A PLANET NAMED SHAYOL

Smith acknow edged his debt to Dante in this story, which retells parts of the
Inferno in science-fiction form-but with a twist distinctly Smth's own. The
action apparently takes place even after that of Norstrilia, for banishnent to
Shayol is still used as a threat in the novel. At the end of this collection
as at the beginning, a nenber of the Vonact family appears—and we even neet
Suzdal again. But Smith never shed any nore light on the origin of the
Co-Captain Alvarez ...

1

There was a tremendous difference between the liner and the ferry in Mercer's
treatment. On the liner, the attendants made gi bes when they brought himhis

f ood.

"Scream good and |loud," said one rat-faced steward, "and then we'll know it's
you when they broadcast the sounds of punishment on the Enperor's birthday."
The other, fat steward ran the tip of his wet, red tongue over his thick
purple-red lips one time and said, "Stands to reason, man. If you hurt all the
time, the whole lot of you would die. Something pretty good nust happen, al ong
wi t h the—whatchamacallit. Maybe you turn into a worman. Maybe you turn into two
people. Listen, cousin, if it's real crazy fun, let me know ... " Mercer said
not hi ng. Mercer had enough troubles of his own not to wonder about the
daydreans of nasty nen.

At the ferry it was different. The bi opharmaceutical staff was deft,

i npersonal, quick in removing his shackles. They took off all his prison
clothes and left themon the Iiner. Wen he boarded the ferry, naked, they

| ooked himover as if he were a rare plant or a body on the operating table.
They were alnmost kind in the clinical deftness of their touch. They did not
treat himas a crimnal, but as a specinen.

Men and woren, clad in their medical snocks, they |ooked at himas though he
wer e al ready dead.

He tried to speak. A man, older and nmore authoritative than the others, said
firmy and clearly, "Do not worry about talking. I will talk to you nyself in
a very little time. What we are having now are the prelimnaries, to deternine
your physical condition. Turn around, please." Mercer turned around. An
orderly rubbed his back with a very strong antiseptic.

"This is going to sting," said one of the technicians, "but it is nothing
serious or painful. W are determ ning the toughness of the different |ayers
of your skin."

Mercer, annoyed by this inpersonal approach, spoke up just as a sharp little
sting burned himabove the sixth |unmbar vertebra. "Don't you know who | anP"
"OfF course we know who you are,"” said a wonman's voice. "W have it all in a
file in the corner. The chief doctor will talk about your crinme later, if you
want to talk about it. Keep quiet now. W are making a skin test, and you will
feel much better if you do not nake us prolong it."

Honesty forced her to add another sentence: "And we will get better results as
well."

They had lost no time at all in getting to work

He peered at them sidewi se to ook at them There was nothing about themto

i ndicate that they were human devils in the antechanbers of hell itself.
Not hi ng was there to indicate that this was the satellite of Shayol, the fina
and utternost place of chastisenent and shanme. They | ooked |i ke medi cal people
fromhis |life before he conmitted the crime w thout a nane.

They changed from one routine to another. A wonman, wearing a surgical mask,
waved her hand at a white table.

"Cinb up on that, please."

No one had said "please" to Mercer since the guards had seized himat the edge
of the palace. He started to obey her and then he saw that there were padded
handcuffs at the head of the table. He stopped.

"Cet along, please," she demanded. Two or three of the others turned around to
| ook at both of them



The second "pl ease" shook him He had to speak. These were people, and he was
a person again. He felt his voice rising, alnost cracking into shrillness as
he asked her, "Please, Ma'am is the punishnent going to begi n?"

"There's no punishnment here," said the woman. "This is the satellite. Get on
the table. W're going to give you your first skin-toughening before you talk
to the head doctor. Then you can tell himall about your crinme—=

"You know ny crime?" he said, greeting it alnost |ike a neighbor

"OfF course not," said she, "but all the people who cone through here are
believed to have committed crimes. Sonebody thinks so or they wouldn't be
here. Mdst of themwant to tal k about their personal crines. But don't slow ne
down. |I'ma skin technician, and down on the surface of Shayol you're going to
need the very best work that any of us can do for you. Now get on that table.
And when you are ready to talk to the chief you'll have something to talk
about besides your crine."

He conpli ed.

Anot her nmasked person, probably a girl, took his hands in cool, gentle fingers
and fitted themto the padded cuffs in a way he had never sensed before. By
now he thought he knew every interrogation machine in the whole enpire, but
this was nothing |like any of them

The orderly stepped back. "All clear, Sir and Doctor."

"Whi ch do you prefer?" said the skin technician. "A great deal of pain or a
coupl e of hours' unconsci ousness?"

"Why should I want pain?" said Mercer.

"Some specinmens do," said the technician, "by the time they arrive here. |
suppose it depends on what peopl e have done to them before they got here.

take it you did not get any of the dream puni shnents."

"No," said Mercer. "I missed those." He thought to hinmself, | didn't know that
| mssed anything at all

He renmenbered his last trial, hinself wired and plugged in to the w tness
stand. The room had been hi gh and dark. Bright blue |ight shone on the pane

of judges, their judicial caps a fantastic parody of the episcopal mtres of

| ong, | ong ago. The judges were tal king, but he could not hear them
Mormentarily the insulation slipped and he heard one of them say, "Look at that
white, devilish face. A man like that is guilty of everything. | vote for Pain
Term nal . "

"Not Pl anet Shayol ?" said a second voi ce.

"The drompzoa place,” said a third voice

"That should suit him" said the first voice. One of the judicial engineers
nmust then have noticed that the prisoner was listening illegally. He was cut
of f. Mercer then thought that he had gone through everything which the cruelty
and intelligence of mankind coul d devi se.

But this wonan said he had m ssed the dream puni shnments. Coul d there be people
in the universe even worse off than hinsel f? There nust be a | ot of people
down on Shayol. They never cane back

He was going to be one of them would they boast to himof what they had done,
before they were nmade to cone to this place?

"You asked for it," said the wonman technician. "It is just an ordi nary
anesthetic. Don't panic when you awaken. Your skin is going to be thickened
and strengthened chemically and biologically."

"Does it hurt?"

"OfF course," said she. "But get this out of your head. W're not punishing
you. The pain here is just ordinary medi cal pain. Anybody might get it if they
needed a | ot of surgery. The punishment, if that's what you want to call it,
is down on Shayol. Qur only job is to make sure that you are fit to survive
after you are landed. In a way, we are saving your life ahead of tinme. You can
be grateful for that if you want to be. Meanwhile, you will save yourself a
ot of trouble if you realize that your nerve endings will respond to the
change in the skin. You had better expect to be very unconfortabl e when you
recover. But then, we can help that, too." She brought down an enornous | ever
and Mercer bl acked out.



When he came to, he was in an ordinary hospital room but he did not notice
it. He seenmed bedded in fire. He lifted his hand to see if there were flanes
onit. It looked the way it always had, except that it was a little red and a
little swollen. He tried to turn in the bed. The fire became a scorchi ng bl ast
whi ch stopped himin md-turn. Uncontrollably, he npaned.

A voi ce spoke, "You are ready for sone pain-killer."

It was a girl nurse. "Hold your head still," she said, "and I will give you
hal f an anp of pleasure. Your skin won't bother you then."

She slipped a soft cap on his head. It |ooked like metal but it felt Iike
si | k.

He had to dig his fingernails into his palnms to keep fromthreshi ng about on

t he bed.

"Screamif you want to," she said. "Alot of themdo. It will just be a mnute
or two before the cap finds the right |Iobe in your brain."

She stepped to the corner and did sonething which he could not see.

There was the flick of a swtch.

The fire did not vanish fromhis skin. He still felt it; but suddenly it did
not matter. His mind was full of delicious pleasure which throbbed outward
fromhis head and seenmed to pul se down through his nerves.

He had visited the pleasure pal aces, but he had never felt anything like this
bef ore.

He wanted to thank the girl, and he twi sted around in the bed to see her. He
could feel his whole body flash with pain as he did so, but the pain was far
away. And the pul sating pl easure which coursed out of his head, down his
spinal cord and into his nerves was so intense that the pain got through only
as a renote, uninportant signal

She was standing very still in the corner

"Thank you, nurse," said he.

She sai d not hi ng.

He | ooked nore closely, though it was hard to | ook while enormous pl easure

pul sed through his body Iike a synphony written in nerve-messages. He focused
his eyes on her and saw that she too wore a soft netallic cap

He pointed at it.

She bl ushed all the way down to her throat.

She spoke dreamily, "You |looked like a nice man to nme. | didn't think you'd
tell onme ... "

He gave her what he thought was a friendly smle, but with the pain in his
skin and the pleasure bursting out of his head, he really had no idea of what
his actual expression mght be. "lIt's against the law," he said. "It's
terribly against the law. But it is nice."

"How do you think we stand it here?" said the nurse. "You specinens come in
here tal king |like ordinary people and then you go down to Shayol. Terrible

t hi ngs happen to you on Shayol. Then the surface station sends up parts of
you, over and over again. | may see your head ten times, quick-frozen and
ready for cutting up, before ny two years are up. You prisoners ought to know
how we suffer,"” she crooned, the pleasure-charge still keeping her rel axed and
happy, "you ought to die as soon as you get down there and not pester us wth
your tornents. We can hear you scream ng, you know. You keep on sounding I|ike
peopl e even after Shayol begins to work on you. Wiy do you do it, M.

Speci men?" She giggled sillily. "You hurt our feelings so. No wonder a girl
like ne has to have a little jolt now and then. It's real, real dreamy and
don't mind getting you ready to go down on Shayol." She staggered over to his
bed. "Pull this cap off nme, will you? | haven't got enough will power left to
rai se nmy hands."

Mercer saw his hand trenmble as he reached for the cap.

H s fingers touched the girl's soft hair through the cap. As he tried to get
his thunb under the edge of the cap, in order to pull it off, he realized that
this was the loveliest girl he had ever touched. He felt that he had al ways

| oved her, that he always would. Her cap canme off. She stood erect, staggering
alittle before she found a chair to hold to. She closed her eyes and breat hed



deeply.

"Just a minute," she said in her normal voice. "I'Il be with you in just a

mnute. The only time | can get a jolt of this is when one of you visitors

gets a dose to get over the skin trouble.™

She turned to the roommrror to adjust her hair. Speaking with her back to

him she said, "I hope | didn't say anything about downstairs."

Mercer still had the cap on. He loved this beautiful girl who had put it on
him He was ready to weep at the thought that she had had the sanme kind of

pl easure which he still enjoyed. Not for the world woul d he say anythi ng which

could hurt her feelings. He was sure she wanted to be told that she had not
sai d anyt hi ng about "downstairs"—probably shop talk for the surface of

Shayol —so he assured her warmy, "You said nothing. Nothing at all."

She came over to the bed, |eaned, kissed himon the |lips. The kiss was as far
away as the pain; he felt nothing; the N agara of throbbing pleasure which
poured through his head I eft no roomfor nore sensation. But he |iked the
friendliness of it. Agrim sane corner of his mnd whispered to himthat this
was probably the last tine he would ever kiss a woman, but it did not seemto
matter.

Wth skilled fingers she adjusted the cap on his head. "There, now You're a
sweet guy. I'mgoing to pretend-forget and | eave the cap on you till the
doctor cones."

Wth a bright smle she squeezed his shoul der

She hastened out of the room

The white of her skirt flashed prettily as she went out the door. He saw that
she had very shapely | egs indeed.

She was nice, but the cap ... ah, it was the cap that mattered! He closed his
eyes and let the cap go on stimulating the pleasure centers of his brain. The
pain in his skin was still there, but it did not matter any nore than did the

chair standing in the corner. The pain was just sonething that happened to be
in the room

A firmtouch on his arm made hi m open his eyes.

The ol der, authoritative-looking nman was standi ng beside the bed, |ooking down
at himw th a quizzical snmile.

"She did it again," said the old man.

Mercer shook his head, trying to indicate that the young nurse had done
not hi ng wr ong.

"I'"m Doctor Vomact," said the older man, "and | amgoing to take this cap off
you. You will then experience the pain again, but | think it will not be so
bad. You can have the cap several nore tinmes before you | eave here.”

Wth a swift, firmgesture he snatched the cap off Mercer's head.

Mercer pronptly doubled up with the inrush of fire fromhis skin. He started
to scream and then saw t hat Doctor Vomact was watching himcalmy.

Mercer gasped, "It is—easier now "

"I knew it would be," said the doctor. "I had to take the cap off to talk to
you. You have a few choices to nake."

"Yes, Doctor," gasped Mercer.

"You have conmitted a serious crinme and you are going down to the surface of
Shayol . "

"Yes," said Mercer.

"Do you want to tell ne your crine?"

Mercer thought of the white palace walls in perpetual sunlight, and the soft
mewi ng of the little things when he reached them He tightened his arns, |egs,
back and jaw. "No," he said, "I don't want to talk about it. It's the crine
wi t hout a name. Against the Inperial famly ... "

"Fine," said the doctor, "that's a healthy attitude. The crime is past. Your
future is ahead. Now, | can destroy your nmind before you go down—+f you want
me to."

"That's against the law, " said Mercer.

Doctor Vomact smiled warmy and confidently. "OF course it is. Alot of things
are against human law. But there are | aws of science, too. Your body, down on



Shayol, is going to serve science. It doesn't matter to me whether that body
has Mercer's mind or the mind of a |lowgrade shellfish. | have to | eave enough
mnd in you to keep the body going, but |I can w pe out the historic you and
gi ve your body a better chance of being happy. It's your choice, Mercer. Do
you want to be you or not?"

Mercer shook his head back and forth, "I don't know "

"I"'mtaking a chance," said Doctor Vomact, "in giving you this nuch | eewnay.
I'd have it done if | were in your position. It's pretty bad down there."
Mercer | ooked at the full, broad face. He did not trust the confortable snile

Perhaps this was a trick to increase his punishment. The cruelty of the
Enperor was proverbial. Look at what he had done to the w dow of his
predecessor, the Dowager Lady Da. She was younger than the Enperor hinself,
and he had sent her to a place worse than death. If he had been sentenced to
Shayol, why was this doctor trying to interfere with the rul es? Maybe the
doctor hinmself had been conditioned, and did not know what he was offering.
Doctor Vomact read Mercer's face. "All right. You refuse. You want to take
your mind dowmn with you. It's all right with me. | don't have you on ny
consci ence. | suppose you'll refuse the next offer too. Do you want ne to take
your eyes out before you go down? You'll be much nore confortable wthout
vision. | know that, fromthe voices that we record for the warning
broadcasts. | can sear the optic nerves so that there will be no chance of
your getting vision again."

Mercer rocked back and forth. The fiery pain had becone a universal itch, but
the soreness of his spirit was greater than the disconfort of his skin.

"You refuse that, too?" said the doctor. "I suppose so," said Mercer
"Then all | have to do is to get ready. You can have the cap for a while, if
you want.".

Mercer said, "Before | put the cap on, can you tell ne what happens down

t here?"

"Sonme of it," said the doctor. "There is an attendant. He is a man, but not a
human being. He is a honuncul us fashioned out of cattle material. He is
intelligent and very conscientious. You specinens are turned | oose on the
surface of Shayol. The dronpzoa are a special life-formthere. Wen they
settle in your body, B dikkat—that's the attendant—earves themout with an
anesthetic and sends themup here. W freeze the tissue cultures, and they are
conpati ble with al nost any kind of oxygen-based life. Half the surgical repair
you see in the whol e universe cones out of buds that we ship from here. Shayol
is a very healthy place, so far as survival is concerned. You won't die."

"You mean," said Mercer, "that | amgetting perpetual punishment."

"I didn't say that," said Doctor Vomact. "Or if | did, | was wong. You won't
die soon. | don't know how long you will live down there. Renenber, no natter
how unconfortabl e you get, the sanples which B di kkat sends up will help

t housands of people in all the inhabited worlds. Now take the cap."

"I"d rather talk," said Mercer. "It may be my |ast chance.”

The doctor | ooked at himstrangely. "If you can stand that pain, go ahead and
talk."

"Can | conmmit suicide down there?"

"I don't know," said the doctor. "It's never happened. And to judge by the

voi ces, you'd think they wanted to."

"Has anybody ever come back from Shayol ?"

"Not since it was put off limts about four hundred years ago."

"Can | talk to other people down there?"

"Yes," said the doctor

"Who puni shes me down t here?"

"Nobody does, you fool," cried Doctor Vomact. "It's not punishment. People
don't like it down on Shayol, and it's better, | guess, to get convicts

i nstead of volunteers. But there isn't anybody against you at all."

"No jailers?" asked Mercer, with a whine in his voice.

"No jailers, no rules, no prohibitions. Just Shayol, and B di kkat to take care
of you. Do you still want your m nd and your eyes?"



"I"ll keep them" said Mercer. "l've gone this far and | mght as well go the
rest of the way."

"Then let nme put the cap on you for your second dose," said Doctor Vonact.

The doctor adjusted the cap just as lightly and delicately as had the nurse;
he was qui cker about it. There was no sign of his picking out another cap for
hi nmsel f.

The inrush of pleasure was like a wild intoxication. H's burning skin receded
into di stance. The doctor was near in space, but even the doctor did not
matter. Mercer was not afraid of Shayol. The pul sati on of happi ness out of his
brain was too great to |l eave roomfor fear or pain.

Doct or Vomact was hol ding out his hand.

Mercer wondered why, and then realized that the wonderful, kindly cap-giving
man was offering to shake hands. He lifted his own. It was heavy, but his arm
was happy, too.

They shook hands. It was curious, thought Mercer, to feel the handshake beyond
t he doubl e | evel of cerebral pleasure and dermal pain.

"Goodbye, M. Mercer," said the doctor. "Goodbye and a good goodni ght "

2

The ferry satellite was a hospitable place. The hundreds of hours that
followed were like a long, weird dream

Twi ce again the young nurse sneaked into his bedroomw th hi mwhen he was
bei ng given the cap and had a cap with him There were baths which call oused
hi s whol e body. Under strong |ocal anesthetics, his teeth were taken out and
stainl ess steel took their place. There were irradi ati ons under blazing lights
whi ch took away the pain of his skin. There were special treatnents for his
fingernails and toenails. Gradually they 'changed into form dable claws; he
found hinmsel f stropping themon the al unm num bed one ni ght and saw that they

| eft deep marks.

H s m nd never becane conpletely clear.

Soneti mes he thought that he was home with his nother, that he was little
again, and in pain. Gher tines, under the cap, he laughed in his bed to think
that people were sent to this place for punishnent when it was all so terribly
much fun. There were no trials, no questions, no judges. Food was good, but he
did not think about it nuch; the cap was better. Even when he was awake, he
was drowsy.

At last, with the cap on him they put himinto an adi abati c pod—a one-body

m ssile which could be dropped fromthe ferry to the planet bel ow He was al
closed in, except for his face.

Doct or Vomact seenmed to swminto the room "You are strong, Mercer," the
doctor shouted, "you are very strong! Can you hear ne?"

Mer cer nodded.

"W wi sh you well, Mercer. No matter what happens, renenber you are hel ping

ot her people up here."

"Can | take the cap with nme?" said Mercer

For an answer, Doctor Vonmact renoved the cap hinself. Two nmen closed the Iid
of the pod, |leaving Mercer in total darkness. His nmind started to clear, and
he pani cked agai nst hi s w appi ngs.

There was the roar of thunder and the taste of bl ood.

The next thing that Mercer knew, he was in a cool, cool room nmuch chillier
than the bedroonms and operating rooms of the satellite. Someone was lifting
himgently onto a table.

He opened his eyes.

An enornous face, four tinmes the size of any human face Mercer had ever seen
was | ooki ng down at him Huge brown eyes, cowike in their gentle

i nof f ensi veness, noved back and forth as the big face exam ned Mercer's

wr appi ngs. The face was that of a handsone nan of middle years, clean-shaven,
hair chestnut-brown, with sensual, full |ips and gigantic but healthy yell ow
teeth exposed in a half-snile. The face saw Mercer's eyes open, and spoke with
a deep friendly roar.



"I"myour best friend. My nane is B di kkat, but you don't have to use that
here. Just call nme Friend, and | wll always help you."

"I hurt," said Mercer.

"OfF course you do. You hurt all over. That's a big drop,"” said B dikkat.
"Can | have a cap, please," begged Mercer. It was not a question; it was a
demand; Mercer felt that his private inward eternity depended on it.

B' di kkat | aughed. "I haven't any caps down here. | mght use themnyself. O
so they think. | have other things, nuch better. No fear, fellow, 1'Il fix you
up. "

Mercer | ooked doubtful. If the cap had brought him happiness on the ferry, it
woul d take at | east electrical stinulation of the brain to undo whatever
torments the surface of Shayol had to offer

B' di kkat's laughter filled the roomlike a bursting pill ow

"Have you ever heard of condam ne?"

"No, " said Mercer.

"It's a narcotic so powerful that the pharnacopoei as are not allowed to
nmention it."

"You have that?" said Mercer hopefully.

"Somet hing better. | have super-condanine. It's naned after the New French
town where they developed it. The chem sts hooked in one nore hydrogen

nmol ecul e. That gave it a real jolt. If you took it in your present shape,
you' d be dead in three mnutes, but those three m nutes would seemlike ten

t housand years of happiness to the inside of your mind." B dikkat rolled his
brown cow eyes expressively and smacked his rich red lips with a tongue of
enor mous extent.

"What's the use of it, then?"

"You can take it," said B dikkat. "You can take it after you have been exposed
to the dronmpzoa outside this cabin. You get all the good effects and none of
t he bad. You want to see somet hi ng?"

What answer is there except yes, thought Mercer grimy; does he think | have
an urgent invitation to a tea party?

"Look out the window, " said B dikkat, "and tell me what you see."

The at nosphere was clear. The surface was |ike a desert, ginger-yellow wth
streaks of green where lichen and | ow shrubs grew, obviously stunted and
tornmented by high, dry winds. The | andscape was nonot onous. Two or three
hundred yards away there was a herd of bright pink objects which seened alive
but Mercer could not see themwell enough to describe themclearly. Further
away, on the extreme right of his frame of vision, there was the statue of an
enor nous human foot, the height of a six-story building. Mercer could not see
what the foot was connected to. "I see a big foot," said he, "but—=

"But what?" said B dikkat, |like an enornous child hiding the denouenent of a
hugely private joke. Large as he was, he could have been dwarfed by any one of
the toes on that trenendous foot.

"But it can't be a real foot," said Mercer

"It is," said B dikkat. "That's CGo-Captain Al varez, the man who found this

pl anet. After six hundred years he's still in fine shape. O course, he's
nostly dronozootic by now, but | think there is sone human consci ousness

i nside him You know what | do?"

"What ?" said Mercer.

"I give himsix cubic centinmeters of super-condam ne and he snorts for ne.
Real happy little snorts. A stranger mght think it was a vol cano. That's what
super - condam ne can do. And you're going to get plenty of it. You' re a |ucky,
| ucky man, Mercer. You have me for a friend, and you have ny needle for a
treat. 1 do all the work and you get all the fun. Isn't that a nice surprise?"
Mercer thought, You're lying! Lying! Where do the screams come fromthat we
have all heard broadcast as a warning on Punishnent Day? Wy did the doctor
offer to cancel my brain or to take out ny eyes?

The cow man wat ched himsadly, a hurt expression on his face. "You don't
believe ne," he said, very sadly.

"It's not quite that," said Mercer, with an attenpt at heartiness, "but |



thi nk you're | eaving sonething out."
"Not hi ng nmuch," said B dikkat. "You junp when the dronmpbzoa hit you. You'll be

upset when you start growi ng new parts—heads, kidneys, hands. | had one fell ow
in here who grew thirty-eight hands in a single session outside. | took them
all off, froze themand sent themupstairs. | take good care of everybody.
You'll probably yell for a while. But remenber, just call ne Friend, and

have the nicest treat in the universe waiting for you. Now, would you I|ike
some fried eggs? | don't eat eggs mnyself, but nmost true men |like them"
"Eggs?" said Mercer. "Wiat have eggs got to do with it?"

"Nothing much. It's just a treat for you people. Get sonething in your stonach
bef ore you go outside. You'll get through the first day better."

Mercer, unbelieving, watched as the big man took two precious eggs froma cold
chest, expertly broke theminto a little pan and put the pan in the heat-field
at the center of the table Mercer had awakened on

"Friend, eh?" B dikkat grinned. "You'll see I'ma good friend. Wen you go
out si de, remenber that."

An hour l|ater, Mercer did go outside.

Strangely at peace with hinself, he stood at the door. B' dikkat pushed himin
a brotherly way, giving hima shove which was gentle enough to be an

encour agenent .

"Don't nake ne put on ny lead suit, fellow" Mercer had seen a suit, fully the
size of an ordinary space-ship cabin, hanging on the wall of an adjacent room
"When | close this door, the outer one will open. Just walk on out."

"But what will happen?" said Mercer, the fear turning around in his stomach
and nmaking little grabs at his throat fromthe inside.

"Don't start that again," said B dikkat. For an hour he had fended off
Mercer's questions about the outside. A map? B di kkat had | aughed at the

t hought. Food? He said not to worry. Other people? They'd be there. Wapons?
What for, B dikkat had replied. Over and over again, B dikkat had insisted
that he was Mercer's friend. Wiat woul d happen to Mercer? The sane t hat
happened to everybody el se.

Mer cer stepped out.

Not hi ng happened. The day was cool. The wi nd noved gently against his

t oughened skin.

Mer cer | ooked around apprehensively.

The nount ai nous body of Captain Al varez occupied a good part of the | andscape
to the right. Mercer had no wish to get mxed up with that. He gl anced back at
t he cabin. B di kkat was not | ooking out the w ndow.

Mercer wal ked sl owly, straight ahead.

There was a flash on the ground, no brighter than the glitter of sunlight on a
fragment of glass. Mercer felt a sting in the thigh, as though a sharp

i nstrument had touched himlightly. He brushed the place with his hand.

It was as though the sky fell in.

A pain—+t was nore than a pain; it was a living throb—+an fromhis hip to his
foot on the right side. The throb reached up to his chest, robbing him of
breath. He fell, and the ground hurt him Nothing in the hospital-satellite
had been like this. He lay in the open air, trying not to breathe, but he did
breat he anyhow. Each tinme he breathed, the throb noved with his thorax. He lay
on his back, |ooking at the sun. At |ast he noticed that the sun was

viol et-white.

It was no use even thinking of calling. He had no voice. Tendrils of

di sconfort twisted within him Since he could not stop breathing, he
concentrated on taking air in the way that hurt himleast. Gasps were too nuch
work. Little tiny sips of air hurt himleast.

The desert around himwas enpty. He could not turn his head to | ook at the
cabin. Is this it? he thought. Is an eternity of this the punishnment of
Shayol ?

There were voices near him

Two faces, grotesquely pink, |ooked down at him They m ght have been human.
The man | ooked normal enough, except for having two noses side by side. The



worman was a caricature beyond belief. She had grown a breast on each cheek and
a cluster of naked baby-like fingers hung Iinp from her forehead.

"It's a beauty," said the woman, "a new one."

"Come al ong," said the man.

They lifted himto his feet. He did not have strength enough to resist. Wen
he tried to speak to thema harsh cawi ng sound, like the cry of an ugly bird,
cane from his nout h.

They noved with himefficiently. He saw that he was being dragged to the herd
of pink things.

As they approached, he saw that they were people. Better, he saw that they had
once been people. A man with the beak of a flami ngo was picking at his own
body. A wonan lay on the ground; she had a single head, but beside what seened
to be her original body, she had a boy's naked body growi ng si dew se from her
neck. The boy-body, clean, new, paralytically hel pl ess, nade no novenent ot her
t han shal | ow breat hi ng. Mercer | ooked around. The only one of the group who
was wearing clothing was a nman with his overcoat on sidew se. Mercer stared at
him finally realizing that the man had two—er was it three?—stonachs grow ng
on the outside of his abdonen. The coat held themin place. The transparent
peritoneal wall |ooked fragile.

"New one," said his fermal e captor. She and the two-nosed man put hi m down.

The group lay scattered on the ground.

Mercer lay in a state of stupor anong them

An old man's voice said, "I'mafraid they're going to feed us pretty soon."
"Ch, no!"

"It's too early!"

"Not again!"

Protests echoed fromthe group

The old man's voice went on, "Look, near the big toe of the nountain!"

The desolate murrmur in the group attested their confirmtion of what he had
seen.

Mercer tried to ask what it was all about, but produced only a caw

A woman—was it a woman?—raw ed over to himon her hands and knees. Beside her
ordi nary hands, she was covered with hands all over her trunk and hal fway down
her thighs. Some of the hands | ooked old and withered. Qthers were as fresh
and pink as the baby-fingers on his captress' face. The wonan shouted at him
t hough it was not necessary to shout.

"The dronpzoa are conming. This tinme it hurts. When you get used to the place,
you can dig in—=

She waved at a group of mounds which surrounded the herd of people.

"They're dug in," she said.

Mer cer cawed agai n.

"Don't you worry," said the hand-covered woman, and gasped as a flash of |ight
t ouched her.

The lights reached Mercer too. The pain was |ike the first contact but nore
probing. Mercer felt his eyes widen as odd sensations within his body led to
an i nescapabl e conclusion: these lights, these things, these whatever they
were, were feeding himand buil ding himup.

Their intelligence, if they had it, was not human, but their notives were
clear. In between the stabs of pain he felt themfill his stomach, put water
in his blood, draw water from his ki dneys and bl adder, massage his heart, nove
his lungs for him

Every single thing they did was well meant and beneficent in intent.

And every single action hurt.

Abruptly, like the Iifting of a cloud of insects, they were gone. Mercer was
aware of a noi se sonmewhere outside—a brainless, bawling cascade of ugly noise.
He started to | ook around. And the noi se stopped.

It had been hinself, scream ng. Scream ng the ugly screans of a psychotic, a
terrified drunk, an animal driven out of understanding or reason

When he stopped, he found he had his speaking voi ce again.

A man cane to him naked |ike the others. There was a spi ke sticking through



hi s head. The skin had healed around it on both sides. "Hello, fellow " said
the man with the spike.

"Hello," said Mercer. It was a foolishly commonplace thing to say in a place
i ke this.

"You can't kill yourself," said the man with the spi ke through his head.

"Yes, you can," said the woman covered wi th hands.

Mercer found that his first pain had di sappeared. "Wat's happening to nme?"
"You got a part,"” said the man with the spike. "They're always putting parts
on us. After a while B dikkat comes and cuts nost of them off, except for the
ones that ought to growa little nore. Like her," he added, nodding at the
worman who lay with the boy-body growi ng from her neck

"And that's all?" said Mercer. "The stabs for the new parts and the stinging
for the feedi ng?"

"No," said the man. "Sonetinmes they think we're too cold and they fill our
insides with fire. O they think we're too hot and they freeze us, nerve by
nerve."

The wonman with the boy-body called over, "And sometines they think we're
unhappy, so they try to force us to be happy. | think that's the worst of
all.”

Mercer stammered, "Are you peopl e+ nean—are you the only herd?"

The man with the spi ke coughed instead of |aughing. "Herd! That's funny. The
land is full of people. Most of themdig in. W're the ones who can stil

talk. W& stay together for company. W get nore turns with B di kkat that way."
Mercer started to ask another question, but he felt the strength run out of
him The day had been too nuch.

The ground rocked like a ship on water. The sky turned bl ack. He felt someone
catch himas he fell. He felt hinmself being stretched out on the ground. And
then, nercifully and magically, he slept.
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Wthin a week, he cane to know the group well. They were an absent-m nded
bunch of people. Not one of them ever knew when a dronpzoan mi ght flash by and
add anot her part. Mercer was not stung again, but the incision he had obtained
just outside the cabin was hardeni ng. Spi ke-head | ooked at it when Mercer
nodestly undid his belt and | owered the edge of his trouser-top so they could
see the wound.

"You' ve got a head," he said. "A whole baby head. They'|ll be glad to get that
one upstairs when B' di kkat cuts it off you."

The group even tried to arrange his social life. They introduced himto the
girl of the herd. She had grown one body after another, pelvis turning into
shoul ders and the pelvis below that turning into shoul ders again until she was
five people long. Her face was unnmarred. She tried to be friendly to Mercer

He was so shocked by her that he dug hinself into the soft dry crunbly earth
and stayed there for what seenmed |like a hundred years. He found later that it
was |less than a full day. When he came out, the |ong many-bodied girl was

wai ting for him

"You didn't have to come out just for me,
Mercer shook the dirt off hinself.

He | ooked around. The violet sun was goi ng down, and the sky was streaked with
bl ues, deeper blues and trails of orange sunset.

He | ooked back at her. "I didn't get up for you. It's no use lying there,
waiting for the next tinme."

"I want to show you sonething," she said. She pointed to a | ow hummock. "Dig
that up."

Mercer | ooked at her. She seermed friendly. He shrugged and attacked the soi
with his powerful claws. Wth tough skin and heavy digging-nails on the ends
of his fingers, he found it was easy to dig |like a dog. The earth cascaded
beneat h his busy hands. Sonet hi ng pi nk appeared down in the hole he had dug.
He proceeded nore carefully.

He knew what it would be.

sai d she.



It was. It was a man, sleeping. Extra arns grew down one side of his body in
an orderly series. The other side | ooked nornmal.

Mercer turned back to the many-bodied girl, who had withed cl oser

"That's what | think it is, isn't it?"

"Yes," she said. "Doctor Vomact burned his brain out for him And took his
eyes out, too."

Mercer sat back on the ground and | ooked at the girl. "You told nme to do it.
Now tell me what for."

"To let you see. To let you know. To let you think."

"That's all?" said Mercer.

The girl twisted with startling suddenness. All the way down her series of
bodi es, her chests heaved. Mercer wondered how the air got into all of them
He did not feel sorry for her; he did not feel sorry for anyone except

hi nsel f. When the spasm passed the girl snmiled at himapol ogetically.

"They just gave nme a new plant."

Mercer nodded grimy.

"What now, a hand? It seens you have enough."

"Ch, those," she said, |ooking back at her many torsos. "I prom sed B' di kkat
that 1'd let themgrow. He's good. But that nman, stranger. Look at that man
you dug up. Who's better off, he or we?"

Mercer stared at her. "lIs that what you had nme dig himup for?"

"Yes," said the girl.

"Do you expect ne to answer ?"

"No," said the girl, "not now. "
"Who are you?" said Mercer.
"We never ask that here. It doesn't matter. But since you're new, 1'lIl tell

you. | used to be the Lady Da—the Enperor's stepnother."
"You!" he excl ai ned.

She smled, ruefully. "You're still so fresh you think it matters! But | have
somet hing nore inportant to tell you." She stopped and bit her Iip.

"What ?" he urged. "Better tell ne before | get another bite. I won't be able
to think or talk then, not for a long time. Tell me now. "

She brought her face close to his. It was still a lovely face, even in the
dyi ng orange of this violet-sunned sunset. "People never live forever."
"Yes," said Mercer. "I knew that."

"Believe it," ordered the Lady Da

Lights flashed across the dark plain, still in the distance. Said she, "Dig

in, digin for the night. They may m ss you."

Mercer started digging. He gl anced over at the man he had dug up.

The brainless body, with notions as soft as those of a starfish under water,
was pushing its way back into the earth.

Five or seven days later, there was a shouting through the herd.

Mercer had conme to know a half-man, the | ower part of whose body was gone and
whose viscera were kept in place with what resenbled a translucent plastic
bandage. The hal f-nan had shown himhowto lie still when the dronozoa cane
with their inescapabl e errands of doing good.

Said the half-man, "You can't fight them They nmade Alvarez as big as a

nmount ain, so that he never stirs. Now they're trying to make us happy. They
feed us and clean us and sweeten us up. Lie still. Don't worry about
scream ng. We all do."

"When do we get the drug?" said Mercer

"When B di kkat cones."

B' di kkat cane that day, pushing a sort of wheel ed sled ahead of him The
runners carried it over the hillocks; the wheels worked on the surface.

Even before he arrived, the herd sprang into furious action. Everywhere,
peopl e were digging up the sleepers. By the time B di kkat reached their

wai ting place, the herd nust have uncovered twi ce their own nunber of sleeping
pi nk bodi es—+#en and wonen, young and ol d. The sl eepers | ooked no better and no
wor se than the waki ng ones.

"Hurry!" said the Lady Da. "He never gives any of us a shot until we're al



ready. "

B' di kkat wore his heavy lead suit.

He Iifted an armin friendly greeting, like a father returning hone wth
treats for his children. The herd clustered around hi mbut did not crowd him
He reached into the sled. There was a harnessed bottle which he threw over his
shoul ders. He snapped the | ocks on the straps. Fromthe bottle there hung a
tube. M dway down the tube there was a small pressure-punp. At the end of the
tube there was a glistening hypodermn c needl e.

When ready, B dikkat gestured for themto cone closer. They approached him
wi t h radi ant happi ness. He stepped through their ranks and past them to the
girl who had the boy growi ng from her neck. H s mechani cal voice booned

t hrough the | oudspeaker set in the top of his suit.

"Good girl. Good, good girl. You get a big, big present.” He thrust

the hypodermic into her so long that Mercer could see an air bubhle travel
fromthe punmp up to the bottle.

Then he nmoved back to the others, boomng a word now and then, noving with

i mpr obabl e grace and speed amid the people. H s needle flashed as he gave them
hypoderm cs under pressure. The people dropped to sitting positions or |ay
down on the ground as though hal f-asl eep

He knew Mercer. "Hello, fellow Now you can have the fun. It would have killed
you in the cabin. Do you have anything for ne?"

Mercer stammered, not knowi ng what B'di kkat neant, and the two-nosed man
answered for him "I think he has a nice baby head, but it isn't big enough
for you to take yet."

Mercer never noticed the needle touch his arm

B' di kkat had turned to the next knot of people when the super-condam ne hit
Mer cer.

He tried to run after B dikkat, to hug the | ead space suit, to tell B dikkat
that he loved him He stunbled and fell, but it did not hurt.

The many-bodied girl lay near him Mercer spoke to her

"Isn't it wonderful ? You're beautiful, beautiful, beautiful. 1'mso happy to
be here.”

The wonman covered with growi ng hands canme and sat beside them She radiated
warnth and good fellowship. Mercer thought that she | ooked very distingui shed
and charmi ng. He struggled out of his clothes. It was foolish and snobbish to
wear cl othing when none of these nice people did.

The two wonen babbl ed and crooned at him

Wth one corner of his mnd he knew that they were saying nothing, just
expressing the euphoria of a drug so powerful that the known uni verse had
forbidden it. Wth nost of his mnd he was happy. He wondered how anyone coul d
have the good luck to visit a planet as nice as this. He tried to tell the
Lady Da, but the words weren't quite straight.

A painful stab hit himin the abdomen. The drug went after the pain and

swal lowed it. It was like the cap in the hospital, only a thousand tines
better. The pain was gone, though it had been crippling the first tinme.

He forced hinself to be deliberate. He rammed his mind into focus and said to
the two | adi es who |lay pinkly nude beside himin the desert, "That was a good
bite. Maybe | will grow another head. That woul d make B' di kkat happy!"

The Lady Da forced the forenost of her bodies in an upright position. Said

she, "I"'mstrong, too. | can tal k. Remenber, man, renenber. People never live
forever. W can die, too, we can die like real people. | do so believe in
deat h! "

Mercer smiled at her through his happiness.
"Of course you can. But isn't this nice ..
Wth this he felt his lips thicken and his mnd go slack. He was w de awake,
but he did not feel like doing anything. In that beautiful place, anpong al

t hose comnpani onabl e and attractive people, he sat and snil ed.

B' di kkat was sterilizing his knives.

Mercer wondered how | ong the super-condam ne had | asted him He endured the
m ni strations of the dronbzoa w thout screans or nmovenent. The agonies of



nerves and itching of skin were phenonena whi ch happened somewhere near him
but meant nothing. He watched his own body with renote, casual interest. The
Lady Da and the hand-covered woman stayed near him After a long tine the
hal f - man dragged hinself over to the group with his powerful arnms. Having
arrived he blinked sleepily and friendlily at them and |apsed back into the
restful stupor fromwhich he had energed. Mercer saw the sun rise on occasion
closed his eyes briefly, and opened themto see stars shining. Time had no
nmeani ng. The dronpzoa fed himin their nysterious way: the drug cancel ed out
his needs for cycles of the body.

At last he noticed a return of the inwardness of pain.

The pains thensel ves had not changed; he had.

He knew all the events which could take place on Shayol. He renenbered them
wel | from his happy period. Formerly he had noticed them-Aow he felt them

He tried to ask the Lady Da how | ong they had had the drug, and how nuch

| onger they would have to wait before they had it again. She smiled at him
wi t h beni gn, renote happi ness; apparently her nmany torsos, stretched out al ong
the ground, had a greater capacity for retaining the drug than did his body.
She neant himwell, but was in no condition for articul ate speech

The hal f-man lay on the ground, arteries pulsating prettily behind the

hal f-transparent fil mwhich protected his abdomi nal cavity. Mercer squeezed
the man's shoul der.

The hal f-man woke, recognized Mercer and gave hima healthily sleepy grin.

" "A good norrow to you, ny boy.' That's out of a play. Did you ever see a

pl ay?"

"You nmean a game with cards?"

"No," said the half-man, "a sort of eye-machine with real people doing the
figures."

"I never saw that," said Mercer, "but |12

"But you want to ask me when B dikkat is going to cone back with the needle.”
"Yes," said Mercer, a little ashamed of his obvi ousness.

"Soon," said the half-man. "That's why | think of plays. W all know what is
goi ng to happen. W all know when it is going to happen. W all know what the

dunmies will do— he gestured at the hummocks in which the decorticated nen
were cradl ed—= and we all know what the new people will ask. But we never know
how | ong a scene is going to take."

"What's a 'scene'?" asked Mercer. "Is that the nane for the needl e?"

The hal f-man | aughed with sonething close to real hunor. "No, no, no. You' ve
got the lovelies on the brain. A scene is just part of a play. | nmean we know

the order in which things happen, but we have no cl ocks and nobody cares
enough to count days or to make cal endars and there's not nuch climte here,
so none of us know how | ong anything takes. The pain seens short and the

pl easure seenms long. I'"'minclined to think that they are about two Earth-weeks
each. "

Mercer did not know what an "Earth-week" was, since he had not been a
wel | -read man before his conviction, but he got nothing nmore fromthe hal f-man
at that tinme. The hal f-nman received a dronozootic inplant, turned red in the
face, shouted senselessly at Mercer, "Take it out, you fool! Take it out of
ne!"

Whil e Mercer | ooked on hel plessly, the half-man twi sted over on his side, his
pi nk dusty back turned to Mercer, and wept hoarsely and quietly to hinself.
Mercer himself could not tell howlong it was before B di kkat came back. It

m ght have been several days. It mght have been several nonths.

Once again B di kkat noved anong them|like a father; once again they clustered
like children. This time B dikkat smled pleasantly at the little head which
had grown out of Mercer's thigh—-a sleeping child s head, covered with |ight
hair on top and with dainty eyebrows over the resting eyes. Mercer got the

bl i ssful needle.

When B di kkat cut the head from Mercer's thigh, he felt the knife grinding
agai nst the cartilage which held the head to his own body. He saw the
child-face grimce as the head was cut; he felt the far, cool flash of



uni mportant pain, as B'di kkat dabbed the wound with a corrosive antiseptic

whi ch stopped all bl eeding i nedi ately.

The next time it was two | egs growi ng fromhis chest.

Then there had been another head beside his own.

O was that after the torso and |l egs, waist to toe-tips, of the little girl

whi ch had grown from his side?

He forgot the order

He did not count tine.

Lady Da smiled at himoften, but there was no love in this place. She had | ost
the extra torsos. In between teratol ogies, she was a pretty and shapely woman;
but the nicest thing about their relationship was her whisper to him repeated
some thousands of tinmes, repeated with smles and hope, "People never live
forever."

She found this i mensely conforting, even though Mercer did not make nuch
sense out of it.

Thus events occurred, and victinms changed i n appearance, and new ones arrived.
Sonetimes B di kkat took the new ones, resting in the everlasting sleep of

t heir burned-out brains, in a ground-truck to be added to other herds. The
bodies in the truck threshed and bawl ed w t hout hunman speech when the dronozoa
struck them

Finally, Mercer did manage to follow B di kkat to the door of the cabin. He had
to fight the bliss of super-condanine to do it. Only the nenory of previous
hurt, bew | derment and perplexity made himsure that if he did not ask

B' di kkat when he, Mercer, was happy, the answer would no | onger be avail able
when he needed it. Fighting pleasure itself, he begged B di kkat to check the
records and to tell himhow | ong he had been there.

B' di kkat grudgi ngly agreed, but he did not come out of the doorway. He spoke

t hrough the public address box built into the cabin, and his gigantic voice
roared out over the enpty plain, so that the pink herd of talking people
stirred gently in their happiness and wondered what their friend B di kkat

m ght be wanting to tell them When he said it, they thought it exceedingly
prof ound, though none of them understood it, since it was sinply the amount of
time that Mercer had been on Shayol

"Standard years—ei ghty-four years, seven nonths, three days, two hours, eleven
and one half mnutes. Good luck, fellow "

Mercer turned away.

The secret little corner of his mnd, which stayed sane through happi ness and
pai n, made hi m wonder about B di kkat. What persuaded the cownan to remain on
Shayol ? What kept hi m happy without super-condam ne? Was B di kkat a crazy
slave to his own duty or was he a man who had hopes of going back to his own
pl anet some day, surrounded by a family of little cow people resenbling

hi nsel f? Mercer, despite his happiness, wept a little at the strange fate of

B' di kkat. His own fate he accepted.

He renenbered the last tinme he had eaten—actual eggs froman actual pan. The
dronozoa kept himalive, but he did not know how they did it.

He staggered back to the group. The Lady Da, naked in the dusty plain, waved a
hospi t abl e hand and showed that there was a place for himto sit beside her
There were uncl ai ned square niles of seating space around them but he

appreci ated the kindliness of her gesture none the |ess.
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The years, if they were years, went by. The land of Shayol did not change.
Sonetimes the bubbling sound of geysers cane faintly across the plain to the
herd of nen; those who could talk declared it to be the breathing of Captain
Al varez. There was ni ght and day, but no setting of crops, no change of
season, no generations of men. Tine stood still for these people, and their

| oad of pleasure was so conmingled with the shocks and pains of the dronozoa
that the words of the Lady Da took on very renpte neaning.

"Peopl e never live forever."

Her statement was a hope, not a truth in which they could believe. They did



not have the wit to followthe stars in their courses, to exchange nanes wth
each other, to harvest the experience of each for the wi sdomof all. There was
no dream of escape for these people. Though they saw the ol d-style chem ca
rockets Iift up fromthe field beyond B di kkat's cabin, they did not make
plans to hide anong the frozen crop of transnmuted fl esh

Far | ong ago, sone other prisoner than one of these had tried to wite a
letter. H's handwiting was on a rock. Mercer read it, and so had a few of the
others, but they could not tell which man had done it. Nor did they care.

The letter, scraped on stone, had been a nessage home. They could still read
the opening: "Once, | was |ike you, stepping out of ny wi ndow at the end of
day, and letting the winds blow me gently toward the place | lived in. Once,
like you, | had one head, two hands, ten fingers on ny hands. The front part
of nmy head was called a face, and | could talk with it. Now | can only wite,
and that only when | get out of pain. Once, like you, | ate foods, drank
liquid, had a nanme. | cannot renmenber the nanme | had. You can stand up, you
who get this letter. | cannot even stand up. | just wait for the lights to put

my food in me nmolecule by nolecule, and to take it out again. Don't think that
I am puni shed any nore. This place is not a punishnment. It is something else."
Among the pink herd, none of them ever deci ded what was "sonething else.”
Curiosity had died anong them | ong ago.

Then came the day of the little people.

It was a tine—hot an hour, not a year: a duration somewhere between themwahen
the Lady Da and Mercer sat wordl ess with happiness and filled with the joy of
super - condam ne. They had nothing to say to one another; the drug said al
things for them

A di sagreeable roar from B di kkat's cabin made themstir mldly.

Those two, and one or two others, |ooked toward the speaker of the public
address system

The Lady Da brought herself to speak, though the nmatter was uni nmportant beyond
words. "I do believe," said she, "that we used to call that the War Alarm"
They drowsed back into their happiness.

A man with two rudi nentary heads grow ng beside his own crawl ed over to them
Al three heads | ooked very happy, and Mercer thought it delightful of himto
appear in such a whinsical shape. Under the pul sing gl ow of super-condam ne
Mercer regretted that he had not used tinmes when his mind was clear to ask him
who he had once been. He answered it for them Forcing his eyelids open by

sheer will power, he gave the Lady Da and Mercer the |azy ghost of a mlitary
salute and said, "Suzdal, Ma'amand Sir, forner cruiser comrander. They are
sounding the alert. Wsh to report that | am... | am... | amnot quite ready

for battle."

He dropped off to sleep

The gentle perenptorinesses of the Lady Da brought his eyes open again.
"Commander, why are they sounding it here? Wiy did you cone to us?"

"You, Ma'am and the gentleman with the ears seemto think best of our group

| thought you m ght have orders."

Mercer | ooked around for the gentleman with the ears. It was hinself. In that
time his face was al nost wholly obscured with a crop of fresh little ears, but
he paid no attention to them other than expecting that B' di kkat woul d cut
themall off in due course and that the dronmpzoa woul d give hi m sonet hi ng

el se.

The noise fromthe cabin rose to a higher, ear-splitting intensity.

Among the herd, many people stirred.

Sone opened their eyes, |ooked around, nurnured. "It's a noise," and went back
to the happy drowsing with super-condani ne

The cabi n door opened.

B' di kkat rushed out, without his suit. They had never seen himon the outside
wi thout his protective netal suit.

He rushed up to them I|ooked wildly around, recognized the Lady Da and Mercer
pi cked them up, one under each arm and raced with them back to the cabin. He



flung theminto the double door. They | anded with bone-splitting crashes, and
found it amusing to hit the ground so hard. The floor tilted theminto the
room Monents |ater, B dikkat followed.

He roared at them "You're people, or you were. You understand people; | only
obey them But this | will not obey. Look at that!"

Four beautiful human children lay on the floor. The two smallest seened to be
twi ns, about two years of age. There was a girl of five and a boy of seven or
so. All of them had slack eyelids. Al of themhad thin red |lines around their
tenmples and their hair, shaved away, showed how their brains had been renoved.
B' di kkat, heedl ess of danger from dronozoa, stood beside the Lady Da and
Mercer, shouti ng.

"You're real people. I'"'mjust a cow | do ny duty. My duty does not include
this. These are children.”

The wi se, surviving recess of Mercer's mind registered shock and disbelief. It
was hard to sustain the enption, because the super-condam ne washed at his
consci ousness like a great tide, making everything seemlovely. The forefront
of his mind, rich with the drug, told him "Wn't it be nice to have sone
children with us!" But the undestroyed interior of his mnd, keeping the honor
he knew before he came to Shayol, whispered, "This is a crinme worse than any
crime we have committed! And the Enpire has done it."

"What have you done?" said the Lady Da. "What can we do?"

"I tried to call the satellite. Wen they knew what | was tal ki ng about, they
cut ne off. After all, |I'mnot people. The head doctor told ne to do nmy work."
"Was it Doctor Vomact?" Mercer asked.

"Vomact ?" said B dikkat. "He died a hundred years ago, of old age. No, a new

doctor cut me off. | don't have people-feeling, but | am Earth-born, of Earth
bl ood. | have enotions nyself. Pure cattle enotions! This |I cannot permt."
"What have you done?"

B'di kkat lifted his eyes to the window H's face was illum nated by a

det erm nati on whi ch, even beyond the edges of the drug which nade them | ove
him nade himseemlike the father of this world-responsible, honorable,
unsel fi sh.

He smiled. "They will kill ne for it, | think. But |I have put in the Galactic
Alert—all ships here.™

The Lady Da, sitting back on the floor, declared, "But that's only for new
invaders! It is a false alarm" She pulled herself together and rose to her
feet. "Can you cut these things off ne, right now, in case people cone? And

get ne a dress. And do you have anything which will counteract the effect of
t he super-condam ne?"
"That's what | wanted!" cried B dikkat. "I will not take these children. You

gi ve ne | eadership.”

There and then, on the floor of the cabin, he trimred her down to the norma
proportions of mankind.

The corrosive antiseptic rose |like snoke in the air of the cabin. Mercer
thought it all very dramatic and pl easant, and dropped off in catnaps part of
the tine. Then he felt B dikkat trimrming himtoo. B di kkat opened a | ong, |ong
drawer and put the specinmens in; fromthe cold in the roomit nust have been a
refrigerated | ocker.

He sat them both up against the wall.

"I"ve been thinking," he said. "There is no antidote for super-condam ne. \Wo
woul d want one? But | can give you the hypos fromny rescue boat. They are
supposed to bring a person back, no matter what has happened to that person
out in space."

There was a whining over the cabin roof. B'dikkat knocked a wi ndow out with
his fist, stuck his head out of the w ndow and | ooked up.

"Cone on in," he shouted.

There was the thud of a landing craft touching ground quickly. Doors whirred.
Mercer wondered, mldly, why people dared to | and on Shayol. Wen they cane in
he saw that they were not people; they were Custonms Robots, who could travel

at velocities which people could never match. One wore the insigne of an



i nspector.

"Where are the invaders?"

"There are no— began B' di kkat .

The Lady Da, inperial in her posture though she was conpletely nude, said in a
voi ce of conplete clarity, "I ama former Enpress, the Lady Da. Do you know
ne?"

"No, Ma'am" said the robot inspector. He | ooked as unconfortable as a robot
could | ook. The drug made Mercer think that it would be nice to have robots
for conpany, out on the surface of Shayol

"I declare this Top Emergency, in the ancient words. Do you understand?
Connect me with the Instrunentality."

"We can't— said the inspector

"You can ask," said the Lady Da

The inspector conpli ed.

The Lady Da turned to B' dikkat. "G ve Mercer and ne those shots now. Then put
us outside the door so the drompbzoa can repair these scars. Bring us in as
soon as a connection is made. Wap us in cloth if you do not have clothes for
us. Mercer can stand the pain."

"Yes," said B dikkat, keeping his eyes away fromthe four soft children and
their coll apsed eyes.

The injection burned like no fire ever had. It nmust have been capabl e of
fighting the super-condam ne, because B' di kkat put themthrough the open

wi ndow, so as to save tine going through the door. The dronpzoa, sensing that
t hey needed repair, flashed upon them This tine the super-condani ne had
somet hing else fighting it

Mercer did not scream but he lay against the wall and wept for ten thousand
years; in objective tine, it nmust have been several hours.

The Custons robots were taking pictures. The dronpzoa were flashi ng agai nst
them too, sonetimes in whole swarns, but nothi ng happened.

Mercer heard the voice of the communicator inside the cabin calling loudly for
B' di kkat. "Surgery Satellite calling Shayol. B dikkat, get on the linel"

He obvi ously was not replying.

There were soft cries coming fromthe other comruni cator, the one which the
custonms officials had brought into the room Mercer was sure that the
eye-machi ne was on and that people in other worlds were | ooking at Shayol for
the first tine.

B' di kkat cane t hrough the door. He had torn navigation charts out of his
lifeboat. Wth these he cl oaked them

Mercer noted that the Lady Da changed the arrangenent of the cloak in a few
m nor ways and suddenly | ooked |ike a person of great inportance.

They re-entered the cabin door

B' di kkat whi spered, as if filled with awe, "The Instrunentality has been
reached, and a lord of the Instrumentality is about to talk to you."

There was nothing for Mercer to do, so he sat back in a corner of the room and
wat ched. The Lady Da, her skin healed, stood pale and nervous in the mddl e of
the floor.

The roomfilled with an odorl ess intangi bl e snoke. The snoke cl ouded. The ful
communi cat or was on

A human figure appeared.

A worman, dressed in a uniformof radically conservative cut, faced the Lady
Da.

"This is Shayol. You are the Lady Da. You called ne."

The Lady Da pointed to the children on the floor. "This rmust not happen," she
said. This is a place of punishnents, agreed upon between the Instrunentality
and the Enpire. No one said anything about children."

The wonman on the screen | ooked down at the children

"This is the work of insane people!" she cried.

She | ooked accusingly at the Lady Da, "Are you inperial?"

"I was an Enpress, madam" said the Lady Da

"And you permit this!"



"Permit it?" cried the Lady Da. "I had nothing to do with it." Her eyes

wi dened. "I ama prisoner here nyself. Don't you understand?"
The i mage-wonan snapped, "No, | don't."
"I," said the Lady Da, "am a speci nen. Look at the herd out there. | cane from

them a few hours ago."

"Adjust me," said the i nage-worman to B di kkat. "Let ne see that herd."

Her body, standing upright, soared through the wall in a flashing arc and was
pl aced in the very center of the herd.

The Lady Da and Mercer watched her. They saw even the inmage lose its stiffness
and dignity. The image-woman waved an armto show t hat she shoul d he brought
back into the cabin. B dikkat tuned her back into the room

"I owe you an apology," said the image. "I amthe Lady Johanna Gnhade, one of
the lords of the Instrunentality."

Mercer bowed, lost his balance and had to scranble up fromthe floor. The Lady
Da acknow edged the introduction with a royal nod.

The two wonen | ooked at each ot her

"You will investigate," said the Lady Da, "and when you have investi gated,

pl ease put us all to death. You know about the drug?"

"Don't nention it," said B dikkat, "don't even say the name into a

conmuni cator. It is a secret of the Instrunentality!"

"I amthe Instrumentality," said the Lady Johanna. "Are you in pain? | did not
think that any of you were alive. | had heard of the surgery banks on your
off-limts planet, but | thought that robots tended parts of people and sent
up the new grafts by rocket. Are there any people with you? Who is in charge?
Wio did this to the children?”

B' di kkat stepped in front of the image. He did not bow "I'min charge."

"You' re underpeople!" cried the Lady Johanna. "You're a cow"

"Abull, Maam M famly is frozen back on Earth itself, and with a thousand
years' service | amearning their freedomand ny own. Your other questions,
Ma'am | do all the work. The dronpbzoa do not affect me much, though | have to
cut a part off nyself now and then. |I throw those away. They don't go into the

bank. Do you know the secret rules of this place?"

The Lady Johanna tal ked to someone behind her on another world. Then she

| ooked at B' di kkat and commanded, "Just don't nane the drug or talk too nuch
about it. Tell me the rest.”

"W have," said B dikkat very formally, "thirteen hundred and twenty-one
peopl e here who can still be counted on to supply parts when the dronozoa

i npl ant them There are about seven hundred nore, including Go-Captain

Al varez, who have been so thoroughly absorbed by the planet that it is no use
trimmng them The Enpire set up this place as a point of utternopst

puni shment. But the Instrunentality gave secret orders for nedicine— he
accented the word strangely, neani ng super-condamnm ne—to be issued so that the
puni shment woul d be counteracted. The Enpire supplies our convicts. The
Instrunmentality distributes the surgical nmaterial."

The Lady Johanna lifted her right hand in a gesture of silence and comnpassion
She | ooked around the room Her eyes cane back to the Lady Da. Perhaps she
guessed what effort the Lady Da had nade in order to remain standing erect
while the two drugs, the super-condam ne and the |ifeboat drug, fought within
her veins.

"You people can rest. | will tell you nowthat all things possible will be
done for you. The Enpire is finished. The Fundanental Agreenent, by which the
Instrunentality surrendered the Enpire a thousand years ago, has been set
aside. W did not know that you people existed. W would have found out in
time, but I amsorry we did not find out sooner. Is there anything we can do
for you right away?"

"Time is what we all have," said the Lady Da. "Perhaps we cannot ever |eave
Shayol , because of the dronpbzoa and the medicine. The one coul d be dangerous.
The ot her must never be pernmitted to be known."

The Lady Johanna Gnade | ooked around the room Wen her gl ance reached him

B' di kkat fell to his knees and lifted his enornobus hands in conplete



suppl i cati on.

"What do you want ?" sai d she.

"These," said B dikkat, pointing to the mutilated children. "Order a stop on
children. Stop it now" He commanded her with the last cry, and she accepted
his command. "And Lady— he stopped as if shy.

"Yes? Go on."

"Lady, | amunable to kill. It is not in nmy nature. To work, to help, but not
to kill. What do | do with these?" He gestured at the four notionless children
on the floor.

"Keep them" she said. "Just keep them"

"I can't," he said. "There's no way to get off this planet alive. | do not
have food for themin the cabin. They will die in a few hours. And
governments," he added wi sely, "take a long, long time to do things."

"Can you give themthe medici ne?"

"No, it would kill themif | give themthat stuff first before the dronozoa
have fortified their bodily processes.”

The Lady Johanna Gnade filled the roomw th tinkling |aughter that was very
cl ose to weeping. "Fools, poor fools, and the nmore fool I! |If super-condam ne
works only after the dronpzoa, what is the purpose of the secret?"

B' di kkat rose to his feet, offended. He frowned, but he could not get the
words with which to defend hinself.

The Lady Da, ex-enpress of a fallen enpire, addressed the other lady with
cerenony and force: "Put themoutside, so they will be touched. They will
hurt. Have B di kkat give themthe drug as soon as he thinks it safe. | beg
your |eave, ny Lady ... "

Mercer had to catch her before she fell.

"You' ve all had enough," said the Lady Johanna. "A stormship with heavily
armed troops is on its way to your ferry satellite. They will seize the

nmedi cal personnel and find out who conmmitted this crine against children."
Mercer dared to speak. "WIIl you punish the guilty doctor?"

"You speak of punishnent,” she cried. "Youl"

"It's fair. | was punished for doing wong. Wiy shoul dn't he be?"

"Puni sh—puni sh!" she said to him "W will cure that doctor. And we will cure
you too, if we can."

Mercer began to weep. He thought of the oceans of happi ness which
super - condam ne had brought him forgetting the hideous pain and the
deformties on Shayol. Wuld there be no next needle? He could not guess what
life would be like off Shayol. WAs there to be no nore tender, fatherly

B' di kkat coming with his knives?

He lifted his tear-stained face to the Lady Johanna Gnade and choked out the
words, "Lady, we are all insane in this place. I do not think we want to

| eave. "

She turned her face away, noved by enornous conpassi on. Her next words were to
B' di kkat. "You are wi se and good, even if you are not a human being. G ve them
all of the drug they can take. The Instrunmentality will decide what to do with
all of you. I will survey your planet with robot soldiers. WIIl the robots be
saf e, cow man?"

B' di kkat did not |ike the thoughtless nane she called him but he held no

of fense. "The robots will be all right, Ma'am but the dronbzoa will be
excited if they cannot feed them and heal them Send as few as you can. W do
not know how t he dronpzoa live or die."

"As few as | can," she nurnured. She lifted her hand in comrand to sone
techni ci an uni magi nabl e di stances away. The odorl ess snmoke rose about her and
t he i mage was gone.

A shrill cheerful voice spoke up. "I fixed your wi ndow," said the custons
robot. B'dikkat thanked hi m absentm ndedly. He hel ped Mercer and the Lady Da
into the doorway. Wen they had gotten outside, they were pronptly stung by
the dronozoa. It did not matter

B' di kkat hinself emerged, carrying the four children in his two gigantic,
tender hands. He lay the slack bodies on the ground near the cabin. He watched



as the bodies went into spasmwi th the onset of the dronpbzoa. Mercer and the
Lady Da saw that his brown cow eyes were rinmed with red and that his huge
cheeks were danpened by tears.

Hours or centuries.

Who could tell them apart?

The herd went back to its usual life, except that the intervals between
needl es were much shorter. The once-commander, Suzdal, refused the needl e when
he heard the news. Wenever he could wal k, he followed the custons robots
around as they photographed, took soil sanples, and made a count of the
bodi es. They were particularly interested in the nountain of the Go-Captain
Al varez and professed thensel ves uncertain as to whether there was organic
life there or not. The nmountain did appear to react to super-condam ne, but
they could find no blood, no heart-beat. Misture, nmoved by the dronozoa,
seened to have repl aced the once-human bodily processes.
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And then, early one norning, the sky opened.

Ship after ship | anded. Peopl e emerged, wearing cl othes.

The drompzoa ignored the newconers. Mercer, who was in a state of bliss,
confusedly tried to think this through until he realized that the ships were
| oaded to their skins wth conmunications nachi nes; the "people" were either
robots or images of persons in other places.

The robots swiftly gathered together the herd. Using wheel barrows, they
brought the hundreds of m ndless people to the |anding area.

Mercer heard a voice he knew. It was the Lady Johanna Gnhade. "Set ne high,"
she commanded.

Her formrose until she seemed one-fourth the size of Alvarez. Her voice took
on nore vol une

"Wake themall," she commmanded.

Robot s noved anbng them spraying themw th a gas which was both sickening and
sweet. Mercer felt his mnd go clear. The super-condami ne still operated in
his nerves and veins, but his cortical area was free of it. He thought
clearly.

"I bring you," cried the conpassi onate fem nine voice of the gigantic Lady
Johanna, "the judgment of the Instrunentality on the planet Shayol.

"Item the surgical supplies will be maintained and the dronozoa will not be
nol ested. Portions of human bodies will be left here to grow, and the grafts
will be collected by robots. Neither man nor homunculus will |ive here again.
"Item the underman B' di kkat, of cattle extraction, will be rewarded by an

i Mmediate return to Earth. He will be paid twice his expected thousand years
of earnings."

The voice of B dikkat, wthout anplification, was alnost as |oud as hers
through the anplifier. He shouted his protest, "Lady, Lady!"

She | ooked down at him his enormous body reaching to ankle height on her
swirling gown, and said in a very informal tone, "Wat do you want?"

"Let me finish ny work first," he cried, so that all could hear. "Let ne
finish taking care of these people.™

The speci nens who had nminds all listened attentively. The brainless ones were
trying to dig thenselves back into the soft earth of Shayol, using their
powerful claws for the purpose. Wenever one began to di sappear, a robot
seized himby a linb and pull ed hi mout again.

"Item cephal ectomies will be perforned on all persons with irrecoverable

m nds. Their bodies will be left here. Their heads will be taken away and
killed as pleasantly as we can manage, probably by an overdosage of
super - condami ne. "

"The last big jolt," murmured Comrander Suzdal, who stood near Mercer. "That's
fair enough."

"Item the children have been found to be the last heirs of the Enpire. An



over-zeal ous official sent themhere to prevent their committing treason when
they grew up. The doctor obeyed orders w thout questioning them Both the
official and the doctor have been cured and their nmenories of this have been
erased, so that they need have no shame or grief for what they have done."
"It's unfair,"” cried the half-man. "They shoul d be punished as we were!"

The Lady Johanna Gnade | ooked down at him "Punishnment is ended. W will give
you anything you wi sh, but not the pain of another. | shall continue.

"Item since none of you wish to resunme the lives which you | ed previously, we
are noving you to another planet nearby. It is simlar to Shayol, but much
nore beautiful. There are no dronozoa."

At this an uproar seized the herd. They shouted, wept, cursed, appeal ed. They
all wanted the needle, and if they had to stay on Shayol to get it, they would

st ay.

"Item" said the gigantic image of the | ady, overriding their babble with her
great but fem nine voice, "you will not have super-condani ne on the new

pl anet, since w thout dronmozoa it would kill you. But there will be caps.
Remenber the caps. W will try to cure you and to make peopl e of you again.
But if you give up, we will not force you. Caps are very powerful; with

medi cal hel p you can |ive under them many years."

A hush fell on the group. In their various ways, they were trying to conpare
the el ectrical caps which had stinulated their pleasure-lobes with the drug
whi ch had drowned them a thousand times in pleasure. Their nmurnur sounded |ike
assent.

"Do you have any questions?" said the Lady Johanna.

"When do we get the caps?" said several. They were human enough that they

| aughed at their own inpatience.

"Soon," said she reassuringly, "very soon."

"Very soon," echoed B'di kkat, reassuring his charges even though he was no

| onger in control

"Question," cried the Lady Da

"My Lady ... ?" said the Lady Johanna, giving the ex-enpress her due courtesy.
"WIl we be permtted marriage?"
The Lady Johanna | ooked astonished. "I don't know. " She smiled. "I don't know

any reason why not—*

"I claimthis man Mercer," said the Lady Da. "Wen the drugs were deepest, and
the pain was greatest, he was the one who always tried to think. My | have
hi nP"

Mercer thought the procedure arbitrary but he was so happy that he said
not hi ng. The Lady Johanna scrutinized himand then she nodded. She lifted her
arms in a gesture of blessing and farewel|.

The robots began to gather the pink herd into two groups. One group was to
whi sper in a ship over to a new world, new problens and new |ives. The ot her
group, no matter how much its menbers tried to scuttle into the dirt, was

gat hered for the last honor which humanity could pay their manhood.

B' di kkat, |eaving everyone else, jogged with his bottle across the plain to
gi ve the nountain-man Al varez an especially large gift of delight.



