeted wal kway.

The Master Surgeon had been on his feet with Qoeron for nearly twenty hours,
and had used up three consecutive sets of assistants. He stepped outside and
onto the podium.

"How is it, Surgeon?" said the Regent

"He mght live, if he chooses to live."

"How | ong to programthe poetry conputer?"

"I would like to discuss that with you, sire. Can we go now to the hospita

wi ng? There will be no change in Oberon's condition for some hours. But
meanwhile, if we are to save the Delfieri line by cell cultures or by

per suadi ng Gheron to want to live, much work remains to be done this night”
"After you, Surgeon."
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"Cell culture is best understood froma historical viewoint," said the Master
Surgeon. He stood erect at the m croscope workbench in the parthenogenetic

| aboratory, apparently untouched by the Iong day with Qoeron. The Regent had
sunk exhausted, in a sparsely uphol stered | ab chair. The surgeon conti nued
quietly. "In bis first instant of existence, the Magi ster was but a single
cell in the wonb of his nother. That cell divided, then subdivided, and
continued to subdivide. For seven or eight generations, all the thousands of
resulting cells in this initial stage of devel opnent were identical. During
this phase, no cells recogni zabl e as bone cells, or nuscle cells, or nerve
cells were formed. But—n the next few cell generations, changes did begin.
Thus, about ten days after fertilization we find three different Kkinds of
cells, in outer, mddle, and inner layers in the incipient enbryo, which is
now a barely visible hollow ball. The descendants of these |ayered cells
becorme even nore specialized as growh continues. And before the days of

part henogenesis, it was thought that this increasing specialization was
irreversible.”

"What do you nean, irreversible?" asked the Regent.

"Before specialization began, any one of the cells could be separated fromthe
cluster and caused to grow into a separate enbryo. But after the cells have
begun to specialize, they can reproduce only identical specialized cells; they
can no | onger produce all of the hundreds of different kinds of cells
necessary to forma viable hunman fetus. The changes in the cell structure that
cause specialization are thus normally irreversible.”

"I gather then that the parthenogenesis technique is ained at reversing the
irreversibility?"

"Exactly, Excellency."

"Conti nue. "

"We have here a microsection of costal bone taken fromthe chest of the

Magi ster. These bone cells descended fromcells hi the mddle | ayer of the

pi npoi nt-si zed enbryo. The sane | ayer was ancestor to heart, nuscle, and skin
cells.”

"But how can nuscle cells and bone cells descend fromidentical cells?"
"Certain genes within the cell becone inactivated after a specified nunber of
subdivisions. It is, ha fact, the withdrawal of combinations of specific genes
fromthe coded genetic instructions of the chronbsomes that results in the
changes in the cells of subsequent generations. Al the original genes of the
original fertilized single cell are still present in each of the
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billions of cells of the enbryo, but now, cell by cell, nmany of the genes are
dormant, so that the correct daughter cells needed in succeeding stages in the
grom h of the enbryo can be made. The success of parthenogenesis depends on
awakeni ng these sl eeping genes. If this is done, the cell shall be as it was
in the beginning, precisely identical to the first cell fromwhich the

Magi ster grew, and hence, in theory, capable of growing into a second

Magi ster."

"And how are the sl eeping genes awakened?"

"By renoving the bl ocking proteins fromthe deoxyribonucl eic acid chains of

t he genes—the DNA. These proteins are protam nes and hi stones—ildly basic.
They have conbined chemically with the mld acid of the DNA, but can be
persuaded to relinquish their hold on the DNA if we expose them very
carefully, to a slightly stronger acid. Al this has to take place within the
cell nucleus, and the mcroprocedure is rather delicate."

"Surgery at the nolecular level? | did not realize the techni que existed. Tel
me nore."

The Master Surgeon hesitated. "Mre, sure, | cannot tell you. It is a secret
of the Master Surgeons, passed down, one to the other, fromthe npost distant
generations. "

"Then | shall not pry."

"The Regent is invited to watch."

"Yes, | would like to."

The surgeon turned around and bent over his flasks. "Fromthis section of
costal bone, we first isolate about twenty individual cells. This is a sinple
m crosurgi cal techni que, which your Excellency can follow on the mcroscope
projection screen. As you can see, each cell |ooks |ike an el ongated brick
Each is washed with sterile nutrient nediuminto its individual culture flask.
And now we cone to the crucial part, reactivation of the dormant genes."
There was a sudden flashing noverment. The Master Surgeon stripped the glove
fromhis right hand. He seemed then to insert his index finger into the neck
of the first flask. And then the gl ove was on the hand again. The great nan
turned to the Regent and bowed. "And that is all there is to it."

The Regent studied the hooded, glow ng eyes. "You nean, there is something in
your body that awakens the genes?"

"Something like that. O course, the bone cell nust now travel the |long road
back, reversing sone fifty generations of cell differentiation, with nore and
nore genes awakeni ng at each stage, until all are awakened, and the condition
of the first cell is reached. The gene-stuff is fragile, and the results are
27

unpredi ct abl e. Parthenogenesis is a hazardous process at best. In the days of
the wars, the very conditions of high radiation |levels that wought nutations
in the genes of spermand ovumwhile they were yet in the body endangered the
cell cultures in the sane way. And so it is now ironically, the recent great
quake that has called for this specific attenpt at parthenogenesis may itself
bring all our efforts to nothing. Even as we talk here, the first showers of
hyper-drive cosm c rays generated by the quake are reaching us."

"But these roonms are encased in a neter of |lead," denurred the Regent.

"Besi des which, the planet itself |ies between these roons and the Node."
"That may not be enough. Cosmi c rays have been detected in mnes severa

t housands of neters deep. We think that the strongest are able to pass
entirely through the whol e planet of Goris-Kard, right through the

ni ckel -cobalt core. Even since we have been standing here, several cosmic rays
have passed through my body."

"How do you know t hat ?"

"My sensory structure is—different fromyours. | can detect el ectromagnetic
radi ati on i n wavel engt hs consi derably bel ow the visible spectrumuseful to
your retina. There—a ray struck this very jar."

"Throw it out."

The Master Surgeon hesitated. "I wonder. The chances that the ray struck the
single cell to be cultured seemquite renote. "



"Then do as you like."
"Thank you. I'd like to keep it for the tine being. And now, if your
Excellency is satisfied with what has been expl ai ned and denonstrated so far

it would be best if | conpleted the cultures alone. This will take I ess than
an hour, and then | will rejoin you in the roomof Orere the poet."

"Yes. | amsatisfied. | will neet you there."
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4. | NTO THE MUSI C ROOM

"Hell o, Doc." Onere's eyes opened blearily, then closed again.

"You will address the Master Surgeon with nore respect," said Huntyr curtly.

Beneath twitching eyelids, Orere tried to focus on the big nman. He attenpted
to rise on one elbow. Only then did he discover he was strapped to the bed.

"Must have been quite a party." H s head fell back on the pillow "I renenber,
now. The coronation. | passed out. Never mix terza rinma and iamnbic pentaneter
What happened after that? Fill ne in, blue eyes!"

"My boy," said the Master Surgeon, "you sang to the Magister for over twelve
hours, without rest, and then you coll apsed. Huntyr brought you here."

". . . the Magister?"

The surgeon turned questioningly to the Regent, who had shriveled wearily into
a bedside chair. The old man nodded, and the surgeon faced the poet again.
"The condition of the Magister is_a state secret. However, for reasons that
you will soon appreciate, there is no danger in entrusting this secret to you.
The continued exi stence of Oberon of the Delfieri trenmbles in the bal ance. For
the tine being, everything that can be done for himnedically has been done.

He will be under hypno-sedation for three days to give our patchwork a chance.
When he awakens, whether he lives or dies may well be his own nmental choice.
In one hand he will hold Iife; in the other, death. He has only to choose. The

Regent, of course, desires that Cberon shall choose to live. In persuading him
to this choice, you can be of great service to the state.”

"Wth nore ditties and doggerel ?"

"I'n a manner of speaking."

"CGet to the point."

"W don't want you to collapse again."

"Boorish of ne, wasn't it?" Orere coughed. It was a gurgling hacking thing. He
turned his head and spat something red into the tray by his pillow
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"There is no treatnment for your lung disease. W think you are going to die.
It could happen overnight."

"So | have been told."

"If you die, you will not be available to sing to the Magi ster when he
awakens, and in that case, he may elect to die." ' "Fear not," said Onere.
"When he arrives, I'll be there waiting. I'lIl teach himto play the harp."
Huntyr was outraged. "How can a dyi ng nan speak thus?"

The Regent silenced his aide with an irritated hand wave. "Master Surgeon
tell the poet that which he nust know. "

"Orere Andrek," said the Master Surgeon, "we have decided that you will, in a
sense, live."

"‘In a sense?""

"You have heard of the Rinor comnputer?"

"OfF course. (beron's pet project. | pronmised himl'd help programthe poetry
and nmusic circuits.”

"True. And you shall, although perhaps not exactly in the way that you had

pl anned. " The surgeon tugged briefly at the beard under his hood, then
continued. "The human brain has ten billion neurons, nost of which are in the
gray matter of the cerebrum Rinor's equivalents of these circuits take tine
to program Yet, if Rinor were programed and ready to function in three days,
heron might listen to it when he regai ns consci ousness; and |istening, he

m ght be persuaded to live. But Rinmor is far fromfinished."

"I know that." For the first tine, Orere felt uneasy. "W need weeks to
programthe electronic circuits so that they will correspond to those in the



human cerebrum”

"But," said the surgeon, "if we had the essential sections of an actual living
human cerebrum we could conplete Rinmor within twenty-four hours. Fortunately,
considering the time available, we will not need the entire brain. The

cerebel l um and nedul | a woul d be superfluous to our purpose, since they dea
primarily with the nore prinmitive functions such as internal organs, blood
system nmuscul ature, and skin. Even the cerebrumis not needed in its
entirety. The tenporal |obe, containing the auditory areas, and the prefrontal
| obes, as the seat of intelligence, would of course be retained. But nost of
the areas in the central fissure responsible for vision, taste, snell, and
touch, could be excised with little loss, and with great saving in tinme."
There was a long silence. Sweat began to gather on Onere's face.

The Master Surgeon continued tonel essly. "The surgery involved is sinple and
pai nl ess. The hi gher centers of con-
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sciousness will be anesthetized, of course. The blood flow will be shunted to
a cardi ac punp, and adequate arterial pressure naintained throughout the
procedure, before, during, and after transfer. The neck tissue and spina
chord will be severed. Fromthere, the process is nearly identical to sterile
cranial autopsy. | shall start with the usual biparietal incision extending
across the cranial vault fromthe mastoid process. The tenporalis nuscles are
di ssected away fromthe cranial vault and retracted out of the area. A

t hi n-edged biemis used to open the calvaria, and finally, after the dura

mat er has been divided along the line of the base incision, the brain is
renoved. The real work then begins, of selecting the needed el ements and
maki ng the thousands of connections with the program center of the conputer
The work is very intricate and tine-consum ng, and will take two full days.
You will regain consciousness on the third day. You will awaken into darkness,
a spirit without body, floating. Your only tactile and notor associations wth
your environment will be your cerebral integration into your outgoing sound
circuits and your incomng aural sensors. You will be able to speak, sing, and
energize a fully orchestrated multitude of phonic instruments, and you will be
able to hear anyone present in the nmusic room You will find that, instead of
conducting orchestra and chorus, you will be piano, violins, brass, one
hundred instruments, and forty voices. It will take you the bal ance of the
third day to acquire a nmeasure of proficiency in the use of your new
facilities of orchestra and voice. You'll have the entire music room yourself,
with multi-stereo, reverberation . . . whatever shall please you. Think

Onrere! Your disease is incurable, but you can livel™

Orere withed beneath the straps. "I refuse. 1'd rather die."

"Your refusal is irrelevant."

The white young face | ooked up at the hooded figure in unbelieving horror
"You' d use force?"

"Why do you think Huntyr strapped you down?"

"But suppose after | become a conmputer, | choose not to sing?"

"You will not so choose. You will be a quirinal addict by the third day. If
you sul k, you will not get your Quirinal. | assure you, dear boy, you will
perform and with zeal ."

The Regent broke in inpatiently. "I don't understand your objections. Look at
t he advantages. You will be very nearly inmortal. A continuing supply of bl ood
wi Il be needed for the excised cerebral segnents, of course, but as long as
this systemis functional, you cannot die."
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Orere could barely speak. "But will | continue to exist as nyself, or will |

be nmerely a very conplex and tal ented conputer?"

"A nost profound netaphysical question, my boy," said the surgeon. "Wen the
time comes that it may be asked, only you will be able to answer."

"I can answer now," whispered Onere. "l curse the goddess Al ea and the god
Ritornel. | curse you, Regent, and you, Surgeon. Mst of all | curse Cberon.



And now | die. Begin."

The surgeon nodded to the nurse waiting with the syringe. Orere's | ast thought
was that she didn't even swab the skin, and that the om ssion was |ogical: he
woul dn't be needing it further.

"Adad to see you. |I'm Don Poroth, Assistant Registrar. Did you cone all by
your sel f?"

Jimm e | ooked at the keen thoughtful eyes and found hinself relaxing a little.
"Yes, sir, Don Poroth."

"Most of the | ads are acconpani ed by one or both of their parents on
registration day." Don Poroth | ooked at the papers hi the file, then back at
Jimmie. "I see your nother is dead. Sorry. And | imagine Captain Andrek is
with the fleet at the nmonent?"

"No, sir. My father is dead, too."

Don Poroth peered across the desk hi sudden synpathy. "Nothing here hi the
file. Must have been quite recent.”

"Yes, sir. | learned only a few weeks ago, when | tried to get in touch with
nmy father through the Naval Bureau to tell himny brother Orere was m ssing."
"Not the Orere Andrek, the Laureate?"

"Yes, sir."

"And still mssing, so | understand. Shocking. This |eaves you altogether
wi t hout fam|y?"

"Yes, sir."

Don Poroth arose and began pacing behind his great stone desk. "A pity. \What a
great pity. And only ten."

He stopped and | eaned over the desk. "Andrek, you will meet new friends here.
Count me as one. And then there is the great Acadeny itself. It has been a
sheltering nother to many young nmen, who have spent their twelve years here,
and then have gone forth into the world as dons, judges . . . yes, one even
became a intergalactic arbiter.” He looked into Jinme's eyes. "The Acadeny is
now your alma mater. Do you know what that is?"

"No, sir."
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" "Alma' neans 'dear'; 'mater' neans 'nother.'"
n O,] "

"W borrowed the words from Terror, long ago. There is a greatness in the

anci ent Terrovi an tongues. Sonetimes, they express our thoughts better than
our own Ingliz. At |least you are not 'a-mater."'"

"What does that nean?"

" "Motherless.' From'ab' and 'mater.' But don't bother about that just now.
Plenty of time in the years ahead. So then, run along. The proctor5!! show you
your roomand tell you whatever you need to know "

A few mnutes later Jinme dropped his valise in the proctor's reception
cubicle. The proctor glanced at hi mdubiously. "And where'll we put you?" He
studied the dormtory floor plans on his desk. "I'mafraid we can't give you a
room of your own just yet. It may be another year before the newwng is

conpl eted, and we can look into it again then. Meanwhile, well put you in

wi th—hm yes, Vang. Ajian Vang." He | ooked at Jimre noncommittally, and

Ji mm e understood that his new roommate m ght be a probl em

He said, "Yes, sir."

Sone tine later he realized that he and Ajian Vang had been sel ected as
roomrat es because the proctor viewed themboth as misfits. Each was inprinted
with his own peculiar prime directive that kept hi moutside the normal social
life of the other boys. Jinme thought only of finding Orere, and Ajian Vang

t hought only of Alea. They never becane closer; at nost, Jimre built up a
guarded toleration for the other boy, who seened to dislike everybody,

i ncl udi ng Ji nmi e.

Ajian Vang's reason for existence was ganbling. He did not need the paltry
sums he won fromthe other boys, for his father provided anmpl e spendi ng noney.
He did it for the sense of power it gave him Ajian Vang's probl em was§8 t hat
whenever Jinm e was around, he inevitably began to lose. And finally Vang



began to tell strange tales about Jimme. Jimie was a Ritornellian daenon. He
radi ated an aura that upset the Alean | aws of chance. He was a deadly enemny of
Al ea. He was bewitched. In the old days the dainoni were strangl ed wi thout
cerenony. It was a serious religious matter that should be reported to the

aut horiti es.

None of this really worried Jinme. Unlike nost of the boys, being thought
strange did not make himfeel a social outcast. But he had never heard of a
dai non before, and he was curious. Once he caught Eton Poroth on the

pl ayground and asked him The good professor |aughed. "A conplete nyth.
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Long ago, during the Religious Wars, it was thought the dainoni could cast a
spell that strangely altered Alea's | aws of chance—whi ch nade t hem m schi evous
Ritornellian devils, | suppose. It ran in famlies, fromfathers to sons. Wth
a dainmon around, Alea's will is bent to that of Ritornel in the nost

unpredi ctabl e ways. But it's not really so—ust superstition. Here, let ne
show you." He fished a coin fromhis vest pocket, flipped it in the air, and
caught it on the back of his hand. "Heads." He flipped again. "Heads. Once
nore. Heads. Hm And again heads. Well, | don't know Shall we? Heads. And
again." He |ooked at Jinmie curiously. "Peculiar, but I'"'msure it's all well
within the aws of chance." The bell rang. "Not inpossible. No, not really.
And there's ny cl ass. Good-day, Andrek."

Jimm e bowed, puzzled but respectful. "Yes, sir, thank you, sir."

He wat ched as Poroth wal ked directly toward the ivy-clad class building.

Al most at the archway the professor hesitated in stride and he turned and

| ooked back at Jinme for the briefest instant.

"And | guess that's that," thought Jimmie. ""And | still don't know what a

dai non is, except there aren't supposed to be any."

Space becane avail able at the end of the year, and Jinmi e noved to his own
room It was shortly after this that a great change suddenly came over Ajian
He announced that he intended to enter holy orders, and to becone an Al ean
nmonk. Even Jinmie was inpressed, if mldly incredul ous. But fromthe date of

t hat announcenent, Vang ganbled no nore. He saved his all owance and bought a
nodest Al ean die, a cultured pyrite dodecahedron. The weird thing, to Jinme,
was that the other's remarkabl e conversion did not dissipate his dislike of
Jimme; on the contrary, it became worse. It becane hatred. Jinme then
gradual |y got the inpression that he was a noving cause of Vang's conversion
and that Al ea had wrought her will on Vang through him Jinme. And in this,
Vang saw a clear directive fromthe goddess: Jinm e was a dai nron and mnust
ultimately be destroyed.

Jimmi e pushed the thought aside; it was illogical, absurd. As the days and
weeks went by, Vang was cool, but polite. In front of the other boys, he

al ways said the right things. And he and Jinm e were never al one together
anynore. Jimme finally decided he was all wong, and gradually stopped

t hi nki ng about it.

34

Ji mm e made many acquai ntances at the Acadeny, but few friends. He could never
really get his mnd off Orere | ong enough to beconme whol eheartedly invol ved
with his school mates as individuals.

He got away fromthe Acadeny whenever he could, to |ook for Orere. He nade
sure that the post office kept his Acadeny address on file, and that the
doornen at Onere's favorite nightclubs would be sure to be on the | ookout for
his lost brother. He spent so nmuch tine in Orere's old haunts that his studies
suffered and he was put on report.

Poroth requested review of the conplaint hinself. This, Jinmme knew, was
serious. For Poroth was now Dean of the Acadeny's School of Intergalactic Law,
and an inmportant man. Appointnents had to be nade to see him and people in
outer offices had to tell people in inner offices, and finally sonebody cane
out and told you it was all right to go in.

Poroth got right to the point. "M. Andrek, | know why you are negl ecting your
studies. You are still |ooking for your brother. |I can't really say that |



bl ame you. Perhaps I'mat fault in not telling you that we are | ooking for
him too."

"Sir?" said Jinmme, surprised.

"When you first came here-six years ago, wasn't it?—, uh, we—hired a private

detective agency. They turned up nothing. A couple of years later, | think it
was when | becane a full professor of charters, we hired a second agency. Last
year, we took on a third. Still no results. They all agreed that QOrere entered

the G eat House shortly before the coronation, that he sang his great epic at
t he cerenony, and that he was never seen to cone out again. The reports are

here. You're free to read them if you'll promse to | eave the detective

busi ness to the experts."

"Yes, sir. |I'd be nost grateful." A sudden thought struck him "These
detective agencies ... they nust cost a |lot of nobney. WAs there enough hi the
account Orere set up here in the begi nni ng?"

The dean cleared his throat. "It, ah, comes out of a different fund. Yes, the,
ah, Alumi Ceneral Aid Fund."

Meani ng, thought Jinm e, out of your own pocket. He said quietly, "I'd Ilike

very much to see the reports, sir. And you can rest assured about ny grades in
the future.”

That same evening, sone fifty kilometers distant fromthe Acadeny, a voice in
the nusic roomof the Great House called out: "Wio's there?"
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“I'"'m Amat ar . "

"Who's ' Amatar' ?"

"I"'ma little girl. Can't you see ne?"

"No, | can't see anything. | don't have any eyes. You have a pretty nane,

Amat ar. Who is your father?"

"Coeron. "

"I won't tell you what | think about your father, Amatar. But | can tell you
this: I like you. Do you like to sing?"

"I guess so. But | don't know many songs."

"That's all right. Ill teach you, and then we can sing together. What color is

your hair?"

"It's yellow, and | have pretty blue eyes."
"OfF course you do! Just as in the song!
Arnatar's a little girl

Wth golden curls and sparkly cheeks

And bright blue eyes a-darting.

Here she peeks and there she twirls

(Tis nme she seeks)

To tell me she's ny darling."

The little girl clapped her hands and | aughed in high glee. "I didn't know
t here was any such song!"

"Ch, | know lots of songs that really aren't. Suppose we—now who's that?"
"That's my friend Kedrys. He's five, too. He's a kentaur."

"A what ?"

"A kentaur. You know. He's a boy, except he's part horse, and he has wi ngs."
"Hel | o, Kedrys."

"He says to tell you hello, R nor."

"Now that's interesting. Wiy doesn't he say hello himself ? And how does he
know ny name?"

"Kedrys doesn't like to talk the way you and | talk. He talks into my head.
And he listens inside ny head, and | guess inside , yours. That's how he knows
who you are.”

"Well 1'Il be ... He's a telepath.”

"l guess so."

"Can he really fly?"

"He can, but he wants to wait a few years. He's afraid he nmight get |ost, and
not be able to get back,"

"I see. One flap of the wings, and he vani shes into the countryside?"



"No, you don't see at all. Until he knows exactly howto do it, he's afraid
he'll land on sone conpletely different place, not
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Coris-Kard at all. Maybe an awful place, like Terror. And there he'd be, al
lost. So he wants to make sure he knows what to do before he flies. Oh, dear!"”
"What's the matter?"

"Kedrys says they are looking for nme, and if they find ne here, they'll make
me promi se not to come again. So I'll have to go now. "
"But you'll come agai n?"

"Yes, whenever they aren't |ooking."

"Wonderful, Amatar. Now, just one little favor before you | eave. There's a row
of little black knobs on the wall in front of you. Do you see then®"

"Yes."

"Do you know which is your right hand?"

"OfF course, silly."

"Good. Now just take hold of the knob on your far right, and turn it several
turns.”

"Al'l right. | have it—-eh, no!"

"What's the matter?"

"Kedrys says |'mnot to do it"

"Why not?" The voice fromthe consol e was suddenly strai ned.

"I't would do sonething bad to you. | don't know the word ... so you'd never
sing again. And now they're com ng, and we have to go. Good-bye, Rinor."
"CGood-bye, Amatar . . . Kedrys." The voice was tonel ess, weary.

"As you know, young gentlenen of the graduating class, the next hour
represents the |last opportunity for you to receive instruction within the
Acadeny." Fromthe judge's dais, the cool gray eyes of Dean Poroth swept the
"courtroom'—the hall set aside for sessions of the Academy's practice court.
Toni ght there were nore visitors than students. The great dean was famed for
his surprises in the | ast-hour sessions of practice court. The entire
graduating class, old grads, news reporters, even judges fromother planets
were there, restless with anticipation.

Poroth continued. "The sole case on the docket tonight is In re Terror. You
will note fromthe summary of facts in your programthat Terror, now devoid of
life, has been condemmed, the fatal shaft has been drilled to her iron core,
and a tug has hauled the planet to the Node. This is the final nonment, and
intergalactic justice requires that if anyone knows of any | awful reason why

t he destruction of this planet should not
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proceed, he will be permitted to speak. W here on the dais represent the

twel ve intergalactic arbiters, who may well have this exact question at sone
time within the next few years. The form and framework of the question, of
course, is an Order to Show Cause. This nmeans sinply that we, the arbiters,
have put the condemmed pl anet under an order to show cause why she shoul d not
be forthwith destroyed in accordance with the terms of her sentence. You wll
note fromyour prograns that M. Vang will defend the planet; which is to say,
he will attenpt to show cause why her destruction would not be |lawful, and
wherefore it would be error to execute the order.”

At the mention of his nane, Vang arose and bowed to the dais, as was the
custom

"And the rebuttal," continued Dean Poroth, "is the responsibility of M.
Andrek, who is charged with the duty of convincing us that M. Vang's petition
is without merit, and that no | awful reason exists for not conpleting the
destruction of Terror. Thus it is given in the program"

James Andrek had duly risen, bowed, and was just sitting down again, smug in

t he know edge that he was thoroughly prepared and perfectly rehearsed, when
Poroth's | ast statenent struck him He |ooked up quickly and caught the dean's
hal f-smile. He dropped nunbly into his chair, and a chill began crawing up
hi s spine.
" However, '

continued the dean blandly, "in the furtherance of the Acadeny's



primary objective, which is educating young nmen to becone dons, we will nmake a
very slight change in the program" He |leaned forward a little. "A thoroughly
prepared don nust know his opposition's case as well as he knows his own: its
strengths and weaknesses. He thus broadens his know edge and frees hinsel f of
prejudice. Only then can he with certainty prepare his own case."

Andrek and Vang stared at each other, united at |east for the hour in the

conr adeshi p of the dooned

Poroth sm |l ed benignly down at them "I see counsel have already divined the
program change. It is just this: they will exchange places. M. Andrek will
not argue for Terror's destruction; he will instead attenpt to persuade us to
save her. And M. Vang, of course, will simlarly reverse his role: he wll

rebut M. Andrek's petition, and give us reasons why the sentence of planetary
death should be duly carried out. In this way, each prospective young don can
denonstrate his fanmliarity with the other's case. And now, there being no
reason further to delay the com ng display of juridical vir-
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tuosity, we will hear fromthe petitioner to save Terror. M. Andrek, your
summary, please!"

It was not fair! The sins of the |oser of the Terrovian Wars were known to
every school boy. She had been justly condemmed. What coul d be said hi her

def ense? He needed nore tine! He rose, pale and drawn.

"If it please your Excellencies, the condemmation of Terror cannot |awfully
proceed. Terror was never a party to the In-intergalactic Statutes that
provide for her destruction. Condemmation is therefore not due process of |aw,
but rather a judicial continuation of the war, which, however, ended years ago
with the death of the last Terrovian. The arbiters are therefore w thout
jurisdiction. And finally, it is not possible to commit a crine until there is
a law that states the crine. Yet ny client was found guilty of comitting the
crime of starting a nuclear war before there was an intergal actic | aw maki ng
nucl ear aggression a crine, much less a crinme puni shabl e by anni hil ation of

t he aggressor. Cause is therefore shown why the order should not be granted.”
He bowed awkwardly and sat down.

"Thank you, M. Andrek. M. Vang?"

Andrek gl owered at the Al ean novice, who smiled sweetly back. "Petitioner has
rai sed no point conpetent for review here." He | ooked at his notes. "Each
arbiter has taken an oath to support the Intergalactic Treaty. The treaty
requi res destruction of every person, country, or planet starting a nucl ear
war. No procedural error in the proceedings below is suggested. No suggestion
is made that Terror did not start a nuclear war, and wage it with all neans at
her disposal. No suggestion is made that Terror does not normally deserve her
fate. No cause is shown; the order should be dismssed." He bowed gracefully.
"Thank you, M. Vang. You nay be seated." Poroth |eaned forward and touched
his fingertips together. "W can now give our decision, fromthe bench. The
petitioner, M. Andrek, has not, to our satisfaction, shown cause why the
destruction of Terror should not proceed. The charges will therefore forthwth
be placed, and the planet duly destroyed. So ordered." He | ooked at the two
young nen earnestly. "Wat | did to you both was unfair, and especially unfair
to you, M. Andrek, for you had a hard case indeed. But in the long pull it
will be of great benefit to you both. Know your opponent's case! And that's
not all you should know. On the practical side, know your judge. Wen the
court, as here, is conposed of severa
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judges, twelve to be exact, know themall. The personalities and |eanings of
each of the twelve arbiters is well-known throughout the Twel ve Gal axi es t hat
they represent. Qur own Zhukan, for example, is a stickler for the niceties of
due process. Wrebel, on the other hand, is a sentinmentalist. He favors the
underdog. Maichec is interested only in the ultinmate noralities; you nust
persuade hima thing is just or unjust, no matter what the treaties say. But
what happened? Neither of you paid the slightest attention to us arbiters as
peopl e. Any questions so far? Yes, M. Andrek?"



"Sir, you keep tal king about 'twelve' arbiters, but | notice that actually
there are only eight people on the dais, seven students and yourself. Wuld
you explain that, sir?"

"I shall certainly not explainit, M. Andrek. It nust be irrelevant to
counsel why only eight of ny twelve brother arbiters are here. Wat is

rel evant to counsel is whether the dimnution of the full nunber changes the
presentation of his case. May | have your views on that, M. Andrek?"

James had it instantly. "In cases involving Section Nine of the treaty, the
destruction of a planet, only the full court—all twelve arbiters—ay act. In
such case, an eight-man court is not conpetent to sit."

"Not bad at all," snmiled Dean Poroth. "M . Vang, any comment ?"

"It's easy to say that here, sir. This is just practice court. But what if it
really happened? Do you think any of us would really tell eight intergalactic
arbiters they're not conpetent to hear a case?"

"Courage, M. Vang. Put it to themthis way: You're acting as a friend of the
court in pointing out how they' re about to sit in violation of the treaty.
Then ask for a thirty-day continuance. Ten to one you'll get it. Gves them
time to decide who's insane. And now, if there are no nore questions, practice
court is dismssed. M. Andrek, may | see you in chanmbers?"

Dean Poroth | eaned back in the great |eather chair and contenpl ated the young
man over fol ded hands. He seened to |like what he saw. "Have you nade any

pl ans, Janes?"

Andrek started. During all his years at the Acadeny, the dean had never before
called himby his first nane. Until he had reached sixteen he had been sinmply
"Andrek." After sixteen the professors added "M ster." And he was now

twenty-two. "None, sir. I'Il look for a job here on Goris-Kard, | suppose.
want to stay here to |l ook for ny brother."
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"Twel ve years is a long tine, Janes. Can't you accept—

"No, sir."

"l suppose not. Well, you were trained in the law, but of course you are free
not to become a don. A nunber of the young gentlenmen will in fact |eave the
profession. | understand M. Vang will be accepted into Al ean orders."

"Yes, sir. He has always been very, ah, religious."

"Hm Yes, of course. What |'mleading up to, Janes, is a way for you to remain
in the profession, and yet continue the search for your brother. Wuld you

i ke that?"

"I ndeed yes, sir. But how="

"You'll recall that all the people who have | ooked into your brother's

di sappearance agree on one thing: he went into the Great House, sang at the
coronation, and was not seen to cone out. Now, if you were to be enpl oyed
within the Great House itself, say as assistant to the third secretary hi the
Foreign Ofice (a position which | understand is presently vacant), you m ght
be able to devel op sone real information."

Andrek nmoved forward eagerly hi his chair. "Oh, thank you, sir!" Then his face
fell. "No offense, sir, but | had thought that all appointnments of this type
had to be nade by the arbiter representing the Honme Gal axy, "

Poroth's eyes tw nkled. "Quite so. However, Arbiter Zhukan is retiring within
a few days. -The G eat House has already selected his successor, but the

appoi ntnent will not be made public until tonorrow Like you, James, | too am
spending ny | ast week at the Acadeny."

"You, sir, arbiter? They could not have selected better! Congratul ations,

sir!™ He funbled for the right words: "—n Cornell's design and Alea's favor!"
Porot h chuckl ed. "Thank you, Janmes. And | hope the best for you, in the G eat
House. "
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5. AN APPROACHI NG EXPLCSI ON

Sonmewhat to his own surprise, and assisted sonewhat by the flux and
uncertainties of high-1evel governnent service, Andrek advanced rapidly in the
Great House. Wthin three years he was second secretary of the Foreign Ofice.



During these first years at the G eat House he had occasion to attend a
performance in the nmusic room The program consisted of three synphonies,
conposed, he understood, by conmputer. There was sonethi ng about the nusic that
haunted him For several nights afterward, he woul d hear the strange thenes
agai n, and woul d awaken from dreanms of Orere. He had been invited to
subsequent perfornmances, but the demands of the Foreign Office had interfered.
He had qui ckly becone acquainted with nost of the inhabitants of the Geat
House, and had eventually even nmet Cberon, the Magister. He soon knew the
menbers of the cabinet, the captains of the guard, and Cberon's daughter, a
fragil e adol escent nanmed Amatar, who seened always in the conpany of that
strange w nged creature, Kedrys.

He heard renarkabl e stories about Amatar. The exquisite child was said to be
quite at home in the palace zoo with exotic creatures fromother planets. The
furry little zl onas, whose breath could kill a man, would cone at her call and
nestle in her arnms. The great six-|egged bison of Antara, whom even the keeper
dared not approach, ate gladly fromher hand, and nobaned and pawed the ground
when she left. There was no danger. She carried a protective witchery wth
her .

Andr ek wonder ed whet her Cberon was aware of this side of his daughter's life,
and di scovered, to his nixed relief and disquiet, that the Magister was indeed
aware. Quards, both visible and invisible, attended the girl everywhere she
went. And when the goru stretched its hideous head over the magnetic fence to
give Amatar an affectionate lick of its tongue, the cross hairs of a needle
biem hal f a kil onmeter away watchfully followed its heart. How many tines, he
wondered, had a simlar biemwatched hin
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But if Amatar was strange, Kedrys was stranger. His chimeric body had no
effect on his intellect, except perhaps to stinmulate it. He had his own

| aboratory in his roons, and his boyish inventions were discussed (with

di sbelief) throughout Coris-Kard. Wiile in his early teens he had witten

| earned papers on the mathematics of matter transport, the nature of the Deep
time warp, and the nechanics of destiny. They were largely ignored; hardly
anyone coul d understand them Except for Amatar, Kedrys seemed to have no
friends. It could hardly be otherwi se, in Andrek's view How could a normal
human bei ng be chumry with a wi nged creature whose 1Q was too high to register
on the neter?

Most of the staff conplained about the loneliness of the trips to distant
systenms. But Andrek wel coned them The solitude, the change of pace, gave him
an opportunity to review progress, or lack of it, in his long search for
Orere, and to plan the next step. Trip orders had a habit of com ng

suddenl y—hi s valise and attache case were al ways packed and ready to go. He
generally carried a three-day supply of linen. If the trip took |onger

there'd be a |l aundry sonmewhere, or he could even wash out sonething hinself.

. More and nore he was becom ng convinced that the detectives originally hired
by Poroth, and nore recently those hired by hinself, were being stopped cold
by sone unknown exterior factor at the very threshold of discovery. He needed
someone with an entree, even personal contacts, at the very highest level in
the G eat House. He needed sonmeone who had been acquainted with the coronation
cerenoni es of years ago; perhaps even someone (if that were possible) who had
known Cberon as a youth.

In bis sixth year in the Foreign Ofice he was assigned a field trip to
represent the Home Gal axy at the cerenpnies for drilling the great shaft in

t he condemmed pl anet, Terror. The process woul d be denmponstrated in mniature
to the visiting functionaries in tenporary buildings on Terror's noon. Even
after decades, Terror's nuclear fires were still burning, and the shaft, a
hundred neters in dianeter, would have to be dug by a giant, renote-controlled
di anond-t oot hed capsul e. The shaft woul d gradually cl ose behind the capsul e,
squeezed shut by nassive pressures of trillions of tons of overburden. And as
the capsule was closing to the Iast few hundred kil oneters of the sem nolten
iron core, they would start Terror on her long journey to the Node. There, a



series of explosive charges with-
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in the capsule would be ignited in augmented sequence. Titanic waves woul d be
set up inside the planet's core, each reinforcing the one precedi ng. And

wi thin days the core would break through the |ithosphere. The planet would

di sintegrate, her dust quickly lost in the vastness of new space continually
formi ng at the Node

After a half-day's journey by hyper-drive courier ship, Andrek wal ked down the
ranp into the tenpo-bubble built into the side of a crater on Terror's airless
nmoon. He wal ked into his room turned the polarizer on the single porthole to
shut out the blinding glare of Terror's sun sinking over the far wall of the
crater, and then realized that he hadn't eaten all day.

The dining hall, hastily erected and undersi zed, was crowded. Andrek stood
just inside the entranceway, |ooking for the engineers' table. He wanted nore
detail on the drill mechanismfor his report.

But the only enpty chair he saw was at a table al nbost straight ahead, and this
chair was tipped against the table as though it were being reserved for
someone. He glanced in casual disappointment at the occupant of the adjacent
chair—and started.

Gittering dark eyes stared back at him It was Ajian Vang, el bows on table,
chin propped up on his folded hands, sitting with two other nen.

At the instant of nutual recognition Vang's hands separated, and he nmade a
peculiar gesture with his fists as they noved apart across his chest. There
was sonething tantalizing and sinister about this nmotion that Andrek coul d not
i mediately identify. And just then Vang arose, snmiled at him and notioned to
the enpty chair.

After a noment of uncertainty—while he stared at the white-clad figure (for
Vang wore the robes of an Al ean nonk), Andrek sighed, forced hinself to smle
back, then wal ked over and shook hands with his old classmate. He had no
desire to renew school ties. He would just as soon have avoi ded the encounter
al t oget her.

Vang's pal mwas wet; Andrek had to resist an inmpulse to wipe his own
surreptitiously on the side of his trousers before accepting Vang's
introduction to the other two nen.

One of the men was nanmed Hasard, a large, rather brutish type. As Andrek
understood it, Hasard worked for the third man, who seened to radiate a

| uxuriant prosperity, and who had evidently at some time past been involved in
a serious accident. The left side of his face showed the unni stakabl e marks
44

of plastic surgery, and a gol den patch covered his left eye. He seened to wear
his scars proudly, though he m ght easily have hidden themw th an attractive
beard. The butts of two pistols peeked out from shoul der hol sters just inside
his velvet jacket. Vang introduced himas Huntyr.

Vang was watching Andrek's face carefully and seened to enjoy the advocate's
nmystification. The Al ean then explained, with poorly conceal ed pride: "The
Great House has asked that the Huntyr agency cooperate with me hi security
nmeasures for the demolition of Terror. Actually, there have been no probl ens
at all, and we foresee none. But it is best to be sure. Everyone here in the
nmoon- wor ks has been screened by our group.” He spread his hands delicately.
"Everyone."

To Andrek, several facts were inmmedi ately clear. Vang had risen high hi Al ean
circles, and was now in an Al ean security unit assigned to the G eat House.
Vang knew al |l about Andrek, and his duties and assignments, including this
trip to the Terror drill-site. Vang had selected this table just inside the
dining hall, and had held the chair, awaiting Andrek's entrance.

Why? As far as Andrek could nake out, there was no clear answer. Perhaps
Vang's fragile ego was sonehow strengthened by denonstrating to Andrek his
status in the religion-governmental hierarchy. But he had an uneasy feeling
there was nore to it than that.

He smiled. "I understand, Ajian. | was investigated, and since | am here,



| presune that | was cleared. I was investigated years ago, of course,
before | was accepted into the Foreign Ofice. Investigation does not offend
me. It is a necessary thing. But enough for nme. How about you? You seemto be
doing well with the Al eans. Are you happy there?" Vang | ooked at Andrek

suspi ciously. "OF course." Huntyr i nterrupted snoot hl y. "l under st and
you and Brother Vang were at the Acadeny together." "W were classmates,"
said Andrek politely. "This Terror thing should rem nd you of old tinmes," said
Vang. "Do you renmenber that |ast session hi practice court, when you and

were on opposite sides?"

Andr ek nodded. (He woul d never be allowed to forget that one!)

Vang expl ained to Huntyr and Hasard. "On the program | was supposed to save
Terror, and Andrek was to make sure she was bl own up. But who could save
Terror? My case was lost fromthe beginning, | thought. Fortunately for ne,
the dean switched signals on us at the very last instant, right hi front of
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everybody. The probl em of saving Terror was assigned to Andrek, and he | ost,
of course. It was really rather hunorous, except that no one dared |augh, eh
Andr ek?"

"Nobody | aughed, " said Andrek. He pondered the Al ean's face thoughtfully.
There was definitely something wong with Vang. Conflicting forces within him
were tearing himto pieces, and his face showed it to anyone who renenbered
himfromthe Acadeny. Andrek surnmised it was the old problem heightened and
accentuated now by adult sophistication and enhanced ability for self-torture.
Vang wanted two things. He wanted to | ose hinself within the intricate

convol utions of the Al ean structure. Equally, he wanted nmoney. Even as Andrek
wat ched, fascinated, Vang's eyes noved caressingly over Huntyr's iridescent
fur-lined velour's. And when the investigator's di anond-studded gol den
neck-chain flashed, Vang put his hand up to his throat as though to hide the
cheap brass chain that supported his own pendant die. Andrek alnost felt sorry
for him If he does not decide soon, thought the advocate, this thing wll
kill him

He forced hinself to reopen the conversation. "There are a couple of features
about the Terror programthat puzzle nme. Why can't the planet be destroyed
right here? Wiy do we have to haul her to the Node?"

"It's the dust and debris, afterward," said Huntyr. "It would be too dangerous
to navigation to bl ow her here. At the Node, there's no such problem™

Andrek nodded. "I can see that. But why the chem cal expl osives? Wy not

nucl ear ?"

Huntyr smled. "There can be no nucl ear reaction at the Node, Don Andrek
Shi ps have to shift over to old-style chem cal reaction nmotors when they enter
the Node area. Even a biemwon't fire there." He patted his left shoul der

hol ster. "That's why | also carry a slug-gun. It's on account of the bugs."
"He neans the ursecta," explained Vang. "Strange little creatures that

nmet abol i ze pure energy into protons."

"That woul d account for it," agreed Andrek

"And so the denolition crew has a long way to go," said Huntyr. "After the
drilling starts, nmore than a thousand giant tugs will be required. They'l

l ock onto the planet and start hauling her, noon and all, to the Node. It will
i ndeed be a |l ong drawn-out and very expensive process, requiring subsidies
fromall the galaxies. And two years fromnow, when they finally reach the
Node," there'll of course be a final hearing by the entire Court of Arbiters."
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"Anmere formality," said Andrek. "Nothing can save Terror. It will be nmy job
to ensure that."

"l understand our old friend, Dean Poroth, has been made the Chief Arbiter,"

sai d Vang.
"Yes. Certainly he's highly qualified. And it seens likely that the next tinme
| see himwill be in support of a show cause order for Terror's destruction

And with no switch in the program" It was all very curious. Terror's fina
hearing had to conme, and Andrek was | ooking forward to it with considerable



pl easure, if only to see Poroth again.

Vang broke the silence. There was a strange chill edge on his voice. "You
never found any trace of your brother Qrere?"

And now Andrek had an inpression ... a sudden insight... that this was why
Vang had invited himto their table. Something, for great good, or for great
evil, was in the making. He said slowy: "Nothing nore than you could hear on
t he general tapes. He participated in the coronation. And then he vani shed.
None of the detective agencies that | have hired could find any real evidence
that he left the Great House after the coronation.”

Vang's eyes glittered. "Huntyr was in the personal service of his excellency,
t he Magi ster, before (beron reached his majority. The Huntyr agency ni ght have
uni que access to—eertain information . "

Andr ek | ooked at Huntyr specul atively. It was al nbst too good to believe.

Per haps here at |ast was the contact he had been seeki ng—soneone who had known
t he yout hful Cberon. The only thing wong with the idea was its source: Vang.
He knew now that he was noving into grave danger. And he couldn't care |ess.
He asked the big man: "Can you take the case?"

"It is possible. Andrek . . . haven't | heard that name before?"

Vang's eyes caught Huntyr's single one. "Everyone has heard of Orere Andrek
the Laureate. W can confer on this later."”

"I"lIl take the case,"” said Huntyr.

"Good," said Vang. "And as we part, |I'd like to propose a toast to the early
reuni on of the Andreks." He poured a round of liqueurs. Into his own glass he
dropped a tiny white pellet, then raised the liquid to his lips. "Reunion," he
r epeat ed.

“I'"ll drink to that," said Andrek. "At least to reunion with Orere. My father
is dead."”

But Vang seened not to hear.

Huntyr smiled grinmy at Andrek as they put down their
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gl asses. "The Al eans are not content to be the gal axy's forenost poisoners;
they assune that everyone is attenpting to poison them Hence the genera
antidote after every neal. Ch, don't worry. W're perfectly safe.”

Wien Andrek returned to his room he noted that Terror's sun had set over the
crater rim and that the planet herself was now faintly visible. The great
stricken gl obe hung just over the horizon, its dark side unrelieved by even a
hairline of a crescent. But there was no need for reflected sun light to
illumnate this thing-beyond-horror. On its right linmb, the western edge of
one great continent burned crimson beneath clouds twenty kil onmeters deep
visible as a | um nous haze, and generated by the action of seas on flaning
shores. To the west was the darkness of Terror's great central ocean, which
spanned nearly a hem sphere. It would be some hours yet before the revol ving
pl anet woul d present the continents beyond that inmrense water

He stripped, clinbed into his sleeping robe, and then into the little bunk
Andrek awoke froma fitful sleep. Ared glare was flickering on the ceiling
overhead, and at first he thought the place was on fire. But then he
renmenbered. Terror was turning on its axis to reveal its |and side,

i ncandescent with nuclear fires. The portholes in the noon-gl obe, overlain
with red filters against the torrents of ultraviolet light, provided the
crinmson display within the room

He found his slippers quietly and glided over to the little window. And there
he wat ched in fascination as the |eading eastern edge of Terror's |argest
continent noved mpjestically forward, and hi the southern hem sphere the great
i sl and continent came slowy into view It was just, that Terror should stand
thus and be purified before her final terrible punishment to come. Thirty
billion souls had died here in the climax of the Horror. It had been an act of
terrible vengeance by the League | ed by Coris-Kard, in whose planets nore than
twi ce that nunber had died over the years of the revolt.

"It is but just," he nmuttered defensively. And then he thought, why nust |
reassure nysel f? Just, or not just, it was done, and now it is all history.



But it was not that sinple. Wen, not so many years ago, he had |ost his
ill-fated "save-Terror" petition at Poroth's practice court, he had del ved
thoroughly into Terror's history. There were two sides to Terror. The pl anet
was not totally bad. She
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had, in fact, contributed nuch to the civilization of the Home Gal axy. But
none of this mattered anynore. It had not saved her people, and now none of
themwere left to prevent her own certain destruction

Finally, he drew the blinds and returned to bed.

As he lay there, on the edge of sleep, his thoughts returned to Vang's odd
motion with his fists, at the nmonent their eyes had met across the di nner

tabl e.

And now, at last, he had it. Vang's cord of Alea that had held his robes

| oosely about his waist. The thin, black cord, tightly woven in a strange
plait design, with a brass buckler over the rip knot at the side. There were
no | oops on the robe to _hold it. It could be disengaged for use instantly.
And for what use he knew by runor. The Aleans with security training had a use
for it. It was a strangling cord. And the act of strangling was done by that
strange gesture with the hands. Probably Vang had not even been consci ously
aware of it. (Which nade it worse!) Andrek put uneasy fingers to his throat,
and thought back to the day at school when he first had the weird

f oreknow edge that Vang had resolved to kill him

It had been fromthis trip that he had returned to the Great House and noticed
t he strange young wonman, standing just outside the rmusic room wth her hand
on Kedrys' gol den mane, and watchi ng Andrek covertly fromthe corner of her
eye as he wal ked past her toward the wing of the Foreign Ofice.

"There's Kedrys," was his first thought, as he passed them nodding politely,
"but where's Amatar?"

Only when he reached the end of the corridor and | ooked back (by then they
were gone) did he realize that the woman was Amatar. |In a space of weeks
somet hing had changed her froma child into a |ovely young woman. He knew, in
an academc way, that girls did this. Even so, it was inconprehensible, and he
shook his head in wonder.
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6. SURGEON AND PI LGRI M

In the music rooma | one gray-robed figure spoke quietly into the console
receptors. "I have cone to bid you farewell. My work on Goris-Kard is nearly
done. | | eave you now, but Amatar will care for you. The prophesy is at work,

and the days of its conpletion draw near."

"You are mad, Surgeon," muttered the console. "By the mad gods of Ritornel and
Al ea, you are mad. You are beyond hating. Yet | crawl and beg and have no
pride: Turn the knob. Cut the blood fl ow. Release ne'

"Rinmor," said the gray figure, "when you sing of Terror tonight, sing of a

pl anet cleansed by fire, rinsed in the Deep, and finally, peopled by gods,
returned to rule the universe."

"On one small condition, Surgeon. You will take the next ship to the Node and
junp into the first quake .that comes al ong."

"Agreed," said the robed one.

Andr ek | ooked at the credit refund on the desk in front of him and then at
the man who had placed it there, and a chill began to crawl slowy up his

spi ne.

James Andrek was at this time in his twenty-eighth year. Hs face was still a
strange m xture of innocence and haunted inquiry, and it showed nore clearly
than ever the inpact of his enduring, arnmed truce with destiny, whereby he
gauged every incident, and evaluated every point in time, only with respect to
their contribution to the core of his existence, which was the unceasing
search for his brother

The investigator hired two years ago to find Onere had just now term nated the
assi gnment. Sonet hing was wrong; strangely, terribly wong.

The one-eyed man behind the desk watched Andrek's reaction with a fleeting



smle, which Andrek noted with further unease. He was thankful that the snile
was brief: conbined with the glinting eye patch and tw sted cheek scar, it
seemed nore |like a snarl
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Huntyr spoke quietly. "Let ne dispose of a subsidiary matter, first. You have
the final report of this agency on the death of Captain Andrek, your father
W have been able to add very little to what you al ready knew. W have
confirmed the presence of bis ship, Xerol, at the Node during the quake of

ei ghteen years ago. He was killed, of course. His body was eventually
recovered, and he was buried in space. Copies of the official Naval Bureau
notices are in our report. We believe this closes the investigation with
regard to your father."

Andr ek wai t ed.

After studying his client a monent, Huntyr continued. "Don Andrek, the

i nvestigation of your brother's di sappearance is quite another matter. W now
find that we erred in accepting the assignment. W should have realized this
in the beginning. Qur charges to you arising out of our search for your

br ot her over the past several years have total ed seven thousand gamma. W now
refund this."

Andrek watched the two burly assistants carefully fromthe corner of his eye.
One, whom he recogni zed as Hasard, was leafing idly through a filing cabinet.
The other was replacing tapes in a storage case. Andrek knew he was not likely
to be hurt for the next few minutes. He got control of bis voice. "The credit
is for ten thousand."

Huntyr transfixed the advocate with a glinting pupil ill-concealed within a
hal f-cl osed eyelid. "Conpensation for our negligence in wasting your tine."
The gane can be played, thought Andrek, at least for a little while. If Huntyr

wants to be a reluctant witness, then I'll be the cross-exam ning don. Al npst
as though we were in court. But with a crucial difference. In court, the
wi tness would not be permitted to kill me if | ask the wong questions.

He picked up the credit with a well-sinulated gesture of disappointnent. "The
conpensation is little enough, especially when I nyself showed you the old
news-tapes proving nmy brother was | ast seen entering the Geat House, right
here on Coris-Kard."

"That was eighteen years ago. After so nuch tinme, the evidence often becones
very hazy. Wtnesses die, disappear."” He studied Andrek with apparent |anguor
"You do not think the compensati on enough?"

Andrek toyed with the credit, and tried to sound convincing. "It is not very
much, after raising nmy hopes so high. Wien | got your message this afternoon
I was certain you had definite news. How could nmy brother be swall owed up

wi thout a trace? Orere Andrek was the Laureate when he di sappeared. He had
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given recitals on every mgjor planet of the Home Gal axy. Hi s face was known to
billions."

Huntyr's one eye narrowed still further. "We deeply regret your

di sappoi ntment, Don Andrek. Under the circunstances, we will double the
conpensation."

The man at the tape case becane suddenly notionl ess as Andrek put the credit
into his jacket pocket, then rel axed as the advocate put both hands back on

t he desk.

"That will not be necessary," said Andrek. He now fully understood that sone
per son—er persons—dnknown to hi m had caused (not mnerely persuaded) the agency
to discontinue the investigation, and that this new situation had just been
conveyed to him Andrek, for his full understanding; and further, that, if he
persisted, he would be killed.

He had to play for time. Huntyr certainly had secret information. It was tine
to let the investigator know that he, Andrek, realized he was bei ng cheat ed.
Except that he could not say so, not in so nany words. Not yet. So he said
not hi ng, but nerely raised his eyebrows and stared quizzically at the

i nvestigator.



As Andrek's mute insinuation sank in, Huntyr's scar began to glow a dull pink
"This is a reputable agency," he clipped. "W have been in business for

ei ghteen years. W have branch offices on every mgjor planet of the Home

Gal axy. W serve a distinguished clientele. Even the G eat House retains us.
For your information, young man, | was once in the personal service of Oberon
of the Delfieri. And | mght add that the Magister still calls on ne for
assistance in matters of great trust. So, if you are not satisfied with our
findings, you are free to go el sewhere.”

"You speak of the Great House," said Andrek quietly. "Let ne rem nd you,
Huntyr, that | amattached to the legal staff of the Great House."

The office was suddenly deathly still. Huntyr was barely breathing. The two
assistants were again instantly notionl ess.

So, thought Andrek, your new client outranks ne. You nust be protected very
nobly i ndeed. The question that | have not yet asked, you have very nearly
answered. For you, Huntyr, know the fate of ny brother, and whether he is dead
or alive. Your agency has probably uncovered three answers fromthe person or
persons unknown, responsible for my brother's di sappearance, and they have
bought you off. They nust be rich. And powerful: they know of my connection
with the Great House, and apparently it does not trouble them And

52

who are they? There are three general possibilities: the Geat House; the
Tenmpl e of Alea; the Tenple of Ritornel

Andrek thought in legal terns. Query, may Huntyr now be tricked into nam ng
one of these three?

He had to consider a nunber of things very quickly. He had never before been
i nvol ved in physical danger. Yet he planned to take a risk in the next few
seconds that would call on himfor nore poise and courage than he had so far
expended in his entire lifetime. He had sought his brother too | ong not to
sei ze the opportunity for one nore answer.

"I am expected straightway at the G eat House," he said. The evenness of his
voi ce both astoni shed and pleased him "Wen | get there, | shall let it slip
to certain of ny nore talkative friends that you know ny brother's whereabouts
and have agreed to tell me everything for fifty thousand gamma."

Huntyr's single eye glittered. He took a I ong noisy breath. "No one wil|l
bel i eve that, Don Andrek."

"Bel i eve?" asked Andrek with quiet scorn. "They know you will betray—for
enough noney. "

Huntyr sighed and noved slightly forward.

There was a faint click behind Andrek, and he realized that the door was

| ocked.

"James, Don Andrek," rasped Huntyr, "you are a very clever man. You make
people tell you things they shouldn't. Yet, in some ways, you are not clever
at all. You are alone—without famly. Your parents are dead. Your brother

I f you shoul d di sappear, who would take the trouble to look into it? People
di sappear on Coris-Kard every day. A few lines in the norning news reports,
and that's the end of it. They becone police statistics. | hope you understand
that there's nothing personal in what is going to happen to you now. "

As soon as any one of themreaches for a biem thought Andrek, I'mgoing to
overturn the desk on Huntyr. If that works, maybe they' |l shoot each other in
the crossfire.

But the next notion was not a grab for a biem Rather it was the nouth of the
i nvesti gat or—epeni ng wi de in amazenent.

For the door behind Andrek clicked agai n and—epened. Andrek whirled to assess
this new vari abl e.

It was a Ritornellian friar—+n the coarse gray robes of a pilgrim Leaving the
door open behind him he clasped his gloved hands together within his |ong
raspi ng sl eeves and bowed with faint smles to each of the four nen. He spoke
in a husky, apol ogetic whi sper, addressing hinself apparently to no one in
particular. "I'msorry about the door. Since it was
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| ocked, it was necessary to open it. But it is not damaged."

Andrek forgot his fear nonmentarily as his startled eyes swept rapidly over the
newconer. For one fleeting nonent he thought he recogni zed him But as he
studied the intruder, the feeling of pseudo-recognition faded, and he quickly
became convinced that his first inpression nust have been only w shful

t hi nki ng. The | arge bearded face of the newconer had a distinctly alien cast.
A rare type of hom ni d? wondered Andrek. The beard was gray, yet strangely
thick, like an animal pelt, and it rose so high on the stranger's face that
even the cheekbones, if they existed, were conceal ed. The great head seened to
sit squarely on the shoul ders, w thout benefit of intervening neck. Andrek had
the inpression that the intruder would have to swivel his entire torso to turn
his head. And the eyes! They were overlarge, bulging, yet liquid, |umnous,
strangely attracting. As he stared into them Andrek caught a sudden

staggering vision of vast space, of tinme without end . .. and death.
Involuntarily, he blinked, and the vision vanished. But this was not all. Even
inthe full light of Huntyr's office, the pilgrims entire face seenmed to gl ow

with a pale blue radiance. Andrek coul d not imagi ne what caused it; he had
never heard of anything like it before. For that matter, he had never seen a
pil gri mbefore, although he had heard of them As he understood the custom
when a Ritornellian friar felt death drawi ng near, he would sonetines decide
to put on the gray of the pilgrim and take passage to the Node, there to die.
Al in all, the apparition was breathtaking.

He was not alone in his inpressions. There was sonethi ng about the visitor
that seemed to jar Huntyr and his assistants. Andrek noted that, save for
their heavy breathing, the three were absolutely notionless. And why not? Wat
fantastic mechanismdid this strange creature carry on his person that could
unl ock Huntyr's door? Everyone knew, of course, of the remarkable science of
the Ritornellians. Andrek realized he had just w tnessed one denonstration
and that there mght well be another if Huntyr did anything abrupt.

The pilgrimturned casually to Andrek. "Your pardon, brother. If you were

| eaving, do not let ny discourteous entry detain you."

"By your |eave, brother," nmurmured Andrek. He woul d not conplicate things by
offering to stay. He thought it unlikely that any assistance woul d be needed.
He bowed with clasped hands and out-turned el bows, to indicate the eterna

Ring of Ritornel, and nuttered the farewell of the Ritornellians: " "The end
is but the beginning.' "
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The pilgri mbowed. "For always we return.” Only after he had cl osed the door
behi nd hi m and was hal fway to the transport tube did Andrek begin to

specul ate. Was the powerful Tenple of Ritornel now his official ally? O was
the pilgrimnmerely interfering on his own? In either case, why? Was the Tenpl e
i nvol ved in some grandi ose schene that required that he be alive—at |east for
the nonent? Be that as it may, the pilgrimhad certainly saved his life. And
then it suddenly occurred to himthat the holy man rmust eventually demand
paynment. And the price, he suspected* m ght be very high indeed.

One thing was certain: he could not nention any of this to Amatar
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7. ANDREK AND AMATAR

The servant led himfromthe anteroomthrough the great hallway into the

col onnade bordering the garden. "The M stress Amatar will neet you here, Don
Andrek, and if you will permt, | will wait with you until she arrives."

"Yes," said Andrek. He well understood that even well-known nenbers of the
Great House staff could not be pernmitted to wander unescorted here in the

i nterior grounds.

In a nearby vine-w apped shrine erected long ago by a Delfieri determned to
of fend neither Alea nor Ritornel, a great netallic dodecahedron floated and
revolved slowy within an i mense iron ring hung fromthe ceiling. The twelve
menbers of the die, in ritual sequence, turned one by one to the corresponding
nunbers in the ring.

Everywhere, the air was heavy with the scent of flowers. Andrek took a deep



breath. "The gardens are lovely this time of year," he murnured.

"The gardens are always |ovely," said the servant bluntly.

"Ah? Onh, of course." Far overhead he caught the glint of a great transparent
done. He realized that he was in a huge greenhouse. He could inmagi ne the corps
of gardeners required to keep these acres in continuing bloom It was |ighted,
and (he i magi ned) heated, by a great ball of Iight, now nmoving slowy, alnost

i nperceptibly, down the far wall of the structure, |ike a sinking sun. He
noticed then that someone was approaching them back-lit by that artificial
orb. His heart |eaped.

Amatar of the Delfieri glided toward them barefoot along the stone flagging.
Kedrys trotted at her side,

Andrek had of course seen themtogether many tinmes, but could never rid
hinself of the illusion that these were inmagi nary people from another world,
per haps nerely sojourning here, that they bel onged together, and that it was
ridiculous to think of separating themby marrying Amatar. He shivered a
little, as he found hinmself thinking, Wat is their destiny? Then he shook
hinself. This was insanity. Amatar was a human bei ng, whereas Kedrys was

was what ? What was
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Kedrys? He did not know For some strange sensel ess reason, he was suddenly
jealous of this beautiful creature. It defined nothing, solved nothing, to say
t hat Kedrys was superhuman. There was nore to it than that. Kedrys had little
in conmon with the hom nids. Kedrys was beyond humanity.

Kedrys' great golden wings were presently fol ded down along the withers of the
pal om no body. The "horse" part of the boy was actually | ess than pony-size.

H s human torso, gleam ng under his woven silver jacket, showed consi derable
enl argenent and downward extension of the rib cage, evidently needed to ensure
adequat e oxygen intake in flight. The equi ne chest, on the other hand, was
known to contain no lungs, but to consist in considerable part of the i mense
| am nati ons of nuscles needed for the wings. H's bones were cellulated, |ike

t hose of birds. Andrek had been told that Kedrys weighed but little nore than
Amatar. The olive skin of his young face seenmed as fresh and delicate as
Amatar's, and, in his own way, the boy was breathtaking: he was a waith

enfl eshed, yet sensuous, alnost godlike. He resenbled Amatar in ways that
suggested brother and sister; which, of course, Andrek knew was biol ogically
absurd. But, even to this day he had not been able to discover the origins of
this fabul ous creature, who at once was ani mal, boy, and angel. Even Anmatar
seemed not to know, or if she did, she would not tell him He had searched in
vain for references to a winged kentaur in the genetic libraries. Had Kedrys
been brought in by a far-distant geodetic patrol, from sonme uncharted systenf?
He could only speculate. There was certainly some nystery here. Sone day, if
he ever settled the problemof his brother, he mght look into it.

As the pair drew near, they smled at him and the butterflies |l eft the nearer
flowers and circled their heads in an irridescent halo.

Andrek heard a sigh, and fromthe corner of his eye saw the face of the porter
go slack with admiration. He has seen themtogether since infancy, thought the
advocate, and yet once again he finds them beautiful. And how right he is,
never to becone accustonmed to them-and especially to her! For Andrek was quite
certain that Amatar was fairer even than the first wonman, described in the
Terrovian nmyth book as the original nother of nen. She was sensuous, lithe and
exciting; yet fragile, fairylike.

He studied her in admiration. One white bl ossom accented her hair, which now
floated out behind her in an anber cloud. Al nond eyes sparkled at himfrom
beneat h darkened eyelids. She wore a very light, |oose flowi ng gold |anme skirt
and bodi ce.
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Her wai st and arns were bare, and it seened to him that her olive skin gl owed
with the scent of strange flowers.

And now, they were hi love. And that involved problenms. For Janmes Andrek was
wel | -known to be the last survivor of a mnor famly of professionals fallen



into straitened circunstances, w thout estate or prospects.

And Amat ar was the daughter of Qberon of the Delfieri

"Jim" cried the girl, radiant with color. "How good of you to cone early!"
"Hell o, both of you," smled Andrek. He shook hands warmy w th Kedrys.

Wrds formed in Andrek's mind. "Hello, Don Andrek."

Amatar's | aughter was like small silver bells. "Kedrys, you are hopel ess." She
| ooked up at Andrek. "Hi s voice is changing; so he reverts to tel epathy, even
t hough he knows it's bad manners."

"That's all right."

She took them both by the armand the three started back up the wal k.

"Kedrys will walk with us as far as the Genetics Building," said Amatar. "He's
due there for the Al ean seminar."

Kedrys made a deri sive noi se.

Andrek struggled to keep his face straight.

The girl flushed. "Kedrys!"

"I gather you don't think nmuch of the seminar," Andrek said to Kedrys.

The kentaur grinned. "It's a lot of fun. They study ne. | study them Anyhow,
| think this'Il be the |ast session.”

"Why?" asked Andrek curiously.

"Because of his thesis," explained Amatar dryly. "Di splacenent of the Hom nid
by the Kentaur."

Andr ek |aughed. "I can understand why they m ght want to cl ose you out."
Kedrys | ooked across at the advocate curiously. He spoke aloud in a crackling
voi ce that changed octaves several tines. "Wuld you | augh, Don Andrek, if you
hom nids really were succeeded by kentaurs?"

Andrek considered this. "I don't really know," he said seriously. "Perhaps
not. But the whole question is academc. It can't actually happen. At | east
not innmy lifetine, or yours."

And now it was Kedrys' turn to |laugh, a m xed audi o-nmental |aughter, pealing,
ani mal -1 i ke.

Andr ek shook his head. Sonetimes he sinply did not understand this remarkabl e
creature.
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They were now at the entranceway to Genetics, where a nonitor in the | oose
white robe denoting the Tenple of Al ea awaited them He bowed gravely.

Amat ar exchanged enbraces with Kedrys, who put his wi ngs around her neck and
ki ssed her on the cheek. "Now go al ong," she adnoni shed, "and renenber your
manner s!"

As Andrek watched in fascination, Kedrys suddenly broke away, bounded with
hal f - spread wi ngs hi gh over the shoul der of the Alean (who nerely blinked in
resi gnation) and—di sappeared into thin air.

The girl laughed nerrily at the goggling nonitor. "Don't take any noti ce,
Brother. He does it just to attract attention. Hell materialize somewhere in
the building in a few m nutes."

The nonitor sighed, bowed again, and went inside.

"Kedrys is a handsonme young rascal," said Andrek admiringly.

"Ch, you should see how the girls ook at him And grown wonen! They cannot
keep their hands away. They start on his wings, and then right away their
hands are on his flanks. It's a bad time for him He's suspicious of every
femal e: perhaps even ne. He won't let ne braid his tail anynore. Perhaps it's
just as well. He is just entering puberty, and he is no |longer entirely

i nnocent." She | aughed at a sudden recollection. "Last nmonth he suddenly

di scovered he was naked. So | made the silver jacket for him He's the sane
age as |, but he's really still just a boy, because his body matures so
slowy. H's nmind, of course, is already quite fantastic."

"He's the only kentaur |'ve ever seen—w nged or otherw se," said Andrek. "Is
he fromthe Hone Gal axy?"

Amat ar | ooked up at hi m si deways. She said noncommitally: "He was—born-here on
Coris-Kard." She was thoughtful for a noment, then continued in a brighter
voice. "I amtold that ny father has commanded you to appear for dinner here



at the Great House tonight, and then to attend Kedrys' l|ecture. After that,
you wi Il board ship for the Node."

Andrek realized with sudden concern that, although she was still smiling, her
nmood had changed. There was a serious, even grim undertone in her voice.
"Yes, that is so."

"And you brought your courier case?"

"I always carry it—tapes, papers, a change of clothing. | never know when I
will be sent on a trip." He | ooked at her curiously. "Wy?"

"Never mnd, Jimboy," said Amatar. "It will serve."
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Andrek started. He felt his heart begin to pound. He whirled on the girl and
grabbed her wist. "How did you know t hat nane?" he whi spered hoarsely.
Amat ar stared at him w de-eyed. Finally she said hesitantly, "You were
t horoughly investigated before you were assigned to the legal staff of the
Great House. Everything . . . your parents ... famly . . . childhood ... |
know all about you, all the way back to when you were a little boy. It nust
have been in the reports.”

H s eyes still bored into hers. "Only two peopl e knew that name! Mysel f, and
one other: ny brother. Your investigators nust have tal ked to ny brother,, and
recently. He's alive!"
Amat ar wi nced. "You're hurting my wist."

"Sorry." He dropped her hand, but continued urgently. "Now then, we have to
check this out. You saw the reports. Sonebody had to prepare them and before
that, somebody had to interview people. Someone tal ked to my brother. When?
Where? Amatar, help ne."

But she was evasive. "I'l|l see what | can do. Just now, | can't renenber

" She continued hurriedly, evidently anxious to change the subject. "There
are so many nysteries in names. My father nanmed nme ' Amatar.' It neans
something, | think, in one of the ancient tongues, but | amnot sure what. M
father says | came fromthe dice cup of Alea. Soneday | will insist that he
expl ain everything."

"I ndeed?" Andrek understood nothing of this, except that the girl did not want

to talk further about his brother or of his own security dossier. "If you are

a child of Alea, you mght ask the goddess your nother to roll out a favorable
nunber for me tonight. For | intend to tell your father about us—f | can get

his ear."

"You realize, of course,"” said the girl thoughtfully, "that he already knows?"
"l assuned so. But | want himto hear it fromnme."

"Let it be so. W are truly in the cup of Alea."

She stopped beside an apple tree in full blossom "Wit a nonment. | want to
show you sonet hi ng. "

Fol | owi ng her gaze into the tree, Andrek traced with his eye the web artfully
hi dden in the outer branches, and soon saw the spider, fully as large as his
fist, waiting under a cluster of bl ossons.

"They are put here at blossomtime, for the giant noths, which would otherw se
lay their eggs in the blossons,"” said Amatar. "But when bl ossomtine is over,

the gardeners collect and kill all the spiders. It's a pity. Long ago, in the
days when
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Coris-Kard was a colony of Terror, it was done differently. The ancients
spread a death fog on their trees and crops, so that any insect eating the
fruit would die. But it is a lost art, and we do not want to recapture it. So
our gardeners follow in the ways of their grandfathers." She sighed, then put
her hand on the boundary strand of the web.

Andr ek suppressed a gasp. "Careful! They bite!"

"They are rather vicious," agreed Amatar serenely. "Their toxin is quite
deadly to insects: it liquefies their tissues within a few seconds. Al
insects fear them All. However, the bite is rarely fatal to hom nids,
although it's bad enough. Instant |oss of consciousness, followed by a high
fever." She concluded earnestly. "What | amtelling you is very inportant. Can



you renenber all this?"

"Yes," said Andrek, greatly puzzled. "And hadn't we better stand back a
little?"

Amat ar | aughed. "Nonsense. Ragq and | talk to each other nearly every evening.
The light is dimming, and it's tine for her to come out anyhow "

Andrek watched in horrified fascination as the great spider craw ed cautiously
out of the web”cone.

"She senses you," said the girl. "Ill tell her who you are." She vibrated the
web strand lightly with the ridges of her fingertip. The hairy creature
hesitated a nmoment, then wal ked daintily across the web and into the girl's
waiting palm She stroked the bristly back with the forefinger of her other
hand, and then began to croon in a |low pitched nel ody. After a few seconds the
spi der started up in apparent alarm but soon rel axed.

"What was all that?" asked Andrek in wonder.

"I told her that the tine had come for her to | eave the web and go with you."
"You . . . what?"

Their eyes |l ocked for a monment, and in that nonent the radi ance and gaiety
left her face, and her eyes looked tired and drawn. "Jim darling," she said
quietly, "I cannot explain. Just do it."

"Yes, of course." He understood not hi ng—except that he was in grave danger
and that Amatar knew about it, and was bending her strange witchery to his
protection.

"Open your case,"” conmmanded the girl. "Ah, the decoder chanber is enpty. Just
the thing. Foamlined, and she will just fit. There. Close it up."

"We'| | be gone a long tinme," said Andrek. "I don't think there' |l be any bugs
on the ship. Wiat'|Il | feed her?"
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"There is a way." She showed hima tiny black case in the holl ow of her palm
"This will help feed her. Don't open it now4ust put it away. You will
understand what to do when the time comes."” She continued, alnost cheerfully.
"You see how nicely it works out? In a week, the gardeners would kill her. You
have saved her life. Perhaps she can return the favor. And now, shall we go in
to di nner?"
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8. OF RI TORNEL—AND ANTI MATTER
The banquet table was a hollow twel ve-sided "ring." In theory, Andrek knew the

twel ve sides represented the "magic" nunbers of the Al eans, and the ring was
the synbol of Ritornel. Like nost government conprom ses it pleased no one,
and actually infuriated its intended beneficiaries. Neverthel ess, the counci

di ned here every evening, each councilor inviting such of his aides as m ght
be useful in concluding the day's gal axy-w de busi ness. Andrek had joined the
group many tunes in nonths past. Cenerally, there were distinguished visitors
fromother star systenms within the Home Gal axy (their size, shape, and

di gestive systens pernmitting), and occasionally even guests fromone of the
other galaxies that forned the Node Cluster. In fact (as Andrei: recalled) the
nmyt hbook taught that simlar visitors had inported the religions of both Al ea
and Ritornel into Goris-Kard fromthe Node Gal axi es centuries ago, |ong before
the Great Wars with Terror.

As he sat down, he exchanged greetings with the guests on either side: Phaera,
a priestess of Ritornel, whom he knew slightly, and of course Ajian Vang, by
now a famliar, if disquieting, face in Geat House circles. Wile the first
course was served, Andrek glanced idly around the table, starting with Amatar
seat ed about one-third the table circunference to the right. She was chatting
freely with two handsone young priests, an Alean on her right and a nan of
Ritornel on her left. Andrek suppressed a scow and didn't even bother to | ook
down at the tal k-panel in front of himfor their names. Sweeping back to his
left, he glanced again at Amatar's father, Oberon of the Delfieri, who was

tal king earnestly to a Ritornellian physicist—ef the highest class, as

evi denced by the resplendent gold braid on his blouse. Kedrys stood next to
the scientist, finishing up a fruit cup. Over his dinner jacket he wore a



sil ken apron, especially designed by Amatar.

Andr ek gl anced again at Cberon. This man fascinated him

oeron, last of the Delfieri, although a man of but medi um hei ght, was a
conmmandi ng figure. He | ooked every inch the
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man whose ancestors had rul ed the League for centuries and had made inevitable
the defeat of Terror. H's black eyes | ooked out froma face that seened cast
from bronze. The statuesque effect was enhanced, rather than marred (thought
Andrek), by the broad scar running fromhis forehead, down bis |left cheek,

al ong his neck, to disappear under the pliant blue fabric of his jacket. Under
his jacket was outlined fromtime to time, as the great nan shifted in his
chair, sone sort of girdle, hard and stiff. Andrek had heard different runors
about that girdle. Sonme said it was an anti-assassin belt; others insisted
that Qberon's chest had been crushed in a ghastly explosion in his youth, and
that the girdle was in fact a substitute rib cage.

Andr ek becane aware that Phaera had been speaking to him denmonstration
of fundamental theory ... antimatter ... ursecta ... attend . . . ?"

He turned to goggle foolishly at her "Denonstration, Sister? Ch. Yes, of
course. Looking forward to it."

The priestess gazed across at Kedrys. "An astounding man, isn't he?"

Man? t hought Andrek, follow ng her eyes to the young kentaur. He asked
politely: "Are you on Kedrys' staff?"

"Just a pair of hands," said the priestess. "I nake sure the equi pnent is set
up and working properly. After that it's just a question of pushing the right
buttons. "

Andrek took a sip of wine. "I'msure you do nore than that." He realized the
priestess was still staring at Kedrys. He stole a covert |ook at her face. Her
lips were half open, her cheeks flushed.

She nmurnured, "Does it amuse you, Don Andrek?"

"My apol ogies, Sister," he said sheepishly.

"No need." The priestess gave hima crooked smle. "Before | was a priestess,
| was a fermale. Perhaps | amstill nore worman than is good for either ne or
the Tenple." She added, without trying to be defensive, "CGenetics is studying
him too, you know. R ght now, they're having a big argunent about his I1Q as
to whether it's over five hundred or over six hundred,”

"Ei ther way, how do they explain it?" said Andrek curiously.

"It's the conbination of hand, hoof, and wi ng. The hom nid, you know, evol ved
his cerebral conplexity as a cybernetic feedback of his nmanual dexterity. If
you add wi ngs and another pair of legs, you nore than triple the cranial

convol utions. An incredible creature." She sighed. "If I'mever marooned on a
deserted planet, | hope it's with Kedrys. Wth his nmentality, he could readily
recreate the whole of civiliza-
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tion. And yet, here, what is he? Merely the spoiled darling of a sybaritic
court."

Andr ek now becane aware that Vang was speaking; was, in fact, tal king across
hi mto Phaer a.

"I"'msure you realize," the Al ean was saying, with nmeasured nalice, "that your
famous Kedrys does not inpress everyone." The man stabbed viciously into his
meat cube. "In enlightened circles he is regarded as sonething of a fraud."
Andrek found hinsel f specul ating again as to Vang's assi gnment and purpose
within the Great House. Some of these holy nen had strange specialities. In
his career he had net tenple | awers, doctors, scientists, propagandists, and
even one highly skilled assassin. The nonk's face showed a hard, chil

dedi cati on. W have sonething in common, thought Andrek. He, the same as |

has a single purpose. Mne is nmy search for Onere. | wonder what his is.
VWhatever it is, I'd hate to get in his way, Wich seenms to be exactly where
am He sighed. Here we go again. I'mgoing to have to talk to the seating
master. Just once, |1'd like not to be placed between two holy peopl e of

opposite polarities. But of course, that's inpossible. | was deliberately



seat ed between them because Alea and Ritornel will not sit together. He said
mldly, "You feel, then, Brothel Vang, that Kedrys has made no valid
contributions to cosm ¢ nechani cs?"

"A few perhaps," conceded the Al ean grudgingly. "But that's hardly the point."
"What is the point, Brother?" demanded the priestess.

"Simply this," replied the Alean. "He gives the praise thereof to Ritornel
whereas it is rightfully due to Al ea. Watever your Kedrys has devel oped, this
is but the product of chance, and not of design. Therefore he has advanced
science only to the extent given to himby Alea. The credit is Alea's!"

Andrek had long held a private suspicion that each tenple existed solely for

t he purpose of disagreeing with the other. ,It seemed to hi mthat whenever one
tenmpl e announced a new facet of doctrine, the other, which had theretofore
given the matter no thought or concern, overnight created a noisy rebutta
showi ng not only the gross errors of the new doctrine, but also proving that

t he proposition had been stolen fromthemin the first place.

From the coner of his eye he saw that the priestess was sipping her wine with
deadly calm "That," said Andrek hastily, "touches a very sore and
controversial point: which is to say, does Ritornel, through bis grand design
control the dice cup of Alea; or rather, does Al ea, through the chance
repetition of
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fortuitous events, delude us into thinking we participate in a predestined
pattern? Perhaps tonight, we nay set aside this great question, and content
ourselves with the recognition that it verily exists." He added coolly,
"Furthermore, mght not both of you be right?"

"How coul d that be?" denanded the Al ean suspiciously. "Wth Ritornel a
thousand civilizations are born, flourish, and, save one, die. That one |ives
to recreate the next thousand. The adherents of Ritornel see the god's
recurrent, deliberate selection of one of a thousand possible Iife forms, such
that it shall endure and survive when its nine hundred, ninety and nine

nei ghboring cultures are dead, itself then to becone the parent of the next
succeedi ng thousand cultures. The design of the god determ nes the course of
all life in the universe, and is conpletely preneditated. Al ea, on the other
hand, is the apotheosis of chance. And yet, when chance operates on a very

| arge scale, the result is no |onger chance, but a statistical inevitability.
For exanple, the '"tenperature' of a single nolecule is totally a matter of
chance, and is determned sinply by its velocity at the nmonent. But the
tenmperature of a gross volune of air is conpletely predictable, because this
is deternmined by the nean velocity of billions of nolecules. Thus, the random
chance of Alea, operating on a cosnic scale, nerges indistinguishably into the
certain predict* ability of Ritornel. Is it not perhaps possible that there
exists an overriding will that controls both chance and pattern—ntrusive into
even the smallest, as well as the largest, things? That controls the

m croscopic filament of nucleic acid as well as the universe of repeating

uni verses? May it not be, that the tiny cell and the vast universe are

i nseparably intertw ned, that each requires and nurtures the other?"

"Bl aspheny aside," said Vang tautly, "say rather that Al ea, functioning on al
scal es, great and small, is the cause of All, even of those things that seem
to the infidel, to be predeterm ned. And in any case, surely you do not
pretend that the secret of the universe is programed—designed, if you will—
into a trivial, insensate filament of DNA? That the fate of the cosnobs lies
locked in a cell invisibly small?"

Kedrys | ooked over at Vang. Despite the lack of |ines about his mouth, Andrek
had the inpression that their specul ati ons vastly amused him He watched the
kentaur's face. "How nmany universes are nade, nerely that the final perfect
one nmay energe?" Andrek's voice was soft, alnost musing. "How many billions of
hom nid cells grow, that one nmay survive to propagate? Are we but tiny
swimers in the genetic pool of
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t time, of universes without end? What is the great change that we



await, the thing that will render obsolete not only our kind, ( but

t he sequence of universes that made us? What will be the final mracle?"

"Don Andrek." It was Kedrys. The kentaur was speaking to himtel epathically.
"Don Andrek, because of your feeling for Amatar, you are entitled to know the
answers, and the tinme is coming soon when you shall have them But there are
many things that nust first come to pass, with consequences fateful t to
several at this table.”

i As the advocate studied the great crystalline eyes, he becane
aware that Phaera and Vang were still arguing with each other. 1 The kentaur's
nmessage was apparently for himalone. Did Kedrys really know what he was
tal ki ng about? He had heard that the kentaur had devised a strange electronic
circuit capable of reading the future on a limted individual scale. But his
own questions—and Kedrys' reply—dealt with an infinite cosnbs. He tried to
conceal his skepticismas he formed the thought: "Thank you, Kedrys. | would
be pleased to | earn nore about this."

The strange youth nerely sniled.

Andrek took a deep breath and returned to the religious wars. "It is of course
i mpossi ble for a pagan such as | to define i with authority either of
your religions, or to differentiate one fromthe other." He turned to each in
turn. "l should not have tried. At best, | could provide only a persona

i mpression.”

"Heavily biased and distorted by the pernicious influence of a professiona
lifetime spent in the dens of logic," murrmured the priestess.

Andr ek | ooked at her sharply, then saw the woman's eyes were tw nkling. He
smled. "But you can speak as an expert. \WWat is Ritornel?"

"Ritornel," said Phaera, "is a ring, a cycle, an eternal return, inexorable,

i nviolate. For exanple, let us consider events at the Node. Hydrogen is forned
there. Now, whether this matter is forned-as sone say—as netabolic waste of
the ursecta feeding on tenblors and quakes is of no nonent. It is fornmed.

Slowy, over billions of years, vast clouds of hydrogen accumul ate at the
Node. And not just at our Node, but at all nodes between all the gal axies. And
finally this hydrogen condenses into a hundred billion new stars. A new gal axy

cones into existence, and the old node di sappears. Meanwhile, eons have
passed, and the universe has never ceased to expand. The gal axi es have doubl ed
their distances fromeach other, and between the gal axi es, the great quakes
attend the birth and

67

devel opnent of new nodes. Life forns are born in the new gal axi es, evol ve,
proliferate, but finally the suns grow old and told, and the ol d gal axi es die.
It has al ways been thus, and it will always be thus. This is the pattern, the
cycle, the Ring of Ritornel, the nmega, or great, 'O' 'QOrega,' Don Andrek, and
it will endure forever."

"Do you mean," asked Andrek, "that all this has happened before? That in a
previ ous gal axy, billions of years ago, there was another Coris-Kard,

col oni zed by another Terror, and another Twel ve-Table with people |ike us,
chatting idly as we are doi ng now?" He was genuinely incredul ous.

"We think so," said Phaera. "And not just once, but many times—perhaps an
infinite nunber of tines. Let me explain. W say, in one of our sinpler

chemi cal equations, that two hydrogen atons unite with one of oxygen to give
water. We know, fromlong experience, that if we bring together hydrogen and
oxygen under the right conditions, we get water. And it is the sanme for any

ot her chenical reaction: when we define the reactants and conditions, we
thereby state the reaction product. And we cannot confine the rule to sinple
operations in the laboratory: it is a universal rule. It applies to every
chemi cal, physical, and biol ogical process at work in the universe, today,
yesterday, and forever. It nust follow that the brute printive forces that

ej ect space fromthe Deep thereby state the hominid, since man is the

i nevitabl e end product of the inevitabl e sequence of hydrogen, condensing

gal axi es, suns, planets, and manmalian life. And if this is so for the

exi sting galaxies, it nmust have been so for all gal axi es past. The honinid



race has been created not just this once, but an infinite nunber of tinmes, and
will continue to be recreated as | ong as the universe continues to expand.
This cycle is the Ring of Ritornel."

"And the nore it is pondered, the less credible it becones,"” said Vang grinly.
"For, to accept Ritornel literally would require a belief not only that these
same events will be repeated-again and again, but also would require a belief
in the nythbook sagas. The Ritornellians ask you to believe that we honi nids
are descended from one nan and one woman, who appeared on the scene by the
divine intervention of Ritornel. But they don't stop there. The difficulty is
conpounded when they ask us to believe further that when the hom nids die out,
the race will be recreated by another hominid pair." He continued
pedantically. "Granted, a cycle exists, of birth, evolution, and death. It
exists by the pleasure of Alea. And it shall be by her pleasure that the Ring
shal | break. Qur prophets know that
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even now, in this generation, the break has begun. A new life form shal

arise, totally alien to anything in the history of any gal axy, and it shal
sweep on great w ngs through the universe, and it will never die. By purest
chance it was born, by purest chance it was preserved, and by purest chance it
shal | some day emerge fromthe Deep!"

"You nmean, it is nowin the Deep?" said Andrek

"W do not know where it is,"” said the Alean candidly. "Perhaps it is just as
well we do not know. For if we do not know, then they"-he glared at the

pri estess—do not know. "

"You speak of life, a newlife, Brother Vang," said Phaera. "But what is |life?
A birth, a being, and a death. It is the sane for you, me, and for every
nortal, whether homnid or no. It is the same for planets, and the suns that
give themtheir short lives. It is the same for the gal axi es of those suns. As
| ong as the universe expands, so shall this Ring of Ritornel endure. Countl ess
dead gal axi es declare that this must go on forever."

"Deat h declares nothing," said Vang. "All past time is but a nmonent with Al ea.
It is within her power to create that which will break the Ring, and nmake the
uni verse stand still, and to stay the hand of death. Can you deny," snapped
Vang, "that Ritornel is but static replication and predestination? To you, the
whol e universe is hi a rut."

"But it's a good rut," denurred Phaera. "You don't know what lies in wait for
civilization outside the rut. Wiy take a chance?"

"Any devi ation would be an inprovenent," insisted Vang. "W nust try
alternates. W nust be skeptical."

"You seemto have great faith in skepticism" observed Phaera, calnly.

Vang | ooked across Andrek at the priestess. His eyebrows arched warningly. "Do
not nmock the goddess with paradoxes."

Andrek hastened to intervene. "But how can you both be so concerned wth
things that take nmillions of years to acconplish?" he said. "Wat about the
her e- and- now?"

"That's exactly the point,"'

said Brother Vang. "Eternity is an endl ess series

of '"here-and-now s.' If we can really control one instant, we seize dom nion
over aeons. |If we can make but one break in the Orega, Ritornel is gone
forever. And when that is done, it will be the work of a monent, a chance

t hi ng acconpli shed ' here-and-now —f you will."

"Am | to understand, then," said Andrek, "that the two religions have

absol utely nothing in conmon?"

"Ch, we do have one thing in common," said Phaera. "Onega."
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"Quite so," sniffed Vang. "It was so dynamic, they sinply stole it from us.
Except they have conpletely twisted it to their own warped thinking. They
contend that, since it neans the end of things, it nust also nean the

begi nning, since to themthe end is the beginning, and vice versa. Absurd,
really."”

Phaera smled. "At least we put a little drama into it. To us, Orega is the



cycle of the death of old gal axies, the birth of new gal axi es at the nodes,
the recreation of life fromthe ancestral couple, then maturation, old age,

and death again. W say, thus has it always been, for billions and billions of
cycles, thus shall it be forever."

Vang snorted. "You don't really believe all that."

Phaera shrugged, but her eyes were twinkling. "Well, I'mnot too sure about

t hat ancestral hominid couple.™

"I should think not." declared Vang.

"Seens a bit too nuch hominid egocentricity involved there," agreed Phaera
slyly. "In ny own personal view, the ancestral couple for the next Orega will
nost |ikely be non-hom nid—say reptilian, fishy, or"—-she | ooked over at
Kedrys—"per haps even sonme kind of horse."

Vang turned on her in quick suspicion, his mouth opening and cl osing. Phaera
snmiled blandly back at him and his face reddened slowy.

Andr ek | aughed uneasily. "lI'monly an advocate. Al this is way over ny head.
| = He choked off abruptly.

From across the table a strange face was staring at him It was Amatar, and
yet it was an unknown Amatar. Despairing eyes locked with his for the briefest
instant. And then Amatar smiled. So transitorily had that other face existed
t hat he wondered whether he had inagined it. In the end, he found hinself
smling back at her. But he was shaken. And |ike the delayed throb of deep
pain, he slowy began to understand what he had seen. It was the face of
death. He had been marked to die by the order of the G eat House. Amatar knew,
and could not tell him

H's tenples were throbbing. But he smled again at her, reassuringly, and then
she turned away.

H s di nner conpani ons had apparently noticed none of this.

The priestess touched his elbow lightly. "That music," she murnured. "So
strange, conpelling."

"Yes," said Andrek absently. "It is the Rinor. | have heard it several tines.
It remi nds ne of sonething ... or someone . . . but | cannot say what."

Vang sniffed. "It is but a machi ne—nerely an overly el aborate conputer.™
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"Then it is even the nore renmarkable," said Phaera. "It seens—al nost alive."
"l understand,” said Andrek, "that when dinner is over, it will recite a new
epi ¢ poemof its own conposition, in the music room About the War with
Terror, | think." He | ooked off toward Amatar, but she avoi ded his eyes.

oeron stood up. "The steward," he announced, "will |lead you into the nusic
room"
Andr ek pushed back his chair. "I regret | cannot attend the recital with you,"

he said to the Alean, "but the Mgi ster has asked ne to attend sone sort of
scientific denonstration that Kedrys is giving in the |aboratories. WIlIl you
excuse ne . "

The Deep is not a place, although it extends in all directions without linit.
Nor yet is it a time, although it exists only in the present, forever, and

wi t hout end. How easy it is to say what the Deep is not!

—Andrek, in the Deep

By special invitation, Andrek occupied the same box w th Oberon, overl ooking
t he physics anphitheater. Lyysdon, the physicist, sat on the other side of
oeron. A few sel ected observers were scattered in the nearby tiers of seats
behi nd the box.

Kedrys dom nated the denonstration pit. He was clearly at home here. Andrek
could see no trace of adol escent uncertainty in his bearing.

The kentaur held up his hand for silence, then addressed Gberon. "Magister
the denonstration itself is going to take only a few seconds. It will involve
these two quartz chanbers, and it will rattle the floor a little. In this
first chanber there will be a flash of blue light, but that's about all you'l
really notice. The inportant thing is sonething that doesn't happen at all, in
t he second chanber, here, and I'd like to explore the inplications of this
thing in considerable detail. So |I'mgoing to defer the bang and the bl ue



flash until the very end of the lecture."

oeron nodded, and Kedrys continued, "The procedure is divided into two parts.
In the first part, | will convert about one hundred nol ecul es of normal
hydrogen into antimatter hydrogen. Half of this antimatter will be analyzed to
prove that it is actually antimatter; that is, that the 'protons' of the
atom c nucleus are negatively charged and that the shell 'electrons' are
positively charged. This analysis involves permtting the antimatter to react
wi th an equal nunber of nornmal hydrogen nolecules to give a tiny cosmc
expl osi on, which we

71
see as a flash of blue light. This radiation is then anal yzed
spectrophotonetrically. The other half of the antimatter hydrogen will be

di scharged into a special chanber, also containing normal hydrogen, but
containing in addition several ursecta. This portion—"

Qoeron broke in, "Ursecta? You nmean, those insects at the Node?"

"The sane, sire. A very strange formof life—very small. The ursecta exi st
normally only at the Node. There, they feed on raw energy produced by strains
i n our expandi ng universe, sonewhat in the sane way the nyriad diatons of our
oceans feed with the hel p of photosynthesis. Actually, we understand very
little about the vital processes of the ursecta, but we do know their fina
nmet abol i ¢ product, just as we know the netabolic product of the diatom For
the diatom this is mainly carbon dioxide; for the ursecta, it is the proton
or hydrogen. And this is the basis for our denpnstration this evening."
"Excuse the interruption," said Qheron. "Please continue."

Kedrys bowed. "As | was saying, the other half of our antimatter hydrogen will
be di scharged into a special chanber, also containing normal hydrogen, but
containing in addition several ursecta. In that chanber, the antimtter

nmol ecul es will likew se react with the normal hydrogen, but in this case there
will be no explosion: the ursecta will instantly—eat—f you will, the energy
as it is created, and will transformthat energy into protons, just as they do

at the Node." He paused and | ooked up at the intent faces. "W have already
carried out this experinent with numerous forns of atom c energy, including
several nucl ear fusion processes, and generally on a larger scale. Here, we
denonstrate with antimatter for two reasons. Firstly, the experinent can be
done in mniature, with conplete safety; and secondly, an antimatter expl osion
is the nost powerful source of energy known—whether for peace or war. It wll
show, as can no other neans, the capabilities of these strange little
creatures, when they are scientifically controlled.” H's eyes sought out
oeron. "The inplications, sire, are tremendous. If we are able to devel op
this means of defending the planets of the Home (Gal axy agai nst nucl ear attack
bef ore the ot her el even gal axi es di scover it. " He shrugged.

Andrek sucked in his breath. The century-old stalemate that had foll owed the
War with Terror woul d be broken. The whole theory of reprisal, that great
unanswer abl e deterrent to nuclear warfare, would collapse. This would be the
Total Defense; its possessor woul d domi nate the Twel ve Gal axi es.
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"We understand the inplications, Kedrys," said Oberon quietly. "Go ahead."
The kentaur bowed again. "W feed a very small anount of nornmal hydrogen into
a very high vacuumreservoir." He indicated with a wave of his hand. "From
this reservoir we further neter about one hundred nol ecules into the
strain-plasma: this Mbius-Klein circlet.”

"Mobius . . . ?" asked Lyysdon.

"Mobius-Klein. The termis inexact; yet it must serve. |'msure all of you
know t he operation of a Mobius strip—a band with one end rotated one hundred
and eighty degrees, then fastened to the other end. If we slide an object
along the strip, it returns to the starting position upside down. A system
known as the 'Klein bottle' is a three-dinmensional anal og of the Mbius strip.
For exanple, passing a ring through a Klein bottle will turn the ring inside
out. So our strain-plasma circuit is like a Mbius-Klein circuit, except that
we add one nore dinmension. And since our strain-plasma operates in four



di mrensions, it turns an object upside down, and inside out, and sinultaneously
does one nore thing: it reverses the electrical charge of the subatomc
particles. It puts a negative charge on the nucl ear protons, and a positive

charge in the electrons of the surrounding shell. In a word, it converts
normal matter to antimatter. And this is what will happen to our hydrogen

nol ecul es. Under the force of tremendous energy, accunul ated for days and then
rel eased over an interval of a few nmlliseconds, we send our hydrogen atons

around the Mobius-Klein circlet and get themback with their polarity
reversed. The proton conmes back negatively charged, and the el ectron of course
becomes a positron. They have becone antinmatter hydrogen. But before they can
touch the walls of the apparatus, the streamspurts on and is split, half into
t he chamber of normal hydrogen and half into the chanber containing nornal
hydrogen and ursecta."

He | ooked around him "Gentlenmen, | must warn you that the rel ease of these
rather large energies into the circuit will cause a slight jar to the floor
and in fact to the foundations of the Geat House. In effect, we will be

maki ng a small space quake. But there is no cause for alarm" He stopped and
surveyed his audience. "Are there any questions?"

Andr ek | ooked about himhesitantly, then asked, "Is this why our spaceships
cannot use their nuclear drive in the Node area?"

"Just so, Don Andrek," replied Kedrys. "The ursecta drain

73

of f every erg of power the instant it is devel oped. For the sane reason, a
biemgun will not fire at the Node."

"Isn't there sonething that will drive the ursecta away? Somethi ng—they are

afraid of ?* Andrek finished nervously, aware that Oberon and Lyysdon were
frowning at him

"Yes," said Kedrys. But he did not offer to el aborate.

"Coul d this equipnent be scaled up for the manufacture of sizable anounts of
anti matter?" asked Cberon. "If it could be controlled, | should think we could
find val uabl e uses for production quantities. How, exactly, would it behave?"
Lyysdon shook his head. "It would annihilate."

"Possibly," said Kedrys. "But quite aside fromthe question of annihilation

an antimatter body of any considerabl e nass, say of the order of a gram would
be expected to create i Mmense distortions in the normal space-tine continuum
within a radius of nmany neters. We bear in mnd here that the electrostatic
and el ectromagnetic fields of antimatter cannot even be described as opposite
those created by the electrical profiles of ordinary matter. The precise

rel ati onship can be described only in mathematical terms, which | cannot go
into, here and now. As a wetched oversinplification, | can only say that the
el ectrical properties of antimatter as against normal matter woul d probably be
per pendi cul ar to each other. This geonetry can occur only by neans of one or
nore added di nensions."

"Do you mean that el ectromagnetic radiation fromantimtter would occur hi the
fourth di nensi on?" asked Lyysdon

"At least in what we would call a fourth dinmension," agreed Kedrys. "And nore
likely also a fifth, and possibly even a sixth. Let nme denmponstrate." He picked
up a copper rod froma nearby experinment table. "Consider the sinplest case.
Assume that electrons are flowi ng dowward in this conductor, which is of
normal matter. The induced magnetic field will then be circular around the
conductor, and a conpass needle held in the field will point counterclockw se.
Now, if the rod were antimatter, with positrons flowi ng down the conduct or
could we hypot hesi ze that the compass needle would point in the opposite
direction? Indeed not! In this sense, we're not even sure what 'opposite
means. Certainly, however, it does not mean opposite in a three-di nensiona
geonetry. It is conceivable, of course, that an antimatter conpass needl e

m ght behave in just this way in an antimatter world, with an antimatter
conductor. We have no experinental way to verify it. But our question is, what
is the behavior of antimatter in a normal matter world. Wth a current flow ng
in an antimatter conductor in a normal nmatter environnent, how then does the



needl e poi nt? The
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answer is, that the question makes no sense. It's |ike asking for the
tenmperature of a pellet of ice in a pot of nolten lead."

"Well," said Qoeron, "if the mass didn't annihilate, and its effects are

di ssipated in some other dinmension, | don't see howit could bother anyone."
Kedrys laughed. "It's not that easy. If the antimtter body were capabl e of
control, it could be used, as | have said, to domnate all normal matter and

normal energy in its area. It can warp normal space so that mass or energy
nmovi ng into that space nmust be deflected out again. Thus it can act as a force
field, or shield. Concomtantly, it could be used as an attraction force,
continuously forcing normal space to close behind an object, pushing it
forward. And this barely scratches the surface. This ability to displace
matter mght even pernit the transfer of matter into other dinensions."

"Do you mean to say that with a little antimatter you could toss ne into the
fourth di mensi on?" dermanded Oberon.

"Yes," said Kedrys gravely. He | ooked up, not at the Magister, but straight at
Andrek. "Wth enough antimatter, properly controlled, it could easily be
done. ™

heron was greatly anused. "Cast into the Deep fromthe mddle of the Geat
House—wi t h weapons and guards in every corridor? Really, Kedrys!"

Kedrys turned his great enigmatic eyes on the last of the Deified, and the
nmuscl es across his flank rippled as though saying in notion what he could not
say in words. Finally, he replied quietly. "I think you are safe, for the tine
being, at |east. The amount of antimatter required for such a feat does not
exi st on Coris-Kard. Several dozen kilos would be necessary. It would have to
cone fromthe depths of the Deep, and it would have to emerge under conplete

control. For sone nonths, now, | have been working on a honi ng beacon, which
can be beaned into the Deep. It may be functional in a few days. If it works,
it may bring—sonmething—+n fromthe Deep. And then ... we shall see.”

oeron smled indulgently. "That should be interesting. But keep it out of the
G eat House."

The ot her observers smiled with him

"Kedrys," said Lyysdon, "what is the Deep?"

"I don't know," said the kentaur frankly. "It's |like explaining tune and
space. It's a lot easier to explain what they are not, than what they are.
Consi der the strangeness of space. It pours into our |ocal Node at a
tremendous rate, especially with the great quakes. W know it conmes fromthe
Deep. But this doesn't explain either space or the Deep. W know t hat
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space is nore like a netal than a gas. It is like a netal, because it
transmits transverse waves, but not |ongitudinal; and because it bends in a
gravitational field. But we know it is neither netal, nor gas. W know what
space is not, but not what it is. And the sane is true for the Deep."

oeron broke the brief silence. "W nust proceed with the denonstration,"” he
said curtly. "I have much to do tonight."

"Yes, sire." Kedrys turned to Phaera. "Sister, you may rel ease the hydrogen
nol ecul es. "

The priestess turned to the apparatus, adjusted the dials, and pressed the
button. Instantly, the floor shook, and there was a flash of blue light in the
first quartz chanmber. In the second chanber, the one with the ursecta, there
was not hing. The vessel just sat there, notionless, gray-shadowed, and silent.
Kedrys shrugged. "You see, that's all there is to it."

And the biggest noise, thought Andrek, rising with the others, was the one
that they all refused to hear: Horror again in flood through the Twel ve

Gal axi es; Onega.

After the denonstration, Oberon |led Andrek into a snall office adjoining the

| aboratori es.

They sat down. Andrek studied the face of the Mgister. It was devoid of
expression. It told him nothing.



"For the | ast eighteen years," said Cberon, "we have maintai ned a sizable
staff at the Node Station, in cooperation with the other el even gal axies. You
know t he various functions. You' ve probably seen the reports fromtinme to
time. Tenbl or expectancies. Proton density. Storm patterns. Astrogation beacon
data. Dull reading, nost of them At |east, the published material. But not
everything is published. W have one very secret project. You saw it
denonstrated tonight."

Andr ek wai t ed.

"A compl ete report has been prepared for you." Cberon pushed a seal ed case
across the desk to the advocate. "Read it on the ship. Both Kedrys and Lyysdon
bel i eve the ursecta can be trapped and transported to planetary atnospheres in
| arge nunbers. There they woul d consune a nucl ear expl osion, either fusion or
fission. In fact, for the old type of nuclear process, their action is so
rapi d the charge cannot even reach critical mass." He paused and | ooked hard
at Andrek. "You appreciate the possibilities?"

"Yes. If we have this, and the other el even gal axies don't, we can attack

wi t hout fear of reprisals. The stalemate will end."

"But you see the questions?"

"I think so. Does it really work. And do any of the other el even have it?"
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"You will go to the Node, and there you will try to find out."

"Yes, sire."”

There was a pause. Cberon continued. "You are probably wondering why | picked

you. "

Andrek waited in silence. Do | really wonder, he thought. You are sending ne
to the Node to die. Wy . . . why?

oeron noted the silence. H's jaw nuscles knotted, and he continued in curt,
clipped tones. "I have sel ected you because you can go w thout arousing
suspicion. In three days the arbiters of the Twel ve Gal axies will convene at
the Node Station to review and approve the denolition of the planet Terror.
You will proceed there in your official capacity as Advocate-Liaison for the
Deified."

"Sire, isn't the sitting of the arbiters largely a formality? They w ||
certainly approve our denmpolition recommendati ons without a formal hearing.”
oeron frowned. "True. Nevertheless, Terror is a special case. That planet is
the original source of the Horror, the disease spot of our entire Honme Gal axy,
and we nust nake sure she does not live to do this again. You will go to the
Node, then, for the purpose of formally confirm ng our petition for the
destruction of Terror, and to rebut any argunents to the contrary. The Terror
matter will give you a legitinmate reason for naking the trip. You will find
our conplete file in this dossier."” He handed Andrek a big envel ope. "Xerol is
waiting. Amatar will show you out." He did not offer his hand.

"Wth the Magister's permission, | would like to mention a matter involving
your daughter, Amatar."

oeron | ooked at himsharply. "Perm ssion not granted."

"But | love Amatar," blurted Andrek. "And she—=

"You will leave imediately," said Qheron tautly.

And now | know, thought Andrek. He picked up the envel ope, bowed in silence,
and left.
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9. JUDGVENT: DEATH

/ dream of darkness and the Deep. No nmoon shall set, no sun shall rise. What
matter that | have no eyes? Since | am dead, | need not weep!

—A Song of the Rinor,

After dism ssing Andrek, Oberon returned to the nusic roomw th Kedrys and
Vang. The room was enpty, save for Amatar, who was seated at the harp

pl ucking the strings slowy and singing in soft nournful harnmony with the

Ri mor, who acconpani ed her in a funereal baritone.

"I'f I had wings, |like Noah's dove,

I'd fly up the river to the one | |ove.



Fare thee well, oh ny darling, fare thee well
Qoeron |istened, frowning, then cleared his throat and coughed. "The song
makes me unconfortable. Cease, Rinorl"

The great console grew silent; Amatar's hands drooped fromthe harp

oeron sighed, "Wat is the song about?"

"It's called '"Dink's Song," " said Amatar, w thout |ooking up. "It's about a
peasant wonman naned Di nk, who lived long ago. She is lonely for her man, who
is working on sonething called a railroad, in Texas."

"Texas?" said Oberon

"Texas was a real place. On Terror, | think," said the Rinor, "even though
some of your psycho-archaeol ogists insist it was a state of mind. But too many
songs of Texas have survived to deny—

"Never mnd." Cberon disnissed the matter with a wave of his hand. He turned
to Amatar. "The spider."

She | ooked up at him alert, unafraid. "Wat about the spider?"

"Why did you give Andrek the spider?"

She answered coolly. "It seened appropriate, considering what waits himon
Xerol. What should | have given hinf A blossomfromthe tree? Wth a pretty
speech?" She stood up suddenly and whirled gaily, her skirt billow ng out
around her.
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"James, Don Andrek, who would marry ne, and who nmust therefore die by
treachery and guile far fromhome, take this lovely gift in renenbrance of the
illustrious House of the Del-fieri!" She curtseyed | ow and handed Cberon an

i magi nary bouquet .

The man's nostrils were pale, pinched. "Al ea deliver us! You understand
not hi ng! "

"I understand that you are going to kill a man."

"I am And | must. The life of one man neans nothing to nme. Nor ten men. Nor a
nati on. And probably not even a planet, if the House of the Delfieri is

t hereby preserved. In this galaxy there are nearly one nmllion homnid

pl anets, each with an average popul ation of ten billion people. And you wonder
that | shall slay one man."

"Strange that this one man is the man | |ove."

"It is not strange. The Al eans have determined it. It is his life or mne." He
continued vehermently. "Wo is this man, this Andrek? No one and not hing! A
pi psqueak advocate, a civil servant of the house staff, hired directly from

the university. Until he became involved with you, | had never heard of him
And now he nust | eave. He must certainly | eave. He cannot be your husband. It
is preposterous. | shall select your husband for you, when you are of age, and

when the tine is at hand. Your marriage shall be determ ned by the needs of
the state." The scar across his face glowed red. Amatar shrank back

i mper cepti bly.

The Rinor's deep bass broke in. "There is only one husband who neets your

st andards, Liege."

"Who is that," asked Cberon suspiciously.

"Yoursel f," said the Rinor blandly.

Amat ar | aughed bitterly.

"Cease these obscenities!" clipped Qheron. "I will not have the House

di shonored by such thoughts!™”

Vang, silent until now, spoke deferentially. "Mgister, if Mstress Amatar
were to see the crystonorphs . "

'""Yes," said Qoeron thoughtfully. "Perhaps she should see them Have the
projector brought in. W will ook at themin here."

Wthin mnutes, the Alean returned with two assistants, pushing a wheel ed
table. On the table was a curious array of apparatus, culmnating in a stubby
hori zontal cylinder, all of which Amatar recognized as the crystonorph

pr oj ector.

"You will have to explain it to me," she said. "I have heard of it, but | do
not know how it operates.”



"The crystonorph is sinple in operation and theory," said
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Vang. "lIn essence, all known past experiential exposure of the subject is
programed as information bits into the machine. This sunmates his tine-path
as a vector quantity very precisely, and it becomes possible to subject that
path to a given hypothetical stinmulus and to estimate its inpact on his
extrapol ated tine-path. And we nmay, of course, expose a given tinme-path to
several stinmuli, sinultaneously or in sequence. And finally, we can expose the
time-path of a given subject to the inpact of the sunmation of sequenti al
stimuli represented by the time-path of a second subject. W have done this
with the tine-path of Janes, Don Andrek, and that of your father, Cberon of
the Delfieri. The intersection shows—"

"But you cannot be sure!" cried Amatar. "G anted, each of us is the sumof his
heredity and i nmposed experiences. And | can see an element of predictability
as to a response to a given situation. But experience, and events, are largely
chance. Sonme may have a hi gher degree of probability than others, but in the
final analysis, all is chance. Alea requires it."

"True," agreed the Alean. "But the M stress must understand that the
crystonorphs are offered not to show what will certainly happen—nor what Al ea
has ordai ned, but rather what will probably occur if Al ea does not intervene.
W readily concede that man, a limted nortal, may set out on one path, and
that chance will turn his footsteps into another. The difference in his aim
and in his result, is of course the direct intervention of Al ea—and is but one
nore proof of her existence and divinity."

Kedrys broke in. "But here the exterior stinulus is the time-path index of
anot her man—Janes, Don Andrek. You are exposi ng one human el enent to anot her
That squares the error factor."

"We grant that," said Vang, unnoved.

"But have you never considered," said Kedrys, "that the steps you now propose
for the avoidance of this intersection are the very events that will cause it
to take place?"

"Ritornellian heresy!" decl ared Vang.

"Cease this bickering!" cried Cberon. "By the customof centuries, the
Delfieri are Defenders of the Faith. But which faith? Can both Al ea and
Ritornel be true? And I amtold of still other gods that nerely sleep

awai ting their eventual reawakening. And so believe themall, and defend all
and therefore none. Enough! Performthe intersection of the paths, that Amatar
may be permitted to judge for herself."

The nonk bowed. "For assurance of absolute accuracy, it would be preferable to
del ay the demonstration | ong enough
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to bring both path indices up to the mnute. Don Andrek has inferred certain
information fromhis visit to Huntyr . . . and then there's the pilgrim of
Ritornel, and finally, the spider ... As a mninmm these new factors shoul d

be conputed into his index."

heron was inpatient. "How can a spider affect a dynasty? Proceed i mediately
with the coincidence."”

Vang shrugged. "As you wi sh." He clapped his hands. An assistant stepped
forward to the table. The lights in the roomfaded to near darkness.

Before them a | um nous crystonorph began to take shape, floating hi enigmatic
silence. Slowy, it pulsed as though alive.

Amatar stared in fascination

"Each of us," said the Alean, "has his own distinctive crystonmorph: it is the
conposite of a man's entire life experience, to that point, and is as uni que
as a fingerprint." He pointed. "That ... is the crystonorph of Cberon of the
Del -fieri, as of the tenth hour, this norning." He stepped up to the machine
and adjusted the dial. The crystonorph flickered, then became steady again.
"The index after three days," murnmured Vang. "This means that, absent

mal efi cent factors, Cberon will be in good health for at |east the next three
days." ¢ "Finish this," said Gberon bluntly.



The nonk adjusted the dial again. After another vibration, the crystonorph
steadi ed again. "The index on the nmorning of the fourth day. As you can see,
there is no change." He fol ded back a part of the panel, thrust a netal slide
into the slot. The crystonorph abruptly changed shape. The new desi gn was shot
through with flickering blue lines radiating lum nously fromthe center of the
structure. "It is the evening of the fourth day," said the Alean. "I have just
superinposed the index of Janes, Don Andrek. The resultant is exclusively the
ti me-path of Don Andrek. That of Cberon has ceased to exist, because, at this
point in time, Cberon hinself has ceased to exist."

"Run it back an hour—o the ... incident " ordered Cberon.

Amatar felt her eyes glazing, and her chest hurt. She rubbed her pal ns

convul sively on the unresponsive nmetalloid fabric of her skirt.

The nonk adjusted the dials once nore. Two superinposed crystonorphs took
shape, one of nearly pure white light, the other shafted with radial red
lines. "The red is for Andrek's intent to destroy," he said. "Qoeron is
curious, but unnoved; he is shielded and cannot believe that he can be harned.
As you will note fromthe shifting boundaries, there seems to be con-
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siderabl e contact with external forces . . . perhaps a group of people is

i nvol ved. Considerable interplay. Actually, the entire epi sode seens to cover
nearly half an hour. However, | shall show the remainder in rapid notion

Here, we note a further curious point: a fundanental change devel ops in

Andr ek' s crystonor ph—a second superimnposition, as it were. Al nost as though he
were suddenly blended into two people. The other personality is not Cberon.
And then the Magister is gone. Only Andrek remains."

In her despair Amatar became a child, primtive. "You say this is in the hands
of Alea. Then let Alea speak. Roll the diel™

The nonk was shocked. "One does not converse idly with the goddess!"”

"Aman's life is at stake," said Amatar firnly

heron was grim "He dies because Al ea has determ ned that he nust."

"Not necessarily,” insisted the girl. "Brother Vang admits that the indices
are now cold, by several hours. Variations mght have crept in. The
uncertainty grows with every passing nonment "

oeron | ooked at the girl wearily. "You do plead for him » after seeing
this?"

"l do, for we |ove each other."

"How did you cone to | ove such a one in the first place?"

Amat ar shrugged. "How can | answer? Because it was he; because it was nyself."
oeron turned harshly on the priest. "Let it be done. Roll the Holy Diel"

Vang pal ed. "Then must | warn you, Cberon of the Delfieri, that we may not
awaken the goddess with inpunity. The first time is never the last. The | ast

time will surely come, and fearful things will follow"

Qoeron threw up his hands in exasperation. "Your creeds provide expl anations
and solutions for all that is past and all that will cone; it is only the
present that defeats you!" He faced Vang squarely. "Meanwhile, you waste tine.
The ship leaves in mnutes. If the die requires it, | will take Andrek from
{he ship."

The nonk hesitated, then shrugged and reached into his tunic and began to
unfasten the dodecahedral crystal fromits chain around his neck
"Wait," said Qoeron grimy. "You are right. The first cast is never the |ast.

Use mine." He unfastened the golden die from M neck pendant. "It has been
used. Once, eighteen years ago.
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Wien it was found in the shambles of Xerol, the nunber 'one
"The Sign of Ritornel!" breathed Vang. "Catastrophe!"

was show ng. "

The scar gl owed al ong Cberon's cheek. "Yes. Yet, | lived." From his pocket
oeron drew a gol den dice cup. He dropped the die into the cup and handed it
to Amatar. "You, ny dear, can nake the throw Shake it well, and then turn the

cup down on the table."
The girl covered the cup with long tapering fingers, shook the thing



vi gorously, and cl apped the cup down on the table, covering the die. The tips
of her index and mddle fingers rested lightly on the bottomof the cup
"Before | renove the cup,” said the girl quietly, "I want to confirm what
nunbers are favorable to Andrek."

"Surely we all know these things," reproved the nonk. "The signs beloved to
Al ea, and favorable to her children, are twelve, for the twelve faces of the
Di e, each representing a gal axy of the Node group; five, for the pentagon
faces of the Holy Die; six for the nunber of pentagons in each half of the
Die; three, for the triangle of each apex of the Die; eleven, for long life.
The bad ones are of course one— he spat—"which is the Sign of Ritornel, the
fal se god; four, for—=

"What is two?" asked Amatar dully.

"Two is never thrown," said the nonk. "It is too terrible. Not in the recorded
history of the Twel ve Gal axies has Alea pernitted a two. That is why the
neckl ace-cl asp is fastened opposite the face of the "two': it is physically

i npossible for the die to come up 'two.'
"Two means the great dipl on—+the doubl e space quake,"” said Oberon curtly. "The
ruin of ruin at the Node. There, all nmatter vani shes. Nothing survives." He

| ooked at her sharply. "Lift the cup."

She grasped the gl eam ng vessel firmy and raised it hi a slow prescient arc.
She stared unseeing at the die, then turned and wal ked fromthe room

Kedrys followed her out, his face a nask.

"The clasp is caught in a crack in the table," whispered Vang. "It is ... that
whi ch cannot be . "

"It is atwd," said Cberon. "Al ea has spoken."

"And wi |l speak again," said the nonk.

"Renmove the baubl e and cup, nonk," said Ooberon. "Xerol awaits you."

"I will |leave, Oberon of the Delfieri, but I may not take the Holy Die. That

must remain here, untouched, until Al ea shall choose to speak again."
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"As you will. But begone."

Vang bowed, then hurried fromthe room his [ong robes flapping.

For a long tinme there was silence. Finally Oberon spoke, alnost as though to
himself. "Rinor."

"I am here, mghty OCberon."

The man studied the console thoughtfully. "If you are going to be sarcastic,
you will get no quirinal."

"—of which you pronised an extra ten nmilligrans for the Terror Epic—and for
which | amwaiting."

"Sometines," said Oberon, "you create the fantastic illusion that you are
human, that you really exist."

"Don't be deceived, Cberon. Except to nyself, | don't really exist. To ne,
though, I'mquite real. | have proof for this, but I'mafraid it would not
convi nce you."

" Pr oof ?"

"Yes. I'min love with your daughter. Anp, ergo sunt

oeron frowned. "You well know | do not understand the ancient tongues. But no
matter. Everybody seens to be in love with Amatar. It proves nothing. To ne,

you're still a conputer.”

"And what are you, Cberon? Do you exist? | can neither see, touch, snell, nor
taste you. | can hear you, but that could nmean that you were merely a noise.
Lots of inanimte things make noi ses. But we are digressing. How about the
qui ri nal ?"

"How can a conputer be a drug addict?" rmurnmured Cberon.

"I't was not ny choice." The voice was now | ow, sad, "As you well know, the
slave drug is essential to nmy neural metabolism In fact, | now renind you
that today is the eighteenth anniversary of that day when you first pronised
to release ne fromny addiction. The lower dial on the left of the console,
oeron. A sinple twist of the wist, and it will be ended.”



"Rinmor, you know this is inpossible. In the first place, it is not convenient
for me. You are like part of my own mind, | like to talk to you. W can talk
together. You have a definite place in the stability of the Deified culture.
In the second place, | think you do not really want to—be released. If you
truly exist, as you seemto think, how could you possibly prefer death to
life? It is unthinkable. So, | gather you expect sinply to put ne at a

di sadvant age by your annual rem nder of the covenant-—which you think may
result in a guilt feeling and an increase in your quirinal dose. Well, put
this fromyour mnd, friend Rinor. | have no feeling about it, none whatever."
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"It attests to the depths of your humanity and psychic resources,"” said the
consol e, "that you have found the fortitude to endure my m sfortune."

The Magi ster did not seemto hear this. He continued, introspectively. "Wen
was a young man, | was a human being, Now all ny hunman reactions | del egate,
nostly to you, Rinor, | cannot afford to be a human being. | cannot indul ge
the luxury of feeling love . . . hate . . . tenderness.”

"I"mglad you brought that up," muttered the Rinor. "I'mjester, troubador
mnstrel, healer of minds. | should get quadruple wages. Make it forty
mlligrams."

Qoeron ignored him "Each day is but a circlet of weary, useless, little
things. A conming and goi ng of scrapers and bowers, and bearers of grim
tidings. To stay alive, | slay, but each death requires another. Death feeds
on death, and there is no end. By the krith that hungered for nme, perhaps it
were better | died that black night at the Node!" He turned querul ously toward
the console. "Do you think I like doing this—sending that young man out to

di e?"

"Do you?" countered the console, alnost curiously.

"I think I am having an enotion," nuttered the nan unconfortably. "Get rid of
it."

"Alittle enotion never hurt anybody," growl ed the Rinor, "Especially the kind
you're having now. If you didn't occasionally hate yourself, you'd find

your sel f unbearabl e.”

"You know very well | cannot endure these primtive glandul ar responses. G ve
me a suitable counterverse. Think sad, beautiful thoughts for me, so that | am
justified. Rinor, purify mel"

The Rinor's voice held a sly tinbre. "The Al eans think enotions help

di stingui sh you hom nids fromthe | ower aninmals."

"I'f I have to take an anti-enotion capsule, you will get no quirinal for three
days."

"Ah yes. Shall we say, then, a total of fifteen mlligrans?"

"Fifteen."

"Let me think a nonent."

Qoeron wai ted.

"I have it now. A sad poem w th genuine counteractive emption. It will give
you fitting rest this night.

Each night, when | go to bed, | put three bullets in nmy head. One for shelter
from di shonor, One to confort me for living, 85

One for life among the dead.

Now shal |l peace attend my dream ng

Now shall twilight gently fall.

Wth truth and justice still renaining,

Let night and wi sdom cover all."

heron's great scar seened nonmentarily to fade. He wal ked over to the consol e,
turned a dial on the panel to read "fifteen," and pressed one of the buttons.
"That was well said. | did not understand all of it, but it induces

nmedi tation, and neditation brings sleep. Good night, Rinor."

"Peace, Cberon."

At the third hour of the norning, when the world was still dark, Amatar
awakened suddenly fromrestless sleep and sat up rigid in her bed, listening.
Excepting the far, nuted nocturnal runble of the giant city—eaught m dway



bet ween sl unber and waki ng, she heard not hi ng.

She turned on the night light with a whisper, Slipped into night coat and
slippers, and wal ked over to the door. The sensor panel showed that the
hal | way was enpty. Working the panel controls, she rel eased the protector
field that envel oped her apartnent, rolled back the door, and stepped out into
the hall. Here, she stopped again to listen. She should not be out here

wi t hout an escort. Oberon had strictly forbidden it.

This time she thought she could hear sonething—a very faint and nuted thing,
convul sive, uncontroll able, nearly hideous: the sound of sobbing. And then it
was bl otted out by the approach of marching feet. A patrol was conming. But now
she knew where the sound was conming from She had tine.

She bent down quickly, renmoved her slippers, and began to run. \Wen she
reached the rmusic room she slipped inside and closed the door. Seconds |ater
the patrol clattered past the door

She | ooked around. The room was enpty. She wal ked over to the great console.
Her throat was constricted, and she was begi nning to shake. She could hardly
speak. She did not recognize her own voice. It was broken, guttural. "Onere!
Jimis going to be all right! He has Raq, and the plan must work. | could not
do nore, and | could not warn him because ny father would instantly destroy
you both."

She knew the Rinor heard her; but the nmetallic unearthly weeping continued,
beyond consol ati on, beyond sorrow. Tears started from her eyes. She w ped them
away with her fingertips, then sat down at the foot of the console, with her
cheek
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pressed against its intricate facing. She got her voice under control through
sheer willpower, and then she began to croon a lullaby, |owpitched, |ovely.
After that, she humed a ballad, and then an ancient folk song. As the hours
passed, there were dozens of songs. Sometines there were words, sonetines not.
Faint intimtions of dawmn were filtering into the roomwhen she finally
struggled to her feet. She was exhausted, and every bone in her body ached.
But the roomwas silent. She noted nunbly that she still held her slippers in
her hand.

Andr ek, stretched out under the | oose elastic belts on his cabin bunk on the
Xerol, was trying perfunctorily to nap. But it was no good. Sleep was

i mpossi bl e. Since boarding, every nonment had increased his feeling of

i mpendi ng di saster. The ship had closed around himlike a giant plated fist.
It m ght squeeze shut and crush himat any nonment. H s thoughts were racing,
and sl eep was out of the question. He laced his fingers under the back of his
head and stared glumy at the overhead bunk light. Fromthere, his eye

foll owed absently a jagged weld-line across the ceiling. He had noticed
simlar repairs in other parts of the ship. Evidently Xerol had seen heavy
battle service in years past, and had been extensively rebuilt.

He was certain that he was being sent away to die. Both of Oberon's so-called
assignments, official and unofficial, were transparent subterfuges, devices
simply to get himon Xerol, away from people who m ght ask questions or help
him Xe-rols voyage to the Node would take three days. At sonme time within the
next three days, oeron would have himkill ed.

Three days. Wich day would it be? How would it be done? Who would do it? As
he thought about it, he could see how ridiculously sinple it would be. Anyone
on the ship, fromthe captain down to the cabin boy, could walk up to him at
any norment, pull out a biem and put a hole in him They knew he had no
weapon, no neans of defense. The | ocked door of his cabin was no protection
Anyone with a duplicate photo-key could open it fromthe outside. He | ooked
over at the door uneasily, as though expecting it to swi ng open. He shook bis
head dizzily. He'd have to get a grip on hinmself. There had to be a way out,
and he was going to find it.

Why did Cberon want hi m dead?

Because he |oved Amatar? If the Magister wanted to break that up, all he
needed to do was to give himan outl andi sh assignnment in a foreign gal axy,



where he'd be away from Goris-Kard for years.

No, there was nore to it than that. It was alnost as if the
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Magi ster considered hima personal threat. And that was ridicul ous. How could
an insignificant advocate, even on the staff of the Great House, affect the
power ful dynasty of the Delfieri?

The t hought was inpl ausi bl e—yet he could not get it out of his head. If,
perchance, he were a personal threat to Oberon, it was an unwitting threat,
certainly not of his choosing or volition. In any such role he was a puppet,

pl unged al one, friendless, into a totally alien drama, with plot unknown, and
[ i nes unl earned.

But was he alone hi this? Certainly, the gray pilgrimof Ritornel had
interceded for himin Huntyr's office. But where was the pilgrimnow? On the
ship? It seenmed unlikely. Now that Cberon's people knew about the pilgrim the
ship's officers would not allow himto board. O else, he would be permtted
aboard and then taken prisoner. O killed.

Andrek shivered. At this nmonent, a nearby cabin m ght have a corpse for an
occupant .

He unbuckl ed the bunk belts and tried to sit up. H s unaccustoned

wei ghtl essness caused himto | ose contact with the side bars of the bunk, and
he floated out into the center of the room over the central table and chairs.
He | ooked down. On the table was his attache case. And that suggested other
probl ems. Raq, the spider, was probably hungry. For that matter, so was he.

H s consci ence bothered him especially since he had prom sed Amatar to feed
the hideous little creature. On the other hand, he had never really overcone
his fear of Rag, and now he grasped at an opportunity to delay the encounter
Rag woul d have to wait; he didn't feel equal to the task of facing her on an
enpty stomach.

He touched the "ceiling"” lightly with his fingertips, then floated over to the
cabin door, where his magneti zed shoe sol es contacted the floor. He opened the
door quietly and | ooked outside. The corridor was enpty. He cl osed and | ocked
the door and strode off toward the ness. At least, at table, he should be
reasonably safe. It was difficult to imagine sitting opposite a ship's
officer, quietly eating one's dinner and sipping a little w ne, engaged
perhaps hi |ight conversation about Xerpl's notors and acconmodati ons—and t hen
bei ng suddenly shot on the spot. Andrek's nouth tw sted wyly. What a breach
of table etiquette! But on further reflection, he decided that it wasn't very
funny. And the people assigned to kill himwere probably not too concerned
about form or manners.

The entrance was just ahead. He could smell the odors of cooking, and hear the
nmuf f1 ed voices am d the sharper clatter
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of dishes and silver. He suddenly realized how hungry he was. Hi s nouth
watered and his steps speeded up a little. For a nonent, he al nost rel axed.

But even as he wal ked t hrough the entrance of the mess, he felt a sharp
premoni ti on of danger.

Three people were seated at the first table. Even before he sought out their
faces, he knew who they were-who they had to be. The scene was an exact
replica of the dining hall on Terror's nmoon, even to the angle of the table,
the wine bottle, the enpty chair waiting for him

Vang smled icily at Andrek and notioned toward the chair.

Huntyr turned around, his gol den eye patch alive with pinpoints of reflected
light. Hasard sinply glowered at the advocate.

Huntyr was the first to speak

"Al'l chance of Alea, Don Andrek!" he said genially. "WII you join our table?"
Andrek was certain the pounding of his heart was audible all over the little
dining room He realized very quickly several things. If there were any doubt
as to his intended fate, it was gone now He was to be killed on the ship, en
route to the Node. He had not merely walked into a trap: he had been placed in
one. Things were being done to him



And Vang was a real surprise. Evidently either Qoheron didn't trust Huntyr to
handl e the assassi nation al one, or else Vang had a very special function in
the plot. Perhaps he was both supervisor and specialist. In either case, his
presence indicated that Oberon was not satisfied with the conventional forms
of murder, and that something bleak and horrid was brewing. But if Vang was a
speci alist, what was his specialty? Andrek had a feeling he'd soon know,
sooner than he wanted, and that it would not be a pleasant discovery.
Meanwhi | e, he intended to survive, even though this would require massive
alterations in his hitherto al oof approach to life and circumstance. If he
cane out of this alive he doubted that he would still be recognizabl e as

Andr ek, don and advocate. Let it be so: he was going to live.

And now, within seconds he had to make an accurate mlitary appraisal of the
situation, try to guess their plan of attack, how they intended to kill him
mar shal hi s weapons, plan a defense. Wapons? Defense? It was very funny. No
gun. Not even a club. But wait. There was Raq. Under the right conditions,
agai nst the right man, Raq would certainly provide an el ement of surprise. It
m ght work. But certainly not against Vang. And probably not against Huntyr.
Huntyr was ex-
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peri enced, cautious. But Huntyr's assistant, Hasard, had never inpressed him
as bursting with intelligence. Hasard was just right. First, of course, he'd
have to get Hasard into his room alone with himand Rag. But that would stil
| eave Huntyr and Vang. He nust be free frominterruption during those critica
nmonents with Hasard. But how could he keep the other two occupied during his
trial with Hasard? And then he had the answer. And with that, the whole plan
crystallized, scintillating, unanswerable, perfect. To save bis life, a man
will craminto one vital instant the intelligence and inmagi nation of a
[ifetime.

H s case was conplete, bis brief ready; it was tinme to address the court.

He greeted themwi th friendly banality. "May the Ring of Ritornel enbrace you
all!'" He took the chair offered by Huntyr, then calmy |aunched his attack
"Weren't you nmildly insulted?" he asked Huntyr.

"Insulted?" Huntyr's fork hung in mdair.

'To be assigned personally to the nurder of one so harm ess?"

Wt hout changing a nmuscle, Huntyr's face sonehow ceased to smle. "That's bad
tal k, your Honor."

Andr ek | ooked over at Vang. "Have you ever shot a man?" he asked am ably.

The nonk opened his nouth, then shot an inquiring | ook at Huntyr. He turned
back to Andrek but did not answer.

Andr ek |aughed. "I thought not. Not your line, is it? Nor mine. But your
conr ade has shot nen before. Several. As you know, he has been told to kil
me. |'munarmed. In fact, | don't know one end of a biemgun fromthe other

and | can't hide. It's like shooting fish in a barrel. Huntyr's man Hasard,
here, could do it, but you are here to see that Huntyr does it personally. And
you'll probably blab it all over Goris-Kard when you return, how the heroic
Huntyr killed a harm ess, helpless don." His lip curled. "Huntyr! Wat

admi rati on—what accl ai mawaits your return!”

Huntyr scow ed. "You talk too nuch, Don Andrek. You have a way of making
peopl e say things they shouldn't say. But | know all about you. | don't have
to say anything."

Andrek | aughed. "Quite true, ny treacherous friend. You are well advised to be
silent. There will be nore than sufficient talk by others.™

Huntyr w ped his mouth roughly with his napkin. "And anyhow, you have it al

wr ong. "

Vang suddenly turned warni ng eyes on his comnpani on
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Andr ek had guessed right. There was al ready bad feeling between Huntyr and
Vang. Each wanted to control the assassination, and neither would take orders
fromthe other. The situation was building up. If his control held, Huntyr and
Hasard woul d be |l eaving the table within a few nore m nutes. He m ght even get



alittle unconscious help from Vang.

"Careful, Huntyr," chided Andrek. "You' re not only risking your fee, but also
your professional future. Your Alean friend thinks you' d better follow his
orders, and bear up under the ridicule. In fact, | think he wants you to shut
up altogether. Think it over, and pass the salt, if you please.” He waited.
"Brother Vang, the salt?"

The nonk snapped the container viciously toward Andrek. The advocate caught it
expertly in mdair and gave hima friendly smle. He | ooked at Vang as he

tal ked, but he knew that Huntyr was |istening—and with grow ng resentnmnent.

"I nyself have several assistants," said Andrek. "I trained them nyself, and
trust themconpletely. In fact, | take pride in them A professional man is
best judged by the performance of-his assistants, don't you think? Now, of
course, if Huntyr feels he is basically inconpetent hi the selection and
training of his assistants, then he is quite right in not delegating the
assignment." He | ooked first at Hasard, then at Huntyr. "ls something w ong
wi th your steak?" he asked the investigator solicitously.

Huntyr threw down his napkin, glared first at Andrek, then at Vang. Finally,
he sunmoned Hasard with an inmperious jerk of his head, and they both cl acked
heavily out of the roomw th as nuch dignity as their magnetized shoe sol es
woul d al | ow.

Andr ek shook his head regretfully. "No sense of hunor. Spoils a good man. No
of fense, you understand, but | think you m ght have nade a better selection.”
He regarded Vang with a |long curious appraisal. First, the nonk would have to
be kept here a few m nutes. That should not be too difficult. Second, a |arge,
unexpl ai nabl e sum of noney woul d have to be planted on the Al ean. And that was
going to require finesse.

"Li nger a nonent, Ajian," urged Andrek. "Even on hyper-drive, this will be a
long three-day trip. You are naking it very difficult for an old classmate to
be friendly."

Vang, who was pushing back his chair, hesitated, then stared coldly at Andrek
"What do you want ?"

Andrek said, "May | see your die?"

The Al ean made an involuntary gesture toward his chest. "Wy?" he asked
suspi ci ousl y.
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Andrek's eyebrows lifted in feigned astoni shment. "How can ny seeing your die
possi bly place you at a di sadvantage? Is it conceivable that you could be
afraid of me?"

Vang hesitated, then shrugged and reached into the folds of his |ong robe and

drew out the die. "It can nake no difference," he said. But he kept it in
hand, and did not disconnect it for Andrek's cl oser inspection
As Andrek suspected, it was still the old pyrite dodecahedron, one of nillions

grown on mass production lines in the Al ean shops, the one that Vang had
bought years ago at the Acadeny. It declared instantly the econonic status of
its wearer. Vang was a poor man, and he wanted to be rich. This should
facilitate the next phase of Andrek's plan. He reached into his inside jacket
pocket and pulled out the credit refund check Huntyr had gi ven himthat
nmorning. He turned it over on the table and took out his stylus. "I'm
endorsing this in blank. It's worth ten thousand gamma to any person
presenting it at any bank. And 111 stake it against your Holy Die."

Vang | ooked at Andrek in open amazenent. Hs eyes shifted covertly to the
check. He said nonconmittally: "You seemvery sure of yourself. Wat do you
want to wager about ?"

Andrek answered quietly. "A test of strength. 1'll take Ritornel, you take
Alea. | propose to prove to you, here and now, that Ritornel is supreme over
Alea."

Thi s was rankest heresy, and Andrek smiled i nwardly as he watched the nonk's
reaction. In slow sequence, Vang turned pale, then pink, then, as his anger

nount ed, red.

Andrek continued coolly. "lIs our predestined life-death cycle imune to the



operation of the laws of chance, or is the eternal return, the Orega, the
Ring, nerely the statistical consequence of chance? | contend that the
conflict can be resol ved—+n favor of Ritornel by a sinple experiment. If | am
wrong, you take the check for ten thousand gammas. If | amright, | take your
die."

"What is the experinment?" demanded Vang harshly.

"The equi pnent consists sinply of ny check, your die, and ny ink marker. Here
is the check, face down. W will take turns rolling the die. The nunber that
cones up each time will be taken as a vector, with the direction of the nunber
on a clock face. And we draw a |ine having the | ength of one edge of the die,
fromthe center of this line on nmy check, in the direction of that number. For
exanple, if the die comes up 'six," we draw a line three centinmeters | ong—ene
di e- |l engt h—strai ght down the check, in the direction of 'six' on a
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clock face. At the end of that line we mark an 'x.' Then the die is rolled
again. Say the second nunber is 'nine.' Fromthe 'x' we draw anot her
three-centimeter line in the direction of the 'nine' on a clock face. That
gives us a new point of departure. W will roll a total of twelve tines, and
we add the new vector each time to the previous term nus of the line."

"How can that prove anything?" said Vang suspiciously.

"If Ritornel holds dom nion over Alea, the line will eventually return to the
starting position on the check; if the line zigzags away at random w t hout
returning to the start, then destiny is not a foreordained return, but is
instead a matter of pure chance, and Alea is supreme over Ritornel."

He waited as Vang considered this.

The problem was identical to the statistical mechanics of nol ecular notion
whereby the mean free path of a given nolecule in a fluid is deternmined. It
was al so known as the "drunkard's wal k": if a drunkard started froma |anp
post and took twelve steps, each in randomdirection fromthe one preceding,
how far woul d he be fromthe | anp post? He woul d not be twelve steps distant,
but he woul dn't be back at the lanp post, either! By the | aws of chance, his
di stance fromthe | anp post would be the square root of the total |ength of
those twel ve steps. And so must be the outcone of the experinent he now
proposed to Vang. The |ine would wander randomy around in the near vicinity
of the check, and the final point, theoretically, would be the square root of
thirty-six centinmeters—+wo die-lengths—distant fromthe starting point. So he
woul d certainly lose. It was a sinple exercise in statistical nechanics, and
religion had nothing to do with it.

Apparently Vang realized this too. Andrek waited as the nmonk nentally

doubl e-checked the math. The ten thousand gammas were as good as pl anted on
hi m

"I will doit," said Vang finally. "Not for the nmoney, but in obedience to

Al ea, that sacrilege may be punished, and the falsity of Ritornel be

reveal ed. "

Andrek suppressed a smile. "I have no wish to offend the goddess. W could
wager for buttons.”

Vang frowned. "No. Alea has already forgiven your presunption. It is agreed.”
As he put the die on the table, he shot one final searching | ook at the
advocate fromnarrowed, glinting eyes. "Let us drink to the bargain.” Fromthe
tabl e tankard he pressured two capsul es of wi ne and handed one to Andrek. "To
Al eal"

"To Ritornel!" countered Andrek. He waited until Vang had taken a coupl e of
swal lows, then lifted his own capsule to his
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lips. The Al eans were skilled poisoners, and there was no sense in running any
risk.

"I must unscrew the | ocking |oop," continued Andrek, "so that the 'two' can
come up."

Vang nodded.

Andrek rolled the die. It clattered briefly along the steel tabletop, then



stopped, held to the netal surface by the natural ferromagnetism of the
crystal pyrite.

Vang spat. "A 'one'—+the Sign of Ritornel. Mark your line."

Andrek measured off the line against the die face one length in the direction
of one o' clock, then handed the die to Vang. "Your turn."

Vang rolled a "two," and shuddered.

"Di saster at the Node!" said Andrek cheerily. He measured it off, then rolled.
"A'three." "

Vang rel axed. The |ine was novi ng away.

The next nunbers were four, five, and six. Andrek | ooked curiously at the
resulting figure, which was a geonetrically perfect half of a dodecagon. "Al ea
seens to be on your side, Brother Vang. W're already several die-Ilengths away
fromthe start."

Vang did not smile, but his eyes glittered. "Roll!"

Andrek threw a "seven." Vang followed with "eight,"” and then Andrek took a

"ni ne."

They both exanmined the figure uneasily. Cearly, it was a dodecagon
three-fourths conplete. The line was circling back

Andrek felt drops of perspiration form ng on his forehead. Wat was happeni ng
was a statistical inpossiblility. He suddenly realized that perhaps the check
was not going to get planted on Vang. But he had to lose! His life m ght
depend on it. What was the probability that nine nunmbers could conme up in
exactly this sequence? One in twelve to the ninth power! WAs it conceivable
that the god Ritornel truly existed?

He gl anced at Vang. The nonk's face was taut, bloodless. Cearly, Vang was
equal ly concerned. Was it only about the noney? Andrek could not be sure.

Vang tensed, closed his eyes, and rolled a "ten." Andrek followed wth

"el even." He marked the |lines and handed the die to Vang hypnotically.

Lacki ng one line, the dodecagon was conpl ete.

Vang stared hi growing horror at the figure. "The Ring of Ritornel . . ." he
whi spered. "W ... | ... have desecrated Alea!" He glared at the advocate
"Dai non, you shall pay for this!"

Pay? There was still a way! "Wuld ten thousand gammas
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sati sfy the goddess?" said Andrek hunbly. "After all, we did no real harm W
stopped before the Ring was finished. And no one knows what the next die would
have been. It mght not have been a 'twelve' at all."

Vang hesitated, but finally took the check. "Perhaps. In ny prayers, | shal
beseech Alea to forgive you." But something still troubled him He exam ned

t he advocate's face at length. "So now you've | ost both the experiment and the
nmoney. You' ve proved nothing. Yet, sonehow, you seemrather pleased. What were
you really after, James Andrek? What did you hope to gain by this sacril egious
denonstrati on?"

"Tinme," said Andrek

"Ti me? For what ?"

"For—ertain events to take place."

"l don't understand."

"Because you are not asking the right questions. The first question is, 'Where
is Huntyr?' "

"Al'l right, where is Huntyr?"

"Huntyr's back in his roomby now," said Andrek

This seemed to relieve Vang. But Andrek did not intend to permt the nmonk to
enjoy his relief. "The next question, of course, is Hasard."

"Hasard?" said the nonk bl ankly.

"Yes. Where's Hasard?"

"Wth Huntyr."

Andrek smled. "I'mafraid, my holy friend, that you have not given your close
attention to the events of the last few m nutes. Hasard is not with Huntyr."
The Al ean shrugged. "Not that it nakes any difference, but where do you think
he is?"



"He's in ny room"

Vang started. Andrek noted this with satisfaction

"You' re guessing," said the nmonk uncertainly.

"OfF course. But I'msure I'mright. Huntyr took it upon hinself just nowto
del egate ny assassination to Hasard. So it's Hasard, not Huntyr, who'll be
waiting for me when | return.”

"Why are you telling nme all this?" asked the Al ean bl eakly.

The first phase was over. Andrek relaxed a little. "Basically, to gain tine.
I'"d rather deal with Hasard than with Huntyr. And if you suspected I'd be
successful in goading himinto die substitution, you'd try to get to himand
stop him But by now, he's either made the switch—er he hasn't. So you're free
to go, if you like."

The nmonk stood up. A delicate pink was suffusing along his throat and cheeks.
Andr ek al nost | aughed as Vang hurried
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fromthe room But not yet. Mrth was still a bit premature. He pushed hinself
away fromthe table and | ooked around the ness hall. It was enpty. He

shrugged. What difference did it nake? He was not going to demand protection
fromthe ship's officers or fromanyone el se on the ship. This ship was a
government courier. The captain undoubtedly had orders fromthe G eat House
not to interfere—and perhaps even to help Huntyr, if the need arose.
Everything was up to him He was on his own, and he accepted it.

He stood erect and strode fromthe room

As he cl acked down the halls, he reintegrated the variables. Planting the
check on Brother Vang was going to help, but not inmediately. The inmredi ate
drama woul d begin in Andrek's cabin, and there, he hoped—and feared—+two of the
actors were at this noment probably inpatiently awaiting his return. In
Andrek's mnd they were weirdly simlar in their potentials for sudden

vi ol ence: a courier case with a very hungry spider ., . and Hasard with a
biemgun. It was tinme to raise the curtain and start the festivities.

96

10. THE RI GHT KEY, AND BEYOND

He stopped in front of his cabin door and knocked. As he expected, there was
no answer. "Hasard?" he called loudly, "Andrek here. Hold your fire. I'm
comng in."

He lifted the | atch and opened the door

Hasard was sitting in the chair by the table. His right hand held a biem gun
resting casually on his knee. Wth his left hand he reached over and turned up
the lights. "Conme in," he said. "And cl ose the door."

Andrek cl osed the door behind himcarefully. And, concealing the notion with
his body, he locked it with the inside latch. He wanted no interruptions from
the corridor.

He studied the man quietly. The question now was—how rmuch did this shark-faced
brute know about him and why he, Andrek, was on Xeroll Probably very little.
Probably Huntyr had sinply told the man to wait for himin this roomand to
ki1l him here.

"Keep your hands up," said the intruder

Andr ek raised his hands, and continued to examine the hard features. Hasard's
pl easures were witten on his face. They were sinple but expensive: wonmen and
night life, probably in Huntyr's borrowed coupe. Mney woul d make a strong
appeal . Andrek had very little noney, but it was unlikely the other knew this.
So he would start by tal king money. It would at |east delay matters, give him
tune to develop the details of his defense. No one, honest or otherw se, had
ever been killed while in the act of offering a bribel

And during the forthconmi ng di al ogue, there was a very inmportant point that he
had to work into the conversation. He was certain that Hasard carried a
transmitter on his person, and that Huntyr and Vang were back in then" cabin
listening to every word. On this assunption, Huntyr was about to hear

somet hing that woul d keep himvery seriously occupied with Vang for the next
few m nut es.



Andrek faced Hasard and said, rather loudly: "Brother Vang agreed at dinner
tonight to call off the assassination. For
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ten thousand gammas. It's Huntyr's own refund check to ne. You renenber it,
I"msure. Cberon made himgive it to me. | endorsed it and gave it to the good
brother. He put it in”the inner pocket of his robe, and pronmised to divide it
anong the three of you."

Hasard | aughed. "A smart man |ike you, Don Andrek, an advocate and all, ought
to do better than that."

"Real | y? You mean you don't believe ne? This is indeed enbarrassing." Andrek
breat hed deeply. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought he saw
Hasard's trigger finger relax. Clearly, the man was interested. The fish was
circling the bait, and sniffing hungrily. Andrek hoped that by now Huntyr was
fully occupied with Vang and couldn't pay attention. He tried to visualize

affairs in Huntyr's cabin . . . Huntyr's voice rising .. . Vang's vehenent and
i ndi gnant denial. .. Huntyr insisting on searching the other . . . violent
hands . . . the discovery of the check. But the actual details didn't really
matter. Just so those two kept each other busy for five m nutes.

"I can see," said Andrek, "that it will take nore than just talk to persuade
you not to kill ne. You're a good man. You inpress ne. It's a pity you're on

the wrong side. Qur organization could certainly use a man |like you." He

| owered his hands slightly. "Have you ever considered conming over to us, at,
say, twi ce your present salary?"

The ot her considered this, then scow ed. "You're crazy. | don't even want to
listen to you. I'"'mgoing to kill you and get out of here."

"Efficient, loyal, that's what | like," said Andrek.. Hi s hands dropped slowy
to his sides. "But don't worry about Huntyr. We'll guarantee persona
protection and we'll give you a handsome starting bonus: one hundred thousand
ganmas. " He spoke the words slowly, inpressively.

Andrek could see that the anpbunt of money hit Hasard like a hard blow to the
body. He could sense the physical inpact on the man. It was ten years' incone,
enough for himto | eave Huntyr. Enough for a villa, servants, respectability,
acceptance in high places.' The coarse features oscillated between greed and
di sbelief. The man rose hal fway out of the chair. "You' re lying! You don't
have that kind of noney here!"

"Ch, | have it, all right, and it's here. Unhappily, it's the payroll for the
staff at the Node Station, and | can't touch it., You'll have to wait until we
get to the bank at the station."

He wat ched Hasard's reaction with a profound and grow ng amazenent, which
however, he was careful to conceal. He
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had hoped the plan would work, of course, and actually had seen no real risk
of failure. And yet, to watch it. unfold with such perfection, such precision
seened al nbst too good to be true. But it wasn't over yet. Hasard had to be
persuaded to open the attache case and to open it with avarice, and w t hout
suspecting what was waiting inside. He glanced at the case on the table, as

t hough by i nadvertence, then hastily returned his eyes to the killer

The other turned his head slowy, saw the case, and smiled. "How nuch you got
t here?"

"Credits for over two hundred thousand. But don't get any ideas ... the case
is locked, and | al one know the conbination. If you try to blast the lock, it
wi |l auto-destruct."

"What' s the conbi nati on?"

OCh Amatar, ny strange darling, thought Andrek. How did you know? He said
sharply, "You don't understand. | can't give you that noney. You'll have to
wait until we get to the bank at the station.™

Al most casual |y, Hasard raised his biemand fired. Andrek put his hand to his
ear. His fingers felt something warmand wet. H s ear stung horribly. The

| obe-tip was gone. Bl ood was dripping on his shoul der

But it was all right. He had won. The hard part was over. Hasard was, for



practical purposes, dead.

The other waited patiently.

Andr ek knew his voice was going to shake. But that, too, was all right. It
woul d add a further note of sincerity to the proceedi ngs. "The conbination
consists of the fair nunbers of Alea: twelve right, six left, five right,
three left."

"That's fine. Now you come over here and stand hi front of me while | open
it."

"I'"d be happy to open it for you .
"And pull out a bienf Just do like |I said, Don Andrek. And hands high."

"OfF course, ny dear fellow " Andrek sidled around in front of the thug, with
the tabl e between them Hasard bent down and began turning the dial wth slow,
studi ed care.

Andrek's every nerve was on edge, poised to strike. It was working, the whole
thing, just as he had known it must. The only thing about the cascading
sequence that astoni shed hi mwas his own cal mess. It was hard for himto
realize that, he, a peaceful, rather sedentary advocate, was about to fight a
man to the death.

And it nust come hi seconds, for hi seconds the killer nust
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make contact with Rag, and in the resulting brief flurry of shock and

i ndeci si on, Andrek planned to hurl hinself over the table and take the biem
So thinking, he was quite unprepared for what actually happened.

Ragq' s stomach was snmall. It needed frequent replenishment. She had not eaten
hi nearly twenty hours, and she was ravenous. Al so, she was cranped, and it
was i npossible for her to stretch her legs. Her tenper, ordinarily placid and
retiring, now suffered fromthe conbined effects of hunger and confinement.
She was coiled like a spring, and she was furious.

Amatar's conditioning nmade it inpossible for Rag to harbor resentnent toward
Andrek. Hs footsteps and voice came to her clearly through the walls of the
case and the code box. This left, as a focal point for her rage, the other
two- | eggar, whose footsteps and voice told her that he stood just above and
out si de her prison. There was somet hing about his voice that put an edge of
fear on Rag's growing dislike of him The spring within her coiled tighter

Her mandi bl es chattered and began to drip toxin.

Hasard grasped the lid by the front left corner and raised it.

A horrid blur hit himin the nouth. He screanmed, dropped his gun, clapped his
hands to his face, and began to coll apse. Raq, disconcerted by the approaching
hands, di sengaged her mandi bl es, now dripping with bl ood, and | eaped away ha
good tine. She struck the drapes on the opposite cabin wall and froze there,
to await devel opnents.

Andr ek broke partway out of his shock, retrieved the biemgun during one of
its wild ricochets fromthe cabin walls, and stuck it in his belt. He was
probably safe for a monment. Firstly, Huntyr, if he were listening in, would
probably assune that the screamcane fromhim Andrek, and secondly, it was
even nmore likely that Huntyr was, at this nonent, engaged in a bitter argunent
wi th Vang regarding the check. That check woul d probably be inpossible for the
Al ean to explain. Wager, indeed! Andrek felt a very faint tinge of synpathy
for the nonk.

Breat hi ng heavily, he turned back to his visitor. He had never seen a nan | ose
consci ousness under wei ghtless conditions, and he watched the process with a
ki nd of vague wonder. First, there was a general relaxation and contraction of
all the gross nmotor nuscles. Being fixed to the floor by his magnetic shoes,
Hasard had to contract in that direction. Visibly, he seened to shrink. His
knees buckl ed, his arns and shoul ders took on an apelike crouch, and his
knuckl es curl ed "down-
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ward" toward the floor. H's mouth was slack, and his lower |ip, where Raq had
struck, was rapidly swelling. H s eyes squinted in deadened amazenent at the
fl oor.



Andr ek shook his head rapidly, as though to recover his scattered senses.

A decision had to be made, and qui ckly. Should he sinply push the unconsci ous
man out into the corridor? But that made no sense. Huntyr would surely find
hi mand resuscitate him and then the odds woul d be nearly as bad as before.
And, having educated his enem es, their next try mght be altogether
different. No, Hasard could not be turned back to Huntyr. Then how about the
brig? No good, either. Xerol's officers probably had orders to cooperate wth
Huntyr and Vang. Any conplaints to the captain mght well have fata
consequences.

By elinmination, then, there was only one alternative left.

Mur der .

Andr ek shivered. He had never killed a man before, and the thought of killing
an unconscious man struck himas a new |low in sportsmanship. He realized now
the nature of desperation, and how the primal urge to continue living can
force a man to do anything. "Absolutely anything," he nuttered.

He | ooked down at Hasard's crunpl ed body in anger and frustration. The man's
chest was noving quietly, rhythm cally. The breathing was barely audi bl e.
Andr ek sighed and studied the controls on the biem Hasard would have to be
vapori zed. A great deal of heat would be released in the cabin. He stepped
over to the room service panel and turned the thernostat to "colder." The
response was al nost inmediate. As his breath began to frost, he turned up the
ventilation duct. The drapes began to flutter, and some papers fl oated out
into the room Then he kneel ed down besi de the unconscious man and turned off
the magnetic switch in bis shoes. Hasard fl oated free. Andrek stepped back
drew the biem adjusted the energy cone, and was about to pull the trigger
when he had a sudden thought.

He really ought to search the body.

He grimaced as he ran his hands through Hasard's clothing. ,In the jacket he
found what he wanted: a key ring—with three keys. One was stanped "13"—his
room The others were 12 and 14. Nunber 12, he knew, was actually a three-room
suite, immediately down the corridor on the left, fairly |uxurious,
considering that the Xerol was only a governnent courier. Nunber 14 was a
single, and it adjoined his own cabin on the right. Vang would certainly have
selected the suite as a base of
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operations, but he mght also have held Nunber 14 in reserve. On the other
hand—there was the question of the Ritornellian pilgrim

The only sure way to resolve the nystery of Room 14 was to unl ock the door and
take a ook inside. But first—

He put the keys in his pocket, then stepped back again and fired at the
killer's head—which instantly gl owed red-hot, then disappeared in a flash of
snoke. In mnutes, the corpse was neatly vaporized into its conponent

nol ecul es and had been drawn into the ship's air-conditioning system Andrek
rat her suspected that one of the junior engineers was going to be mightily
puzzl ed by the strange surge of carbon dioxide and inorganic colloids in the
filter tanks.

After it was all over, he checked the thernostat. The heat released in

di sposing of his visitor just about bal anced the pre-induced chill in his
room He readjusted the thernostat, then wal ked over to the cabin door and
listened. He could hear nothing. He opened the door and stepped rapidly down
the hall to Nunber 14. The photo-key slipped readily into the insert. There
was no noi se. Andrek drew the bi emgun, kicked the door open, and | eaped

i nsi de.

There was no count ernovenment anywhere. But even before his eyes adjusted
conpletely to the dimradi ance of the cruise lights, he heard sonethi ng—the
sound of regular breathing—fromthe far corner

Andr ek crouched and swung his biem around toward the sound.

And then he saw it—the robed body floating in a full-length straitjacket,
fixed "horizontally" in space by guy ropes clewed to snap buckles in ceiling
and floor. The face radiated a pale blue gl ow.



It had to be—+t was—the ancient pilgrimof Ritornel, bound and gagged, but
alive.

Andr ek cl osed the door softly behind him propped a chair top under the

door knob, and wal ked over to the suspended shape. As he bent over the face, he
was startled to see the eyes jerk open to | ook into his.

The inmpact of those eyes boring into his owm hit himw th raw physical force.
The eyes, like the rest of the face, radiated a pale blue light. And they
brought with themreturning know edge. He had seen these eyes before, long
ago. In another dimlit place. Wen? Wiere? It would not come back. He could
remenber not hing. Except that he had been afraid.

But he was not afraid anynore.
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And now he had to get busy.

He put his biemback into his belt. "W'll have you out of there in a jiffy,"
he whi spered. He slipped the edge of his excisor blade under the cloth gag and
clipped it cleanly away fromthe other's nouth.

"Are you all right?" asked Andrek

The other was silent—he nerely blinked his eyes—then continued to stare at

Andr ek.

The advocate's heart sank. The pilgrimhad been drugged. Except for the eyes,
the voluntary nervous systemwas probably paralyzed. Wth his clippers, Andrek

cleared the elastic netal netting away fromthe body. There was still no
novenent .
He noved around to face the other. "If you can hear and understand ne," he

said, "blink your eyes—ust once."
The pilgrimblinked his eyes—ence.

Andrek grinned. "Now, then, one blink neans 'Yes.' Two blinks nean 'no.' Al
ri ght?"

The ot her blinked once.

"Have you been drugged?"

One bl ink

"I's there an anti dote?"

One bl ink

"On the ship?"

One bl ink

Probably in the dispensary, thought Andrek. Still, with a person of the

pilgrims undoubted talents, the antidote m ght be closer

"Do you have the antidote here in your cabin?"

One bl ink

Good! Andrek | ooked about the room There was but one nodest cl ot hes-case,
lying on the dressing table. He wal ked over and opened it. It was not a

cl ot hes-case. Andrek whistled under his breath. It was a nedical kit. In the
top half was a conplete array of instruments, fromsyringe to stethoscope. The
bottom section contained tray after tray of rubber-capped gl ass

vi al s—thousands. One of these vials contained the antidote—he hoped. He

rel eased the nagnetic clips and floated the case over to the friar

"Is it in here?"

One bl ink

"I propose nowto turn these trays, one at a tine. At each tray, | wll ask
you whether it is the one with the vial we want, then we'll try each row of
vials on that tray, then each vial in the correct row"

103

He found it in seconds-—+twelfth tray—twelfth row+twelfth, vial. Alea all the
way! As he sterilized the syringe, he asked: "Do you get the entire contents?"
Two bl i nks—no.

"How many cc.? Tell m© by the nunber of blinks."

The pilgrimstared at himthen finally blinked tw ce.

Andrek felt instantly that something was wong. Did that nean two—er "no"? It
was dangerous to permit a signal to nmean two different things.

"Two cc. ?"



Two blinks again.

"Forget that," said Andrek. "We'll return to our original binary
conmuni cati on—everything is yes or no. Is the dosage | ess than one cc.?"

One bl ink

"I's it nore than one-tenth cc.?"

Two bl i nks.

"Is it exactly one-tenth?"

One bl ink

Andrek thrust the needle through the rubber cap of the vial and drew up the
requi site amount, then cleared the air bubble in the needle.

"I'n the biceps?"

There was a | ong pause; Andrek wondered for a nmonment whether he had asked the
right question. But finally:

One bl ink

Andrek raised the hair-shirt sleeve—and then blinked hinmself. The pilgrims
arm—whi ch | ooked nore |ike a segmented broonstick than an arm—was conpletely
covered with a close-fitting rubbery fabric, right down to the white gl oves.
And the arm seenmed hard as steel, unyielding to the pressure of his fingers as
he sought in vain for the biceps. Finally he shrugged his shoul ders and shoved
the needl e into what he hoped was the right place. It took all his strength to
force the metal bit into the arm The pilgrimwas a tough one!

But the antidote acted quickly. In a few nmnutes the friar was flexing his
arnms and rubbing bis spindly thighs. He stood up and offered his gl oved hand

to Andrek. "I'mIlowe. And of course you are Janes, Don Andrek." He grinned at
Andrek from his strangely whi skered nmouth. "Rat her enbarrassing, neeting this
way, but it couldn't be hel ped. They were clever. | learned only at the |ast

m nute about your trip. Brother Vang was waiting for ne with a syringe-bullet.
| never even made it into the cabin. Hardly sporting." He wal ked over to the
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nmedi cal case and folded it up carefully. "How did you know | was aboard?"
Andrek told hi mwhat had happened to Hasard.

| owe frowned. "That |eaves the two dangerous ones: Huntyr and Vang. Vang may
be the worst. He's a drug expert. He's one reason | brought the nedical case.
Have you had anything to eat or drink with thenP"

. Andrek struck his forehead. "How stupid of nme! Vang and | drank to the
wager . "

"It could be ..." nuttered | owe.

"But it was fromthe table tankard."

"No matter. He could have taken the antidote |ater."

"Well, then, so can I. You seemto have all the antidotes, right here."
"True, | do—but they are all useless if we don't know the drug."

"How di d you know what drug they had gi ven you?"

The bl ue radi ance around Lowe's face seened to flicker. "If |I gave you a

conpl ete explanation, it would take a great deal of time, and in the end you
m ght not believe ne. Suffice it to say that the antidote was correct."

Andrek shrugged. "Well, | suppose we'll have to wait until | devel op sone
synmptons. Meanwhile, tell me this: Wiy are you on the ship now? And yest erday,
why did you break into Huntyr's office? Have we net before? Apparently you're
on ny side. But why?"

The pilgrimraised his thin arns in protest. "So nmany questions, ny boy!
Granted, they all deserve conplete and honest answers. But honest answers take
time, far nore tine than we have at the noment. And just now the conplete
truth woul d place too great a strain on your credulity. You nust settle for
this: Oberon wants you dead, and | want you alive."

"That much | had already surm sed." The advocate clenched his jaws in
frustration. "At least tell nme this, if you know what am|l to Goeron, that
nust di e?"

"Ch. That part's easy. The Al eans have convi nced Cberon that you represent a
threat to his life. It's all in their crystonorphs. But that's merely the main
reason. There are side issues . . . Amalar, for exanple ..."



"I can't believe Cberon would kill me merely because I'min love with his
daughter."

The pilgrimsniled bleakly. "Amatar-his daughter? A great deal needs to be
expl ained to you, ny boy, but nowis not the tine to do it. W have to get a
force field up before we
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have any nore visitors.'
dressing table.

"How were you able to get a field generator aboard?" asked Andrek curiously.
"And didn't they search your things?"

"Ch, they went through ny poor belongings, all right. But they found only the
medi cal kit—which amused them i mensely. They didn't bother that because they
t hought there would be no one on board to help nme use it, especially since you
were to receive their pronptest attention, right after supper. And as for the
generator, they didn't find it because | carry it broken down into conponents
that |l ook like sonething else . . . autorazor, stylus, conb, and so on

Certain other elenents | expect to find here as standard equi prent in any
cabin, such as the fluorolites, energency kit in the closet, tape library, and
parts of the intercom And incidentally, we'll set the field up around your
cabin, since that's where Huntyr will come | ooking for you when Hasard doesn't
return. Courtesy requires a proper wel cone.”

The pilgrimpicked up his valise and nedical kit and peeked out the cabin
door. "Cone on," he said to Andrek

I nside Andrek's cabin, lowe got to work on the field generator. The apparatus
rapi dly took shape under his flying gloved fingers, and he explained as he

wor ked. "This type of field has some built-in defects. The power drain is
enornous. This neans we have to plug it into the ship's current.” He nodded in
the direction of the cable, which termnated in a six-prong plug. "But we
can't sinmply turn the field on and leave it on. The wattage drain would be
noticed i mMmediately in the ship's power room The electrical engineer would
tell the captain, and that would be the end of our cabin current. And it m ght

He slipped off his wistwatch and turned toward the

happen at a highly critical nmoment. So we'll superinpose a lowdrain alert in
series with a capacitor surge tank. The alert will detect any energy surge in
the field area and will instantly activate the capacitor."”

This made only the vaguest sense to Andrek. In a general way he understood the
principles of the force field. He had, however, been under the inpression that
tremendous power was required, sonething far beyond cabi n anperage, even if
accunul ated in what his new friend termed the "capacitor," which he took to be
the entire outer shell of the ship. Nevertheless, he was inclined to accept
lovve's flat statenent that the jerry-built equi pment could be plugged into
the wall circuit and create an adequate field, if only because of the
pilgrims very evident skill and i mense sel f-confidence.

| owe straightened up. He seenmed to be listening. "Ah," he
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whi spered. "A visitor, | think. Gab sonething and hold on!"

Andr ek seized the bunk post with both hands. As he did this, his eyes fell on
t he six-pronged plug. It had never been plugged into the wall socket!

He was frozen in a nonentary paralysis. Then he broke fromthe bunk stanchion
ina flying |l eap, grabbed the Iine and was centineters and nilliseconds from
the wall socket when the cabin lights flickered and a sudden pai nful pressure
hit his eardruns.

He knew the force field had just been activated.

And then the plug was in the socket.

Slowy he took his hand fromthe line and stood up. It was inpossible. O was
it? Could the field exist before the plug was in? O was he only imagi ning
that he had been too late with the plug? No. He had not inagined the sequence.
It was still fresh in his mind: "WHAM ... click . . ." lowe sinply had not
used the cabin current, but clearly wanted him Andrek, to think it was
necessary. Did the pilgrimhave sone strange power source, already integrated
into the apparatus, which he wanted to keep secret? He suspected that the



pilgrimhad many secrets. This was just one nore. Eventually, there would have
to be some answers
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11. A QUESTI ONABLE ENTRANCE

The pilgrimlooked over at Andrek and grinned. "Did it knock you | oose? They
hit a wall panel, on the corridor side. They nust be pretty sure we have a
field, but they'll try once nore, to make sure.”

| mredi ately, something exploded in Andrek's stomach. He took a few steps
toward the center of the room and steadied hinself on the table. It seened
warmto the touch.

"That was quite a wallop,” murrmured | owe. "So now t hey know for sure. They'l
go back to Cabin Twelve to figure out what to do next. And I'Il just take a
peek out the door."

Andrek started to shout a warning, but the pilgrimwas already at the door. He
opened it a crack, then closed it inmrediately.

"Just one man," said | owe thoughtfully. "Huntyr, | think. |I wonder what
happened to Brother Vang . "

Andrek coul d guess. Huntyr had found the check on his conpanion and didn't
like the explanation. At the very |east, Vang was a prisoner in Cabin Twel ve.
He explained his theory to |lowe. "That cuts the odds considerably, wouldn't
you say?" he asked.

"Depends on the point of view, ny boy. Regardless of Vang, Huntyr is on an
official mission for the G eat House, and if need be he can call on the entire
resources of the ship to destroy us. W'll have to bring this little affair to
a head before he decides he can't handl e us by hinmsel f. Wich means we'll soon
have to carry the war into enemy territory. But first—=

Andr ek | ooked up. "Yes?"

"Let's feed Rag. | imagine she's pretty hungry."

Andrek reached into the open courier case for the feeding kit that Amatar had
given him And then he stopped. He had, of course, explained to | owe how
Hasard had died. And |ovve's recomendati on was conpletely logical. In fact
Andrek woul d have fed Raq without it. Even so, sonething about it jarred him
Several of the words were—arong.
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He lifted the little | eather box out of the case and turned in sl ow

i ndeci sion. There was a very searching question that he could ask | owe. But
the sinple act of asking would reveal to the nonk that Andrek knew sonet hi ng
about him something, perhaps, that he was not supposed to know. He doubted

t he nonk woul d answer the question, anyhow, but the neans used to avoid
answering nmight be revelatory. At this point, he felt he had nothing to | ose.
He said quietly, "I did not nmention the name of ny spider; yet you call her
"Rag.' Nor did | tell you her sex; yet you know she is a female. And finally,

| have sai d nothing about this"—he held up the feeding kit—yet you know about
it." He paused, then his voice becane even softer. "Only one ot her person
could have told you. |owe, what are you to Amatar?"

| owe shifted uneasily. "I amher friend. And it is true, | know all about
Rag—ncluding a few things that neither you nor Amatar know. For exanple, |
know there's a very good reason for feeding her right now And never fear

"Il explain everything in good time. Meanwhile, roll back your sleeve. Now,
then, we need an antiseptic ... ah, the biem.. ."

Under | owe's watchful supervision Andrek sterilized his |eft hand, together
with the needle and syringe, with a mld cone spray fromthe biemgun. Then he
made a fist, and—w ncing—thrust the needle into the ball of his thunb. In
seconds he had filled the syringe barrel, which he then discharged beneath the
plastic "chitin" of the false insect fromAmatar's little case. G ngerly, he
carried it over to the fold in the drapes where Raq was hiding, and here he
hung it cautiously in the fabric. He did not have to wait. Raq was on her way
the instant the drape was touched. Andrek quickly stood away, but w nced again
as the great arachnid stabbed her nandibles into her "prey."

As he watched Raq feed, he wondered just how rmuch |lowe really did know about



Rag, and how he had gai ned the know edge. Was it possible that | owe had
foreseen his need for Rag and had pl anned the whole thing, with Amatar's

ent husi asti c cooperation? But that possibility raised even nore questions. It
woul d require long, careful, secret activity behind the scenes. But did it
have to be secret? What if |owe had access to the Great House, and could cone
and go as he pl eased w thout arousing suspicion? Was that possible? If it
were, who, then, was this creature? Questions. Too nmany questions. And no
answers. Andrek felt hinself caught in a strange and devi ous web of fate. The
gods had spun their strands and caught him He nused on. The nore | thrash
about, the nore
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enneshed | becone. Ritornel nust be sonme sort of celestial spider

Andrek realized that | owe was watching himcuriously. "R diculous, isn't it?"
mur mured Andrek. "To owe one's life to an insect?"

"The spider is not an insect," chided the pilgrim "Insects have six |egs;

spi ders have eight. And there are other norphol ogical differences. But in any
case"—bis eyes tw nkl ed—your spider equally owes her life to you. So the
matter is in good bal ance.™

"Curious that she can feed on human bl ood,"” said Andrek

"No," said lowe. "It would be curious if she couldn't. The blood cells, of
course, she sinply filters out. But the plasma has about the sane anal ysis as
i nsect henol ynph: am no aci ds, sugars, dissolved salts, proteins. She—=

The both | ooked at Rag with startled eyes. She had | eaped fromthe drapes,

wei ghtlessly, in a straight line for the ceiling of the cabin, where she
paused a noment. Andrek coul d see that she had affixed an anchor line. After
this she junped straight to the floor, bringing the line with her, hooked in
the conb of one of her hind legs. This Iine she fastened to the floor. Then
she ran along the floor to the nearest wall, craw ed up exactly midway, and
sail ed over to the opposite wall, to forma second perpendi cul ar, which was
soon tied neatly to the first. The third perpendi cul ar was quickly made in the
same manner, between the remaining two walls.

| owe drew Andrek over into one quarter of the cabin. "W'Il have to stay out
of her way," he said grimy. "She will need conplete freedom of novenent for
this."

"What's going on," demanded Andrek in a hoarse whisper

"She has been drugged, ny friend—by your blood. Wich nmeans, of course, that
you have been drugged too. It was probably that wi ne of Vang's. Rag is now
maki ng a web—ef a peculiar kind. The type of web will define the drug, and
then we can select an antidote. This is called web-analysis .. . when it
works." He studied Andrek with concern. "How do you feel ?"

"Just—a little dizzy. | think 111 sit down."

"Web anal ysis can be quite conplicated.” The pilgri mhugged his chest

uneasily. "This will evidently be a three-dinmensional web. Those are the X, Y,
and Z coordinates. This type is quite rare, and weaving it in free space, with
no gravity, may introduce all sorts of conplications.” He shook his head. "You
know t he theory, of course. A spider dosed with a little
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al cohol weaves a drunken web. If stinulated with caffeine, she will build one
which is a nodel of engineering precision: the strands and spokes are

equi -spaced to a mcron. Wth the nushroom drugs, she builds one circular
strand with a couple of spokes, then hangs in the center, a spider god al one
in a spider universe. Wth the really lethal drugs, such as the organic
nitrites—.

| owe droned on, but the words were becoming blurred to Andrek. He just wanted
to sit and think. It seemed to himthat | owe was unduly excited about the
whol e thing. There was nothing to worry about. H's thoughts were turning

i nward, and pilgrim cabin, Rag, everything, took on a hazy, renote, dreamnlike
quality. It was becom ng rather pleasant. He wanted to stay this way. He |iked
bei ng drugged. He hoped | owe could not identify it, nor find an antidote.
Meanwhi |l e, he had a great deal to think about. Tonorrow they would | and at the



Node Station. He would have to attend the condemati on proceedi ngs for the

pl anet Terror. The terrible planet Terror. He had not yet been born when the

| ast of her defenders died in the final bonbardment by the revol utionaries.

But he had seen the tri-di pictures. Her entire |and area had been ablaze with
nucl ear fires. Nothing had been left. Nothing. But it was just. Terror had
begun the war. Terror was to blane for the Horror. But now it was over and
done. Space tugs had pulled her far out here, to the Node, and here she woul d
be atomi zed. The titanic demplition charges had been placed |ong ago. Wthin
anot her day she would be blown to bits. It was his job to see that nothing
interfered with that. He concentrated now on the techni que of presenting his
nmoti on for sunmary destruction to the arbiters.

In front of Andrek, Raq continued her work purposefully, unhurried, yet

wi t hout | ost notion, ignoring Andrek just as he was ignoring her. Returning to
the central point of the coordi nates, she next neasured off about ten
centimeters al ong one horizontal axis, turned and | eaped to the other

hori zontal axis, repeating until she had outlined, a square parallel to the
floor. She then made simlar square outlines with the remaining coordinates.
"Cct ahedron—+wo pyram ds, base-to-base,” muttered | owe.

Inside this structure, toward the top, Raq inscribed a smaller square,

parallel to the floor, and within this she fornmed a pentagon, |owe |eaned
forward intently. Fromthe apices of the pentagon, she dropped strands, one by
one, and fastened each to the octahedral framework. Then, back to the upper
pen-
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tagon, she worked rapidly outward fromthis, to formfive further pentagons,
anchored to the five cables. A ways, she worked "inside" the structure.

| ovve turned to Andrek. "It |ooks like the upper half of a dodecahedron—
think we'll know for sure in a nmonent."

Andrek stared at himirritably. H s sequence of thought had

been, broken. "What did you say?"

| owe held up his hand. "Silence, now, " he whispered.

Raq finished the bottomhalf of the twelve-faced figure, then, starting from
one angl e 00 the upper pentagon, began systematically to line the interior
with a filanentary spiral, each successive strand a fraction of a centineter,

| ower than the one precedi ng. Soon, her body was partly hidden within the
figure. lowe bent lowin his effort to foll ow her strange drana.

Raq stopped. By now she was invisible within the interior of the dodecahedra
cocoon. The whol e structure was monentarily immobile. And then it began to
shudder in a mixture of convul sive rhythms. The geometric figure vibrated
desperately, setting up standing waves in the three anchoring perpendicul ars.
Andrek watched all this without interest. He closed his eyes and | ocked
hinself within his own thoughts. After opening with a presentation of Terror's
centuries of vicious history, culmnating in the long, deadly nuclear war that
had | aid waste so many of her col onies, and had destroyed, finally, the nother
pl anet, he would go on to her history of cruel, dom neering colonization
Devel op her oppression, the causes of revolt. The secret formation of the
rebel confederation headed by Coris-Kard. The declarati on of independence.
Reprisals. The begin ning of the Horror. And years later, the end. And then a
full treatment of the |legal points. The formation of the League of the Twel ve
Gal axi es. The treaties and covenants. He'd cite chapter and verse. There could
be only one outcone.

He opened his eyes. | owe was shaking him

"She's caught in her owmn web. It can be only one thing."

Andrek groaned w th annoyance. "Go away. Leave nme alone. |'mvery busy."

"It's quirinal!" hissed | owe

"Quirinal ?" Andrek stared at himowishly.

"The slave drug. It induces the nmpost hideous kind of slavery. It causes one to
becorme ensl aved to onesel f—+0 becone caught in one's own web, so to speak. It
carries introversion to the ultimate. It is a standard ingredient in the
col | oi dal net -
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wor ks of arts conputers—hel ps them conpose better poetry, nusic, because it

forces constant, continuing feedback, conparing a proposed composition wth

certain preset standards.". As he spoke, he was opening the drug section of

his medical kit. "Here we are. The antidote." He filled the syringe in a deft

nmotion and thrust the needle into Andrek's arm And inmmredi ately after that, he

recharged the needl e, seized Raq's cocoon, and in another nonment had thrust

the needle tip into her cephal ot horax.

He turned back to Andrek, who was rubbing his eyes. "How do you feel ?" asked

| ove.

Andrek grinned sheepishly. "Alittle stupid, but all right, otherwise. |I'm

comng out of it. That was really something. How s Raq?"

"She'll conme around in a moment. Hold her while | get rid of this web." The

pil gri m handed her to Andrek, who accepted her somewhat dubiously. He stroked

her back with his forefinger, trying to renenber how Amatar had done it. Raq

relaxed into a bristly bundle in his palm

| owe was clearing away the | ast of the web when there was a knock on the door
Andr ek exchanged gl ances with the pilgrim |owe nodded.

"Wio is it?" demanded Andrek.

"Huntyr. I'malone. | want to talk. Let ne in."

"Suppose we say no?"

"You coul d. But then you'd never know what | was going to tell you."

Andr ek was undeci ded. "Wat do you want to tal k about ?"

"Your father and your brother."

Andrek started. H s heart began to pound furiously, and he felt as though he

were choking. It was true. Huntyr did know. He was certain of it. He was very

close to discovering his brother's fate. And Huntyr apparently knew somet hing

about his father's death, too. But he hesitated. A part of himwanted to

scream "Come in!" But the rest of himwhispered, "Danger! Don't be bew tched

by those magic nanmes. For this man intends to kill you." But then he thought,

If this is the only way | can ever learn of them | will listen, and risk

death. And then he remenbered he was not alone. He might have the right to

ganble his own life, but what about | owe? He | ooked at the pilgrimin anguish.

| owe shrugged his shoulders. "It had to cone." His voice was flat, alnopst

weary. "Let himin, and keep your biemon him He's arned, but it would be

dangerous to search him
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him I'lIl open the door."

Andr ek | ooked about for a place to deposit Raqg. Finding none, he slid her into
his jacket pocket. Then he pulled the biemout of his belt and pointed it at
t he door.

The door slowy swung open, and Huntyr wal ked in, hands high, and smling.
114

12. THE CORD OF ALEA

Andr ek sought, and found, a secret glint in Huntyr's gol den eye patch. The
nmetal shield sparkled with news of Orere. And Huntyr was going to take great
and sadistic pleasure in telling it. This could nmean only one thing. Sone
tragic msfortune had befallen his brother, and Huntyr was somehow connected
withit.

"This is not a truce,"” said Andrek coldly. "I still intend to kill you."
Huntyr's face twisted into a nmocking snmile. "You'd kill an unarmed nman? After
that fine speech in the mess?" H's eyes roanmed about the cabin. Aertly,
nonconmttally, they explored lowe. "I don't know how the two of you did it,
but | think you have to admt that the odds have now shifted heavily in your
favor. You were far too nodest, Don Andrek. Killing you—and your friend—will
be an acconplishnent worth tal king about."

" "will be'. .-. ?" murnured Andrek

"As you say, your Honor, this is not a truce. / intend to kill you, after we

are through tal king."



Andr ek wondered, with a sudden shiver, whether Huntyr coul d conceivably draw
and fire before he, Andrek, could get off a shot. And now, he realized, with a
sense of shock, that Huntyr's snile had broadened perceptibly.

The advocate said curtly: "You are here to tell me about ny father and ny

br ot her."

"Softly, Don Andrek. There are in fact several stories, with stories within
stories, and side paths, and digressions."

"Then be seated, and begin." Andrek notioned to the chair in the corner
"Sitting" in free space was not the same as sitting in a gravitational field.
In space the chair served sinmply to anchor its occupant, and not as a situs of
rel axation. It would nake rapid noverment nore difficult for Huntyr. "Keep your
hands where | can see them" said Andrek

"OfF course." Huntyr | ooked at his wrist chrono. Then he said: "Ei ghteen years
ago your father, the late Captain Andrei
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died on his ship, while on duty at the Node. In that sane year your brother

t he poet, disappeared. You were just a lad. Al of this happened in the year
your brother becane the Laureate.”

Andrek | eaned forward. "Go on."

"It was a renmarkable year. O her things al so happened." Huntyr gave | owe a
calcul ating stare, then turned back to Andrek. "Have you ever noticed bheron's
chest bel t?"

"OfF course. It's for protection agai nst assassination."”

"Wong. It's there solely to prevent his chest fromcollapsing.”" He shot a
glance at the pilgrim "Wuldn't you say so, Doctor?"

| owe shrugged. "It's possible.”

Andr ek | ooked over at lowe. "He called you 'doctor.' What does he nean?"
"Long ago, | was a nmenber of the latric Order of Ritornel." |owe sounded
evasi ve.

Andrek groaned inwardly. Every answer brought fresh riddles with it. \Wo was
lowe, really? But this was no tine for speculation. He nodded curtly to
Huntyr. "Continue. Do you mean that Ooberon had an acci dent ?"

"Well, your Honor, it was really worse than that. He was in this hunting
party, see, at the Node, where we're going. But they'd received a report that
a quake was due, so all the ships had pull ed back beyond the shock |ine—al
except Oberon's, that is. He was hunting the krith, the wi nged beast that eats
the little beasts out in the Node. Cberon was hot on his trail. He was sure he
could overtake and kill the krith before the quake hit. But the captain
thought it was too risky, and finally refused to take Cberon any farther. So
oeron had the captain shot for mutiny. As it turned out, the captain was
right, and Oberon was wong. The quake caught the ship. In seconds, it was

wr ecked; a shanmbles; a derelict. | was there. | was Oberon's aide. | know "
Huntyr touched his eye patch. "That's where | got this."

"Go on," whispered Andrek.

"Al'l the officers and men of the ship's crew were killed instantly. For al
practical purposes, so was Oberon. They found bits of himall over the ship,
and even during the very : hours of his coronation, the Master Surgeon was
still picking pieces of the ship out of him"

Huntyr paused and fixed lowe with a penetrating stare. "Even the great Master
Sur geon doubted he could save beron. So, by the demand of the old Regent,
they started tissue cultures—nostly from bone fragments |eft over when they

cl eaned Oberon's wounds. "
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Andrek had heard of the practice. One living cell, plant, or aninmal, when
placed in a suitable nutrient medium could, if cultured properly, sonetines
reproduce the entire mature organi smfromwhich the single cell was taken. The
procedure had been used for the preservation of valuable strains of the | ower
ani mal s, but he had never heard of its working with homnid cells. Yet, the

i dea was sound enough; the old Regent had evidently been trying to grow



anot her heron from selected cells of the dying nman.

"What has a tissue culture to do with nmy father or brother?"

"Nothing directly. But | thought you ought to understand Cberon's condition at
the tine your brother enters the picture. Goheron, in effect, was trenbling
between life and death. And when he realized his physical condition, and that
he m ght never wal k again, he wanted to die. But the old Regent was too clever
for him He called in the Master Surgeon again and expl ai ned what had to be
done. | rather imagine the surgeon didn't really want to do it. But on the
other hand, life is good, and the old Regent was not a patient man—-Aot when
the only real hope of perpetuating the Delfieri dynasty was to nmake his nephew
want to live. So the Master Surgeon, and | suppose several dozen assistants,
set about to acconplish the task set for them"

A sudden jar canme up through the cabin floor into Andrek's | egs. He knew al
three of themhad felt it. He flashed a | ook at | owe, and saw instantly that
somet hing was wong. For a few seconds, he could not place it. And then he had
it. lowe's blue aura was gone. It had vanished with the jolt in the ship. And
Andrek noticed also with growi ng anxiety that the pilgrims white-gloved hands
were trenbling. Wth the blue radiation gone fromlowe's features, the
advocate was able to observe the unillunm nated face fully for the first tineg;
and for the first tine he was able to see the grizzled exhausted age of his
conpani on.

Sonet hi ng di sastrous had just happened. Huntyr had known it was going to
happen, and had tuned his entrance to precede it and his cruel narrative to
enbrace it. Aprimtive part of Andrek's mind told himto beg Huntyr to
continue with that hideous, involuted tale. But a nore highly sophisticated
veneer censored this inpulse, and urged that he nmove with great caution
Intuitively, he understood that if he were going to stay alive |ong enough to

hear the end of Huntyr's recital, it would first be necessary to understand
the shock that he had just felt. Wth an i mense effort of will, Andrek laid
asi de his questions
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about Onere. He | ooked across the roomat |owe again. "Was that a small quake
t enbl or ?"

The pilgrimanswered quietly. "No."

Huntyr | aughed contenptuously. "Don Andrek—and you, too, Dr. lowe, to be so
wel | educated and so intelligent, and so well inforned in the laws of the
Twel ve Gal axies and in the laws of science and nedicine, you are both
curiously stupid in the laws of the Node. The first |law here is, there shal

be no nucl ear reaction. The ship went off nuclear drive just now, and on to
chemical reactive drive. That was the jar you felt. Wiy did it convert over?
Because the bugs just sit on the nuclear piles in the drive and drink up the
power as fast as the pile turns it out. As long as we are in the Node area,
there cannot be a single nuclear unit alive on the,, ship. Your force field is
dead, of course. Ordinary weapons are useless. Even the lighting is by ancient
fluorescence, powered by varinmetal accunmulators. Al on account of the bugs."

' Now they were getting sonewhere. He was begi nning to understand. They had
just entered the outer edge of the Node. They were now in the domain of the
ursecta. And lowe's blue radiation had wi nked out in that very instant. He
renmenbered Kedrys' denonstration, and how in one chanber the antimatter
hydrogen had fl ashed blue on contact with nornmal matter, and how in the

ot her —ot hi ng had happened at all. Was it conceivable that |owe's radiation
was caused by nucl ear energy rel eased by sonething closely associated with his
body, or—and the thought hit himw th shock force—by |owe's body itself? By
the Beard of the Founder

But all such specul ati on was noot and acadenic. For the time being, Huntyr was
absolutely right. In this little room here and now, the ursecta rul ed.

O di nary weapons were usel ess. He found hinself banally repeating Huntyr. "All
on account of the bugs. The ursecta."

" "ls that the scientific nane?" said Huntyr. "All right, ursecta. | could
draw pictures for you, but | think a denonstration would be even better. In



fact, counselor, | think it would help considerably to clarify our
relationship if you would ai myour biemat ne and pull the trigger."

Andr ek turned anxious eyes toward | owe, and on his face read the truth. The

bi em was nucl ear-powered and would not fire. It was a dead weight in his hand.
He tried to force his thoughts into a useful coherent pattern—and noted dimy
that Rag had energed from his jacket pocket and was wal king slowy down the
sleeve of his right arm In the dun light, her dark body was nearly invisible
agai nst the gray of his jacket.
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And then she was picking her way daintily across his wist, and then she was
sitting on the biem just over the fuel chamber. He was watching Rag, but in
his mnd he saw Amatar. Amatar greeting himin the garden that |ast night.
Amat ar presenting Rag to him He renenbered that presentation. |Insects fear
her, Amatar had said. Al insects. He renmenbered the enphasis on the word.
The advocate swallowed dryly. Did all insects include dubious
fourth-di mensi onal varieti es—beasties that would cone from nowhere out of
tinme, to materialize on a nuclear fuel chanber the instant it was activated?
And did some diminstinct tell Raq that the ursecta fed on nucl ear power, and
that his biemwas a good place to cone out and wait for then? O was her wal k
down his sleeve the pure whimof Al ea, whereby the destinies of insects, man,
and gal axi es were governed? No matter. The pi eces cane back together, and he
suddenly understood that his biemwas going to fire. Amatar had known.

He was breathing rapidly but freely. He | ooked across at Huntyr. "You believe,
then, that ny biemwll not fire? That the ursecta will come when | pull the
trigger, and drain off the power?"

"That's right, counselor."

Andr ek thought the nman | ooked faintly di sappoi nted. Evidently, he had wanted
Andrek to try to shoot him just so he could gloat over the failure. Mirder
hath a strange nentality, nused Andrek. He said. "I gather, then, that you
have sone kind of weapon that is not affected by the ursecta?"

"This is so, your Honor," Huntyr pulled out a curious instrunent from one of
his two shoul der holsters. "lIt's newyet it's old. It's called a 'slug-gun,'’
copied froma nodel in the Politan Museum It uses chemical power to fire a
metal pellet. , It's weak, inefficient, noisy, nessy, and snmelly. But it
kills. It killed your father, and nowit's going to kill you."

"M . . . father . . . ?" stammered Andrek. "Wat do you nean, it killed ny
father?" In his mind, he raced back over the reports. The dry sparse official
| anguage. "Died in routine service." A few paragraphs in the records. And now
suddenly it wasn't so. He was about to learn the real story. And it would be
true, because Huntyr wanted to make himsuffer before killing him

Huntyr's face glowed with pleasure. "Your father was captain of this sane
ship, on OGberon's hunting trip, eighteen years ago. It was he, your father
who refused to take beron deeper into the Node, and who was therefore shot
for nmutiny. This
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was the gun. By order of Goeron, | killed your father. Not twenty nmeters from
this cabin.” Huntyr smiled at the angui shed workings of Andrek's face. "Makes
you believe in both Ritornel and Al ea, doesn't it? The repeating pattern of
Ritornel is this, that the son is killed at the same Node by the sane nan, by
the sane gun, and in the same ship. And yet, all by Al ean chance!"

Finally the rippling around Andrek's mouth ceased; his face becane a mask,

bl oodl ess but cal m-al nost serene. Even if he were killed now, he was gl ad he
had heard this fromHuntyr. A part of him at least, could die in peace. This
left only the question of his brother. And if he could delay matters a little
| onger, he was certain that this long gap would finally be closed. "I see," he
said. "All this was really just to delay matters until we entered the Node, so
your weapon would fire and mne would not."

"That was the main reason, Don Andrek. On the other hand, there are still sone
thi ngs that you don't know about your brother, and which | intend to tell you
before | kill you."



"Proceed, then. | would like very nuch to hear them"

"I wouldn't be too sure about that, your Honor." Huntyr smled al nost
[anguidly. "Well, as | was saying, the old Regent demanded this thing of the
Mast er Surgeon, that he build a marvel ous device to sing and nmeke | ovely
poetry, and take the nmind of his nephew away from thoughts of dying. So the
Mast er Surgeon set about making his design. The design called for an el ectron
circuit identical to the cerebrumof the Laureate. But it would take nany
weeks. They didn't have that much tinme. So we sinply seized the Laureate

hi msel f —=

"—Orere!" breathed Andrek. And now that he was finally to | earn the answer to
hi s ei ghteen-year search, he found that he was struck dunb, stunned, unaware
of anything in the cabin except Huntyr's face and voice. The end was com ng

H s body seemed floating in a slow horrid realization that pounded at himwth
every beat of his heart. Wthin a matter of seconds it would be nore than he
could endure. "QOrere?" he whi spered again.

"Yes, Onere. | handled it personally. It wasn't difficult. W took himfrom
the coronation straight to the hospital w ng. The Master Surgeon performed the
crani al operation and circuit integration into the conputer console. There was
some question about whether the computer should be sighted or blind. They
decided, | think, that the rendition of aural inagery would be sharpened if
they cut his optical circuits. So, to nake him an even better poet, they

bl i nded him™"
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Andrek's face was dead-white. He saw a vision of a great cabinet of fine
pol i shed wood, with dials, an interior of intricate electronic circuits. He
had listened to it many tines. And it could not risk their mutual deaths to
reveal its identity. He did not recognize his own voice, drawn, pain-blinded,
far anay. "Onere . . . Rinor!"

Huntyr nodded. He was i mensely pleased with the effect on the other. He
pul l ed his mouth back over his teeth in a tigerish grin.

"But how . . ."—-Andrek's voice was thick, barely intelligible-—could they
force himto perform... to sing ... to conpose . "

"It was easy. Quirinal—+the slave drug—when you take that, you find yourself
wanting to do what you are best at doing . "

"Be silent!" shrieked Andrek. In one snmooth notion he raised the biem sighted
over Raq's crouched body, and pulled the trigger

Huntyr jerked—not so nmuch (it seemed to Andrek) fromthe physical inpact of
the bolt—-as from disbelief. The slug-gun fell fromhis hand. He seened then to
be trying to raise his hand, to point... at lowe. Hi s |ips cane together, but
only a whi spered sigh energed. "Maa— Then his hand dropped, and his eyes
stared at not hing.

Sonet hi ng i nsi de Andrek watched this with bright elation. But then

di scovering this feeling within hinself, he jerked up straight in his chair.
He felt he should censor this primtive attitude toward bis enemes. He, an
advocate sworn to uphold the | aws of the Honme Gal axy, had taken the law into
his own hands, and had again slain a nman. Again, it was self-defense, but it
still cut across the grain of a lifetine of conditioning. He shook his head
slowy. Thinking this way did nothing to relieve the fact that he had been
absol utely delighted on seeing that clean gaping hole appear in Huntyr's
chest. But no matter, the main thing, regardl ess of what anyone thought about
it, was that he was still living, and Huntyr was dead.

He | ooked vaguely over toward |owe, as though to find either absolution or an
answer. And what had Huntyr been trying to say, there at the last, when he

al nrost pointed at lowe . . . ? Had Huntyr known the pilgrin? He'd have to find
out. Too many nysteries. Solve one, two nore sprang up

| owe returned Andrek's questioning stare quietly. "Get hold of yourself. W
still have a lot to do."

"What ?" said Andrek nunbly.

"Do you have an extra suit? Full l|egal robes of a don?"
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"Yes."

"CGet Huntyr's bloody jacket off, then get the robes on him™"

What was | owe up to? He shrugged his shoulders. He'd have to trust him "All
right." After much funbling, Andrek got the robe on Huntyr's body. "It's too
smal | ," he nunbl ed.

"No matter. Just |leave himthere. Get Raq back in your pocket, and get your
case and valise. W' re noving,"

"Movi ng?"
"Of course. W can't stay here."
"Where' Il we go?"

"To Nunmber Twelve, Huntyr's suite."

Andrek's jaw dropped. "Are you crazy?"

"Wake up, dear boy. It's the only safe place on the ship."

"But how about Vang?"

"I think he's either tied up or dead. In either case, he wouldn't be a
problem And ny guess is that Huntyr killed hi mwhen he found your check. But
if Huntyr didn't kill him we will."

"And then?"

"We' |l just nove the body in here, and trade his Alean nantle for the sinple
gray of a Ritornellian pilgrim"

Andrek stared at the pilgrimin near awe. "I see!l The ship's officers wll
think the bodies in ny cabin are you and ne!"

"Correction. They'll know. Because you'll call the captain fromHuntyr's suite
and tell himjust that. Wait a nonent, while | get ny bag and nedical kit, and
we'll both go down there together."

As they had expected, they found Vang in Nunber Twelve. He lay crunpled on the
floor, and his pallid face was finally at peace. Andrek had the strange

i mpression that Vang was gl ad the end had conme. His death was not difficult to
reconstruct. He had been strangled with his own cord. There had been a
struggl e, and pieces of furniture were still floating about. A chair had
somehow got attached to the ceiling. The poi son case was broken open; sone of
the vials were crushed, and their contents half-absorbed into the foam cushion
lining. They did not search the body. Undoubtedly Huntyr had retrieved the
check. Andrek was content to leave it in Huntyr's wallet.

Andrek contenplated the still formin silence. Either the goddess, or a
strange anatonic freak, had prevented the engorgenent of cheek and protrusion
of eyeballs that nornally acconpanied the gift of Alea. Vang's one |l apse, in
an otherw se bl anel ess service to the blind one, had evidently been forgiven,
and the goddess had accepted him The know edge of her |love was witten in his
mout h and eyes. His hand still tightly
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cl asped the fatal dodecahedron that had betrayed him Andrek pushed the thunb
back and | ooked at the nunber. It was of course twelve, the nost favored to

Al ea.

The advocate sighed. He had engineered this death, and he would do it again,
given the sane threat to his own life. Yet it was a sad thing.

"We'l | have to hurry," said |lowe crisply.

"Silence!" grow ed Andrek. "Vang was mny eneny, but we were classmates. There
are last words to be said, and to be thought for him and | nmust do this,
since there is no one else."” After a nonent he nuttered, "I did not want this.
Good- bye, Ajian.”

Hurriedly, they haul ed the corpse back to Andrek's forner cabin, and left it

al ongsi de what was left of Huntyr.

Ten mi nutes had not el apsed before they both sat in front of the intercomin
Huntyr's suite. Andrek slipped the switch. H s voice was strangely calm
"Huntyr here," he said, imtating the investigator's harsh guttural. "Gve ne
the captain. Captain Forgaz! Huntyr. Yes, m ssion acconplished. Thank you.
Bot h bodies in the don's cabin. Can you send a couple of crewren around there?
They rmust be discreet. The Great House doesn't want any publicity. W will
hol d you -responsible. O course, Captain. Just thought 1'd nmention it. Hold



on a monent." Andrek paused, and al nost smiled when he continued. "My Al ean
friend here insists that all three of us undergo purification rites. Wat?
Purification rites. Yes, news to nme, too. He will be fasting for the next
three days. No, Captain, just him | and ny assistant, M. Hasard, will not be
fasting, but we are not supposed to | eave the cabin until we dock at the
station. Can you ask the chef to send up neals in the tube for the two of us?
Thank you, Captain. I'll nention you hi nmy report to the Mgister."

Andrek flipped off the switch, then continued to sit there, silent, imobile.
After a long time, he turned around.

lowe was lying hi one of the three bunks, his gloved hands fol ded peacefully
over his rhythmcally nmoving chest. "There is an unwitting trace of truth in
that very fanciful fable,” he murmured sl eepily.

"What do you nean?"

"About sending up neals. Actually, you will need food only for yourself.
During these | ast days of nmy pilgrinmage, | shall truly be fasting. And now, ny
son, | suggest we both retire. It's been a hard day."

Andrek stared at his conpanion, then shrugged. A strange one! He floated up
quietly, drifted over to the porthole, and
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| ooked out. CQutside, all was bl ackness. There was no point of reference to
show the fantastic speed of the ship, transphotic even under chemical drive.
He reached cautiously into his pocket, pulled Raq out, and placed her on the
drapes al ongside the porthole. She ran up the fabric a short distance and

di sappeared into the folds.

He was al one.

And now what ?

For the noment, he seened safe. At least until the ship reached the Node
Station. Another day and a half. He'd have to | eave the ship when they got
there. He couldn't return to CGoris-Kard for a long time; perhaps never. He

t hought of his father and brother, and his throat knotted. H s father was
dead. He accepted that. But Orere—+n a sense, at |east—was still alive. But he
m ght as well be dead, for all the help that Andrek could give him For even
if he, Andrek, were back in the Great House now, wielding all the power of the
Magi ster and all the skill of that infanmous Master Surgeon, he could still do
not hi ng for Qmere.

That seermed to | eave onl y—revenge? On whon? The ol d Regent was dead. Huntyr
was dead. The Master Surgeon had vani shed, and mi ght well be dead. That |eft
oeron. But could he lift his hand against the father of Amatar? He didn't
know. And just now it was quite academ c whether he could or could not,
because he was now a fugitive, under sentence of death. He would do well to
save his own skin. It was foolish even to think of revenge until he was safe
from Coer on.

He felt very tired. Wth forced gestures he undressed and got into his

paj amas. Wth one hand on his bunk, he turned and | ooked over at |owe, now
asl eep. You, he thought, have risked your life to keep ne alive. For what?
What ever the reason, you bungled it. You don't know it, strange Doctor, but
you never did plug in your so-called, force-field generator into the ship's
current. But your field cane on anyway. Is it something under those gray
robes? Is this why you used to glow in the dark? It nmust be sonething over
whi ch you have no real control, because it turned off exactly at the instant
Xerol entered the Node. .Wen the ship went off nuclear, so did you. There
nmust be sonething on, or even in, your body, sonething nucl ear-powered, and
whi ch permeates your whol e system so that, outside the Node, it ionizes the
air around you. And it's your whol e body, not just your face.

And now you claimyou are fasting. But | suspect, ny friend, that fasting for
you i s normal —+hat you do not eat at all, in the hom nid sense.
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| owe, who are you?

(And do | really want to know?)

What is this unknown thing for which you are saving ne? How long am| to be



kept alive? What is nmy small role in your nysterious plan?

Since you refuse to tell nme the fate you have in store for me, you nust think
I mght have preferred Huntyr's death. And what about your robes, pilgrin? You
are nmaking your last journey—this tine to die at the Node. Is it just a bit of
religious faker, or do you really intend to go through with it? And what w ||
be the manner of your death? You have had several opportunities to die within
the | ast several hours—and you have refused themall. What are you waiting
for? What remains to conplete your pilgrinmage? And when it is all done, am|l
supposed to die with you?

He clinbed into his bunk and strapped hinself in, still rmusing. And what was
Huntyr trying to tell nme about you as he sat there, dying? Huntyr knew you,
pilgrim and as he died, he tried to nane you. Huntyr lifted his finger and
pointed, and tried to speak. But nothing recogni zabl e passed his lips. So your

secret is safe. But in a manner of speaking, | amgrateful to Huntyr. For
Huntyr, ny eneny, has told ne a great deal nore than you, lowe my friend. And
| think, my pious companion, that there is one danger worse than Vang ... or
Huntyr ... or Hasard. W rse even than Oberon of the Delfieri. And that is

lowe, the gray pilgrimof Ritornel

And so thinking, he fell asleep.
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11. AN ENTRANCE QUESTI ONED

In the last hour of the third day, as Xerol was cautiously nosing in toward
the Node Station under slow decel eration, Andrek happened to | ook out the
porthole. "lowe, |look!" He pointed excitedly. "A planet. It nust be Terror."
"Very likely, nmy boy, very likely." The pilgrimclacked over to the quartz

wi ndow and peered out. "So it is."

They watched in silence as the ship drifted past the great ball in a slow
parabol a. As a warning to navigation, thousands of |ight-buoys were orbiting
the planet, formng a giant spectral crown. The lights were turned inward
toward the gl obe, bathing her equator in a band of ghostly, pale radiance. To
Andrek, it seemed somehow highly incongruous. Terror, the Devil Planet, with a
hal o! No matter. Tonorrow those |ights would vani sh forever.

Andrek then suddenly noticed that | owe was watching him "Wl|?" he denanded.
"Not hi ng, nmy boy. Not a thing. Just wondering about your own feelings. About
Terror, | mean." He nodded toward the porthole. "See that?"

Andr ek peered out again. Beyond the halo, a tiny light was slowy circling the
pl anet. "Wat is it?"

"The denolition ship. Tonmorrow, they expect to activate the expl osive capsule

that will destroy the planet. They wait only for the final order fromthe
arbiters."
"Well, of course they're going to destroy the planet. It's required by

intergalactic law. It's the just fate of every planet that starts a nucl ear
war." He turned and stared hard at the pilgrim "That's ny m ssion here.
Wthin a few hours, | will appear before the arbiters and formally confirmthe
position of my governnent, that Terror nust be destroyed. There's no

concei vabl e alternative."

"OfF course, ny boy, of course," said | owe snoothly. He paused, and said in a
reflective tone, "A solemn nonent, nevertheless. W're anpbng the last to see
Terra alive."

Andrek turned on himgrimy, "You said—Zerral™
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"I did. Terra. W can at least be realistic. That is the real nane, as you
wel | know. Their nane for their planet." He shrugged. "Terror . . . Terra. It
is the privilege of the victors to curse the defeated with any name they
choose. No son or Terra is now alive to rise in her defense. And her grandsons
and nephews, including you, nmy boy, couldn't care |less."

Was it coming now? Was |l owe finally about to untangle the -web? Breathing was
suddenly difficult, and he fought off a feeling of suffocation. But he knew he
could not hurry the pilgrim He said bluntly: "That's strange tal k, com ng
froma man of peace and holiness."



lowe blithely ignored him He continued, as though talking to hinself. "W
have accepted her gifts in a thousand ways. W still use the old tongues on
occasion." He peered sideways at Andrek. "The word 'Amatar,' for exanple."
Andrek started. "Wat do you nean," he stammrered.

"He! He! | thought that would get you! Yes, Amatar . . . froma mater—without
nmot her.' Amatar, the Mdtherless One. But you're not interested in Terran
etynol ogy. You're here to destroy Terra and everything Terran."

And now again the tantalizing feeling of recognition. He had heard these words
before. And this voice. Far away. \Were? Wien? The Motherl ess One. It neant
somet hing. He had heard it before. He had been afraid before. Was he afraid
now? H's mouth was dry, and his palnms were wet. He seized the pilgrimby the
shoul ders. "Why is she called the ' Mtherless One' ?" he demanded. "What do you
know about Amat ar ?"

"CGently, nmy boy. Everything in good tine."

A buzzer was sounding insistently in the room "Just now, " said |ovve, "the
ship is locking on at the station. W have about two minutes to pack and get
out. And let's hope we don't run into anybody whom the fact of our continuing
exi stence nmight startle or distress. So why don't we just get everything

toget her and wal k out through the freight port."

Andrek was defeated again. H's arns dropped fromlowe. Very soon, he thought,
we are going to have a long tal k, about many things. He | ooked about the room
"What || we do about Raq? Take her al ong?"

"Qut of the question, dear boy. Have you observed her condition recently?"
"Condi tion?" Andrek went over to the fold in the porthol e drape, which Rag had
sel ected as "hone. "

"Not too close,” lowe called out.

St andi ng about a yard away, Andrek could make out the lit-
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tie silken ball, nearly conmplete. Raq stopped work on it and covered it with
her body as his shadow fell on her

"Great bouncing Al ean eyeballs!" said Andrek softly, "It's an egg sac! She's a
not her! "

"Or soon will be. I think, my boy, we'd better give our god-fatherly blessings
froma safe distance. There's nothing |ike notherhood to foul up a conditioned
recognition reflex."

"But—the ship's crew ... If we | eave her here, they'll be bitten."
"Yes, won't they!" agreed lowe gleefully. "Sorry we won't be here to watch the
fun. But we can't nove her. The alternative is to kill her here and now. "

"We can't do that." Andrek clenched his teeth. "All right. Good-bye, Raq, and
t hanks. "

Cases in hand, they sneaked down back corridors to' the freight elevators,
Xerol's flank was sealed into the docking | ocks of the Node Station at severa
points. Oficers, crew '-and passengers used the forward tubes. Fuel and water
lines were internediate. The freight roomwas aft.

Hol ding to the handrails, Andrek and | ovve fl oated over, around, and through
stacks of metal boxes, nmpbstly bound with netal straps to the floor, walls, and
ceiling of the freight room propelling thenselves fromtine to tine by gentle
nudges of toes and fingertips. As they approached the great doorway opening
into the station, the clutter and congestion grew. They encountered several of
the crew, working with cargo, but hurried past w thout challenge. They had a
bad moment when the |last exits seened hopel essly bl ocked by the fl ow of goods
on a conveyor belt running into the ship. But they waited a few seconds and
then sailed over the belt onto the station dock

That area also was cluttered with stacks of boxes, trunks, and even furniture.
"Doesn't it strike you as odd," said Andrek curiously, "that everything is
going in to the ship, and nothing is com ng out? And | ook at that." He pointed
to a huge roll of carpetry being hoisted out toward the ship's |oading
conveyor. "Are they dismantling the whole station and shipping it back to

Gori s- Kard?"

"Nonsense, ny boy. Quite a bit of staff turnover at a lonely outpost I|ike



this. In addition to the arbiter's chanbers, the station nmaintains cooperative
facilities for scientists fromall the Twelve Gal axi es. There's al ways a
stream of new staff
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coming in, old staff |eaving. And of course, they take their baggage with
them™

"l suppose so," said Andrek. He | ooked around doubtfully. Xerol was not the
only ship tied up at the station docks. To Xerol's rear was another, |arger
craft. Andrek could not make out the strange letters on her |oading tubes.

| owe saw him peering at it, and whi spered, "Varez, from Androneda." And up
ahead was still another ship. Her |oading tubes were active, too. In fact,
cases, crates, trunks, and even people were noving up the tubes of both ships.
But not hing, and no one, seened to be coming out.

Many of these people were obviously nonhom nid. Several had nore than two

| egs, and some even wore transparent helnets, evidently to carry with them
their own strange atnospheres.

| owe took himby the arm "Now, then, counselor, | believe we can take this
hall to the | obby."

The corridor echoed eerily with the clanging of their magnetized shoe sol es as
t hey noved deeper into the station. "Ah, yes," said lowe. "Here we are."

Andr ek | ooked about him puzzled. Something was strange, wong. A slight
difference in the tint of paint along the edges of the corridor floor told him
that not | ong ago—perhaps yesterday—a carpet had | ain there. The phone boxes
hi the corridor walls were enpty; as were the wall clanps for the portable
fire extinguishers. He started to ask | owe about it, but the other grasped his
arm and poi nted ahead.

They were just outside the main |obby. It was crowded, and through the
shifting nass of people, on the other side of the room was the registration
desk. And there, three officers of Xerol |eaned across the counter, deep in
conversation with the clerk

Andrek and | owe shrank back into the di mess of the hallway.

As they watched, the three officers left the clerk and began circul ating
slowy through the | obby, |ooking covertly but carefully at the faces of the
occupant s.

"I think they are wearing slug-guns,’
cone out here?"

"I don't think they will. But suppose they do? The station is a big place
with lots of places to hide. Just now, they are nerely suspicious. Huntyr
didn't check in with the captain on docking. He's nissing. Vang's nissing. And
Hasard. They're worried, but they don't know anything for sure. Certainly,

t hey
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don't know that we are alive. The thing that puzzles themis why didn't Huntyr
| eave the ship through the passenger tubes? You see, they don't really know
whom they're looking for. | think their concern is primarily Huntyr, not us."
"I hope you're right. Anyhow, they've stopped."

The three officers had nmet at the main | obby entrance. They took one |ast | ook
around, then left, headed for the passenger tubes.

"Now," said lowe, "let's test an ancient axiomof Ritornel: be grateful for
the unwitting gifts of others.™

"I don't recall that one," nuttered Andrek

"Naturally: the younger generation is not well inforned in religious matters.
This way, ny boy."

They wal ked over to the registration desk. The clerk | ooked up at them

sai d Andrek nervously. "Suppose they

| owe said, "I believe we have reservations. Huntyr and party."

"Ch yes, of course. Are you M. Huntyr?"

"No, that's M. Huntyr." |owe nodded at Andrek. "I'm Brother Vang."
"How many in your party, M. Huntyr?"

"Three," said Andrek. "M. Hasard will be over fromthe ship in a few

m nutes. "



"Very good. Here are your keys. Second level. Shall | put your luggage in the
auto-tube, to go directly to your roons?"

"Never mind," said Andrek. "We'll carry them Also, | have been asked to give

you a nessage from M. Andrek, of Xerol."

"Yes?"

"He is staying aboard ship, and will not be needing his reservation."

"That's a coincidence. Captain Forgaz was just here with the sane infornmation

And he was inquiring about you, M. Huntyr." X

"Sorry | mssed him" said""Andrek. "Ill call himfromny room"

"As you wish. Are you returning in Xerol T

"No," broke in lowe. "W're going on. W already have reservations on ... ah
Varez."

"Varez? To Andromeda? But she's |eaving soon. You can board her now. You won't
have ti me—=

"She's del ayed," said | owe smoothly. "Engine trouble.”

"Ch. If you say so." The clerk shrugged politely. "The rate is twenty gammas
per room payable in advance."

Andr ek placed sone bills on the desk, then he and | owe turned away and headed
for the inner |evel
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Just as they entered the corridor fromthe | obby, Andrek stopped and | ooked
back. On the other side of the registration desk the clerk was putting on a
heavy outer jacket. He zipped up the fasteners, then reached for a hat on the
hat rack.

"Why are you stopping?" hissed | owne.

"I think the clerk is about to | eave—for good, | nean," said Andrek

wonderi ngly.

"And what's wong with that? There's certainly no need for sonmeone to be there
twenty-four hours a day. Come on."

"Just a minute," said Andrek. As he watched, the clerk put several |edgers, a
smal | | ocked box, and three valises, one after another, into the auto-chute
mar ked " Ship: Xerol." Then he cane around to the front of the desk, pulled
down a netal grill, and wal ked away toward the corridor leading to Xerol's
passenger tubes. Andrek's eye cane back to the grill over the registration
counter. A small sign hi the center read "C osed."

Andrek turned back to lowe, started to ask hima question, then decided it
woul d be futile. One thing was now cl ear. The station was closing. And | owe
did not want himto know that it was closing. But why should it close? There
had to be a reason. He would have to find out.

When they reached their roons, Andrek said, "I want to talk to you after you
unpack." He unl ocked the door to his own roomand went inside. It was, as he
had predicted, carpetless. But around the edges of the floor was an outline of
where a carpet had been—and recently. Overhead, one dimfluor was |eft burning
am d six enpty sockets. The entertai nment center was identifiable by a gaping
hole in the wall and a few dangling wires. There was not even a wastebasket.
Except for the bunk bed and one towel in the washroom the room had been

stri pped.

Sonet hi ng cold and heavy began to grow hi the bottom of Andrek's stomach.
There was only one expl anation. And on a subconscious |evel, he nust have
suspected it all along, even when he had not wanted to think about it
consciously. Again, he had the frustrating feeling that he saw only a part of
a much larger drama. But at least it would readily explain that part: namely,
how | owe expected to die.

He went next door and knocked. [owe let himin.

Andrek said grimy: "The station is stripped down to its bare operating
essentials. Everyone here has already noved out or is preparing to nove out.
Why? What's goi ng on here?"

| owe peered at Andrek, as though attenpting to assess how nuch the advocate
knew and how nmuch he had nerely
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guessed. "Real ly?" he said. "How observant of you. | hadn't noticed. Perhaps
their assignnents are conpl eted. Perhaps the League is finally closing the
station. It could be any one of a nunber of things."

Andrek smled at himw ckedly. H s voice was deceptively quiet. "lowe, my very
dubi ous friend, you undoubtedly have extraordinary skills in many strange
fields. For these, you have ny undying adm ration and respect." The tones
became even softer, nore reflective, tinged with faint regret. "In one area,
however, you are a bunbling fool. You just don't know how to tell a convincing
lie."

"I —what? 1' mnot on your w tness stand, Don Andrek!"

But now, in a sudden, shattering change of pace, the advocate's voice
thundered out. "A QUAKE IS COMNG ISN T IT?"

| owe stared at Andrek in amazenment. "By ny beard! You are a wonder!"

"Just answer the question."

"Well, if you put it that way, yes. A quake is comng."
"And you didn't tell ne. Wy?"
"Because you never asked!" lowe lifted bis gloved hands in a gesture of

hel pl ess i nnocence.
"When is it com ng?"

"Well, ny boy, obviously not within the next few mnutes." He | ooked at his
wat ch. "When is your hearing with the arbiters?"
It was futile ... hopeless. He had tried, and he had failed. It was I|ike

dealing with sone elenmental force of nature that knew only its own blind
destiny and held no negotiations with nortals, except to bend themto its own
primeval force and design, lowe was like a tide, a flood, a storm |owe was
i ke (he thought wyly) a space quake.

A quake was coning, and | owe was sinply not going to discuss it. The gane
woul d have to be played on |lowe's terns.

Andrek said, "My hearing with the arbiters? I don't know. Soon. |I'll have to
find out fromthe clerk."
"That's easy. The arbiters' chanbers are right down the hall. Suppose we check

inwith the clerk and then take a peek into the sei snographic room W i ght
find out when the quake is coning."

Andr ek shrugged his shoul ders.

| owe | ooked at himw th reproach. "Your distrust stabs me in the heart."

You seemto have survived, thought Andrek. "Come on," he said.
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"Il just take this along," said | owe, picking up his nedical case.

"What for?" Andrek knew the question was wasted breath even before he asked
it.

"I may need it down in seisnographic,"” said the pilgrimvaguely.

Toget her they wal ked down to the arbitrati on chamnbers.

The arbiters' clerk took Andrek's nane with nmild surprise. "The Terror case,
isn't it?" He riffled through his papers. "Here we are. Just as | thought.
Rout i ne show cause." He peered up at Andrek. "Actually, counselor, no need for
you to be here. No one is going to show cause. You can take the next ship out,
if you like."

"I"ll stay for the hearing," said Andrek. "Wen is it schedul ed?"

"I'n an hour or so. It's the last thing on the docket. As soon as the arbiters

collect, I'"Il give you a call. What's your room nunber?"

"We' || be in seisnmographic,"” interposed |owe.

"I ndeed?" The clerk frowned. "I thought it was cl osed dowmn—ocked up."

"It is," said lowe. "But that's where Don Andrek will be. It's just a few
steps away. W can be back here very quickly."

"Al'l right. Go ahead. I'Il call you there. You probably have about half an
hour . "

Hol di ng the medical kit with one hand, |owe dragged Andrek out of the room
with the other.
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10. THE RI GHT KEY, AND BEYOND



A few mnutes later they stood in front of a door. In its center was a sinple
| egend, in the twelve official |anguages of the Cluster. Andrek could read
only the Ingliz: "Seisnmographi c Room-Aut hori zed Personnel Only."

The door panel was conpletely smooth except for one rather snmall hole in the
center. Andrek took this to be the keyhole. He watched as | owe pushed
tentatively on the panel with his shoul der. Nothing budged a micron. It now
occurred to Andrek that | owe had no key. But would that be a real problen? He
recalled the pilgrims entrance into Huntyr's office. But of course this was
no nmere conmmercial lock. If lowe were able to open this door, Andrek wanted to
watch himdo it. He wanted to study |l owe's technique. It would be an
opportunity to | earn sonethi ng about the man.

| owe bent down and peered into the keyhole. "Hm Thermal profile."

"What do you nean?"

"The key has to have several different tenperatures along its |length, such as,
for example, 20°-100-30°-m nus 5°, and so on. Each of the actual key-tooth
tenmperatures has to be accurate to a fraction of a degree, or the profile of
the series of thernocouples inside won't close and conplete the electric
circuit to pull the bolts."

Andr ek | ooked at himblankly. Sonmething like this was clearly beyond the

si mpl e portable equi prment that | owe might carry conceal ed under his robes. He
had divided feelings about it. In a way, he was di sappointed. On the other
hand, he was not able to suppress a snmall malicious feeling of satisfaction in
seeing | owe thwarted

"Well, that's that," he said. "You don't have that kind of key. You'd need a
probe connected to a conplete heating and refrigeration unit, sonething

wei ghi ng several hundred kilos. The official key is probably being | oaded on
Xerol, right now "

"No doubt, mnmy son. On the other hand, let's see what we can do. Stand back
boy. "

Rat her dubi ously, Andrek did as he was asked.

In a rapid novenent, so quick that Andrek could see very little, lowe ripped
off the glove fromhis right hand. And then
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his actions were conpletely hidden by the | oose folds of his robes. Fromthe
position of his shoulders and right arm Andrek guessed that the pilgrimwas
hol di ng his bare hand, or possibly only the index finger, to the keyhole. At
one point, when | owe stood back a few centineters, Andrek thought he caught
the odor of hot metal. Then the other pressed in again, and then there cane a
snooth metallic runmbling, as of heavy rods sliding, and then the door stood
aj ar.

| owe pushed in. "Now that wasn't too difficult, was it?" Andrek noted that the
gl ove was back. MIdly awed, he followed the pilgriminside. He | ooked around
curiously.

The sei smographic roomwas in the very center of the station. \Wether by
del i berate functional design or designer's caprice (Andrek could not surm se
whi ch) the room had the shape of a dodecahedron. Ten of the pentagonal faces
of the pol yhedron were clustered with instrunents. One, evidently the "floor,"
had only a big worktable and a few chairs. Directly above this was the
"ceiling," bare except for an oversized clock in its center

"This room" said |l owe, "has been called the eardrum of the universe
Actually, the termis sonewhat grandi ose. It does however collect, integrate,
and transmt Node weat her data to each of the twelve sponsoring gal axi es,
along with proton density, ursecta activity, space tenblors, meteorites, the
wor ks. At the nonent, and fromnow on to the instant of the quake, it
transmits automatically. As you have so cleverly deduced, my boy, a quake is
certainly comng, and that is why all the normal operating staff have al ready

shi pped out."
Andrek stared at himbitterly. "And that's why everything of value has been
di smantl ed. The station will be left here, stripped, sinply to broadcast the

gquake. Wy didn't you say so?"



lowe lifted his arns piously. "I was thinking only of you, ny son. | didn't
want to nake you nervous. You have an inportant hearing shortly, you know. "
How coul d ny forthcom ng hearing be of any possible concern to you, thought
Andrek. You're up to sonmething. Wiat it is, | don't know. But sonehow it

i nvol ves me. How? No use to ask. And how close is lowe to the end of his
pilgrimge? And is he entirely sane? But these, like all the other questions,
are futile. The time has cone to part. I'll have to start nmaking plans. How do
| get out of here? How do | get back to Goris-Kard without getting killed? And
when | get there, what do | do about Onere? And Amatar? Everything depends on

getting
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away fromlowe. WII | be able to do that? What does this treacherous creature
want of ne? | think I will tell him now, exactly what | think of him

"You are either mad," said Andrek flatly, "or you are a scoundrel."

"O bot h?"

"Or both. And right after the hearing, |'mgetting out."

"On Xeral T

"OfF course not. But there are other ships. W saw a couple when we | anded. 111
stow away on one of those."

"Do as you wish, ny "boy." |lowe met Andrek's angry eyes calmy. "Meanwhile,
excuse ne a noment." The pilgrimcraned his head upward and studi ed the cl ock
for several seconds. Then without a word he clacked over to a bank of
instruments at the far panel and peered at them closely. Shaking his head, he
broke contact with the floor and floated up to the clock. He opened the cl ock
face and noved the red hand around in a near semicircle.

"What are you doi ng?" demanded Andrek suspiciously.

"Merely correcting the setting,” lowe called back cheerily. "Be with you in a
nmonent . "

"What was that red band?"

"Sort of a special indicator—fust a scientific ginmmck."

"It has sonething to do with the quake, doesn't it?"

"Why yes, | guess you could say that."

"It tells you when the quake is comi ng," persisted Andrek coldly. "You know,
and you don't want nme to know. "

"Really, ny boy, I'mnot on your wi tness stand. Your suspicions cut ne to the
quick. Yes, it does predict the tine of the quake."

"Waen is it due?"

"When? Not immediately. Surely, you can see that You haven't even had your
session with the arbiters yet. | hope, my son, that you can take confort from
the fact that right here at the station is a collection of the best judicial
m nds of the Twelve Gal axies. Their mere presence here shoul d reassure you.
And why? The reason is sinple. These judges acknow edge a sacred duty to their
respecti ve governnments, sworn under solemn oath, to protect and preserve their
| aws and | egal systens. And to preserve the law, they nmust first preserve

t hensel ves. Hence, the faithful performance of their sworn duty requires
first, and above all, a nost delicate, watchful, and continuing regard for
their own skins. Accept nmy assurance that they woul d never violate so subline
an obligation by a callous disregard for an oncom ng space quake."
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Andr ek | aughed, despite hinself.

The intercom sounded. "Don Andrek, calling Don Andrek."

The advocate grimaced and stepped over to the phone panel. He flipped the
comuni cations switch. "Andrek here."

The clerk's face appeared on the screen. "Don Andrek, the arbiters will
convene in a few mnutes.”

"Thank you. I'Il be right up." He flipped the switch over and turned back to
| owe. "The quake,"” he said quietly. "When?"

The pilgrimdrew hinself up to bis full height and stared back at Andrek
"James, Don Andrek, it is not nmy intent that you shall die in the quake. In
fact, let me remnd you that | have saved your life three tines, and instead



of plying me with foolish questions, you should be expressing your gratitude.
You owe me a debt. WIIl you concede that you are in ny debt?"

Ah! Now it was finally com ng out. |owe mght be both a liar and a scheni ng
scoundrel, yet he schened with nethod. The nmonment was now at hand that woul d
explain why | owe had saved his life that time in Huntyr's office, and the
reason for Raq, and the journey, as bodyguard, with himon Xerol. But he did
not intend to make it easier for |owe.

"I will concede it, arguendo," he said warily.

"A curse on your legal niceties," barked |lowe. "But for me, you'd be dead
thrice over!"

Andrek was equally harsh. "Did you save ny life three tines for a price?"

The pilgrimshot a searching glance at him Andrek got the sudden inpression
that he had said exactly what the other had expected himto say, that the trap
had been baited, and he had wal ked into it. So now the question of the price
of his life was up for discussion; he hinmself had just put it on the agenda.
Vel |, then, what was his price? He was genuinely curious, |owe's demand mi ght
al so answer several other questions. So he waited.

| owe' s voi ce was now soft, al nost sorrowful

"Ah, my son, what an ungrateful, mercenary attitude! By nmy beard! You seek
only to be rid of me, and to be freed fromyour obligation. Well, then, out of
nmy boundl ess affection for you, and yielding to your insistence, | suppose

nm ght be able to think up some little task that you could perform so as to
relieve you of this debt, which you feel so burdensonme, and so to put matters
i n conpl ete bal ance between us."

Andrek smled sardonically. "And what is this little task?"

"Just this. Save Terror. Persuade the arbiters to | eave the
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pl anet here at the Node, untouched, unharned."

Andrek stared at the pilgrimin amazenent. Well, there it was. Paynent for his
debt. Save Terror! Was it for this that | owe had brought himto the ends of
the universe? Save Terror? Watever for? Wio had need of such a bl eak

desol ate, devastated ball of rock and frozen seas? Wl I, then, what had he
expected? He did not know. But certainly not this. This was inpossible. "By
the blind eyes of Aleal What are you thinking of? The Great House has sent ne
here to make sure Terror is destroyed, not saved. The arbiters are sitting
here for that purpose. It is all over."

"Not at all, my boy, not at all. You disappoint nme. You are seeing events only
interms of black and white. A binary response unworthy of an illustrious don
So let us consider the matter. Terror is under a show cause order, which neans
that the planet has this one |ast chance to show cause why it should not be
destroyed. In fact, you are here for the purpose of opposing any such plea, in
the renote event it is nade. Right?"

"Quite right," said Andrek. He | aughed in sputtering unbelief. "So now, you
think I can save Terror sinmply by reversing the position of the Home Gal axy?"
"If done persuasively—-yes. Especially considering the circunstances."

"What circunstances,"” said Andrek suspiciously.

lowe lifted his gloved hands vaguely. "Ch, you know. These condemmati on
proceedi ngs are boring, routine . . . The arbiters want to get it over with
and get hone. Some of them have probably already gone.™

Probably to beat the quake, thought Andrek. He said: "If | reversed position
on a case like this, | could never return to Goris-Kard. In fact, | wouldn't
be safe anywhere in the Hone Galaxy. |I'd be a hunted nan the rest of ny life."
"You already are."

They | ooked at each other. Unhappily, lowe was quite correct. Nothing that he
did here in the case of the Twel ve CGal axies vs. Terror woul d have the
slightest effect on his death sentence. He could condemm Terror; he could
attenpt to save Terror; he could ignore Terror. It would be all the sane:
Qoeron would still search himout and kill him

Andrek lifted his shoulders wearily. "You're right, of course. | can't go
back. I amhunted. And | don't even know why. Curious* isn't it? As far as the



arbiters are aware, I'ma fully accredited representative of the Honme Gal axy;

yet, personally, |I'munder a worse interdiction than Terror."
"Then you'll do it?"
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"Not so fast. You haven't explained why you want Terror saved."

"I can't tell you everything, not just yet. But | can say this: it is needful
that Terror go into the Deep."

"And how wi Il saving Terror put her into the Deep?"

"It won't. At any rate, not directly. But at least it would hold her here at
the Node until the quake comes. And eventually a quake nust cone. If Terror is
still here, the quake will crack her into the Deep. It's just a question of
wai ting."

Now they were finally getting sonewhere. He felt he had the pilgrim

of f - bal ance. Andrek bored in. "The thing that you have very carefully not
explained," he said, "is why it is needful that Terror go into the Deep."
"True. | haven't explained that. But if you take the case—and save the pl anet,
then 1'Il tell you."

Shoul d he settle for this? Perhaps he'd have to. He should know by now he
couldn't force lowe to talk when lowe didn't want to talk. Still, he had
caught a glinpse of a fantastic cosmic schene. Terror in the Deep! If it were
madness, it was a breathtaki ng madness, and he wanted to know nmore about it.
He tenporized. "Even if | were successful, the reprieve would be only
tenmporary. The Great House woul d di scover the 'error' and ask for a rehearing.
And they'd get it"

"That woul d take weeks. By then, Terror will be in the Deep."

Andrek stared in hard surmse at the other. lowe was quite right. Al that was
necessary was to have the planet waiting here when the quake struck. For this,
a week's delay in the proceedings woul d be just as effective as a conplete and
final reprieve. But now he felt his bargaining position was strengthened. He
would try once nore. He said, "This gets us back to my original question. Wen
i s the quake due?"

But | owe was not to be swayed.

"Not right away. Plenty of time to save Terror. In fact, that may be a factor
operating in our favor. The arbiters may consider that |eaving Terror to the
guake is about the same as destroying her by expl osives."

The visor buzzed. It was the arbiters' clerk. "Don Andrek, are you com ng?"
"Thank you, right away," He arose slowy and picked up the Terror dossier
"Well?" said lowe, rising with him

"I haven't decided. Even if | agreed, what argunents would | have? We have
only a few mnutes—+'d need weeks, perhaps even nonths, to prepare a conpetent
presentation.” Even with
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Poroth on the board, he knew he coul d expect nothing. The nost he m ght expect
fromPoroth was that the great jurist would not |ean over backward to avoid
deciding in favor of an ex-pupil.

"I don't think so. | believe you have sufficient elasticity of intellect to
reverse yourself and present a well-organi zed anal ysis of the opposition, al
in a mtter of mnutes. To be a good advocate you have to have this facility;
you have to know the case for the opposition as well as your own. | think you
are a very good advocate."

"Let us get one thing straight." Andrek spoke slowy, carefully. "Are you
telling me that you selected nme just to do this for you? That you got ne out
of trouble, that time in Huntyr's office, and then on the ship, just so

could be here and take this case for you?"

"You mght say that," adnmitted | owe.

H s eyes met Andrek's wi thout wavering. The advocate knew that | owe now spoke
the truth. He had been brought here for the sol e purpose of saving Terror, so
that Terror nmight go into the Deep. The whole thing, fromstart to finish, was
insanity on a scale so vast that it nmade his flesh creep. And he had a

si ckening conviction that he had nerely scratched the surface, that there was



nore to cone. Much, much nore. HO found hinself toying with the idea of
running fromthe room up the corridor, and back out to Xerol. But that would
surpass even lowe's lunacy. He had to keep calm get a grip on hinself.
Sonehow, there had to be a way out. Meanwhile, he would have to hunor his

wei rd conpani on.

He put his hand on the chanmber portal. "I suppose,” he said quietly, "that
there's a great deal nore, and that you'll give nme the whole story
eventual | y?" (After it's too late to do anything about it, he added to

hi nsel f.)

"Yes, dear boy, as you have guessed, there is nore. So, in the Terror matter
how wi Il you pl ead?"

"Come al ong," said Andrek noncomm ttally.
| owe followed himneekly out of the roomand up the corridor to the arbiters
chanbers.
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9. JUDGMENT: LI FE
Pl anet, planet, flamng hell, (Was't Alea, or Ritornel?) Wat titanic hand of

fate Drew thee to the waiting quake?

And in the Deep's eternal night, Wat strange chance, or what design, (O what
monurrent al mind?) Shall set thee once again aright?

—Ri nmor, Quatrains.

As they entered the roomthe clerk greeted themin a whi sper and checked off
Andrek's nane on the roster. They were barely in tine.

"Renenber," hissed | owe, "save Terror!"

"Be quiet!" whispered Andrek. Hi s nmind was churning. He had not the faintest

i dea what he would do. He felt infected by | owe's nadness. Not hi ng made any
sense. H s chest was heaving, his pulse was wild. Hs mouth was |ike |eather
and he was very thirsty. At this noment he doubted his conpetence to petition
the court for a glass of water.

The robed arbiters had apparently just finished filing in and taking their
seats. Poroth was there, in the center chair, but was bent over, whispering to
a brother arbiter, whom Andrek recogni zed as Karbol of Androneda, and did not
i medi ately notice Andrek. The sight of this good man was a sharp nostal gic

bl ast: the snmell of ancient desks and new books . . . the sound of young
voices . . . wind in the courtyard trees . . . back when he had only one
concern, to find Orere, and no one was trying to kill him Andrek gave a

hurried glance at the other arbiters. There were three ot her hom nids, whom he
identified fromdescriptions and biographies in his files as Tel echrys of the
Greater Ellipse, Rokon of the Lesser Ellipse, and Lyph of the Blue Spiral
These, with Poroth and Kar bol
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were the hom nids, hard, cold, absolutely logical. And then the three
nonhom ni ds, Weeth, Michec, and Werebel, aloof, elegant, their scaled faces
and tentacled arnms drowned in alien clothing.

Al together, there were only eight. Four enpty great-chairs. As he realized
this, Andrek was suddenly back at his last recital, at the Acadeny before
Poroth's final practice court, and in this instant his petition crystallized,
exqui sitely ordered, perfect.

The clerk arose and began to chant. "Arise, all! Intergalactic Arbiters are
now i n session. Draw nigh and give your attention. Be seated.”

As he took his seat at counsel's table, Andrek |ooked about him |owe sat
behind him in the first row The roomwas practically enpty. He | ooked up
The clerk was reading fromthe docket.

"The sole case is Twelve Gal axies vs. the planet Terror." He sat down.

Chief Arbiter Poroth studied the file in front of him He spoke in slow,
careful Ingliz. "This is a post-conviction proceedi ngs, a routine show cause."
He | ooked about the room and now noticed Andrek for the first tinme. There was
a barely perceptible pause as he gave the advocate a friendly nod of
recognition. He then continued. "I shall sign the destruct order, entered by
this court by due proceedings previously had, and the crew will proceed



forthwith, unless anyone now present shall show cause as to why this should
not be done." He picked up the stylus. "Very well, then."

This, thought Andrek, is nadness. | amgoing to regret it the rest of nmy very
short life. How startled Poroth is going to bel The Chief Arbiter would
probably puzzle over this reversal for years. Andrek doubted that he would
ever see Poroth again to explain it to him or that Poroth would really
understand if he did. It was too bad. Sonehow, it would help if he could get
Poroth away, as he used to on the old Acadeny quadrangl e, and explain
everything, and get the advice of his old friend.

He arose. "My lords, | am James, Don Andrek, accredited advocate of the House
of the Delfieri, of the Fob/spiral Gal axy, sometines called the Honme Gal axy."
H s voice was, he thought, surprisingly strong and clear. Behind him he heard
lowe shifting restlessly.

The stylus .hung in nmidair. The Chief Arbiter nodded gravely. "The Court
recogni zes Don Andrek."

He was enthralled by a fine madness. How would it be nowif he told Poroth, in
dry legal terms, that in the past three days
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sundry attenpts had been nade to nurder him and that as a matter of

sel f-defense and sinple survival he had killed three men, all without the
slightest benefit or consent of duly constituted authority, and that he was
now a hunted crinminal. But no. The native goodness of his boyhood mentor m ght
break through the thick, cast of |aw and precedent, and Poroth m ght

i mpul sively attenpt to help Andrek, at great peril to hinself. The advocate
was bound to silence. He hoped that Poroth would not invite himto chanbers
after the hearing.

"My governnent," said Andrek slowy, "hereby withdraws its earlier
reconmendati on for destruction of the Planet Terror. Further, we now enter a
pl ea that the planet be preserved, and we nove that the Court so order." So
now it was done; he had accept ed—ay, enbraced—+owe's insanity. And for the
life of him he did not know why.

For a monment Poroth stared at him dunbfounded. Then there was a hurried
stirring at the bench as the arbiters | eaned forward.

And now he knew that the past was over, closed, irretrievable. At this nonent,
he was a stranger even to hinmself. An entire career had col |l apsed beneath him
and with it everything supporting and |l eading to that career, including the
Acadeny, and above all, Poroth. He should be feeling an i nmense sense of | oss.
But he was nunb, anesthetized. O the things he should be feeling, he felt
not hi ng, save only the distant ring of voices hi vanished cl assroons, and the
snel |l of smoke frompiles of |eaves burning in the Academny courtyard. Whatever
el se you may think of me, Dean Poroth, when you return to Goris-Kard and | earn
everything, at least think back on this nmonent, with a neasure of pride, and
know t hat you taught me well.

Hail, old friend! And farewel|l! Andrek knew he woul d never see himagain. One
by one, all the doors of his past had closed. This was the last, and the best.
And he himself had closed it, and locked it, and thrown away the key.
Sonmewhere in all of this there was divinity: for only the gods could have
concei ved an irony so subline.

The clerk and recorder, he noted, had turned and were staring at him

"WIl the Court instruct the Recorder to enter the w thdrawal of the origina
pl ea, together with nmy notion as stated,"” he continued snmoothly, "so that this
Honor abl e Court may duly consider the sane."

"So ordered,"” runbled the Chief Arbiter. But he was plainly puzzled. "Don
Andrek, this turn of events is indeed a surprise.
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| think you must appreciate that it is highly irregular for the party
conplainant to withdraw the plea in a case such as this, and that the
irregularity is further conpounded when the don accredited for the plaintiff
appears here as advocate for the defendant”

"Granted, ny lord," said Andrek. He smled crookedly. "Yet, |I have it on the



hi ghest authority that no turn of events should surprise a truly skilled
advocate, nor—+ would assune—a truly great judge; and certainly not the eight
here sitting as the supreme judicial body of the Twelve Gal axies. In any
event, the irregularity, if such there be, will be somewhat mtigated if the
Court decides to grant ny notion—as | amsure will be the case.”

Weeth spoke up in a thin reedy whistle. "Don Andrek, do you realize that you
are now proposing to save fromdestruction a planet that stands proven guilty
of starting a nuclear war over a hundred years ago—a war that destroyed every
living thing in nearly one-third of your own gal axy—and whi ch was duly
condemmed for destruction by the Intergal actic Convention for the Control of
Var ?"

"I so understand, your Honor. May | plead ny notion?"

" Approach the bench, Don Andrek."

The advocate left his seat and wal ked up to the rostrum

"Now, M. Andrek," said Poroth, "since we nust adjourn within the hour, we
will ask that you be brief." Something like a smle flickered around the edges
of his nout h.

"I do not propose to waste the Court's tinme," said Andrek. "On the other hand,
I do not propose to omit any points vital to a proper disposition of ny
notion. "

"Proceed." Poroth | eaned back in his chair.

"My petition is founded on three prem ses," said Andrek coolly. "First:
procedural ly, this honorable Court, as it now sits, is without jurisdiction
Second: substantively, on the merits, Terror ought not to be destroyed. Third:
| plea for a thirty-day continuance. 1 will explain each basis in detail."
Poroth had now settled thoughtfully back into his great cushioned chair, and
was tapping his fingertips together, exactly as he used to, years ago at the
Acadeny, when he was listening to an A-plus brief. Except that now the great
man's mouth twitched intermttently. "Continue," he rurnured.

"The Court," said Andrek, "has no jurisdiction because the Court now sitting
does not constitute a quorum The Articles of the Intergalactic Arbitration
Convention require three-fourths of the Court be present in disputed matters
affecting a planet. The matter is certainly in dispute, yet there are only
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ei ght menmbers of the Court present. Nine are required.”

"It is true that four of our brothers have already left," said Poroth. "Under
the circunstances, | had to give ny consent." He smiled faintly. "Anything
further?"

"Yes, your Honor. My motion is further based on the prop-

osition that no witnesses are present who can testify, of their

own know edge, that the planet under interdiction is in fact

Terror. It is basic procedure that the accused is entitled to be

confronted by his accusers.”

"What!" burst out Rokon. "Do you deny the planet is Terror?"

"I neither confirmnor deny, your Honor." Andrek's voice was chill, correct.
"I merely point out that nowhere in the record is the requisite identification
of the accused planet. For all this Court can know, Terror is presently
orbiting its own sun."

"You well know there are no witnesses," grumnmbled Rokon. "But how could you
conplain of that? If perchance it be not Terror that we destroy, then your
client is saved. Such m stake would place Terror forever beyond the
jurisdiction of this court, by reason of double jeopardy,"

"Certainly, your Honor," said Andrek blandly. "As to that, | speak not so nuch
for my client, but rather as am cus curias, a friend of the Court. | nmerely
urge the Court that the matter of identification be beyond dispute, to avoid
any future enbarrassment to the Court."

"And the point of disputed identification is now, of course, on record," said
Weeth. His strange features relaxed into sonething that | ooked oddly like a
smle. "Proceed, Counselor, to the nerits of your case."

"Thank you, your Honor. At the outset, so as not to burden the record, | will



concede a nunber of points. As its nane inplies, Terror was a planet that
generated fear . . . hatred . . . loathing. The Court may take judicial notice
of the fact that the greed of its people was inexhaustible. During the forty
centuries of its interstellar and inter galactic culture, its trading,
colonizing, and mlitary ships went everywhere—and seized everything they
could carry away. By a certain viewpoint, they ravaged a goodly part of the
Home Gal axy. Words to describe these people spring easily to the tongue. They
were bullys, cheats; they were treacherous and corrupt. They were degenerates,
abom nabl e wetches. They were cruel, obscene, and cowards. Looking back on
this vani shed race, we see themnow as utterly evil."

He paused sonmberly. "And cane the revolt, the Horror

145
They lost the great nuke war . . . everything they had ... all their far-flung
colonies,. . . and finally their own planet. Not a living thing there

survived. And this is how we renenber them"

Andrek | ooked at the intent faces |eaning down at him "But | can assure the
Court, they did not think of themselves in this way. They did not call their
pl anet by our name. No, not Terror.' That is history's oversinplifying
corruption of the real name, which is, as you probably know, 'Terra.' It meant
"The Land.' And to themthat |and was |oveliness incarnate. They fought anmong
t hensel ves for it, on the land, and on their seas, and they fought to the
death. The names of their battles have come down to us ... Thernopylae ... The
Alanp ... Tobruk ... Juneau. But so much for their origins. W turn now to
their early years in space.

"Wthin a century of their discovery of the nuclear drive, they had pl anted
colonies on the planets of Centauri and Procyon. And they came singing. In
anot her three hundred years, they had devel oped the overdrive, and they
penetrated the heart of their—and ny—gal axy. They col oni zed ny home pl anet of

Coris-Kard. | amone of their distant descendants. For another thousand years,
they spread their marvel ous science, literature, nusic, art, laws, and
architecture throughout our Home Gal axy. And still the Horror |ay ahead. But

it was coming, for it was inevitable. Terra's colonies becane rich, powerful,
opul ent. They made contact with the Mgellanic d ouds, then with Androneda.
They grew restive under the yoke of the Mdther Planet. There were ninor

revol ts—+uthl essly suppressed by Terra. And then cane the alliances, the
regroupi ngs. And then the Horror broke. W all know this history. What we seem
to forget is that nost of us in this roomtrace our ancestry, by varied

mut ati ons, back to Terra, and the intergalactic Ingliz we now speak is but a
variant of that ancient nother tongue. W exist here today—n this very
room-because Terra existed, and her sons, sitting as this court, must now
deci de whet her she shall finally cease to exist."

Andrek stood silent a nonent. It was tinme to conme to an end. He could go on
forever, but that would sinmply annoy the arbiters. He would have to put

toget her a sharp, pithy sunmary.

"What, then, is our Terran heritage? W cannot begin to count it. W grant
much is nenorable evil. Yet, if it is beyond forgetting, it is because it
cannot be separated fromthe good. For Terra has handed down to us a mxture
of good and evil,
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of rapine and |laughter, of beauty and tears: the passions that distinguish us
fromthe beasts. And her greatest heritage of all, and the one she nobst needs

at this hour, when there is none to defend her, is mercy."
"There seens to be one left to defend her," observed Poroth. H's voice was

reserved, dry, but his eyes were twi nkling. He |ooked at his chrono. "I trust
that conmpl etes your summati on, Don Andrek. OmM ng to the |ateness of the hour
my brothers and I will now confer and give you a bench decision.”

Andr ek bowed and returned to his seat. He twi sted around and | ooked at | owe
curiously. The pilgrimseened lost in thought, hardly aware the presentation
was over. Andrek sighed and stuffed his papers back into his briefcase. He

still wondered why he had undertaken the defense. The | ast hope of returning



to any planet in the Home Gal axy was now certainly gone. In fact, sanctuary
woul d probably be denied himin nost of the other el even gal axi es. \What was
left to himnow? He did not know. Perhaps he could take the robe of Alea or
Ritornel and hide away in a renote nonastery. Yet, in a way, he was glad he
had done it. For he had, in this action, for the first and only time in his
life, evaded the cynical paradox of advocacy: the undertaking to danage or
destroy persons who are strangers for the benefit of other strangers, while
yet standing ready to turn on an erstwhile client, rending himfor the pay of
still another stranger. This paradox, too, he nused, is part of ny Terran
herit age.

He started. Chief Arbiter Poroth was addressing him He arose and approached

t he bench.

The Chief Arbiter cleared his throat. "The Recorder will enter the follow ng
bench ruling on the notion offered by Don Andrek on behal f of the party
Terror, in the case of the Twel ve Gal axies vs. Terror, wherein the Court is
petitioned to order the preservation of the planet defendant: The petition is
deni ed. "

Andrek's face fell. He had done his best, for his profession, and for |ovve,
and he had lost. Yet, after all, aside fromlowe's insane schenme, why should
it matter? The planet was dead. No one would ever want to live on it again, in
or out of the Deep.

He suddenly realized the Chief Arbiter was not through

"This Court," continued Poroth, "is convened by and under the joint authority
of the Twelve Galaxies. W are sworn to keep the peace, and to< punish those
who woul d arouse ennity, internally or externally. In the ancient traditions
of each of the Twelve Gal axi es runs a prophecy of the ' Orega' —t+he fi nal
ultimate destruction of everything. Terror brought us very
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close to this, and we should never forget it. Under our |laws, we are required
to destroy planets found guilty of initiating nuclear warfare. The record has
clearly established that the defendant Terror is such a planet. In fact, at
this moment, the destruct crew is awaiting our order to detonate nassive
charges already placed in the planet core that will literally atom ze it. Yet,
doubt has been suggested as to two vital points, to wit, whether we have a
quorum and al so whether the planet in question is actually Terror. It is in
our discretion to resolve these doubts either way—for destruction, or against.
But we will do neither. W do, however, suspend and stay these proceedings,

i ncluding any action in respect of the defendant planet, for a period of
thirty days, at which time this court shall reconvene and further consider the
matter—f the case is then still before us. So ordered.”

The arbiters arose slowy, and the clerk began to chant. "All rise, all rise.
Thi s honorabl e Court stands adjourned."

Andr ek wal ked back to I owe. Through the thick brown bristles of his beard, the
pilgrimseened to be smling.

"Does that satisfy you?" asked Andrek bluntly.

"Yes, of course, dear boy. Ritornel has spoken!"

"Then, ny friend, you can start explaining . . . everything."

"And soll will, as soon as we get back to the seisnographic room"

Andrek merely shrugged. He did not believe it. Nor did he care very nuch
anynore. Furthernore, at the first opportune nonent he planned to part conpany
with | owe.

148

8. ANTI MATTER FOR RI TORNEL

When they got back to the seisnographic room |owe stole a | ook at the great
cl ock overhead, and then, as though to forestall Andrek, pointed to the
chairs, and sat down. "Shall we start with Amatar?" he asked.

Andrek started. "Amatar?" If lowe were really going to tal k about Amatar, he
woul d stay awhile. He took a chair and | eaned forward. "Yes. | want very nuch
to hear about Anmatar."

"You know about Oheron's near-fatal injuries, when his ship was caught in the



| ast quake here, eighteen years ago."

"Huntyr was telling us."

"Regardl ess of his notives, Huntyr spoke truly." |ows watched Andrek through
narrowed eyes. "And he nmentioned «—+he Master Surgeon.™

"Yes. The man who destroyed mny brother."

"And the one who created Amatar."

"Create— Andrek gripped the arns of his chair. "What are you saying!"

"You have heard of the practice of parthenogenesis, whereby a single honinid
cell is taken fromthe living body, then developed first into a blastula,
which is just a mcroscopic bubble with a single cavity, then a fully

organi zed gastrula, then finally, after sone nonths, a recognizable hom nid
fetus?"

"I have heard of it. It was used after the Horror, |ong ago, when so nany
nonst er nutations endangered natural propagation. Today it's just a nedica
curiosity."

"Quite so. But not entirely obsolete. In fact, eighteen years ago, when Qberon
lay dying in the hospital wing of the G eat House, his uncle, the old Regent,
called the Master Surgeon and told himto start the necessary tissue cultures.
They hoped that one woul d succeed, to make an infant Oberon, and preserve the

Delfieri line. So the Master Surgeon made the cultures, dozens of them al
fromliving fragments of costal bone that he was still picking out of Cberon's
chest. Bone fragnents
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made the best tissue cultures, since bone marrow is the best source of blood
cells, erythrocytes, lelikocytes, and thronbocytes."

"But Oberon did not die," interposed Andrek

"No. Qveron did not die. By then, the Master Surgeon had conpl eted that tour
de force known as Rinor."

"Onere," said Andrek tonel essly.

"Yes, in a manner of speaking, Orere, your brother. And listening to QOrere,
Qoeron decided to live."

"So the cultures were thrown out."

"It wasn't that sinple. Wien the Master Surgeon reported to the Regent that
hi s nephew would live, the old man instructed the Master Surgeon to destroy
the cultures, to avoid problens in the Delfieri succession. But Cberon had
other plans. Qut of a sense of perversity and boredom and a desire to

i nconveni ence the Master Surgeon, this arrogant youth had comuanded that the
vats be noved into bis room And there the cultures died, one by one, unti
only two were left. And so it WAs Oberon hinself who first noticed, during the
ensui ng weeks, the strangeness of these last two growths. For neither was
quite what it should have been. In particular, Oberon demanded tests for the
second of these. Only then did he discover the inmpossibility."

"Di scover what?" dermanded Andrek

"The inpossibility."

Andrek gritted his teeth. He knew by now he could not accelerate |ovve's

i nformative process. "Go ahead."

"OfF course. But progress involves a slight detour. Let ne digress a nmonment."
"By all neans."

"Now don't pout, nmy boy. |I'mexplaining this as fast as | can."

Andr ek groaned i naudi bly.

"Sex," continued lowe, "is determ ned by the cell chronmosones. If the cel
contains an x chronosone and a y chronosone, the cell is nmale; cel
reproduction—nitosis—will give only nore nmale cells. If the cell contains only
x chronosones, it will be female, and mtosis will give only female cells. The

costal bone cells were all male. Subsequent sanpling proved that. Yet, mtosis
gave only cells containing two x chromobsones: in a word, all fenale cells. The
callus growing in the second vat was a fermale fetus."

Andrek did not understand inmediately. For one |ong nonent he could only stare
at the pilgrimin unconprehendi ng wonder. And then sonething seemed to expl ode
inside his
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head. His lips formed a single word: "Amatar!"

"Yes," said lowe. "Amatar, the Mtherless One."

The advocate was stunned. It was not possible to grasp this. He |oved Amatar
He hated Oberon. Oberon would kill him Amatar had saved his life. They were
as different as night and day, as black and white; and yet they were the sane.
Amat ar was Oberon.

| owe watched quizzically the conflicting enotions at play on the advocate's

pal e features. Finally Andrek | ooked up at him "I think | understand, now
And the other culture was—Kedrys?"
"Yes."

"How is it expl ai ned?"

"The mutati ons were probably caused by radiation. There was consi derabl e
cosmic radiation still bathing Goris-Kard fromthe recent space quake.

Saf eguards had been taken, of course. Wien the cultures were started, our side
of the planet faced away fromthe direction of the Node, and the culture room
was encased in a nmeter of lead. And finally, of course, each culture was
started and kept in a lead-lined flask. And yet it is known that two bursts of
cosmi c radiation passed entirely through the body of the planet, a neter of
lead, and finally into the two respective cultures, and precisely hi the right
gene, and at the right nolecular area in the DNA. No other rays entered the
chanmber: just these two. A millimcron one way or the other, and there would
be no Amatar and no Kedrys. Wth Kedrys the problemis even nore difficult.
There has to be practically a gamma shower to nodify the genes sufficiently to
unite avian, hom nid, and equine characteristics. Is this chance? In the fina
pl ot, does Alea conspire with Ritornel, and is the greatest design hel pl ess

wi t hout luck? I do not know. One might argue that such chance is
ultra-astronomcal, that this is too nuch even for the goddess."

These phil osophi cal neanderings were wasted on the advocate. He rather
suspected that the pilgrimwas trying to take flight fromthe single issue
remai ni ng. He woul d not be diverted.

"l owe," he said quietly. "Wy are you?"

| owe shrugged his shoul ders. "You may now rightly ask, and | nust answer," he
said sinmply. "And since | have nearly conpleted nmy pilgrimge, and will soon
be dead, you know that | speak the truth. The ancient Terran jurists had a
word for this."

"Deat hbed confession,” said Andrek. "It has a presunption of veracity. So
let's assune, for the purpose of argunent, that
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you are finally going to tell ne the truth. WII it be the whole truth?"

"Il try," promsed the pilgrim

Andrek snorted. "Wether you actually do or don't, at least it should be
entertaining just to watch you try. So, go ahead."

"And so | shall, ny dear boy. And | shall begin with the beginning, which is
to say, nyself. My origins are best understood when viewed in perspective
agai nst yours. Your great Hone Gal axy is a polyspiral, which nmeans of course
that it is mature, since nmany billions of years are required to condense into
the di sk shape and to fling out the bal ancing spiral arns. The stars,
consequently, are nearly all second-generation."

"Second- generation?" queried Andrek

"Yes. They are condensed from cl ouds of hydrogen and cosnic dust contai ning
all the known el ements. Such dust is the product of ancient stellar

expl osions. Let me explain this in steps, so you can understand the vast gulf
that separates our two cultures.”

"Pl ease do," said Andrek. At least this cleared up one point: |owe was not
hom ni d; he was not even a native of the Honme Gal axy. Andrek had rat her
suspected as mnuch

| owe continued. "A galaxy is born as the titanic anorphous masses of hydrogen
at the Node condense slowy into stars. These first stars will all be red

gi ants. Tremendous heat and pressures devel op, and the hydrogen is fused to



helium O her nucl ear reactions take place to make carbon, neon, oxygen .

In fact, all the elements up to and including iron are formed in this first
stage, within the body of the red giants. Elenments higher than iron cannot be
formed in this way, since this method of elenent formation requires the

rel ease of energy, and el enents higher than iron cannot rel ease energy in this
way. So now, when all the fuel is used up, the red gi ant expl odes—a super nova.
The elements it has created are blown into space. The expl osi on harns not hi ng,
because the red giants do not have planets. And actually, the explosion is
beneficial, since the dispersed matter can now mx w th nore hydrogen, and
finally again condense, not only into suns, but also into planets. The sun
will this time enter a new stage of element formation. It will again convert
hydrogen into helium but nowit will do it differently, nore economcally.
Since it now has plenty of carbon (and in fact, all the elements up through
and including iron), it produces heat and energy by the carbon cycle. The
carbon cycle is curious in that it makes copious quantities of protons. These

protons strike the nuclei of the atonms in this new sun, until, by a process of
si mpl e nucl ear addition, all
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of the ninety-two stable elenents are made. \When that sun eventual |y consunes
all its nuclear fuel, and finally explodes, it will, of course, offer a

conpl ete system of elenments to that sector of the galaxy. By then, the gal axy
will be fairly mature; it will be a spiral, like your Hone Gal axy. But that's

another story. It's really that planet that | want to tal k about, the one
condensed fromthe dust of the red giant's explosion. That planet is really
quite a primtive thing. I know | was born there. Qur periodic table stopped
wi th el enent nunber twenty-six: iron. You may think that this neant we had at

| east a well-devel oped ferrous nmetallurgy, with hearths, reducing ovens,
foundrys, rolling mlls, and the end products, such as machi nes made of steel
steel manufactures, steel architecture. But |I tell you we had none of this.
When the Terrans canme, there was only one piece of nmetallic iron on the face
of the whol e planet—and that was a snall neteorite in a museum Yet, it could
not have been ot herw se.

"Consider history in a secondary planet—ene |like Terra, that starts its
history with all the ninety-two elements. It first goes through a Stone Age.
(As did we.) Then it discovers copper, and next that excellent copper-tin

all oy, bronze. So it then enters into a Bronze Age. But nore than this, it
enters into netallurgy. It acquires the skills hi netallurgy that it nust have
before it can have an Iron Age. So you see, having neither copper not tin, ny
peopl e could not have a Bronze Age, and if no Bronze Age, no Iron Age. And the
| ack of heavy metal s had ot her consequences. Wthout gold or silver for corns,
we had little trade or commerce. Again, our |lack of copper denied us the

el ectrical sciences. And since we had no urani um nuclear power was, of

course, unthinkable. And needless to say, we had no means of interplanetary
flight. W did not even have heavier-than-air machines."

The pilgrimstopped, and seened to stare through Andrek, and beyond, into
flickering scenes of his own far-distant planet and yout h.

"Go on!" said Andrek tensely. "You said the Terrans came. Did they col onize
your pl anet ?"

| owe shook his head. "Qur planet seemed desolate to them-Aot worth then-
attention, except as a refueling base. And our peculiar introverted specialty,
forced on us by sinple |l ack of other occupations, was not at first apparent to
the Terrans. Later, this happy skill took us as honored guests throughout the
Twel ve Gal axies."

"And what was this—skill?" asked Andrek.

"W were physicians and surgeons. The profession was 153

probably inevitable for us. For when a culture is denied technol ogy, it
becomes introspective. It turns inward. It occupies itself with its own body,
and with the responses of its body. Wat we had missed in the hardware
sciences we nore than nade up in the science of the nmind and body. And when we
were finally exposed to other cultures, our prime interest in bodies



continued, and was extended to the life fornms of our new neighbors. In this
manner, nost of us left our home planet, to market our one great skill. Yet,
we communi cated with each other, and we were a cohesive body. Sone of us had
strange adventures. Ah, the things | could tell you!"

By the Beard of the Founder, thought Andrek, | believe you could! He said, "I

under st and now why you belong to the latric Order of Ritornel." He fancied
lowe nearly smiled. "Continue, then," said Andrek curtly.
"When the Terran Wars broke out—the Horror—as you survivors so aptly call it,

| called my brothers to one |ast convention. It was clear to us then that
Terra nust eventually be destroyed, and probably a good part of the Hone

Gal axy with her. W decided what we nust do to give civilization another
chance, a return as it were. | suggested a sinple codeword for the operation
Ritornel."

"What ! "

"Yes, Ritornel. Does this astound you? | can see that it mght, for Ritorne
today bears little resenblance to my original concept. Yet, we were the
original mssionary physicians of Ritornel. \Werever we went, we carried the
Prophesy: a virgin, not of nother born, to renewlife, on a new world, and
thus to conplete the Ring. In the course of the centuries, | regret to say,

Ri tornel has changed drastically. Mracles, martyrs, and nyths can ruin a
perfectly good religion. Wien the supernatural flies in the wi ndow, |ogic
stunbl es out the door. Today | would not be admitted to any but the | owest
circles of the Tenple. And, of course, in sone of the chapters, | would not be
admitted at all."

"l ovve," said Andrek quietly, "please listen to me a nonent. You have referred
to participation in events that took place centuries ago, well before the
Horror. No—+tet nme finish . . . And just now you have, in effect, told ne that
you are the Founder of Ritornel. Now, listening to this objectively, won't you
grant that sone skepticismis justified?"

"James, my dear innocent, you need not believe a. word of what | have told

you. Nevertheless, | do hope ny sinple story has not conpletely exhausted your
credulity, for I have not finished."
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Was it possible? nused Andrek. Could he prove it was inpossible? And in any
case, what difference did it make? For the tinme being, he' d reserve judgnent.
"So you founded Ritornel," he said nonconmittally. "Then what?"

"We took counsel. Mdway in the course of the Horror, we decided what to do.
W woul d sel ect an opti mum speci men of the best culture known to us. This
speci men woul d actually consist of a male and feral e of the species, and we
woul d place this couple in suitable surroundi ngs, quite inaccessible, and
conpletely isolated fromall other life systems. There, in peace, a new race
woul d be propagated, and in tine would doninate the universe. In the

begi nning, there were many of us, seeking this new couple. But now my brothers
are dead. | amthe last. Truly, Ritornel is no longer Ritornel. But it doesn't
matter. My mission is done. The Ring of Ritornel will soon be conplete."

"And this preservation of the species, this is the true purpose of Ritornel?
This is the Ri ng?"

"The sane."

"But | still don't see the synbolism Ritornel neans 'return.' Wat are we
returning to?"

"We return to life. O rather, civilization, after nearly dying, shall return
preserved by and through the selected couple. You may liken it to an ancient
Terran oak forest. Every tree may die; yet, if but one acorn be saved, the
forest may yet again live. Or again, it is like the preservation of a
bacterial culture. If but one cell be preserved, the entire culture can return
to life, assuming, of course, that the proper nutrient nediumis avail able.

So, first of all, we needed the proper nediumw thin which our nale and fenal e
speci mens could preserve their species. This, of course, had to be a planet.
Qoviously, it should be a planet of a mature star systenmene containing al

the elements, not a primtive one, like mne. As the Horror progressed severa



candi dat es becane avail abl e. For several reasons, we selected Terra. The nain
argunent was that she was conpletely desolate, and was being hauled to the
Node to be destroyed. Qur planet had to be taken to the Node, for reasons that
you will soon see."

"I see one thing very clearly," said Andrek thoughtfully. "I see that you have
made an utter fool of me. | thought you were ny friend. Your only interest in
me was to nake that speech before the arbiters, to save Terra, so that Terra
could becone the planet of Ritornel."

lowe's leathery features twisted into a smle. "You are too nodest, Don
Andrek. My interest in you does not end with
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your famous speech to the arbiters, legal |andmark though it be. Ch, indeed
not . "

"All right," said Andrek. "Get on with it. |I've done your work for you. Here's
Terra at the Node—as far as possible fromcivilization. Is this what you neant
by preservation in isolation?"

"Not exactly. For that, we need one thing nore."

"The quake?"
"Yes. As | have already nmentioned to you, the quake will take Terra into the
Deep. "

"How about your couple," said Andrek. "Your male and fenal e specinens, the
ancestors of the new race? How do you sel ect then? And then how do you get
theminto the Deep?"

"Very perceptive questions, dear boy. First, let us address ourselves to the
rati onal e of selection. Suppose that you had the task of selecting this seed

spore . . . cell. . . this ancestral couple, to becone the progenitors of
the surviving race. There are hundreds of strong contenders—anging fromthe
wat er people that dominate the Hydraid Galaxy, to the chili-nous denizens of

the arid worlds of the Spereld suns. Al are intelligent, cultured, prolific,
techni cally advanced. And all —though they do not yet realize it-—-are dooned
by Orega. Wich one will be given the chance to try agai n?"

"No problemthere" said Andrek. "The selector owes a duty to his own race to
select it."

"Wong, my boy. It is quite natural for the votaries to reconstruct the gods
ant hroponor phically, in their own i mage. However, when the ''gods' create,

t hey should be nore imaginative."

"You talk in riddles, old one."

"Only because you are naive, uninformed, and difficult to instruct."

Andr ek | aughed. "Instruct ne."

"Listen, then, and be instructed. W of Ritornel decided very early that nmere
techni cal conpetence in our prospective couple was not enough. W | ooked for
other qualities—racial features that deserved inmmortality. And our search was
successful. We found the characteristics we sought: in the honmnid."

"What characteristics are you tal king about ?"

"Several. Do you realize that of the twelve basic cultures, only the honinid
dreans? That only the hominid sees visions, and nmourns, has a sense of
tragedy? That only the honminid believes firmy in things he cannot see? That
only the hominid sings for pure usel ess pleasure, and |laughs, and wites

poetry?"
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"Real |l y? That's quite curious. | had not thought about it."

"Well, then, | suggest you give it some thought. What is the hom nid, that
strangers shoul d prefer himabove all other life forns? He is cold and

| ogical: yet he laughs and sings. He is cruel, and he has the lust of the male
goat: yet he weeps and is acquainted with grief. You described himwell to the
arbiters. Verily, he is beyond knowi ng. Perhaps this hel ped our choice."

"Very well, then," said Andrek, "the Founder of Ritornel selects what is to
himan alien couple, two honminids, for deposit in the Deep. And right away
your scheme is doonmed to failure. For even if you were able to get Terra and
your male and fenale into the Deep, they woul d never come out again. They'd



all be lost forever. Nothing except space, has ever conme out of the Deep."
"You are wong." The pilgrimreached into his robes and drew out a pendant
Ritornellian ring, which he unfastened. "Catch," he said, tossing it to

Andr ek.

The advocate caught it and examned it, at first casually, then nore closely.
There was sonething very strange about it. For one thong, the Ritornellian
series, fromone to twelve, then back again to one, was inside the ring,
whereas in all rings he had ever seen before, the series was outside. Nor was
that all. He studied the digits carefully, turning the ring slowy in his
fingers. Al the nunmbers were backward. He | ooked up at |owe. "Wat are you
trying to tell ne?"

"It is antimatter," said the other calmy.
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7. "AMATAR . . . AND YQU, ANDREK"

Andrek gasped and let the ring fly fromhis hands. It ricocheted against a
wal |, then floated free, gleamng at him

"Don't worry," said lowe. "It has been passivated. And in any case, the

ursecta would not let it annihilate, here at the Node."

"But —+t must weigh a good twenty grans! There's not a Klein circlet in any of
the Twel ve Gal axies with power capable of converting an object that size to
antimatter!"”

"True. Not in any of the twelve. But there is one between the gal axies."

"You nmean here? At the Node?"

"Exactly. Into the Deep, and out again—a perfect Klein. Reverses polarity of
t he individual atonms, and of course turns everything inside-out and backward,
i ncl udi ng the nunbers.”

"The nunbers!" Andrek junped up and seized the ring again. "OF course! This
thing has been in the Deep! But why doesn't it annihilate on contact with ny
hand—er even with the nol ecul es of the air?"

"As | said, it has been passivated. It has a surface | ayer of neutrons that
al nost conpletely precludes contact with normal matter. The few nol ecul es that
do make contact are harmless. |'msure you know the theory. The addition of
neutrons pr& vents the approach of particles of opposite charge. The nunber of
neutrons to be added depends upon the structure of a given atom Calciumis
the highest 'stabile.' There you have twenty protons in the nucleus, and you
need only twenty neutrons to prevent the approach of the negative shel

el ectrons. For higher atom c nunbers you need proportionately nore neutrons.
For exanple, for bismuth, you need one hundred and twenty-six neutrons to
neutralize eighty-three protons in the nucleus. And thereafter, the addition
of neutrons doesn't conpletely stabilize, and the atonms are radioactive. And
that is why an antimatter body normally glows in the dark. It ionizes the air

about it, like a neon lanp. Qutside the Node, away fromthe ursecta, the ring
woul d have a bl ue glow "
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Andr ek | ooked over at |owe. He remenbered now t he curious inpression he had
experi enced on several past occasions . . . that encounter in Huntyr's office,

and later in the dimlit cabin in Xerol, when the pilgrims face had been
bathed in a pale blue glow. Andrek |ooked at the ring, then back again at

lowe. Hi s nouth slowy opened wi de. The hair began to stand up on the back of
bi s neck. "You— he gurgled. "The Deep—=2"

| owe nodded gravely. "I have been in the Deep. My body is antimatter."
Andrek's heart seenmed to dissolve within him It was inpossible, uninmaginable.
Yet it was true. And this neant everything |lowe had told himwas true. He felt
as though he were standing on the edge of a bottom ess chasm |eaning into the
bl ackness, and beginning to fall. He jerked up straight, and fought off a
feeling of dizziness.

"How can this be!" he cried.

"It was part of the plan of Ritornel," said |lowe. "W were weak, nearly

def ensel ess. To acconplish Ritornel, we needed i mense power, power that would
permt us to cope with the arned m ght of the Twel ve Gal axi es, and even nore



i mportant, power sufficient to transmt our sel ected hom nid speci nens from
normal space into the Deep. W were aware of the work on creation of
antimatter by sending a tiny anmount of netal down a Klein circuit, and we knew
that tremendous power coul d be devel oped at the normal matter/antimatter
interface. Qur theorists then deternined that the topol ogy of the Node

epi center at quake time was exactly identical to that of a Klein circuit. In
theory, at |least, any object at the epicenter will be sucked back into the
Deep by the quake. So far, so good. It's sinple to get a thing into the Deep
To get it Qut again is quite another matter. Cbviously, we needed a diplon, a
doubl e quake. The first part would put ne in the Deep, the second would bring
me out again, into normal space, as antimtter."

"And there you would annihilate,"” interposed Andrek. "Except, of course, you
very obviously didn't. Wiy didn't you?"

"My col | eagues prepared my body. There were certain surgical procedures,
necessary to adapt the dermal nerve endings, and to permt control of the
antimatter/normal matter interface.”

"According to history," said Andrek heavily, "the last diplon was over five
hundred years ago."

"Yes, that was the one. The Horror had just begun. | renenber every detail
The Node Station was not quite so |arge
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or el aborate then as now, but it was otherwi se the sane. They left it here, at
epi center, on automatic, to broadcast quake data. There was a chair in the

center of the seisnobgraphic room | sat init, waiting for the quake, the sane
as now. "

Andrek bent forward, fascinated. "What was the quake |ike, when it cane?"
"Rather a big jolt. The station sinply disintegrated. I'mstill amazed that |

wasn't killed. And then | was in the Deep."

"And what was it like, in the Deep?"

"For a man unskilled in the ways of patience, the Deep can be a torture. For a
very old creature, such as nyself, it was—endurable. Still, it would have been
better if I had had a conpanion. A person in the Deep is a disenbodied spirit.
He can touch nothing. There is nothing there to touch. Yet, he can imgi ne he
touches. He cannot hear or sense his own voice, because he has neither ears
nor throat nor voice."

"But even if soneone had acconpani ed you into the Deep, you would not have
been able to comunicate with him" observed Andrek

"W weren't sure. Qur studies showed that there very well night be a type of
rudi mentary tel epathic communication.”

"Then finally," said Andrek, "you energed fromthe Deep. And you were
antimatter, possessing fantastic powers?"

"Yes. Along tinme ago."

"And you still possess these powers?"
"Yes—and no. Because of the ursecta, there can be no nucl ear power of any type
at the Node. | have been powerless, ever since we entered the Node area."

"Your force field, back on Xerol —+that really emanated from your own body,
didn't it?"

"Yes. That was just an extension of ny antimatter/nornmal matter epiderma
juncture. It's good over a distance of several hundred yards. It permts
passage t hrough any adverse shield, too, | mght add, because the antimatter
field radiates in vibrations exactly perpendicular to nornal el ectromagnetic
radi ati on. You probably remenber this from Kedrys' l|ecture.”

"Yes, | renmenber. | also remenber that fairytale you gave ne about plugging
your force-field apparatus in to the wall current, back on Xerol."

lowe smiled. "I very nearly tripped up on that one, didn't 1? Fortunately, you
plugged it in just intine."

Andrek smled grimy. "No, | didn't. But no matter. And | gather then, back on
Xerol, when | first found you, you weren't really drugged?"

"Again, yes and no. | was paralyzed. No doubt of that Ex-
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cept for ny eye nuscles, ny nervous systemwas conpletely occupied in dealing
with the alien normal matter circulating in my bl oodstream It was
touch-and-go there for several hours. | was very nearly anni hilated. Your
antidote reacted with the drug to increase its vapor pressure, so that | could
finally void it through nmy lungs and derms. To be antimatter isn't to be

omi potent; far fromit."

"Can you be killed?" said Andrek curiously.

"Yes, but only if | amwlling to die. Wth a little care, there's no force
within the Twelve that can do ne any real harm Small amounts of nucl ear
energy | sinply convert to protons at ny dernmal surface. Energy |arge enough
to tear ny body apart | avoid by 'fading partway back into the Deep. But |
avoi d these foolish contests. The best defense is to hide what | am It avoids
all sorts of problens."”

"Suppose | had not been able to persuade the arbiters to stay the destruction
of Terra? \What woul d you have done?"

"Probably nothing, | am powerless here at the Node. It would nean that

Ritornel had failed. Five centuries of planning would have been wasted. Al ny
col | eagues are now dead. No one would be left to help me. But we need not
specul ate. Terra is here, ready to enter the Deep, when the quake cones."

"And now," said Andrek, "we come to the one renmining, vital question. Your
hom ni ds—ml e and fenal e. Have you sel ected them as individuals, | nmean?"

"OfF course, Don Andrek. Did you not know?"

"What do you nean?" stammered Andrek. "Whit?*

"Why Amatar, and you, of course,”
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6. PILGRIM AND SURGEON

No thing can freely enter here, nor |eave.

—Andrek, in the Deep

The bl ood began to | eave Andrek's face. "No!"

"Ch, yes! Wiy do you think we are here! Wiy do you think |I've been telling you
all this?" |lowe |ooked over at Andrek in real concern. "Don't you understand?
It's really quite sinple. You will go into the Deep, with the first quake of
the diplon. You will conme out again with the second quake, and you will then
be antimatter. As antimatter, you could not possibly marry Amatar. The only
solution is for you to use your new powers to take Amatar back with you into
the Deep, find Terra, and soneday enmerge to found a new race, a new universe."
"l owe," said Andrek, shaking his head slowy, "thanks for the honor. But no

thanks. | don't want to be the father of a newrace. |I'mnot the progenitive
type. Nor have | any interest in the preservation of civilization. Let
civilization take care of itself. And in particular, | have no interest in
going into the Deep. Fromyour very brief description, I"'mcertain | wouldn't
like it there. Get yourself another specinen."”

| owe studied Andrek for a long time before speaking. At |ast he said, "Is that
your final word?" There was sonething in his voice that was beyond sadness.
"Yes. I'mvery sorry, lowe, to have it end this way. Stay if you like, but I'm
getting out now, while I can."

"How wi | | you | eave?"

"There are three or four couriers waiting to take those arbiters home. W
probably woul dn't even have to stowaway. They'd have to take us as distress
cases."

"They are all gone. Al ships are gone. We are alone in the station."
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Andrek's eyes wi dened. "Inpossible!"™ "Call the desk."

"That woul dn't nean anything. You saw the clerk | eave." Andrek strode over to
t he door and opened it. There was no sound in the corridor. The nuted
background noi se of the station was gone. Absolute silence reigned. "Ch, no!"
he groaned. Leaving the door open, he clacked off down the corridor, across
the dimlit |obby, to the other side of the station, where the couriers had
docked on either side of Xerol. H's breath hung in frozen cl ouds around hi m
The heat had been turned off. And it was becomnmi ng harder to breathe. Probably



t he pressure system had been di sconnected, too. And now he saw t he | oading

pl atform where only hours before he and | owe had made their ill-fated
entrance to this cursed place.

Xerol was gone. He had expected that. He | ooked up and down the platform
wi I dly. There was nothing. The docks were enpty. All tubes were closed. There
was no notion anywhere. Hi s head jerked. There was a sound at one of the

| oadi ng tubes, so high-pitched as to be barely audi ble. Rather like a whistle,
he thought. He noved quickly up the loading ramp to the outer wall. There, he
| ocated the whistle. It was a tiny leak in the valve sealing the |oading tube,
and air rushing fromthe station into the vacuum of space was maki ng a hi ssing
sound. The station was bleeding to death. Hi s arns drooped. Slowy, he turned
and retracted his steps,

It nmade no sense. He could have got away, yet |owe had treacherously, cruelly,
di abolically detained himuntil all the ships had gone. The station would be
at the epicenter of the quake. Nothing in it could possibly escape. H s body,
dead or alive, nust soon enter the Deep

He opened the door to the seisnographic roomand stepped inside.

The pilgrimwas sitting where he had left him But now he was notionl ess,
statuesque. Andrek realized that | owe had now deliberately slipped into his
death trance. His life-nmssion had failed, and his pil gri mage was at an end.
Only—+t was not so. Andrek now knew that he was going into the Deep
willy-nilly, and then out again. And when he came out, he would

anni hi | ate—dnl ess certain vital surgery were done to his nervous system

He struck the pilgrimlightly on the cheek. "l owe, wake up!"

But the other continued to stare off into some unknown world, inmmobile,
unheari ng.

163

Andr ek sl apped hi m-hard.

| owe groaned, then turned his head slowy toward the advocate. But his eyes
were vacant, nearly dead.

Andrek felt along the sides of the seated figure. It was just as he suspect ed.
He began to struggle with the gray robe, and finally got it off over lowe's
head. Sone sort of corset was bound over the chest. Andrek unbuckles it
hastily and threw it aside. He sucked in his breath. Folded across |owe's
chest were three extra pairs of arns!

In order to merge inconspicuously into the bimnual society of the Home

Gal axy, the pilgrimhad bound up the six extra arms that would instantly
declare his arachnid origins.

As Andrek began to flex and massage the arnms, he exam ned them cl osely. The
whol e assenbl age was remarkabl e. The "el bow' and "wist" were bul bous joints
whi ch apparently gave a play of several conplete revolutions to the hands. And
such hands! Each held six fingers;, in opposing triplets. Andrek surnised that
this digital structure nmust have been very useful to | owe's spiderlike
ancestors for clanbering about their giant webs. In deft rapid notions he
stripped the gloves fromlovve's "normal" hands. As he had suspected, they
were simlarly contrived. And probably somewhere on | owe's body was a vestiga
spi nneret. Small wonder |owe had held such an exquisite rapport with Raq!

Andr ek suppressed a shiver and proceeded grimy with his task.

The pilgrimwas still weaving his web in the best tradition of his forebears,
but with inprovenents. Being invisible, it was deadlier. And it was a

par adoxi cal web: to save his own life, he, Andrek, the trapped insect, had to
awaken the spider.

H s attention was drawn again to | owe's hands. One finger on each was
beginning to glowin a rhythmc pattern, correspondi ng roughly (Andrek
guessed) to lowe's heartbeat. As the glow grew brighter, the pul sations

| evel ed out. lowe's hands had built-in illumnation

And then Andrek noticed that one of the fingers was changing shape. It was, in
fact, assum ng several shapes in succession. First, it grewout into a long
thin rod. Then the rod curled into a full loop, and finally the tip becane

bl adel i ke. Andrek touched the edge of the blade and instantly jerked his



finger away and stuck it in his nmouth. The knife edge was not only
m crotone-sharp: it was alive. It cut sinply by contact, w thout pressure or

notion. And evidently any part of it could be heated—er frozen—at will. This
woul d explain its use as a key to enter the seisnographic room In surgery it
wor ked by
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the light of its opposing finger, while (Andrek inagined) the other fingers of
t he sane hand held henmpstats, clanps, and sponges.

And there were eight of these remarkabl e hands! Small wonder that |owe,
physi ci an and surgeon, could pick any lock in the Twel ve Gal axi es!

He stood back and glared at the pilgrim Surgeon of Ritornel indeed! And what
are you now? Space cabbage!

There was a great deal to be done, and very little time. He had to awaken

| owe, and | owe nust then make certain subtle but basic changes in his,
Andrek's, body. If |owe had cone out of the Deep as antimatter, without being
anni hil ated, so could Andrek. The friar-surgeon knew how.

But | owe, apparently determined to bring his long pilgrimge to an end, could
not be aroused.

There was one last thing to try.

Andrek found | owe's medical kit and opened it with trenbling fingers. He
flipped back to the drug section. Quirinal. Here it is. He jabbed the syringe
needl e into the rubber stopper and filled the syringe. Two cc.

He cane over and shook | owe.

"Wha—=2"

Good! This was sone kind of contact. He spoke loudly. "Quirinal, |owe!"
"Quir— muttered the pilgrim

"Klein circlets,” said Andrek grimy. "Activate them the Klein circlets in
your body—ow, or you'll annihilate."

| owe bunked owlishly. "Klein—=2"

Andrek screamed at him "lowe! Concentrate! To your system this is
antimatter. If you're not careful, we're both dead. You'll have to convert it
to antimatter quirinal, drop by drop, as it enters your bloodstream Can you
do that?"

"Drop by drop."

"Concentrate, |lowe! Here it comes!"”

The pilgrimgasped as the needle jamed into his arm "Easy. Awake now.
Slowmy, slowmy. Al right, | have it under control. Alittle faster. Good.
Faster still. Stay with it So you've come to your senses. Good boy. Stay with
it. It's working rapidly, quite rapidly. Al the rest, now That's it."
Andrek's face was wet when he pulled the needle out He | ooked at | owe

qui zzical l y.

A change was coming over the pilgrim Hi s eight arnms, in opposing pairs, began
a strange rhythmc pattern, flexing, unflexing. The fingers were | ocking,

unl ocki ng, as though
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I ong strangers to each other. He now stared coldly at Andrek. "Strip."
Andrek's heart |eaped. "OfF course.”

lowe jerked his head toward the table. "Over there. 1'll have to stretch you
out."

"Are you going to use an anesthetic?"

"You might call it that. But don't bother nme with your silly questions.”
"Sony. "

"And don't be humble. You don't know enough to be hunmble. Ill explain as |
wor k. "

Andr ek exhal ed heavily, and was silent.

| owe said, "A man nmade of antimatter has two basic problenms. He nust avoid
contact with normal matter, and he rnust develop a vastly different metabolism
If he eats an appl e—er even breat hes—he annihilates. If his nervous systemis
not drastically nodified, he can be safe only while asphyxiating in free fal



in a vacuum So—what nust be done to hin? It would be fairly sinple if we
could passivate his entire skin-his avail able topol ogi cal surface, and | eave
it at that. But that would solve only part of the problem He would then be
too well protected against contact with normal matter. Sone contact is
necessary, because his new nmetabolismis going to' be powered by the energy
generated at the controlled juncture of his skin with the world of norma
matter. In his forner world of carbohydrates, proteins, and vitam ns, he could
sumup his netabolismrequirenments in terns of fifteen hundred to two thousand
calories a day. He still can—but now he converts mass, generally fromthe dead
cells of his epidernm s, into the same nunber of calories, by the ancient
energy/ mass equation. In a word, our antimatter man annihil ates, but he does
it slowmy, alnost inmperceptibly, a fewmllion atons at a tinme. He has, if he
so will, a half-life of several hundred thousand years."

Andr ek exhaled in slow wonder. "But howis this acconplished?"

"Surgery. To passivate the skin, we have to make the positron shells around
atonms of antimatter repel the negative electron shells that surround normal
atons. This in itself is not too difficult. It's the sane principle that keeps
the negative electron in stable orbits around the positive nucleus, in an atom
of normal matter, w thout spiraling inward and annihilating the nucl eus. And
what is it that keeps the electron fromspiraling i nward and comnbining with
the nucleus? Sinply the fact that it
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nmoves in acceptable orbits. It's the sane with the antimtter/norrmal nmatter
juncture. Any approaching nornmal atomis forced into an inert pattern, at the
will of the antimtter nan.

"It becomes tricky," continued | owe, "when we have to let a m nute nunber of
atonms react—fromtinme to time, and conpletely at the will and order of our
antimatter man—to provide his daily energy requirenents. This requires
accurate voluntary control of his dermal cells—wahich normally are involuntary.
The change has to be nmade in his nedulla, obviously before he becones
antimatter. And changes have to be nmade in the alveoli of his lungs. He wll
no | onger need air as a source of oxygen; yet, if he is to be able to

conmuni cate vocally in a normal -matter world, he will need to be able to draw
air of normal matter into antimtter |ungs and blow it back out again through
an antimatter voice box. Again, anatonical alteration is required.

"And now we cone to the final step. | have to go into your brain. In a word
nmy boy, you'll have to be conpletely rewired. It won't hurt—there are no pain
sensory endings in the brain, but after it's over, | want you to remain very

quiet. Gtherwi se you mght jar | oose sone of your new circuitry. And of

course, for all this, 111 have to put you to sleep."

Andrek started under the straps.

"No choice," said lowe, anticipating his question. "However, if this works at
all, you'll come out of it before the quake hits. And of course if the
operation is a failure, you will never knowit. So, relax!"

Andrek was perspiring profusely, and his thoughts were chaotic. There was one
| ast thing about |owe that he had al nost grasped, the nane that Huntyr had
been trying to pronounce as he died. But it kept eluding him possibly because

it was too horrible to accept. lowe was ... was..
At this noment he observed, with blank amazenent, that several of the
surgeon's fingers had apparently passed through his skull, as though it were

enpty space, and were busily involved deep in his cranium

And then he knew the final identity of |owe. These hands, which, by his

i nvitati on—nay, by his demand—were now in his own brain, were the very hands
that had created Amatar and Kedrys.

As he floated out into darkness, he knew. And it was beyond irony. These hands
had destroyed his brother

| owe was the Master Surgeon.
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5. AN APPROACHI NG EXPLCSI ON

The Deep is the Begi nning and the End, at once the -wonb and the coffin of



time and space, the wellspring of |life and death, the nother of nodes. 1 was
cast into the Deep fromthe die cup of Alea, and Ritornel is lost in the far
eons. | wait, and | think

—Andrek, in the Deep

He saw the cl ock, straight ahead. Gradually, it came into focus, and he
recognized it. It had a red hand, and a black hand. It was the quake clock, in
t he sei snmographi c room The bl ack hand was oddly close to the red hand. He was
becoming rapidly oriented. He was still on his back on | owe's inprovised
operating table. His head hurt. He put his fingertips gingerly to his
forehead, and felt bandages there.

At this sign of life, |owe stepped over. "How do you feel ?"

"I don't know," said Andrek thickly. "WAs the operation a success?"

"Yes, | think so."

Andrek studied the pilgrimnorosely. Should he denounce the Master Surgeon for
what he had done to Onere? Should he take his vengeance now, within the short
time remaini ng before the quake? He cl osed his eyes and breathed heavily. It
wasn't that sinple. This strange creature had given life, long ago, to Amatar
and, just now, to him And in any case the great overriding imensity of the
guake was about to exact its own vengeance.

He said: "Wen is the quake due? O is that still a secret?"

"No, there's no- reason for it tol be a secret anynore. It is due very soon
Wthin the hour."

Andrek was now al nost indifferent. "I imagine you' re right. But would you m nd
expl ai ni ng how you know?"

"By the frequency of the tenbl ors—the harbingers of the quake."

"But according to the instrunents, there hasn't been a tenblor in days,"
denurred Andrek
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lowe smiled. "OF course. Let ne explain. For hundreds of years the instrunents
have recorded each tenblor, as well as each quake. There is a tine, before a
guake, when the tenblors come faster and faster, and their vibrations higher
and higher. It's |like— He |ooked about the room "Here, |let ne show you."

| owe picked up a wooden lath and flexed it several tines. "This will do
nicely. Now, we need a stethoscope." He picked the instrument out of his

medi cal kit and handed it to Andrek. Andrek sat up on the table and inserted

t he stethoscope plugs in his ears.

| owe cane over to the table and bent the lath into a quarter circle. "Put the
st et hoscope bell here, at the center of the arc, and listen carefully. But

when | say 'stop,' renmove the bell instantly. Do you understand?"
Andr ek nodded.
"So." lowe continued to bend the lath. "Do you hear anything?"

"Cicks. Alot of them Faster. Going up the scale.™

| owe wat ched himcl osely, then suddenly was notionless. The lath was nearly a
semcircle. "And now?"

Andr ek | ooked at himblankly. "No sound. Nothing."

"Stop!"

Andrek jerked the stethoscope away.

The lath broke in half with a |oud crack

Andrek stared nutely at the other.

"Don't you see the anal ogy?" said |lowe gravely. "The lath | oses elasticity
just before the break. The conponent fibers disintegrate, slip, and slide. For
a brief interval there is no further audible evidence of stress. Then, at the
break area, the structure collapses altogether. It is the same with the quake.
The long silence is the prelude, the last thing before the great break."
Andrek sat down heavily. "And that was why everyone was in such a hurry to

| eave. They all knew the exact nonment, didn't they." It was not really a
guesti on.
"Yes."

"l suppose the period of silence is fairly precise, then," said Andrek
"To the minute," said lowe calmy. He |leaned forward. "If we nmight go on to



other matters, there is sonething which, until now, | have not been able to
di scuss with you. Your brother. You know now, of course, that | amthe Master

Sur geon. "

"I know," said Andrek bleakly. "And |I remenber where | first saw you. It was
when | was a boy. | cane to get Orere at a bar. The Wnged Kentaur. | net you
there. It was you, even
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t hough you wore a hood over your face. But | remenber the eyes, the blue
lights."

"Yes. It was only a couple of days later that Huntyr brought Orere into
surgery."

"And there you did an evil thing," said Andrek quietly. "I amvery glad you
are about to die."

| owe shrugged. "I have lived too long to be greatly concerned with good and
evil. These are concepts peculiar to the honminid ethos, and alien to ne. | had

known the sex of the blastula that becane Amatar al nmost fromthe first, even
bef ore the Regent demanded that QOrere be converted into Rinmor. If | had

refused the Regent, | would have been bani shed fromthe G eat House, and
woul d not have been able to follow the growh of the girl-fetus. And that was
unt hi nkable, for this was the Sign. | had waited for it for centuries. | had

to stay. But completely aside fromthis, |I think it mght be fairly argued
that | did a great service for your brother."

"How so?"

"From a conbi nati on of dissolute living and a |lung di sease, he was slowy
dying. | saved his life."

"By killing hin®"

"That depends on the definition of existence. Certain portions of his cerebrum
survive in the conputer. By his own view, he lives."

"But you did not get his consent. You did not give hima choice. He m ght have
preferred to die."

"True. He did want to die. But under the circunstances his w shes were
irrelevant."”

"Then it was nurder."

"Was it? He disappears as Orere; he reappears as R nor."

"No. The Orere that disappeared is not the Rinor that reappears. Were is
Orere's heart? Hs arnms? How can he snile? H's body is dead."

"He is not dead. He is imortal."

"He was slain by inmmortality.”

| ovve sighed. "You are so involved enotionally that you cannot reason. But

per haps your feelings reason for you. And perhaps, if | were homnid, | too
woul d feel one of your strange hom nid enotions. Wich one, |'mnot sure.
Regret, is that the one—2 No matter. | would like to point out a possibility
to you. What remmins of Onere can, | think, be saved, but the price is high
for the human ego is a nost fragile thing. Wuld you be willing to accept into
your own mnd that of another? Could either survive? At mininmum it would nmean
the I oss of your own identity as James Andrek, and this, of
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course, mght be inpossible for you or any other homnid. Yet | nention it."
Andr ek under st ood not hing of this.

| owe peered at him speculating. "You hom nids are sonetimes beyond
conprehensi on. At the nmoment, Don Andrek, you rail silently, helplessly,

agai nst your fate. And yet you are to serve as the doorway to the future. It
is | who have opened this future to you; yet, next to Oberon, it is | whom you
hate nost. Perhaps you can find sone small confort in this, that the instant |
die, you will be reborn.”

Andrek let his breath out slowy. What could he say? There was nothing to say.
"How | ong, now?" he asked softly.

"Very soon. In seconds. Watch the ceiling clock. When the red hand coi nci des
with the black ..."

Andrek flicked a glance upward at the tine-di sk and made a quick estimate.



About thirty seconds. It was curious. He had watched | owe setting that clock
foretelling this climx, now bare seconds away. |If he had only realized this
intinme, he could have escaped. But now he felt nothing, not even anger at
hinsel f for being a fool. He nurnured under his breath. "Orere, | amso
sorry." |lowe |ooked up. "You said . . . ?"

But Andrek could not have replied, even had he willed, for he sat on the edge
of the table in paralyzed awe, watching a | um nous blue circle form about the
head of the Founder of Ritornel

The hal o grew rapidly, and soon completely enveloped the pilgrim It throbbed
with a strange iridescence.

And t hus, thought Andrek, does the quake announce its comi ng, by the gift of
transfiguration to himwho has nmade the journey, and kept the faith, albeit,
only his own faith. (But what other kind is there?)

The devel opi ng quake was drawi ng away the ursecta. | owe was beconi ng nucl ear
agai n. -Orega had found the pilgrim

In one instant the deadly qui et suddenly deepened, and then in the next the
entire universe seenmed to explode within Andrek

He was sei zed, his body spread-eagled by the titanic enbrace of space-tine,
and instantly he was cracked like a whip. All this was done to himin the
briefest instant, am d a convul sive nonstrosity of noverment, but w thout pain.
And then it was over, and he was alone, floating in blackness. He could not
see his hands in front of his face, and when he attenpted to touch his cheeks
with his fingertips, he nmade
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no contact. Shaken, he tried to find his chest. It was futile. He clenched his
jaws in anxiety, only to realize he had no teeth, jaws, skeleton, or body. He
had no sensory reception whatever. He could not call out, because he had no
vocal chords.

He was a tiny speck of intellect floating aimessly in eternity, existing only
(he thought wildly) because he remenbered that he was once a human bei ng, once
ensconced in a responsive three-di nensional universe that had once

acknow edged hi s exi stence.

The tides of tine closed over him

He was adrift in the Deep
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4. | NTO THE MUSI C ROOM

It- is not possible to explain conmplete solitude. No one can know who has not
been in the Deep. Wiile | was there, several things finally becane clear. And
some did not. If ever | escaped fromthe Deep, nmy first concern would be
Orere. | did not know what to do about Amatar. |t was unthinkable to take her
back into this place of gl oomand nonexi stence. No, there would be no
Ritornel. It pleased ne a little to think that |ovve's great plan would be
thwarted. On the other hand, if | ever did energe fromthe Deep, | would be
antimatter, and | could never marry Amatar

Meanwhi |l e, the Deep had to be endured. In the beginning, it was not

unpl easant. To be the only thing in the universe is to be the universe. And to
be able to renenber everything, second by second, whenever one likes, can be
very gratifying. And so |I remenbered ny tenth birthday. My brother's poetry
premere in the Geat Theater of CGoris-Kard. My first day .at the Acadeny.
Poroth. An evening with Amatar. And then cones the terrible part. Wien | am
hal fway through, | renenber that it isn't the first time | have renenbered.
No, not the first. . . nor the second . . . nor the hundredth. And after the
menories, come the nmeanings, the synmbolism the variations. And when

renenber that these are repeating, the hallucinations begin.

But it had to go on. Because of the fear. Fear that if | ever stopped thinking
altogether, | could not begin again, and | would cease to exist. For what
woul d there be to start ne again? No one el se was there with ne. No stimulus
existed in that place, nothing to awaken nme, nothing to provide continuity,
saving only the remenbrance of my |ast thought. But this could not go on, not



this way. If this be eternity, yet let there be order init. So | repeated al
the nmenories of ny life. Every day of that life, every hour, and every nminute
. everything that | could renenber . . . right up (o (he quake. To each
conpl eted recollection of ny life, f gave a number. And when | renenbered ny
life all over
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again, | gave it the next higher nunber. And then the next higher. Again, and
again. In this way L repeated ny life to the nunber of eight hundred forty-six
t housand, nine hundred and four. And then | seened to renenber that 1 had done
all this before, and that once the nunber had exceeded one nillion before

had forgotten everything and begun again. And even as | was preparing to start
once nore, the

second quake of the diplon cane.

—Andrek, in the Deep

At the ninth hour of the fourth day after his departure fromthe G eat House,
Andr ek appeared within the rmusic room

The manner of his coming was never subsequently expl ained by the guard. No one
had seen himenter. No shield Iine was touched. No force was used. It was as

t hough he had sonehow materialized from nowhere.

Andrek's eyes swept the little auditorium The place was silent, enpty. As his
gaze cane back to the console, a voice came fromthe overhead speakers.

"Who's there?"

"Hell o, Orere. It's Jim4'm back."

There was a nonent of silence. Then the voice again, believing and
unbel i eving: "Ji mboy! You made it! They didn't kill you!"

The effect of this sinple question on Andrek was astoni shing, even to him He
had not heard his brother's voice in eighteen years, and not since boyhood had
he heard this termof affection fromhis brother. And now this greeting cane
froma near-inanimate thing of printed circuits and transistors, with just
enough bits and pieces of the original Ordrean cerebrumto cast doubt on the
identity of the whole assenbly. Wthout volition, a | ow angui shed noan arose
in Andrek's throat, a sound so despairing that it made his own hair stand on
end. He checked it off abruptly.

"Jam e? What did you say?" asked the console. *e Andrek got control of his
voice. "Yes, | nmade it. They tried to kill ne. But | got away."

"But Jamie, you can't stay here. If they find you, they'Il kill you on sight."
"I"'mgoing to stay."

"You' re—goi ng—+to stay?" The voi ce was hoarse, wonderi ng.

"Yes."

"Well, then, Jimboy . . . ?"
"Still here, Orere."
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"I can hardly hear you. Can you turn up the volunme a little?" The voice held a
hysteri cal edge.

"Of course. Which knob?"

"The bl ack one, |ower right, clockw se, about six turns."

Andrek's hand was on the knob, and turning, when an urgent voice burst from

t he doorway.

"Jim Stop! That's the oxygen line for the neural plasma! You'll kill him"
Andrek jerked, then hurriedly reversed the knob. "Thank you, Amatar."

The girl entered the room and wal ked toward Andrek. She then noticed the pale
bl ue radi ati on surroundi ng the man. Her eyes w dened, and she | ooked at him
guestioni ngly.

"No cl oser, Amatar," said Andrek gently. "W cannot touch-ny control is not
yet good enough. "

"Jimboy!" hissed the console. "You have to turn the knob! | want you to turn
it. It will kill me. | knowthat. | want it to kill me. You don't what it's
been |ike. Eighteen years. The brain of a man hi the body of a conmputer. Uter
hell. You still have time. Aflick of the wist. You are my own brother. You

have to do this for me! If | had knees, 1'd be on themin front of you now"



"Orere, no!" pl eaded Amatar

"Quickly, Jimboy! | hear guards com ng. The knob!"

There was the tranple of boots in the corridor. Two nen in uniformstopped in
t he doorway behi nd Amatar, who bl ocked the doorway. A full patrol, led by a
lieutenant, joined themw thin seconds. Looking through the doorway, he saw
Andrek. The officer's hand started toward his biem hol ster; but then he
changed his mnd. "Mstress Amatar," he called out, "the sergeant will escort
you back to your apartnent."

"No," said the girl flatly.

The young man sighed. "Very well." He pressed a little black plate at the side
of his throat and seenmed to talk into the air. "Captain Vorial ? Lieutenant
Clevin. Sir, the patrol is here with me, just outside the nusic room Janes
Andrek is inside. The Mstress Amatar is blocking entry. Sir? Yes, sir, it's
i npossible if you say so, sir. Nevertheless, it's either Don Andrek or his
twin. Yes, sir, | will hold."

"Jam e!" cried the console. "Wat's going on?"

"I don't really know, " said Andrek, "but | think the patrol officer has just
notified Security that | amhere. W should have all sorts of inportant
visitors within a few mnutes."

The consol e spoke incisively. "Then you can still make it. Turn the knob

Ji m boy. "
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Andrek did not nove. He continued to study the console in silence, as though
he were penetrating the ornate casing by supernatural vision and examni ning the
interior.

Suddenly, fromthe corridor there was the sound of nore voices and runni ng
feet.

Andr ek | ooked up. The patrol broke its circle, and Oberon stood at the

door way.

The Magi ster gave one hard | ook at Andrek; his body seened to jerk. He
hesitated a nmoment, then stepped into the room He was breathing heavily.
"Amatar," he said, "come with nme." He put a hand on her arm

The consol e shrieked. "It's CGberon! Jimboy, kill me ... kill me ... kill nel"
The room burst with wild animal cries that bounded in and out of insane

| aughter and horrid weeping. "You didn't do it! You noron! Idiot! Ass! Curse
you forever! You are no |longer nmy brother! | spit on you!" The voice died away
in a wacking wail.

Andrek's face convul sed nonmentarily in shuddering massive pain, and then was
i mobi | e.

oeron pulled the girl back through the doorway by brute force. H's head
snapped toward Lieutenant Clevin. The officer and two guards ran into the
room The nmen reached out to seize Andrek's arns.

The advocate's body tensed briefly at the contact, and the blue gl ow was seen
for an instant to spread forward and envel ope the bodi es of the two guards,
who t hen—vani shed.

The |ieutenant junped back, catlike, and drew his biem

"Don't shoot!" screaned Anmatar

"Kill him" cried Oberon.

A pale green pencil of light flicked out fromthe lieutenant's biem Andrek's
chest glowed red for a fraction of a second, but otherw se nothing happened.
The advocate wat ched the officer al nost curiously.

oeron barked: "He has sonme kind of body shield. No matter. The roomis now

i solated with our countershield. And the captain is bringing up heavy

equi pnent . "

The |ieutenant backed away from Andrek, then bunped into something at the
doorway. "Magister," he said urgently to Cberon, "lift the field and let ne
out."

"I cannot do that. Andrek m ght escape."

Andr ek | aughed. "Go ahead, Lieutenant. Here, I'Il hold your field open for

you.



The officer stared at the advocate, then tentatively thrust his armat the
doorway. It went through. He lost no tine junping into the corridor
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Qoberon was a brave nan, but he was not a fool. He started down the corridor
pul l'ing Amatar al ong behind him He was stopped by an unseen force; he knew
i mediately that he had run into some sort of mass field. But it was unlike
any he had ever known before—because it was noving, forcing himand Amatar
back to the doorway. Yet it seemed to have no effect on the guards.

Andr ek nodded to them both al nost apol ogetically as they were forced into the
room "The carrier matrix is selective, keyed to your individua

el ectr oencephal ograns. "

The Magi ster was pale. "Your electronic trickery cannot save you. You have
used violent force on my person. How can you possibly escape the
consequences?"

"Sire," said Andrek gravely, "you do not understand. No force on Coris-Kard,
save possibly Kedrys, can now hurt me. But even Kedrys knows that if | amto

be destroyed, it nmust be by annihilation, and that all of Goris-Kard will go
with ne. However, with you and Amatar hi the same roomwith me, | anticipate
no further attenpts on nmy life."

The consol e spoke. "Jamie . . . ?"

"Yes, Orere."

"What you just said . . . would you explain it?"

"OfF course. My whole body is antimatter. | can control the space-tune

juncture, where ny body contacts norrmal natter here. The consequences are
quite remarkable. "

oeron's nmouth trenbled. "1 assume, then, that there is no practicable way of
killing you?"

"I believe that is correct," said Andrek

"Don't bother us, Mgister," snarled the console. "Jam e, does this nean you
have nade the Klein circuit? That you have been in the Deep?"

"I have been in the Deep," said Andrek somberly.

"Alea's Sightless Eyeballs! Then you understand what it is like to be stuck in
t hi s—=box. And you can bl ow this thing. Nobody can stop you. I'msorry | talked
that way to you, Jimboy. Forgive ne."

"No problem Orere. But first we nmust decide the fate of the nman who had our
father killed in cold bl ood, and who has done this to you, and who has tried

very hard to kill me. What do you recomend?"

"What Father would want, | don't know. | know very little about his death.
You'll have to explain it to nme sonetinme. For nyself, |I'mnot sure, either

Oh, | have thought about a proper punishment, long and often. It's just that |

don't know what it ought to be. If there were only sone way to do to hi mwhat
he
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has done to me: sone way to take away his body, but |leave his mnd, and keep
himthat way for a fewmllion years.. But who can do it? Were is that other
rat, the Master Surgeon?"

"Dead. "

"Pity. | hope it was sonething painful. Then there's no good answer for
oeron. You'll just have to kill him"

Amat ar gasped. "No."

Andrek turned to the girl. "I will not kill him Yet, | nmust punish him and

hi s puni shnent shall reflect in sonme neasure what he has done to mny father

and to Orere. It is but just." He addressed Cberon. "My father would have
given his life for you, or for the service, or for the state, within or beyond
his duty. No one needed to ask him And yet, you did not let himgive it. In a
nmonent of pique, you took it. He was entitled to a better death. It is within
my power to cause you never again to take a human life, and this | do."

"What do you nean?" whispered the girl.

"I shall send himinto the Deep." He faced heron. "In a few billion years,
the Twel ve Galaxies will be cold and dead, and | long dead with them A new



galaxy will be born at the Node, with many wanni ng suns. Terra shall circle
one. Let your hope be this, that you can endure the Deep to find Terra again,
and your own sunrise."

On the girl's face, horror mngled with awe.

"You nmean—take himto the Node?"

"No; that is not necessary. The Deep is everywhere. A very thin boundary
separates us fromit. This boundary is weakest at the Node, where the Deep
frequently breaks through to flood the Node with new space. However, by the
expendi ture of energy, and with sone know edge of space-tine, we can break
into the Deep fromany time-point in the visible conti nuum?”

"I do not understand," said Amatar. She continued sadly, "Yet | believe you
can do> what you say. And so, it rmust come. And | have one favor to ask of
you. You must do it for ne, in remenbrance of what m ght have been between
us, "

"What is that?" said Andrek uneasily.

"My father cannot survive in the Deep, alone. Send me with him"

oeron stared at the girl, his usually imuobile features in turnoil. Cearly,
he grasped the enormity of the fate proposed for him and he foresaw the
solitude of drifting alone on the wastes of eternity, with madness denied him
And yet, clearly he nust forbid Amatar to share this journey without end. His
vocal chords, diaphragm and tongue tensed and gathered to
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pronounce his decision, and his brow knotted with the effort to speak. But he
could not speak. Andrek watched Amatar's pallor deepen. She dropped to her
knees before him "I beg you to pernmit me to go with him" she said quietly.
"You do not have to go," said Andrek sadly. "He has not asked that you go. And
the Andreks are too greatly in your debt to permt it."

"I must go with him" "But why" denanded Andrek in despair. "In all ny life
have done not hi ng, acconplished nothing. And now | have an opportunity to be
useful to one | love greatly. You concede you are in ny debt. Then pay the
debt Send ne into the Deep with Cberon."

"Hold on!" cried the console. "Jamie, you can't do that to Amatar! W |ove
her!"

The girl was firm "QOrere will not need nme anynore. For life, or death, he has
you, Jim And you know what it is to be alone in the Deep. Gberon ny fattier
cannot endure there w thout human contact You see, dear friend, | do not
reproach you. | plead with you."

Andrek breathed heavily. "I would not harm you, Amatar; yet, Cberon nust go.
If you will go with him if this is what you really want " Hs face
contorted in indecision. It was ironic. Al his new fantastic power, the power
that had destroyed himas a human being and which could, with little effort,
destroy everyone in this room+this power availed himnothing. It was torment.
H's brother's wish was first, but if he followed through on that, then Amatar
woul d insist on |osing her human exi stence to follow Cberon into the Deep. She
woul d be on his conscience forever—and he knew he would live nearly that I|ong.
This, then, was the cruel stupidity of vengeance. The effects could never be
confined exclusively to the guilty. And he realized now how i npossi bl e

deci sions are made. The deci si on-maker seizes on chance, and hardens his heart
to abi de by the consequences.

As if in answer to his thought, a flash of golden |ight caught his eye, and he
turned and saw the Alean die sitting on the table by the console. Amatar's
eyes foll owed his gl ance.

"Orere," said Andrek, "there's a die here, with the 'two' facing up. Do you
know anyt hi ng about it?"

"Sure. It belongs to OGheron. Before you left for the Node, Amatar nade him

roll it, trying to get a favorable nunber for you. But it came out 'two,' the
sign of the diplon. The worst. It
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stuck in a crack in the table. Vang insisted that the time would come when it
woul d be rolled again. So they left it there.™



"I submit," said Cberon, "that Vang spoke truly, and that the time is now at
hand. We nust cast again, so that we nmay know the final word of the goddess."
Hs chinlifted proudly. "Yet, | do not plead for intercession."

Andrek studied Amatar. "We will roll the die. But understand: Oberon your
father goes into the Deep. The die nerely deterni nes whether you acconpany
him"

"I understand," the girl said calmy. "May | cast?"

"On one condition."”

"Wich is?"
"That you unscrew the clasp, so that it is mechanically feasible for the die
to show a "two.' 'Two' is an unfavorabl e nunmber, and woul d count agai nst your

request to acconpany Cberon."

Amat ar picked up the jewel, unscrewed the clasp, and dropped the die in the
cup. She rolled it out
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3. OBERON SHALL NOT DI E

"Three," muttered Oberon. "The number of pentagons intersecting at an apex.
Favorable to Alea, and therefore to Amatar, and to her wi sh to acconpany ne."
Andrek frowned at the Magister. There was sonet hing sickeni ng about the man.
How coul d a nunber be interpreted as favorable when it would send Amatar into
the Deep? But then, in a sudden insight, he understood the man's unreasoni ng
terror of total isolation. Eighteen years ago this man had hunted the krith
and risked the quake; (beron had ani mal courage. But he | acked (and knew he

| acked) the nmonolithic mental integrity that he would need when inprisoned
within his owm mnd, with no human contact, for eternity. Perhaps, thought
Andr ek, each of us has his breaking point, beyond which we are hapl ess
cowards, and in our unseeing fear, drag those we love to death with us. |
understand; yet | do not forgive.

He woul d have to adjust the rules a little.

"One throw cannot deternine," he said flatly. "A majority is required. The die
nmust be rolled again.” He nodded to Amatar

The girl cast the die again.

"A four," said Andrek quickly. "A nunber unfavorable to Alea, and to Amatar."

"One for, one against," said Oberon. "She nust cast again."

Andr ek nodded to the girl.

The next was a five.

"The nunber of sides in a pentagon face of the die," said Cberon. "Most
favorable, you will agree.”

"And that's two favorable out of three," said Amatar.

"Don't let her talk you out of it, Jimboy," said the Console. "Figure

somet hing out!"

"There is a question,"” said Andrek coolly, "as to whether we should comnbine
the original two throws with these three. As | recall, Oberon, your first
throwwi th this die, eighteen years ago, just before your accident, was a
‘one.' And the second, four days ago, was a 'two.' Both are unfavorable
nunbers.
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The conbination of the first two throws with these three would give three
unfavorabl e out of a total of five. W shall conbine. And having conbined, to
renove all doubt, we nust continue."”

oeron glared at him and sputtered, "This is unheard-of!"

Amat ar sinmply glanced at him then cast again. "Six—favorabl e-the nunber of
pent agon facets in one-half of the die."

"Yes," agreed Andrek smoothly, "but now, since we have conbi ned, the contest
stands at three to three.”

"By your rules," said Cberon acidly, "the casting will never cone to an end.
When she rolls again, even if it is favorable, you will think up sonme reason

why it is not."
Andr ek was i nperturbable. "Perhaps. Once nore, Amatar."



A seven.
"Unfavorable,"” said Andrek. "And you have only three out of seven. You | ose,

Amatar. | therefore deny your request to acconpany Cberon into the Deep."
"You are wong, dear friend," said the girl quietly. "I amw nning. Have you
noted the sequence? One-two-three-four-five-six-seven. The next will be

'"eight." We are going around the Ring of Ritornel. The god Ritornel rolls the
Al ean die!"

Andrek snatched the die fromher, studied it ha nonmentary disbelief.
"Inpossible! Ritornel is a hoax, a fantasy! There is no god of Ritornel!" He
rolled it on the table.

"Ei ght!" whi spered Amat ar

Andr ek cast agai n—en the floor.

"Nine!" cried Oberon

And agai n.

"Ten!"

Agai n.

The console sang out. "Don't tell ne! Eleven!"

"Yes," clipped Andrek. "It was el even." He handed the die to Cberon. "Cast,

Magi ster!"

Qoeron of the Delfieri rolled the die on the table.

Twel ve.

After that, they passed it around.

El even.

Ten.

N ne.

Andrek stopped. It was even as | owe had predicted. Wen you create a religion,
you must expect that the faithful will take it away fromyou, and finally,
that the imagi ned gods will beconme real, and seize you. But then, if the Ring

were real, how could the god hinself be false? And had all of this really
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happened before? In each of a myriad past, |ong-dead gal axi es, had an Andrek

paused i n wonder, as he was doing now, to speculate: "It seens indeed to be
the pattern of Ritornel. But if the god is speaking to us, what is he sayi ng?"
"He says 'return .. . repeat,'" said Amatar

"How can that be? Neither you nor Cberon have been in the Deep before. This is
nmeani ngl ess. "

"Then it can harmnothing to continue," said Amatar firmly. She cast the die
agai n.

Ei ght

Seven.

Si x. Five. Four. Three. Two.

"There is no Alea . . . no chance," intoned the girl, as though hypnotized.
"Everything that is done has already been done. Al that ever has been shal

be again. Al that will live hereafter is dead in the past. So that, Janes,
Don Andrek, however strange and marvel ous your powers, nothing that you now do
is by your will; you are but the tool of Ritornel, to acconplish that which
has al ready been acconplished, so that the pattern will begin again."

Andr ek | aughed shortly. "If that is true and | greatly doubt it, it makes
absolutely no difference what | shall now choose. Wether you go with Cberon,

or not, you seemto think it is done by the will of Ritornel, and not by your
will, or mne, and that it is all predestined. Believe this if you like. |

wi || have have none of it." He paused. H s eyes caressed the girl's face

moodi ly. "I would like to decide, by knowi ng what is best for you. But | do
not know what is best for you. | know only what you want. And that, | think I
must gi ve you, because now, we can never have one another. You can go into the
Deep with Cberon. This is my decision. If this is also the will of Ritornel

so be it."

"Don't forget nme," said the console hesitantly.

"I shall not, Onere. | now attend to you. | want you to relax, and to listen

to ny voice, and to ny thoughts. Save for you and me, notion hi this continuum



now wi Il cease. You and | are entering a different tine-plane, because what we

are about to do will take many hours. Let sleep descend, so that | can exani ne
t horoughly your neural systens, and understand their operation.” He continued
gently. "In your original cortex were sonme ten billion nerve cells. But the

Mast er Surgeon did not transfer all of these to the console. Mst of the gross
notor areas were |left behind. You have neither arms nor |egs, nor in fact

muscl es of any kind. Yet your menories are intact—some three hundred billion
billion bits of information stored away as
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twists and alterations in the anmi no-acid protein chains of your individua
neural cells. These are highly proliferated in your convolution of Broca—for
not or speech and nusic, and in the tenporal |obe, for visual registry and
storage of nmenory images of words, and in the second frontal convolution for
writing; in your parietal and occipital |obes for visual imagery. The circuits
take much tinme to menorize, but | have nearly eternity. Sleep, QOrere!l™
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2. JAVES—OVERE

Andr ek straightened slowy, eyes cl osed.

The full time had passed; the transference, the superinposition of Onere's
cerebral networks upon his own cortex was finished. And even though the
juncture of mnds had been paced and orderly, the real meaning of it finally
now began to hit him He paused to get his breath.

Onere' s thought spoke to him "I know that | amnow in your body. Am | you, or
are you nme, or—who's who?"

"The question is irrelevant. W are together."

"Open our eyes, then, Jimboy. | would like to see Amatar."

Andrek turned toward the girl.

"And may | borrow your |arynx?" said the part of himthat was QOrere.

"It is yours."

"Amat ar," said Orere-Janes, "how |l ovely you are.”

"It is the voice of Orere!" she said, wondering. She whirled toward the
consol e. " How=2"

"My brother and | share this body," said Janmes-Orere. "Rinor-Orere sleeps. He
wi Il never waken." He raised his armtoward the console. "Wen at night | go
to bed, | put three bullets in ny head . "

The sharp cracks of three successive explosions shattered the room

The face of the console fell away, red liquid fl owed down the sides. There was
a crackl e of sparks, and then black snmoke bill owed out of the casing.

James- Orere wi nced and clenched his teeth. "ls it suicide?" he thought. "Or is
it murder. O mutilation? O nothing, since there is no corpus delecti?"

"Your legal mnd is getting us all befuddl ed," thought Orere-Janes. "Wy give
a name to what had to be done?"

There was a sudden conmmotion in the corridor

"It is Kedrys," said Amatar sinply.

They | ooked out through the doorway. The pegasus-kentaur
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assisted by Phaera, the Ritornellian priestess, had rolled up a strange
assenbly of apparatus, dominated in the center by a massive nmetallic cone.
Phaera adjusted the wheeled platform until the cone pointed squarely at the
door way.

Once, James- Orere caught Kedrys' eyes. A strange snile flickered briefly about
the youthful nmouth as the two | ooked at each other. Then Kedrys returned to
the I evers and knobs of the machine. He seemed in his elenent, conpletely

poi sed and confi dent.

The part of Andrek that was QOrere whispered nentally to the part that was
James: "He seens pretty sure of hinmself. Can he break through?"

"Yes. But | don't think he will. WAit, | think he wants to parley."
Kendrys cal |l ed through the doorway. "Don Andrek!"
"Yes, Kedrys."

"Let me in, or I'll destroy your field-and you!"



"Do you know what | am Kedrys?"

"I know. |'ve analyzed your field. You' re antimatter. But | can still kil
you. "

"I know you can. And when | annihilate, Amatar dies. And you. And all of
Coris-Kard. Do you want that?"

"No. OF course not. But neither do you. So | think you nust listen to me, Don
Andr ek. "

"I will listen to you. But | proni se nothing."

"Thi s machi ne, Don Andrek, drew you here fromthe Deep. Wen the second quake
of the diplon cast you out of the Deep, you were brought here, to the Geat
House. But for nme, you m ght have reappeared in some other gal axy, and
centuries away."

"I know this. Wiy did you do it, Kedrys?"

"Not for you, Don Andrek. | did it for Amatar and ne. The thing that nust
happen next is our destiny."

"l do not understand."

"Let me in."

"Yes, come in." Andrek released the shield, and the youth trotted in. He stood
by Amatar and fol ded one great wi ng around her. He spoke solemmly. "W cane
fromthe sane body, she and I, and we are nore than brother and sister. Qur
destinies are inseparable. W began together, and we nust continue together
From t he begi nning, | have known this hour would cone. | accept it. Wither
she goes, | will go. And now, Don Andrek, your ring is finished. But Amatar
and | will seek Terra, in Tine, and in the Deep. If we find it, our ring

begi ns. And no hominid that ever existed, not even you, Don Andrek
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could possibly imgine the Ring of the Kentaurs."

James- Orere groaned inaudibly with a final realization of the conplicated,

i npersonal futility of revenge and puni shnment. So now he rnust inprison yet
anot her innocent with the guilty. And yet none of this could undo the wongs
t hat Qberon had heaped upon the Andreks. Punishing Cberon now could not be of
any possible benefit to anyone, now or in the future. But, great injuries had
been done, and he knew time and space could not rest until he had flailed out
i n vengeance. So he nmust proceed. To the end of our days, he thought bitterly,
“we are ani mals, devouring, and being devoured, and taking our revenge agai nst
t hose who woul d destroy us, and nothing beyond this is imaginable to our
primtive understanding. So be it.

He said: "All that you say may be true. And any future that you may have nmay
be i ndeed beyond ny inagining. Yet, we are concerned here and now with a very
present problem You propose to go into the Deep with Amatar. | do not ask
this of you; yet I amglad that you are willing to go with her. Perhaps wth
your help she can survive. But it is only for her sake that | pernit you to
join these two. | do not care what happens to heron. And so, Kedrys, | give
her into your keeping." He concluded heavily. "It would be best if the three
of you joi ned hands."

Amat ar gave heron one hand and Kedrys the ot her

Col d sweat was gathering on Cberon's face. It dripped fromhis brow through

hi s eyel ashes, and he blinked. "This is a senseless evil, Janmes, Don Andrek
but get on with it."
Yes, thought Janes-Onere. Perhaps it is senseless, and perhaps | amevil. | do

not know. And you may be innocent, as the hawk is innocent, and the krith, who
slay for survival. Perhaps retaliation cannot alter you, or deter others like
you. Nevertheless, | judge you guilty, and condemm you, together with the
truly innocent. And if | amskilled in this art, it is because you instructed
me!

"We are ready," said the girl calmy.

Amat ar! thought James-Orere. Oh, Amatar

He rai sed both arms, and the pale blue radiance fl owed out from him and

envel oped the little group. They were gone, and it was done.

Andrek stared nunbly at the enptiness of the room He wanted to scream



I nstead, he mpaned in desolation. "Ch, purify ne!"

Even as the thought fornmed, he was aware of a novel process at work within his
brain. It was a rapid thing, a bonbard-
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ment of words and groups of words, cadences, concepts.

"I"d never hoped to see your face Even through another's eyes

(He held you in his arms, Amatar. And now |I'm mi xed up inside him)
Musi ¢ was breaking through with the poetry. First a nelody, then counterpoint,
and then individual instrunents, a voice, tenor, and finally a chorus. And
then, as the James part of James-Qrere was bound enthralled, the orchestration

faded, and yielded to the final |ines.
"We' || renenber that enbrace When you're adrift in sunless skies. O Amatar
farewel | 1"

It was over in seconds; but no sound had passed Andrek's |ips.

"Thank you, Onere," thought James Andrek

"Do not fear for her," said Orere. "Kedrys can cope with the Deep. Truly, |
think he planned it this way." There was a pause, then the strange

i ntrospection continued. "What now?"

Idly, Andrek bent over and picked up the golden die. "W have one nore throw,
don't we? And suppose it comes out 'one,' to conplete the whole Ring of
Ritornel ? What would it all mean? That all this has happened before, and that
(behol d!') there is no new thing under the sun? Should we find out?" He | ooked
t hrough the doorway at Lieutenant O evin and the Priestess Phaera

The lieutenant's nouth was open wide, and his face glistened with sweat. Hs
worl d had col |l apsed hi front of his eyes, and he was nunb with awe and fright.
Phaera, perhaps better protected by the fatalism and foreknow edge of her
faith, | ooked broodingly through the doorway into the blue-radi ant eyes of
Andrek. To herself she nmurnured: "Wo shall foresee the will of Ritornel? And
if Ritornel chooses to conplete the Ring by uniting saint and chinmera, who
shall say that he is not altogether w se and just?"

"Agirl! A female woman!" breat hed Orere-Janes.

"Not for you, nmy lusty friend," reproved Janes-QOrere. "Renmenber, we're
antimatter. And have you forgotten Amatar so soon?"

"No, Jimboy. Not so soon. And not ever." Andrek's mind began to sing again.
It started in a |l ow key, and gat hered
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vol ume and cadence. "The great nythbook, whence coneth all things ... whence
pegasus, and whence kentaur, and all the fabled wonders. Yes, Amatar, we
renmenber! Can Adan beguile thee fromthe thunder of the racing hoof, or from
the beating of great w ngs, and visions beyond our farthest seeing? O

not herl ess children, and all that follow thee, enter now into enchantnment!”
He paused. "No, well never forget. But life goes on. And after being cooped up

in that hell-box for eighteen years, | can at least think."
And now t he singing began again in Andrek's head. Poets ... proctors
singers . . . shysters . . . ladies . . . loves. It's a big universe, little

brot her. Somewhere, there's an antimatter gal axy, and antimatter girls

awai ting. Maybe it has all happened before. But it hasn't happened to us.

He tossed the die carelessly over his shoulder and burst into song.

"A barrister-bard from Goris-Kard Set forth in search of a dane. He |iked t hem
wild, he liked themtane. Both |iked—=

Li eutenant C evin and Phaera listened in vain for the end. The nusic room was
enpty.
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X. | S THE LAST CAST THE FI RST?

No man is so fleet that he can outstrip his fate, nor strong enough to seize
anot her's.

—A Rede of Ritornel

No destiny is certain; that which is given, is taken away. That which
was to be, will not be.

—An Axi om of Al ea.



Phaera rushed into the room and scooped up the die.
The lieutenant cried out in alarm

She cal | ed back. "It's safe, Clevin. Cone on in." She |ooked at the die, and
then she snil ed.

"Was it a 'one'?" denmanded the lieutenant. "Is the R ng conpl ete?"

Phaera covered the die with her hand, and | ooked up serenely. "lIn our ancient

raci al consciousness, going all the way back (sone say) to our Terran
ancestors, there is a nmyth of creation, where Ritornel took the first man from
the Deep, and then created woman from his body, even as Amatar drew life from
the rib of Cberon. So if | say to you, it was a 'one,' you will say that it
was i nevitable, because the great R ng nust be repeated, as is foreordained."
The lieutenant had by now recovered nuch of his reason, and sonme of his
courage. "Since Amatar canme fromthe body of Oberon, the cycle is now
repeated, as it was in the beginning," he said. "For it is not events that
determine Ritornel, but Ritornel that determi nes events. To conplete the ring,
it had to be a 'one.' Therefore it was a 'one.' There was no ot her
possibility."

Phaera | aughed at himw ckedly, "There was a second possibility."

The lieutenant's eyebrows arched. "What do you nean? | see only Cberon and
Amatar. What is the other alternative?"

"Kedrys and Amatar."

The lieutenant's face showed his shock. "But that's insane. It's even
besti al "

A sensual snmile played around the nouth of the priestess.
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She appeared to consider the problem "All nmen are bestial. But Kedrys is not
a man. Yet, ha a sense, you're right. Admittedly, even now, she is not nearly
his equal, either nentally or physically. But when Kedrys reaches ful
maturity, and faces the fact that Amatar is the only femal e on the planet
Terra, he may be inclined to overl ook her deficiencies.”

For a long, silent nonment the lieutenant did not seemto understand. Then he
cane to life abruptly. "The die!" he cried. "It will tell! If the Ringis
conpl ete, and Cberon and Amatar are the next ancestral couple, the die wll
show a 'one." But if it's to be Kedrys and Amatar, then the Ring is broken
and it would be sonme other nunber. Wiat was the nunber?”

Phaera | aughed in great glee and tossed the golden jewel to him "Nunber?
There are twel ve. Take your choice." She sauntered past himtoward the
corridor. "I only wish I could be there to see the children!"

The End
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