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ONE: O'CORCORAN

His name was Terence O'Corcoran. His height was average for a Twenty-first century Earthman. His hair was red, his eyes brown and deepset, his jaw firm. Under his left eye was a faint scar caused by an old copter crash. The uniform he wore was gray, trimmed in red and royal blue. On his shoulder was a device which showed a rocket streaking straight up, with a planetary disc in the background.

His patrol ship was programmed to wink back into normal space at 14:07.38 October 20, 2073. O'Corcoran had been awake for three days and had performed a complete systems check on all equipment in the spacecraft. Six years of subjective stasis had left him feeling a bit sluggish at first—technically, he was only nine hundred heartbeats older, although six years had passed. There was no muscular attrition, of course. The laws of stasis didn't allow it. He was still the well-built, muscular twenty-two year old he had been when his molecular slowdown had begun; his reflexes were still razor-sharp; his endurance phenomenal. He felt as if the rigorous pre-leap training had been completed only a few days ago.

It had taken him a full day to review the tissue-thin strip of logging tape which contained pertinent data recorded periodically during the journey through hyperspace. If he could trust the instruments, the tiny craft was now some 43.8 light-years from the point in space where Earth had been when his mission started. Assuming no equipment malfunctions along the way, a yellow Type-C star should appear in his viewplates at the instant of transition.

This was not the sort of speed at which one makes course adjustments manually. The complete maneuver had existed as a subtle variation of electrical charges inside a small bead of germanium since long before the craft left Earth. Only upon the receipt of a signal from the main computer, timed to a microsecond, would the memory unit do anything at all. But the proper signal came, the stage activated, the Thompson warp generator reversed polarity, the drive field collapsed upon itself. The excess energy thus produced was diverted as a fifty kiloerg flash of contraterrene pyrotechnics as the tiny craft slipped into normal time-space, its velocity instantly cut to a fraction of what it had been before. It happened far too quickly for any physical reaction on the part of the astronaut.

The yellow sun was there, dominating two-thirds of the viewscreen. A gong clanged and lights flashed. O'Corcoran reached forward and shut off the alarm. Swinging the control panel to one side, he unstrapped himself, stood up and walked across the compartment to the forward visiport. Adjusting its polarization, he gazed out upon the yellow star, optimistically searching for its planetary system, although he knew his chances of visually picking out any planets were nil. Opaquing the visiport, he stepped to the PPI sphere and thumbed it into operation.

From the nose of the ship came an antenna which unfurled umbrella-like, then began to oscillate in an intricate pattern, beaming radar pulses in all directions. Inside the PPI

a point of green light pulsed, then glowed steadily as a violet nimbus slowly grew around it. The surface of the expanding sphere of pale violet light marked the outer edge of the questing radar pulse, its radius lengthening at a little less than an inch per minute. The image, a three dimensional simulation of the yellow star's planetary system, would completely fill the plotting area within a quarter hour.

Three minutes passed. Now a bright blue blob appeared on the expanding violet surface. O'Corcoran looked at it, punched a question into his computer and read the answer. Pursing his lips thoughtfully, he strolled to the visiport and scanned the indicated sector. Now that he knew where to look, he found the planet. Procedures which had been drilled into him six years earlier—or nine hundred heartbeats in the past—kept him busy for several minutes making a spectro-scopic survey of the alien world, translating the results into a digital question the computer could handle, converting its answer into terms of temperature, atmospheric content, et cetera. Then he turned back to the PPI.

Another bright blue blob had appeared, more than fifty-five million miles ahead, above and to the left. This one, too, he processed, comparing the results with the first.

The expanding violet nimbus had reached a point near the center of the PPI; a third bright area developed, this one immense by comparison with the others. Terence smiled, punched up the distance and fed it into the computer.

Half an hour later he had a complete picture of the alien solar system. Only one of the four planets warranted closer investigation (i.e.: met minimum Planetary Survey Corps qualifications for sustaining intelligent, carbon based life) so he altered his course accordingly, aiming for a loose elliptical orbit which would allow several close observation passes. Double checking his navigation and finding it error-free, he locked the tape in and strapped himself into the grav-couch.

Between systems, at speeds approximating seven times that of light, the Thompson drive was an ideal vehicle for space travel, but it had one major drawback: no two Thompson leaps were alike—warping into hyperspace tore a hole in space itself, a hole with ragged edges, which caused a unique error in each leap. You had to stay in hyperspace long enough to find the error and correct it, which made the Thompson drive completely useless for the relatively short distances within a planetary system. O'Corcoran was stuck, then, with nearly three hours of high-g course correction. And all he could do was grimace and bear it.

Like everyone else, Terence O'Corcoran had graduated from high school when he was fifteen, earned his liberal arts degree at eighteen and gone on, unlike everyone else, to Space Academy, from which he graduated as a grand old man of twenty. Of interest to any future antagonists would be the fact that he was a middleweight contender in cadet boxing and had earned a brown belt in karate. His fields of academic concentration had been physics and history, in that order, areas of specialization which had been instrumental in getting him his assignment to the Planetary Survey Corps. Despite the rigorous training at the Academy in keeping a cool head, he still retained traces of an Irish temper to match his shock of red hair.

At last the course-correcting maneuver was completed and the rockets were silent. Terence rose from the grav-couch and stretched aching muscles. Then he checked his course with the computer, broke out a meal, dined leisurely and went to sleep, secure in the knowledge that the ship would rouse him in plenty of time to prepare for the survey orbit.

 

TWO: CRASHDOWN

The alabm clanged and Terence was instantly awake. His eyes swept the massed dials in front of him—all were in order. All were permanently tied to the computer; he punched an address and read the answer. Less than an hour remained before he'd need a 3:22.14 burn to swing the craft into a workable orbit.

He busied himself with an optical study of the planet. The giant telescopic enlargement filled the visiport in full color detail. O'Corcoran was approaching the twilight edge, whether dawn or dusk he could not tell until he could observe the progression of a landmark or so. From here, the entire planet seemed to be covered with water. His spirits fell. If you hoped to evolve an advanced life-form from the primordial ooze, you had to have some dry land for it to crawl up on, and this planet looked as if it had a dire shortage of dry land. He increased the magnification and searched the entire daylit area, still without spotting so much as a coral atoll. It was a pity—the spectroanalysis indicated an atmosphere so close to that of-Earth that Terence himself would be able to breathe it with no ill effects. Not that he'd have the opportunity even if a land mass presented itself; PSG procedure was to orbit thoroughly enough for detailed photo-mapping, monitoring the electromagnetic frequencies and telespying on the inhabitants, if any, but under no conditions was a survey pilot ever to attempt a landing.

If he encountered a race advanced enough to have space flight, a possibility which the upper echelons of PSC thought highly improbable, his orders were to observe from a safe distance and get the hell back to Earth.

As the tiny craft sped closer he spotted the edge of a moon peeking around the sunward side of the planet. Checking the clock, he activated the time-lapse camera, then reset the range on the PPI sphere. The bright blue blobs faded slowly as another violet nimbus grew, far more rapidly than before. The target planet appeared as a billiard-ball-sized blob just off center of the plotting area, its moon showing up as a sliver behind it.

A buzzer alerted him. O'Corcoran returned to the grav-couch, strapped himself in and swung the instrument panel into position. Time seemed to drag as the clock snapped off the seconds to burn-time. Finally he felt the retro rockets fire and for the next 216 seconds his flesh fought the sudden weight of deceleration. Then it was over. The computer clicked happily to inform him that the survey orbit had been entered.

He focused the strip camera and set it on automatic. He activated the RF monitors which would sweep all frequencies and lock on anything which remotely resembled a signal. He trained an altimeter beam on the planet's surface to record topographical elevations, then focused the optical scanner at maximum magnification, getting nothing more promising than a few white-crested waves. Such readings as cosmic ray intensity, gravitational variations and a running spec-troanalysis were automatically fed to the computer, but Terence monitored them anyway. Even the temperature checked out as favorable to Earth-type life: a fairly constant 72° Fahrenheit, with forty percent humidity.

All the planet needed was a land mass or so reasonably near the equator and O'Corcoran's twelve year mission might prove highly significant. Despite the probability that the other side of the planet would be exactly as featureless as this one, Terence was anxious to see it. He found himself hoping as desperately for a sight of land as had any shipwrecked sailor centuries ago.

The spacecraft had entered orbit on the dark side of the planet; now Terence watched the sun set and made spectrum readings on the edge-lit atmosphere. There were no traces of light to betray cities, no abrupt variations in ele-vation to indicate land masses—nothing but the monotonous slickness of the sea. No radio frequencies cluttered the airwaves, the gravitometer reading remained constant, surface temp dropped to 61°F, humidity increased an unspectacular ten percent. If life existed it was probably marine life, and to date the dolphin of Earth was the undisputed ruler, by intellectual standards, of all known seas. Even if large marine animals existed, Terence would be fortunate indeed to glimpse them from this altitude, no matter how much magnification he used. He shrugged. Subjectively, he had but a few days in orbit to look forward to, then another nine hundred heartbeats in hyperspace, and perhaps a week to accomplish splashdown on an Earth which would have aged over a dozen years while he slept in stasis. Not the most exciting assignment in the universe, but vital from an information standpoint, anyway.

He spent five minutes watching the moon rise before realizing that it was too small to be the moon he'd observed earlier. Radar informed him it was only half as far away from the planet as the other one. By the time he had processed the new information both moons were visible; a short time later the smaller one entered the planet's umbra and was spectacularly eclipsed.

O'Corcoran returned to scanning the surface. Nothing had changed. He ate. According to the computer; in less than two hours he would have completed his first orbit. With patience painfully acquired at the Space Academy, he waited for sunrise. It was as impressive as any he had seen while in training orbits around Earth.

Now, with better light, he could examine the surface more efficiently. For several minutes all he could see were spotty areas of clouds hanging over the featureless sea, but then, just beyond the reflected glare of the rising sun he thought he saw an irregularity. He trained the telescope on it. Yes, by Henry! A mountain peak!

His spine tingled. A quick question to the computer showed that he would not pass directly overhead until his next orbit, but he'd come close enough for a good look at it.

It seemed to be resting on the edge of a small continent, about half the size of Australia. Animal life? People? Civilization? His muscles tensed, as if by will power he could close the gap more quickly.

As the land mass rolled closer an alarm clanged in the ship. O'Corcoran's eyes flew to the RF monitor—the needle showed two points above normal, and as he watched he could see it climbing. He flipped the switch for audio but heard nothing more than static. Then he saw what had tripped the alarm. A red light was on under the magnetometer and the needle was pinned! He clicked the ratio selector switch through all five positions without budging the needle. The gravitometer quivered, then it, too, pinned. The alarm stopped abruptly, its hammer stuck tight against the bell. Now the entire ship lurched under him, as if a brief burst of forward power had been applied, followed immediately by a retro burn. Or as if a giant hand had grabbed at the spacecraft and the ship, fishlike, had wriggled free.

A giant hand—or a magnetic grapple?

O'Corcoran studied the instrument panel again. His ac-celerometer, gravity gauge, pile intensity indicator, radiation detector—all were stuck in maximum position. He swung to the computer, punched an address, groaned as the figures spun like a slot machine gone haywire. His viewscreens were blank, his PPI sphere dead.

With a sense of urgency approaching panic, Terence pushed buttons to no avail. Nothing worked. The ship obviously was out of control and nothing the astronaut could do would bring it back to normal. Even the legendary luck o' the Irish, O'Corcoran feared, would be no help to him now. The chances of the ship's having stayed in its intended orbit after that lurch were too slim for him to dare to be optimistic.

He said several unseemly things, said them aloud, screamed them until they echoed through the ship, but none of them helped him find his position or plot his course on instruments which would not respond. Whatever it was, it had magnetized every piece of equipment on board.

Terence yawned, suddenly sleepy. A moment later he was gasping for air. Realizing that even the fans which circulated the craft's air supply were silent, he shoved hard against a bulkhead and propelled himself across the cabin, out of the bubble of carbon dioxide which had built up around his head.

He breathed deeply, forcing himself to be calm while his mind raced in search of an answer. He had no control over the ship. He could not even tell how seriously his orbit had been disrupted. And now, in order to breathe, he'd either have to circulate himself into areas of fresh air every minute or so, or find some way to bring the air to him. He located the plastic clipboard which held his check list and used it as a fan. It would help keep him alive as long as he stayed awake—provided the ship didn't crash first.

He cursed himself for seeking the PSC assignment in the first place. A man with good sense would be on Earth now, putting in his five hours a day for some nice, big, paternal corporation, raising hell—or kids and crabgrass—the rest of the time, depending upon his nature, and letting someone else worry about mapping the galaxy.

O'Corcoran toured his ship. He knew its circuitry by heart and could install substitute components with his eyes closed. The duplicate control circuits brought a wry smile to his lips—in case one circuit should fail, another could be switched into use in a matter of seconds. The engineers had thought of everything except a general condition in which neither circuit would work.

Ten minutes went by. He moved to the visiport and looked out. Once again the craft was over water. It seemed, to O'Corcoran's eye, that he was closer to the planet now, but without instruments he couldn't be sure. He stood for a long time, slowly fanning himself, breathing, waiting.

The bright glare of the sun reflected on the waters below moved behind him as the twilight band came into view ahead. He thought about home, his dead parents, the girls he'd never allowed himself to become too involved with because he'd known even then that his destiny was in space. He thought about the men with whom he'd trained, Trimble, Bronstein, Johnstone, Rodriguez, Baronovsky, Fornier, Gait, Lagakos, He thought about Earth, and the trip to Paris he'd postponed until after this mission.

He looked for signs of ships on the surface of the sea, but saw none. That's a lot of ocean to splash down into, Terry boy, and not a soul to pick you up.

Nightside. Both moons shining in the black sky, their reflections skimming the waves below.

If his orbit had been disturbed too much he might soon see a red pinpoint reflected down there, too, as the skin of his ship heated to incandescence. He wondered if some night-strolling native might be looking skywards at that moment, and exclaim quietly, "Look at thatl A falling star!" He doubted it.

Nothing matters much, some cynic had once said, and little matters at all.

He walked to a supply cabinet and took out a bottle of oxygen. He lay down on the grav-couch and arranged the oxygen bottle so a trickle of the life-giving gas was directed at his face. He was tired of waving the improvised fan, but he had no urge to hasten his death.

Terence O'Corcoran, age twenty-eight—or twenty-two, depending on how you reckon stasis-time. Terence O'Corcoran, highly trained astronaut. Terence O'Corcoran, fighter, explorer, adventurer.

Terence O'Corcoran went to sleep.

He awoke as the lurching of the ship pulled painfully on the straps holding him in the grav-couch. The spacecraft was spinning crazily and tumbling end over end, as if caught in a giant whirlpool. The dials above his face were jerking madly, their needles flipping from full right to full left, then back again, back and forth. The plastic clipboard slammed from one side of the cabin to the other.

Startled awake, O'Corcoran stabbed at the rocket controls, hit the retrofire button as the needles were in mid-swing.

Immediately he was slammed back into the grav-couch as the rockets fired.

A split second later Terence O'Corcoran was mercifully unconscious.

 

THREE: AWAKENING

He woke up shivering. Every muscle ached. A chill wind was blowing through the cabin. O'Corcoran undid the couch straps and sat up with difficulty, looking around him in amazement. The cabin was a shambles—the computer had torn loose from its moorings and lay smashed and twisted on the deck. The instrument panel was beside it—apparently it had swung away from over the couch and snapped off. Terence tried to turn it over so he could check the readings but the entire assembly seemed welded to the floor.

He reached for the oxygen bottle to turn it off but it had long ago exhausted itself.

The cold was bitter and penetrating. He opened the suit locker and took out a bulky suit and helmet, grinning his thanks to the farsighted brass who ordered PSC pilots never to land anywhere but supplied space suits in case they did. Officially, the suit was there so a man could attempt to correct external malfunctions. There could be no such convenient excuse for the blaster which nestled in a nearby compartment. Terence checked its energy level, found it fully charged, buckled it on and set out to find the source of the chill breeze.

Climbing "down" to the aft compartment, he discovered a large rent in the wall of the ship itself, the steel plates torn and twisted, the magnesium alloy frame buckled as if by a tremendous blow. Through the hole a wind was blowing snow, adding to the drift already accumulated on deck. Terence stared at the evidence in unbelief. If the ship had crashed with enough impact to do this, his own survival was miraculous! Although his muscles were stiff, there weren't even any broken bones. True, the grav-couch was engineered to cushion the severest shocks its designers could anticipate in space, but—Terence decided to accept his survival as fact and ponder the impossibility of it later.

He stood in the jagged hole for several minutes, looking out at a strange new world, a world of glaring white as far as the eye could see. The snow was the powdery variety, the sort which drifts with every breeze. Inside his suit he was comfortably warm, but he knew, from the chilly minutes he had spent before donning it, that the temperature outside was well below zero. He had no doubt now that he'd crash-landed on the mountaintop—he'd seen no snow anywhere else on the small continent during his earlier orbit. Apparently it was to the snow that he owed his Me, for it was layered, several inches of powder, an inch or so of ice, more snow, more ice—a laminated cushion which extended, judging from the depth to which the spaceship was buried, for at least fifty feet down.

He moved gingerly away from the ship. The snow supported him, but it was like walking on marshmallows; Terence was certain that the impact of landing had shattered the crust for a considerable distance around, and although the power pack in his suit was good for twelve hours there was no point in spending his last day waiting to freeze to death because he'd fallen into a hole. His steps cautious, he inched his way further from the wreck.

It seemed to take an unconscionably long time—distances are deceptive when all you can see is snow—but at last he reached the edge of the mountaintop.

Directly below was a sheer drop of about a hundred feet, with jagged spears of ice marring its otherwise slick face. Further on, the snows thinned out, revealing rich purple rock. Further still, at the foot of the mountain, traces of blue-green vegetation could be seen. The sun was low on the horizon—whether rising or setting he couldn't tell for he had no directional reference. Its rays edge-lit a patchwork of turquoise, aquamarine, blue-greens of all shades which seemed to indicate either farmlands or orchards or both. There was no question but that intelligent beings had made those neat geometrical patterns on the landscape.

Far off on his right a thin, curving strand of glittering, dark blue showed the meandering of a river. Below his vantage point, slightly to his right again, lay a wide road, seemingly mosaicked with large, varicolored paving blocks. Shielding his eyes against the sun's glare, he followed the road as it dwindled off and blended with the horizon. Where it became almost an invisible thread, flecks of many bright colors showed. Quite possibly a city. But by whom would it be occupied? Or by what?

Eagerly, Terence surveyed the face of the cliff below him, searching for a way down. It would be a long trip on foot to those sparkling dots of civilization. Delay in starting might well be fatal.

As he leaned cautiously over the edge of the cliff there was an ominous cracking sound and the ice shelf trembled under him. Terence threw himself flat on the snow, starfish-like, as the edge broke away and began slipping down the mountain.

He knew it wasn't an accepted heroic reaction, but as there wasn't anyone around to watch, Terence O'Corcoran wailed like a banshee all the way down the avalanche.

 

FOUR: NIGHTMARES

With a great rumbling and a tremendous roar, the avalanche of ice and snow tumbled down the mountainside. Terence was lost in a fine swirling powder in which he could swear he saw bright streaks of light winking and shimmering. As an astronaut he was accustomed to free fall, so the sensation did not alarm him. But the knowledge that in a moment or so the fall would end, did.

There was no way to brace himself for the impact. He spread himself as flat as possible, wishing that the benevolent spacecraft outfitters had included a Nullgrav belt along with the blaster, but that far ahead they had not seen. The mass of ice and snow splurched majestically as it hit bottom. Terence squirmed upward through the soft whiteness and surveyed the scene. Apparently his spread-eagle technique had kept him on top. Sheer luck, he decided, looking up at the ragged face of the cliff, had kept him from being broken, scraped or skewered on any of the numerous projections jutting out from it on the way down. He brushed himself off and climbed down to solid land.

Orienting himself to the view he'd seen a minute or so ago, he set out on a course which in time ought to intersect the mosaicked road. Here the snow was only a few inches deep and the ground firm underfoot, sloping gently away from the base of the cliff. For half an hour he trudged, going steadily downwards, watching the snow cover thin out and the sun rise higher in the sky. So it was morning. Good. Daylight was somehow reassuring. With luck he might reach the city before nightfall.

" As the snow turned to slush beneath his feet, Terence found himself walking upon a muddy, resinous earth. There was a slight haze ahead and, as he entered its rim, he could make out dimly that blue-green vegetation he had viewed from the foot of the mountain. As he approached within a hundred feet of the huge glades, Terence sensed some presence hidden among the opalescent blades of vegetable life. Suddenly, the oozy mud beneath his feet gave way, and he was wading in a quicksand-like substance. Panicked, he stood very still. If he moved, he would sink. He held his breath; silence. Then he remembered that his sound-receiver was turned off. Very carefully, he tuned the mechanism in his helmet and listened. All at once there was a huge roaring bellow.

He started to backtrack, and his swishing steps through the mud-ooze sounded like a tidal wave. My god, he thought, I've got the damn receiver tuned to full power. He made the necessary adjustments with a great sense of relief. That roar could've been an insect or a tiny animal, he reassured himself.

At the same time, he realized that the silt beneath him wasn't quicksand, and again relieved, Terence made his way across it. It was only knee-deep at its deepest point and he emerged, considerably heavier, onto the dryer caked mud among the blue-green blades. They were about fifteen feet tall and their edges were rapier-thin. As he made his way through them, Terence found his spacesuit ripped in a dozen places by the sharpened blades.

The footing was solid here, but the dense growth was near-impossible to tangle with, and Terence began to fear he wouldn't find his way out, when abruptly, he stepped—fell— into a pool of rancid, oily water.

Well, at least I'll get that slime cleaned of me, he thought, as he stood up again. And lucky for me _the topbrass made the blasters waterproof.

He was adapting himself to the new walking-wading technique of traveling, when he heard that roar again. And this time, it was twice as loud. But he had turned down the receiver; starting to curse the faulty mechanism, he began to survey the terrain—and there, not ten feet behind him, stood a twenty-foot slime-coated amphibian with bulbous ruby-red eyes and a glistening, saliva-dripping red tongue, surrounded with huge sharp fangs!

As a huge clawed hand dived towards him, Terence whipped out the blaster and shot. The air was filled with a splatter of leathery scaly parts, and Terence nearly retched. And then he was running—swimming—across the water and out on the other side.

Once on dry firm mud, he sat down. He was sick and shaken. After a few minutes, he could no longer stand the scenery, and he was up and walking across the hard earth on this side of the bog.

An hour later he was out of the swamp completely and walking on black, veined rock, which sparkled with streaks of gold and flecks of a quartz-like mineral. Here and there large outcroppings of the black rock thrust up from the surface like huge, jagged tree stumps.

Despite the automatic comfort controls within the space-suit, he began to feel too warm and realized that he was longing for a breath of fresh air. The analysis he'd made earlier, he recalled, showed a most breathable atmosphere. It took but a minute to unlock his helmet and screw it off. The air was crisp and sweet, not quite as cold as he'd expected, what the British would describe as "bracing." A myriad of subtly alien scents assailed his nostrils, tantalized his olfactory system. Sniffing with the curiosity of a dog in a new neighborhood, he continued into the "forest."

As he walked through the forest of stone "stumps" he slowly became convinced that he was not alone, that someone nearby was watching him. At first he shrugged off the idea, then he unholstered his blaster and held it ready, his eyes sweeping the alien landscape but spotting no sign of life.

The entire scene was bizarre, reminding him of the garish covers on science fiction adventure magazines of a century ago. He'd browsed through an old collection during his college days and found them fascinating. All that was missing was the Scantily Clad Maiden—and, of course, the Bug-Eyed Monster.

Careful, Terence, don't let your imagination run away with you, he told himself.

A scraping sound caused him to turn suddenly, just in time to see a scaly something disappear behind one of the rock stumps.

Instinctively, the Earthman sought cover. Safe behind one of the smaller stumps, he peered around to find himself looking into the most horrid face a bug-eyed monster could have.

Two huge eyes, like under-inflated beach balls, glowed fiery red above an obscene slit of a mouth fringed with spaghetti-like tendrils. The head rose in the air, supported by a short, scaly neck which merged into a slate-gray trunk with clusters of ponderously waving tentacles.

It was obvious that the beast had seen him, for its eyes stared straight at him while it oozed over the top of the stump. A more clear-cut incarnation of evil would have been hard for Terence to imagine.

The rush of adrenaline into his bloodstream made him giddy but he fought the feeling—now, he brought the blaster up and sighted on the minute space between the monster's eyes, then slowly squeezed the trigger.

A crackling shaft of violet light shot from the weapon, catching the beast full in the face. With a gurgling scream the monster crashed to the ground, its tentacles writhing, a thick green fluid oozing from its neatly perforated head. With a final quiver it lay still and Terence reholstered his weapon.

"Buddy," he said, "I hope you weren't their Prime Minister."

The green blood had an odor which was almost overpowering, but Terence guessed that it would smell delicious to any other beasts in the vicinity. Prudently, he resumed his line of march, stepping up the pace to put as much distance as possible between him and the dead monster before the wind had time to carry the lunch call to any others.

He'd traveled another cautious mile without incident when a keening sound from above caused him to look up. A black shape, featureless against the bright sky, was plummeting towards him. Terence hurled himself at the base of a jagged stump and lay flat, his blaster twisted around and ready. The dark, hurtling shape suddenly blossomed a pair of wings as big as parachutes. He could hear the sharp crack as the wind boomed into them, and the thing's descent was halted so that it seemed to hover a few feet from the ground. He had once seen a hawk do that, but this was no hawk. Its body was twice the size of a man, its wingspan tremendous. It was not black, he saw now, but purple. Its head shot forward, questing for prey, and Terence squeezed off another lethal violet ray. Flapping horridly, the creature fell to the ground. Sickly gray worms the size of rattlesnakes crawled from the shattered body.

With a shudder of revulsion the Earthman resumed his journey.

He'd gone not more than a dozen steps before he was sure that still other eyes were watching him. He whirled, but saw nothing suspicious. Still, the feeling persisted.

The stump-like projections had thinned out now and were replaced by flat rocks the size of large hassocks, the biggest coming up only to his waist. He continued on, his hand on the butt of his blaster, helmet cradled in his other arm, eyes alert to any change in the scenery. Behind him towered the mountain, looking higher from here than it had seemed from its top. Ahead was a wooded area, at least an hour's trek away. The feeling of being under surveillance not only stayed with him, but grew stronger, as if the rocks themselves were alive and watching.

Terence had to force himself to remain calm, not to let his imagination run away with him. The other encounters had shaken him more than he wanted to admit. What bothered him more than anything else was the knowledge that the energy level of his blaster was dropping alarmingly with each shot. Set into the side of the weapon was a tiny green "jewel" which served as a visual power indicator. As long as a usable energy level remained, the jewel would glow.

When the jewel went out, the blaster lost all its sophistication as a weapon and became nothing more than an awkwardly fashioned club. O'Corcoran was acutely conscious of this, knowing equally well that there was no way to recharge the energy pack once its reserve was gone. Each lance of crackling violet light was a step nearer savagery. The blaster was intended as an emergency measure only. He cursed the man who had decided upon such a low quota of emergencies.

The rule, then; avoid trouble if at all possible. To avoid first you have to detect. To detect, you must make maximum use of all possible sources of information.

Terence put his helmet back on, trading an untrustworthy sense of smell for a far greater advantage: super-hearing. He stood still and turned the gain up all the way on his hearing apparatus. For a moment he could detect nothing but the gentle hiss of the wind across his microphones—then there was a distant rustle, like broomstraws parting. A rustle, and an intermittent click.

He turned slowly, hoping the sound would continue long enough for him to get an audio fix on its source, but it stopped. Then came a sharp double click and one of the low, flat stones yawned open like a trapdoor and a blue-black spheroid popped up from the ground underneath. Terence had his blaster in hand before the creature was halfway out of its hole. He gasped as he recognized it—from its jointed, waving antennae, its murderous mandibles, the six scrabbling legs sprouting from that small, hard thorax—and cut it in two with the violet ray.

"Them!" he muttered in disbelief.

But there was no time for incredulity—no sooner had he dispatched the giant ant than he heard another noise behind him. Whirling, blaster in hand, he was confronted by a startlingly familiar figure—a woman towering three times his height, an obscenely naked woman who seemed to be carved of blue stone. Eight arms grew from her shoulders; at the end of each was a hand holding a weapon—a knife in one, a club in another, an axe here, a long, thin stilletto there, a mace, a spear, an arrow, a dart. She strode ponderously towards him, brandishing her weapons, her evil eyes fixed on him. Her face was the worst part—it was the face of his third-grade teacher, the one he had hated and taunted because she was a witch. Writhing about her head were hundreds of serpents, their jaws agape, their forked tongues flicking hungrily.

Terence aimed the blaster at a point between her granite breasts and squeezed off another shaft of death. The huge stone figure shrieked most horribly, glowed red-hot and began to melt, collapsing upon itself and dwindling like the Wicked Witch of the West in an ancient Oz movie. Terence holstered his blaster and watched as the apparition disappeared into the rocky soil.

Then he began to run. He ran until he was exhausted. He rested briefly and continued until he came to the edge of the wooded area. Here his previous estimate from the mountain top was borne out—it was an orchard, with the trees growing in neat rows and the undergrowth cleared out. On the branches hung large, succulent fruits. He unlocked his helmet and screwed it off again, taking a deep lungful of air.

The prickle of danger was no longer there. But the smells of the orchard were—and they were particularly tempting after the strain of the past several miles. Reaching up, he plucked a medium-sized fruit and held it to his nose. He broke the skin with his teeth and sampled the juice which welled in the wound. Orange, his tongue told him, with strong overtones of cinnamon. Chances were good, he reasoned, that if he could breathe the air without ill effects he should also be able to eat the fruit. Crossing mental fingers, he bit into it, and found it pulpy and delicious. He ate until the edge was gone from his hunger, then threw the morsel away and continued in the direction of the road.

An uneventful half-hour later he reached it. There was no traffic at all on the road. What he had assumed, from the mountaintop, to be a mosaic pattern turned out to be random differences in the color of the roadbuilding material. Here it was crushed rock, there clay, further on he en-countered stone, mud, logs and dust. Apparently the land was privately owned, with each landowner tending his section of the highway according to his own budgetary whims. Terence guessed that the road existed primarily to haul crops to the city, and was relatively unused at other times. The sun passed overhead, then dropped behind him as he trudged steadily toward the city. It was early afternoon when he breasted a small rise and found himself only a few hundred feet from the city.

It was a surprising city. Its buildings were painted every imaginable color and bristled with long spires on which floated varicolored banners. Domes sparkled as if encrusted with myriads of tiny jewels. Flat roofs held masses of riotous blooms. Yet for all its color it looked tawdry, like a carnival midway which vanishes overnight.

Warily, he approached the great city. Suddenly, a weird figure stalked out from one of the buildings and came forward, a green-skinned pigmy in a brief loincloth. Its head was immense in comparison to its body, with a small, huge-eyed face fronting a bulging, orange-veined skull. The Earth-man blinked and stopped.

The spindly-shanked Little Green Man stopped, too. He squeaked at Terence, the antennae on his forehead waving wildly. Terence shook his head.

The alien hopped up and down, squeaking furiously—then, as if to emphasize his tirade, he drew a blaster from the holster attached to his loincloth. Terence blinked in disbelief and shook his head negatively. The little man darted forward, veered crazily and threw himself behind a large rock. A second later a bolt of sizzling fury came from behind the rock and singed the Earthman's hair.

Terence hit the dirt, drawing as he fell.

"You sure you want a fight?" he asked.

The Little Green Man stood up and fired.

The Earthman sighed and returned his fire.

The capering green figure, caught in motion, glowed brightly and disappeared.

"That's one hell of a way to start a friendship with the natives," Terence muttered, brushing dirt off his face and clothing. He checked his blaster before reholstering it.

The green jewel was out.

As he stared at the city, wondering what sort of reception he was in for now, a girl came running out, glanced around and dashed toward him. Her costume was pink and green and distractingly transparent; its contents would have looked good in the Miss Galaxy pageant. She ran up to him and grabbed his arm.

"Verz ror! Verz ror!" she begged, her bright yellow eyes welling with tears, her crimson hair blowing wildly in the breeze.

"I don't know what you're saying," Terence answered desperately, hoping she wasn't challenging him to another gun-fight. The girl threw herself at him, buried her head on his chest and sobbed.

"Verz ror prut xyrr," she wailed.

Terence disentangled himself.

The girl grabbed his arm again and pointed to the city.

"I think I get the idea," he said.

"Verz ror Raun tyrppen ta ranq." She tugged at his arm.

Terence pointed to himself, to her and to the city.

She nodded violently.

"All right," he sighed. "I'll go. I'll probably regret it but I'll go." Picking up the space helmet he'd dropped earlier, he moved cautiously towards the gates.

The girl smiled, then sped ahead, fleet as a Terran deer. Halfway there she halted and waited impatiently for him to catch up.

"I may be a fool," he growled, "but I'm not the kind of fool who charges at danger."

She sighed but accepted his pace, walking slightly in front of him and to one side as if she realized he wanted to keep both her and their destination in sight.

She was well worth looking at. Tiny and lushly curved, her golden brown body was complemented by the garish costume. A peaked, brightly embroidered cap sat rakishly atop her flowing crimson hair. A transparent loose blouse of shocking pink ended at the waist. From an embroidered girdle around her hips swung a skirt of semi-opaque chartreuse stuff that floated and molded her legs as though made of cobweb. On her feet were tiny, embroidered, curly-toed slippers. The whole effect was barbaric, somewhat reminiscent of an Earth-style harem costume, definitely in character with the sparkling spires and minarets visible beyond the wall. Her face was small and heart-shaped. The yellow eyes were fringed by long crimson lashes, the red brows slanted. The nose was short and classic; the mouth well-shaped and full.

They entered the city without further incident. For almost ten minutes Terence followed her through narrow, winding streets closely packed with one-story buildings. The streets were deserted. Twice they crossed broader thoroughfares lined with trees and thick shrubbery, some of it redolent with blossoms. In the distance Terence saw what seemed to be an ostrich with a man riding it but it vanished around a corner before he could get a good look.

The girl stopped suddenly in front of an open door— so suddenly that Terence almost collided with her. She held a hand up, seemingly to caution him to silence, tiptoed to the doorway and peered in. Then she waved Terence to her.

"Raun tyoll," she informed him, stepping aside for him.

"I'm quite sure of it," Terence agreed. "But my mother always told me, ladies first." He motioned her ahead of him. She nodded and disappeared into the dimly lit interior.

Terence followed cautiously.

She turned to smile enchantingly at him. There was a sound of quick movement behind him and then the universe exploded.

 

FIVE: THE GENIE

The pain in his head dwindled slowly, coalescing into a dull agony that pulsed and glowed. Terence moaned softly and squeezed his eyes tighter shut to block off the roar of sound. Blotches of light and crazily formed lines of color staggered in drunken profusion behind his eyelids. Cautiously, he opened one eye: the explosion of light against his retina made the back of his head vibrate with pain.

"Drink this and you'll feel better," a voice said. Something was against his lips. He opened his mouth to protest and it was filled with a cool, tangy substance. Compliance was easier than arguing. As he swallowed the liquid his pain seemed to vanish instantly, winking out like a suddenly dead star, taking with it the aches and the nausea, replacing them with a warm glow of well being. "Mmmmm," he murmured, "More."

"You've had enough."

He opened his eyes again and stared at the owner of the voice. A lock of crimson hair fell enticingly over one eye, her left arm was around him, supporting him, while in her other hand she held a transparent goblet of brilliant blue filigreed with gold. He glanced around him; they were in a small room decorated with brilliantly colored but badly done murals and lighted by a number of small oil lamps of simple design. The room's furniture was crude but adequate. "Where's everybody else?" he demanded. "There is no one else. We are alone."

"Well, somebody hit me on the head and it wasn't you."

"That was Raun. He has gone to get my father."

"I'm not sure I want to meet him. I come along to help you and get clobbered. Just what are you people trying to get away with?"

She looked puzzled. "What is this cloebrd you said?"

"Clouted. Sapped. Konked on the cranium." He frowned. The words sounded strange to him even as he said them. Then, with a shock, he realized that they both had been talking in the language which had seemed gibberish to him a short while ago. "Hey!" he exclaimed. "What gives? You're not speaking English but I can understand you!"

She smiled indulgently. "Of course. The Genie fixed you."

"Sure," Terence snorted. "And then he took the Wizard of Oz and Merlin to Alice's for tea." The girl gaped at him.

"Forget it. Just tell me how I learned your language."

"The Genie arranged you so you can understand us," she said patiently. "He predicted your coming many months ago and told me you were from another world and would have to be fixed before we could talk together. It is important that we do so, so I can tell you about the Thryn."

"What in the name of all that's good is a Thryn?"

"There is nothing good about the Thryn. They are a menace and must be stopped. But how can you stop them if you won't let me tell you about them?"

"Who's going to stop them? Lady, I've got nothing against anybody except your friend Raun for clouting me. I don't even know who these Thryn are. Why should I even want to tangle with them?"

She looked disappointed. "The Genie promised you would be different from all the others"—she pouted—"but you're not. The killings will go on and there is no one to stop them."

"So stop them yourself. Don't drag me into it."

"But don't you see? You're the only one in the world who can do it."

His head was spinning. Things had been happening too fast in the last couple of hours for Terence to be able to think objectively. Survival was one thing, but what the girl proposed was ridiculous. "Can't you call the… ?" He had been about to say "police" but realized that this new language contained no such concept. The words for army and war were similarly lacking. "Oh, for pity's sake. Let me see this blasted Genie—maybe I can talk some sense to him."

"He's my Genie," the girl said petulantly.

"Your Genie, my Genie, who cares?" Terence retorted. "All I want to do is get across to him that I don't want to get rid of anyone. Besides," he grumbled, "I don't believe in Genies."

The girl seemed shocked. "Everybody believes in Genies."

"Sure," he said. "Just like my ancestors believed in the Little People. It makes a dandy legend, but little runts in pointed shoes and green coats and leather aprons…"

"How did you know what he looks like?" she asked in amazement. Then her lips worked soundlessly for a moment and she clapped her hands sharply.

The air beside her shimmered with pinpoints of colored light, and before Terence could think of a suitably sarcastic remark the Genie appeared. Pointed shoes. Green coat. Leather apron.

"Sure and ye've taken me away from me work!" the little man scolded, slipping his tiny cobbler's hammer into a loop in his apron. "What is it now?"

"Shades o' me sainted mither!" Terence whispered. * Tis a leprechaun, jist as she said there were!" He cleared his throat, angry at the brogue that had slipped into his speech.

"Sure now!" crooned the little man, peering up at him. "And is it someone from the Auld Sod? Ah, it's Himself, come to aid us. Terence me bye, welcome."

"I'm asleep," the Earthman muttered. "That's what it is. I only dreamed I woke up. Once I'm really awake, all this will go away."

"Faith now, lad, is that an opinion ye're givin' me or an objective analysis?"

O'Corcoran glared coldly at him. "Come off it," he snapped. "I'm not that fresh off the boat. What do you really look like?"

"Achhh, 'tain't important, darlin'," the leprechaun said, dismissing the question with an airy wave of his hand.

"It certainly is!" Terence insisted. "Leprechauns don't ex-ist on Earth, period. But they don't exist double anywhere else!"

The little man shrugged. "At present, me bye, 'tis the form I prefer over ithers."

A muscle in the O'Corcoran jaw began to twitch. "What do you really look like?" he repeated.

The leprechaun grinned impudently. "I've half a mind to git me shillelagh and teach ye some manners, but, sure, seein' as how ye're -a guest, take your choice." With that, the little man swelled up and began to spin rapidly, becoming a blur of purple that changed gradually to pink. As the creature slowed down, Terence could see that his head had become a bright pink Jack-O-Lantern atop a flowing pink robe that reached to the floor. Again it whirled before him, this time coming out as a giant bottle-green grasshopper. Then a mirror image of the crimson haired girl. Then a speckled blob, in various shades of orange and blue. Now it was a shaft of brilliant blue-white light. A moment later, with a final blurring spin, the creature resumed its leprechaun shape.

"Now that we're through with trivialities," it said, "let's get down to the important things. Such as the Thryn, divil take them I They're becoming more of a nuisance every day. Ye may not want the job, Terence me lad, but you're elected to get rid of 'em!"

"Thanks. Why me?"

The Genie stepped closer and lowered his voice. "If ye must know, lad, yer the only man on this planet with the intestinal fortitude to stand up to 'em. A true son o' Con-naught y'are!"

"Don't be ridiculous."

Again, the Genie shrugged. "That's how it is. It'll take a wearer o' the shamrock to do this job. These people are not noted for their bravery, Terence. In fact, they're the gin-tlest spalpeens in the universe."

The Earthman's eyes lit up. "You do have space travel!" he exclaimed.

The Genie shook his head sadly. "No, me bye, we don't.

Merely a figger o' speech, I'm afraid. But I know ye'd have to look far and wide to find a gintler race o' beings than these people right here. Not that they're cowards, y'under-stand. Sure, they've just never had a need for the manly art o' fisti-cuffs."

Terence glanced over at the girl. He wondered idly if their men were as well constructed as the women. Then he turned his attention once more to the Genie. "All right. So tell me about the Thryn."

"Whilst they're humans, too, they're under the spell of a powerful bit o' poteen which makes 'em fanatics. Captured from amongst these gin tie lads and lassies, they were, and taught to fight and destroy. It's sick they are, all right, but even sich as I am powerless to cure them until the potion wears off. And, as they're human, we Genies can't bring 'em to harm… Rules o' the game. Ye're the only hope these gintle darlin's have, me lad. Be a man there, and say ye'll do it!"

"Irish or not," Terence replied, "I prefer knowing what a fight's about before I get into it."

The Genie nodded. "Prudent and wise," he declared approvingly.

"Father!" the girl exclaimed.

Terence saw two male figures in the doorway, one as tall as himself with a crest of shocking pink hair and quick, chartreuse eyes. He wore a scarlet tunic embroidered in yellow. Terence disliked him immediately. The other was shorter, plumper and, as far as could be seen, completely bald. His tight black pants and shirt were accented by a short, pleated skirt in dull gold that matched his pointed boots. Terence judged him to be the older of the two. It was he who spoke first, after glancing quickly from Terence to the girl:

"So this is what our guest looks like! Raun didn't tell me, although I suppose I should have known. Still, his appearance is amazing. Are you sure, Naira…?"

"Father!" the girl cautioned. "The Genie fixed him. He understands our speech."

The plump one turned and smiled broadly. "Of course. It was rude of me, Terence O'Corcoran. I am Naira's father. This is Raun, and my name is Sharr. Please accept our hospitality."

"Nice meeting you, Mr. Sharr," Terence replied, making no attempt to hide the sarcasm in his voice. "Your daughter and I have had quite a chat. Tell me, do you have all the guests hit over the head as they enter?"

"Hit? Over the head?" The rotund man blinked, then looked questioningly at Raun. "Did you hit him?"

"Why, yes, Sharr," the other confessed, grinning. "It was very difficult, but we had to put him to sleep quickly so the Genie could fix him."

Sharr shuddered visibly at the idea. "I apologize, Terence."

"Accepted. Naira and her—ah—Genie have been telling me a little about the Thryn. How many of them are there?"

"Hundreds. Perhaps thousands by now. Each night they make their raids, hurting and abducting citizens. It is believed they live in caves underneath the city."

"If there are that many of them," Terence said reasonably, "one man alone could never stop them. It would take an army."

"Army? I do not know this word."

"A great many men—-fighting men," Terence explained. "Men who are trained to obey every command, and who will obey no matter how violent the action is." Damn the inadequacies of the language!

"Is this what you need to stop the Thryn?"

Terence nodded.

Sharr pulled on his lip for a moment. "If I give you the men, will you make them into an army?"

"Perhaps," Terence said cautiously. "But I haven't decided yet whether or not I want to help you."

Sharr smiled. "That is a reasonable answer, Terence. But you must know I am in a position to offer you rich rewards and great honors if you do."

"You mean if I do—and win. I'm sure the other side could make the same offer."

Sharr's eyes narrowed. "That, too, is a reasonable answer.

Let me suggest that you investigate us very carefully before you make your decision. You might begin with a tour of the city. Raun and my daughter Naira, who are betrothed to each other, will be happy to serve as your guides."

O'Corcoran looked at the two younger ones without comment.

"It is early afternoon," Sharr observed. "There is time enough. But be sure to be back here by nightfall."

"Don't worry, Sharr." Raun laughed. "I have no desire to be captured by the Thryn."

 

SIX: TARNISHED UTOPIA

"First we will, go to the pens," Raun announced once they were outside. "To see Mahtog requires mounts. Sharr has an adequate supply of jongars, as you will see."

The word lacked a visual image to make it meaningful; that was supplied as soon as they reached the back of the house. Here was a penned enclosure in which eight or ten strange, two-legged creatures stood patiently, a few of them munching placidly at a feed bin.

Naira disappeared into a shed and returned with a saddle and other vaguely equestrian equipment. The she made a kissing sound with her lips and one of the jongars ambled over to the fence.

The Earthman's first impression was of Terr an ostriches, although there were significant differences. The feet were cloven and spatulate instead of birdlike. The powerful thighs were covered with fur, not pinfeathers, and the ballerina-style plumage was entirely missing. Their necks were shorter and thicker and the whole affair was topped with a head resembling either a cat or a chipmunk, depending on how you looked at it. Chipmunk, Terence decided, noting the wide, blunt, grazing teeth. The bridle and reins were remarkably Earth-like, although the design of the saddle was a far cry from anything ever seen on Earth. Not even the Mongols had anything like it.

The pommell came up chest-high, with a ring at the top. Fluted sidepieces held the rider's legs with his feet in front of the beast. Mounting was accomplished from the rear, a feat which seemed to Terence most foolhardy.

Once in the saddle, however, he found the arrangement quite comfortable. The top of the jongar's head came to the

Earthman's chin, affording him a clear view. When the beast started walking Terence discovered one good reason for the high pommel: with each step the jongar's head moved forward and back; without the pommel as a buffer between man and beast, the darting head might well beat a tattoo on the rider's chest. It took him but a few minutes to get the feel of the reins, and they were off, Raun on his left, Naira on his right.

They rode through the streets toward the center of the city, between the spired, cupolaed buildings he'd observed from the distance. Seen close up they were disappointing. The brilliant paints were streaked and blotchy—cracks in the walls had been plastered hastily and left unpainted to present an untidy, jigsaw pattern—the lush gardens were overgrown with weeds and plants which had run wild— the elaborate paving stones were unevenly set and full of holes. Even the carvings which looked so elegant from a distance proved to be unfinished, half-gilded, full of cracks and chips. Everything had an uncomfortably temporary air about it, as if the city had been put up overnight and might at any moment be dismantled. The streets themselves seemed to have been laid out_by drunken surveyors, for every hundred yards or so was a curve or jog, intersections were unevenly spaced and street signs were nonexistent.

"How do you travel these streets at night?" Terence inquired.

Raun looked puzzled. "The same way we do in the day time. On jongarback."

"You must carry torches with you, then."

"There is no need to," Naira furnished. "There is always enough light in the sky to see where we are going."

And enough darkness, Terence mused silently, for the Thryn to hide in. "Who controls the city?" he asked suddenly.

"Rausin is our duly elected Proqoo," Raun replied.

"It should have been my father," Naira said.

"Yes, Sharr had a good campaign," Raun admitted, "but he lost by several thousand votes. He failed to gain the support of enough of the candidates for Ercoidem."

"Ercoidem?"

"Every two years," Raun elaborated, "we elect a Pro-qoo and a policy-making body which we call the Ercoidem. The Proqoo administers the broad decisions of the Ercoidem. Of course, he doesn't have to do it all himself—traditionally, he appoints a number of Dalwigs to help him supervise the various areas of government."

"Sort of a city cabinet," the Earthman murmured,

"What?"

"I was thinking of equivalent posts in my own government."

"I see." Raun's words belied the fleeting expression in his chartreuse eyes, which indicated total disbelief in Terence's democratic background. The look was gone almost instantly as Raun continued:

"Ideally, each Dalwig is an authority in his field, but it usually happens they are better at politics than any other specialty."

Terence chuckled. "Just like at home."

"With all its drawbacks it is definitely the fairest form of government yet devised."

"Fairest? All right. What about the administration of justice?" Again, he found he had to lapse into English because there was no Mahtogian word. "If disputes arise or if crimes …" Damn this language! "… if one citizen violates the rights of another, who handles that?"

"Such a thing does not happen in Mahtog," Naira stated.

"Respect for the rights of others is a normal thing here," Raun confirmed.

Terence smiled. "You seem to have forgotten the Thryn."

"Yes," the young man admitted, "the Thryn are an exception. We have never had to deal with anything like them before. That is why Sharr feels we need you, Terence O'Corcoran."

The Earthman wondered wryly just how often Sharr thought he'd had to contend with roving bands of ruffians. "You do have laws, don't you?"

"Of course."

"And when citizens do not obey those laws… ?"

The two faces looked at him without comprehension. "Every Mahtogian is trained from birth to obey laws. It is logical to obey," Raun explained. "Everything in Mahtog is based upon logic. If a law were not absolutely rational it would never become a law. Therefore, to disobey a law is irrational."

"And anything irrational," Terence concluded, "is out of the question. Great. You don't need a police department as long as you have good laws and good citizens. But since nobody ever disobeys, you don't know what to do about it when they do."

"That is correct."

"You mean there's no way at all to restrain anyone's activities?"

"Restraint would be unthinkable," Raun replied, highly offended at the idea. "Each citizen is free to do, say and think as he pleases. We all know better than to hurt other people in the process."

"That's nice as long as everybody adheres to it. But simple ambition can turn a man from the straight and narrow. When a man wants more than he has, he's apt to take it away from his neighbor."

"Why?" Naira asked. "We all have plenty to eat, a place to live, clothes to wear—why would we want more than that?"

The Earthman shook his head. "In the first place, I can't quite believe that everybody in Mahtog has always been satisfied with Things As They Are. If they were, you would have no inventors, no scientists or engineers, no writers or religious leaders…" He paused, aware that they were looking at him strangely, aware that he had lapsed into English again. "On my planet, freedom of thought and inquiry can't help but lead to progress, to the growth of a competent technology. But I guess it takes something more than freedom. You people don't want progress."

"To be dissatisfied is to be sick," Naira quoted. "My Genie taught me that."

O'Corcoran stared at the girl. "Maybe we're getting somewhere. What happens when someone is 'sick'?"

She smiled brightly. "Why, his Genie fixes him, of course!"

"I see. How long have the Genies been doing this great service?" Even as he said it, he realized that his sarcasm was lost on these people.

"Forever, I suppose. That isn't important, though. Why do you ask so many strange questions?"

"I'm trying to learn something about the civilization you people want me to defend. So far I'm not very impressed."

"Have patience," counseled Raun. "In time you will see the wisdom of our ways."

"I'd like to know your history—how this city grew."

"That I cannot tell you."

"You mean you will not, is that it?" O'Corcoran bristled.

"No one knows how Mahtog got started," Naira interjected.

"You can't be serious—but I guess you can. I know you have a written language. Surely someone has written a history of Mahtog. Where would I find such a book?"

"Come, we'll show you." They changed course, spurring their mounts to an easy lope. A few minutes later they came to a halt and Raun pointed to a building across the street.

"Over there is our Library."

It was a small, dilapidated structure. The sign over the door said LIBRARY. Terence was pleased but no longer surprised that his "fixing" had included the ability to read.

"Where is the main library?" he asked.

"This is," Naira furnished, blinking up at him. "You don't think we have two of them, do you?"

"What's the population of Mahtog?"

"Almost two hundred thousand," Raun said diffidently.

"I see." He didn't know what he had been expecting. Perhaps an ornate temple of books such as were still found in most of the major cities of Earth. This looked more like a tumble-down converted store. Still, books were books. Perhaps on the inside he would find enough treasures to coun-teract the shabby exterior. Terence O'Corcoran had been in love with books for as long as he could remember.

"I'd like to go inside," he told his guides.

Raun shrugged. "If it's open."

Dismounting, they strolled across the street. Nothing, Terence decided furiously, could get these people to move any faster than a slow crawl. Raun tried the door. It swung open. "We're in luck," he observed. "Half the time the librarian doesn't show up at all."

"I'd let that happen twice and then get a new librarian," the Earthman said.

Raun's eyebrows rose. "Another librarian? Impossible. He's the only librarian we have." He led the way into the building.

"If you gentlemen will excuse me," Naira said, "I think I'll do some shopping. The library bores me to tears."

Raun nodded. "We'll see you at your father's house."

The two men watched her as she walked off. Lucky guy, thought Terence.

"She's a little on the lightweight side, mentally," Raun confided, shrugging, "but she'll make a good wife. Share's daughter and all that, you know."

O'Corcoran looked sharply at his guide. "You mean the two of you are not…" He was going to say, "in love," but the language didn't go that far.

Raun was waiting. "Are not what?" he prompted.

"Forget it."

The librarian turned out to be a squat, shapeless individual with a voice like loose gravel. He looked at Terence with open curiosity. Raun explained that the Earthman wanted to see some books.

"What kind of books?"

"Histories," Terence said. "A good outline of world history."

The librarian blinked. Otherwise his expression did not change. Finally he said, "There is no such book."

"Surely there are historians on this worldi"

The librarian shrugged. "Perhaps. I can show you an entertaining book by Limrou, Tales of Past Glories. He's somewhat too much of a romantic for you, though, I'm afraid."

"I'd prefer something more scholarly. Is there a history of city politics?"

The shapeless one shook his head. "Why would anyone want to write a book about that?" he asked reasonably.

"Let me see your General Science section, then."

"General Magic," Raun corrected.

Terence took a deep breath. "All right, General Magic."

The librarian led them to the requested section. It contained perhaps twenty books bound very much like children's scrapbooks, their titles crudely lettered along the spines. Raun took one of the tomes from the shelf and handed it to Terence. A Merchant's Guide to Metalsmiths. Curiously, he opened it.

It was a hand-lettered manuscript. Instead of dealing with principles of Mahtogian metallurgy, it listed a number of families adept at working the various metals found in Mahtogian soil. After leafing through several pages he handed it back.

"Do you have much fiction in the library?" He used the English word for lack of a native equivalent, and knew the answer before he had completed the question. "Stories of imagination—adventure stories, love stories."

"I doubt if there'd be much demand for anything like that," the librarian said. "Even if someone were crazy enough to want to write it."

"You're probably right," Terence said disgustedly. "Come on, Raun, let's see some more of your city."

They picked up their mounts at the curb and rode slowly for several blocks, coming into what Raun identified as a middle-class residential area.

There were no obvious differences between this and the area in which Sharr lived. Everywhere he looked the Earth-man saw the same sign of mediocrity. The houses were like little boxes slapped together with neither design nor craftsmanship. "Untidy" would be a kind word with which to describe the neighborhood. On Earth, he knew, pride in one's lawn was often a substitute for pride in one's work, and while scholars and philosophers sometimes had little regard for keeping up appearances he doubted that any great thinkers were hidden in the shabby houses. Even Earth's dullards were seldom content with what they had—but perhaps their precious discontent could be credited to the hucksters whose livelihoods depended upon creating desire for the latest model Fordillac convertible copter and not to any built-in urge for improvement. The power instinct was present in some Mahtogians, though, such as Sharr, who had run for office.

And in the Thryn.

"Who are the Thryn?" he asked.

Raun's eyes narrowed. "They are the sick ones," he began. "They are men who have been—changed. Their leader calls himself Brahnbru."

"Brahnbru?" O'Corcoran echoed. A very faint bell rang in the back of his mind. "Where do they come from? And who is this Brahnbru?"

"We know where they come from. What we don't know is why."

"Has anyone tried to find out?"

Raun blinked in surprise. "Why?" he queried.

"Why!" Terence exploded. "In the name of all that's holy, what kind of people are you? Here you've got a pack of hoodlums running in the streets, killing and kidnapping anyone they see, but nobody gets .excited about it. Has anybody tried to fight them?"

Raun smiled. "Many of the words you use are strange to me, but I think I understand what you mean. We are unable to oppose the Thryn. Most of our people feel it is better not to get involved. If we stay off the streets at night we are safe."

"And yet it seems to be common knowledge that the Thryn are growing in number every day. Doesn't this worry you?" Oops, no Mahtogian word for worry. "Isn't anyone concerned about this?"

"Sharr seems to be concerned. And the Genies, too. That is why you were brought here."

"But you're not, is that it? You're not concerned at all."

"Do not be angry with me, Terence O'Corcoran. It is not my problem. I realize that they ought to be stopped. And I think I agree with Sharr that you are the man who can do it, if anyone can."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence. Does anybody know why the Thryn are conducting these raids?"

The Mahtogian shrugged. "Probably because Brahnbru tells them to."

"And why does this Brahnbru tell them to?"

"I think that's obvious. The man is sick. He should be fixed."

"That would take care of everything, wouldn't it? Why doesn't his Genie fix him?"

Raun's eyes were expressionless. "It is time to start back. Darkness is not far off."

Although Terence seethed with impatience, he held his temper and turned his jongar around. They rode in silence for a while. Then the Earthman spoke again.

"Let's explore this a little further, Raun. You seem like a rational individual. Let's talk about Brahnbru's sickness. Why do you think he thinks he's doing this?"

"Perhaps he doesn't like Mahtog the way it is and wants to change it."

Terence laughed harshly. "That doesn't sound particularly sick. Even I can see plenty of room for improvement, and I'm a total stranger."

Raun stared at him curiously. "We are a happy people. What more could anyone want?"

"Plenty!"

Raun apparently sensed the Earthman's disgust, for he made no further comment during the journey back to Sharr's house. They arrived at sunset, a moment when the mountain on which the PSC craft had crashed loomed like a black volcano against the flaming crimson sky. Aside from the girl

Naira, Terence thought wryly, the sunset was the best thing he'd seen all day.

Naira was in the room with her father when the two entered.

"Welcome back," the elder Mahtogian said warmly, rising. The girl seemed hardly aware that they had returned. She murmured a dull greeting, her expression unchanging from its petulant pout. Her yellow eyes lacked their usual brilliance; Terence wondered if that was a sign of exhaustion or drugs. Raun, after one glance, ignored her.

Terence realized Sharr was talking to him. "Your tour of our city was interesting, I trust?"

"Interesting," the Earthman answered, "but not very inspiring."

"Oh?"

He could be polite or he could tell the truth. He decided that Sharr expected honesty. "I respect accomplishment, Sharr, and I don't see much evidence of it. Your library was a great disappointment. Your culture is not backward, it's just plain lazy!" -

Sharr's face fell. "I don't understand…"

"You people have every opportunity to have a bang-up civilization. There's no food problem, no oppressor, you're at peace, you enjoy total freedom of thought and inquiry—and yet somehow you've muffed the ball! You've built what looks like Utopia but turns out to be a world of mediocrity. No wonder you can't figure out what to do about the Thryn!"

The older man held up his hand in protest. "You are mistaken, Terence O'Corcoran. We do know what to do about them. You will lead an army against them, as you suggested. Brahnbru, the chief of the Thryn, came also from the Magnetic Mountain. Like yourself, he is not of our people. If there is anyone in Mahtog who can match wits with him, my son, it is you. You alone can save Mahtog from the Thryn."

"Save you, Sharr? From what I've seen it doesn't look as if you have much to save!"

 

SEVEN: THRYN

The older man's yellow eyes frosted momentarily, then thawed. "To you, it may not seem so much. To us, it means a lot."

"Be it ever so humble, and all that? Okay, you've got a point. Now, I want more information about the Thryn and this Brahnbru Raun told me of."

Sharr shot a quick look at the pink-crested youth. Raun shifted uncomfortably and avoided Sharr's eyes.

"So Raun told you of Brahnbru?" It was a silky hiss. "How entertaining. Perhaps he will continue his lecture." Sharr did not glance at the young man again but Raun's golden-bronze skin deepened into brick-red. Naira snickered weari-

"For Raun not to answer me would have been rudeness," the Earthman said. "And that, I believe, is against your custom here. Right?"

Warily, Sharr bowed acknowledgment.

"And since you're the elder, I'll ask you the same question. Who, is Brahnbru?"

Sharr turned a dull yellow. "I beg to be excused," he began.

"No!" Terence roared. "No excuses! No evasions! Answer me and answer me straight—who is this BrahnbruF'

Sharr licked his lips, his hands nervously clutching his tunic. From the girl came a dull mutter.

O'Corcoran whirled on her. "And what is it from you?"

"Ask the Genie," she repeated, then subsided into apathy again.

"Perhaps," Sharr began nervously.

"Since he insists he must be told…"

"It might be wiser at that." Decisively, Sharr turned to his daughter. "Summon the Genie, Naira."

At first Terence thought the girl hadn't heard, for there was no reaction for almost a minute. Then her lips moved in a soundless spell, after which she clapped her hands sharply. In the middle of the room the air glowed and shimmered and coalesced into the little man clad in green.

"What is it now?" he demanded irritably. "Cannot a body enjoy a quiet rest without bein' called virtually from the arms of Morpheus hisself? Who is it wants me this toime, anyway?"

"I do," snorted Terence. "I have some questions and I want straight answers, no double-talk."

The leprechaun bowed low. "But of course, me bye. When Himself asks, the answers are truer than true, though it isn't in me to tell what isn't the truth." -.

"You always tell the truth? Never, ah, anything else?"

"There's no necessity for it. If we spoke what isn't true we'd have to continue in it—now wouldn't we?—and that would be a precious waste of time."

"All right, who is Brahnbru?"

There was a stillness in the room as the leprechaun absorbed the question. Terence had the odd feeling that the Mahtogians, too, were waiting for an answer.

The little man giggled. "I see why ye called me. 'Tis indeed a question to answer. Who is he, ye ask? He is a man exactly like you." The Genie paused, choosing his words carefully. "He is the leader of the Thryn and he's a twisted man, a man who is not at all well."

"Where did he come from?"

"From the Mount of Magic, the magnetic mountain that yerself came down from."

"When? How long ago?"

"About a year, it was—in our calculations, understand."

The Earthman prowled restlessly around the room as he shot more questions at the Genie. "What does he look like?"

There was no answer, save for a soft sigh from the girl. Terence whirled around. Naira was leaning back on her pillow staring blankly at the opposite wall; Raun was examining his nails; Sharr was busily preparing fruit for a snack. The Genie was gazing into the distance.

"What does he look like?"

The Genie started awake. "Why, like a man, I suppose. Yes. Like an Earthman or a Mahtogian. He lived among the people for a time—they even gave him the honor o' membership in the Dalwigs but the spalpeen was unhappy. He talked against us and made others unhappy, until they spoke out in open against the Ercoidem and the Proqoo and the people. 'Twas then the Proqoo ordered that Brahnbru and his followers be—I think your word for it is banished, is it not?" The Genie paused and selected a ripe fruit from the bowl Sharr offered. Impatiently, Terence waved it aside. The Genie chuckled.

'Twill be jist as pleasant ta be eatin' while ye're listnin', and 'tis mighty foine fruit. I'm advisin' ye ta have some."

Grumbling, O'Corcoran took a melon-shaped globe of violent turquoise, bit into it and found it tasted like spiced mangonana, if such a hybrid were possible. The leprechaun popped a dripping morsel into his mouth, daintily licked his fingers, and beamed at his host. "Mighty refreshin', Sharr, thank ye, but ye know my tastes. A wee spot of the brew, now…" His voice trailed off and he chuckled as Sharr scurried to serve wine. "Now, O'Corcoran, ask me more questions."

"Thanks." Again, his sarcasm was lost on the others. "What happened after Brahnbru and his followers were sent away?"

"Why, the good citizens of Mahtog forgot about him, of course. It wasn't until some months later that we began findin' people in the streets, cut and bleedin' and near death they were, too. Then others began reportin' members o' their families missin'. At first nobody knew what to think, but it was the Thryn all right, divil take 'em. Witnesses say they roam in packs o' five or six, stealin' people right off the streets or takin' their lives and property."

"How do you know for sure this Brahnbru had anything to do with it?"

"Some o' those who lived after the cuttings spoke his name. They said their attackers told them they were too old to be any use to the Thryn, that Brahnbru wanted only the young and the strong. And now the Thryn have grown so numerous no Mahtogian likes to leave his house between sundown and sunup. And since they look just like any other Mahtogian," the Genie added, " 'tis impossible to tell friend from Thryn."

"Brahnbru's headquarters, you say, is in a cave beneath the city?"

" 'Tis believed so, yes," the Genie replied.

Terence munched his fruit, eyed the Genie and brooded over what he'd learned about his adversary. So Brahnbru was a first class rebel! Bravo Brahnbru, for that anyway— nobody else in this smug little community has guts enough to rebel. Was he an alien, too? Or a Mahtogian brought up in the wilds of the small continent? Whatever his origin, he'd learned to think for himself and to reject the blind, sheeplike obedience of the others. Obedience, was it? If so, to whom? The Genies? The Proqoo? It might be fun to find out, O'Corcoran mused. At least it would be exciting, which was more than he could say for the life Sharr and the others led. If he was doomed to spend the rest of his life here, the least he could do would be to make it interesting.

"I need to know a few things more," he said.

"Ask away and I'll answer ye straight."

"How did Brahnbru come to Mahtog? Did he arrive in a ship that sails the waters? Did he walk? Or ride a jongar? Or did he by any chance arrive as I did—in a ship that sails the skies?"

"Ye'll have to go back to the Mount of Magic for that one, me bye. It lies there, the answer to your question."

"Then we'll go there. Immediately."

"To the Mount? How'U ye get there, if I may make so bold as to ask ye?"

"On those idiotic jongars if necessary."

Sharr blinked sleepily. "Tonight? I advise against it. Sleep now, Terence O'Corcoran—tomorrow will be time enough."

The leprechaun leaped to his feet. "Forbye!" he exclaimed. "If Himself wants to go tonight, tonight he will go I Let me show you the wonders of magic, lad. Come into the garden now and I'll display the powers I possess."

The leprechaun led the way into Sharr's garden. Terence followed, with Sharr and Raun ambling behind, not curious but apparently just not wishing to be left behind. Naira stayed on her pillows, her eyes closed as if in sleep.

Once outside, the little man carefully selected his spot, then did a slow measured dance in a circle on the weed-choked lawn, humming a tuneless song as he danced. Then he hopped into the middle of the circle, put his hands over his eyes and waited. Above his head the air shimmered, glowed and solidified into a small rug of exquisite workmanship. It drifted slowly to within two feet of the ground and hovered there. The leprechaun bowed deeply. Sharr and Raun applauded somewhat mechanically.

The Earthman grinned. "All right, I concede I'm impressed. I don't have the slightest idea how you did that, but 111 bet there's a trick in it."

The leprechaun chortled. "Isn't that true of all magic? 'Tis only as real as your own eyes see it. But no more wastin' time, darlin'. Step aboard and we'll be on our way."

O'Corcoran stepped aboard.

There was so much that was happening to him, particularly where the leprechaun was concerned, that Terence had difficulty believing it all. But unreality in this place was reality. He could no longer pretend that he was dreaming, although so far there were more outlandish questions than he had answers. Leprechauns on a planet which had never heard of Ireland. Bug-Eyed Monsters straight out of the pages of Lurid Wonder Tales. And now, a flying carpet to get him where he wanted to go. This world seemed far madder than anything Lewis Carroll had imagined down the rabbit hole.

Mahtog itself seemed almost allegorical, with overtones of

Brobdingnag and Lilliput. Swift would certainly have enjoyed it, had he thought of it first. Or maybe Ge<xge Ckm«dL &v many of those ancient writers had wild imaginations. Terence was familiar with all of them, although some, like Swift and Tolkien, he preferred capsulized. He would have liked a week alone to sift over the events of the past day, for he was sure that despite the insane and seemingly unrelated elements which intruded with such appalling regularity there was a pattern behind it all. It was up to him to fit the jigsaw pieces together and try to guess what the Big Picture was all about.

Terence found it impossible to dispel the sense of unreality as he and the Genie whizzed over the moonlit landscape, sitting in accepted cross-legged fashion upon the magic carpet. At the leprechaun's instructions^ he sat perfectly still, for any shift in weight would cause~the carpet to rock most alarmingly. He could still see the terrain below, and it seemed an awfully long way down without a parachute. As they took off he had asked, "What powers this thing, anyway?" and had received the cryptic answer, "Sheer will power, me bye." After that he had kept quiet, as the wind rushing past his ears made further conversation impossible.

Ahead of them lay the Mount of Magic, rising bleak and formidable with its steep sides and flat white cap of snow which from this angle resembled a jaunty beret. O'Corcoran tried to spot the point where he'd ridden the avalanche down the mountainside, but they were still too far away to be able to pinpoint it. Now his ears began to get colder and he knew, without peering over the side to verify it, that they were gaining altitude. He'd been a fool to leave the space suit behind.

Despite the unfamiliarity of the Mahtogian world and the completely impossible means of transportation, Terence was relaxed. For some reason, he trusted the Genie implicitly. At the back of his mind nagged a distrust of the trust itself, a rational reminder that such faith ought to be examined with the same care and objectivity as one would unwrap a suspected bomb, but on the surface he seemed as nonchalant as if he were merely taking a slidewalk down to the corner ultramart. He trusted the Genie to the flying carpet, just as he would have trusted any other pilot to his own plane, copter or whatnot.

Now he could make out the upper half of his spacecraft jutting up from the snows. It resembled a dented toy, half-buried and forgotten on a deserted beach. His earlier assumption, that he'd landed near the center of the mountaintop, was patently wrong—there was much more to the Mount of Magic than he had thought.

The Leprechaun leaned toward him and shouted, "Aye, me bye, that one is yours, jist as ye left it. The other one is over this way." As he spoke, the magic carpet changed course, banking alarmingly to the right. Terence kept his face expressionless and reminded himself that he trusted the creature's flying ability implicitly.

A few minutes later another dented toy was visible on the smooth, wind-swept whiteness. It looked surprisingly like another PSC survey ship. The Earthman's eyes narrowed but he said nothing as the leprechaun maneuvered the carpet in for a flawless landing. Except for slight differences in crash damage, the two hulls were identical.

There was no reason to be surprised, he decided. After all, no matter whether it was his own or another galactic-exploring civilization which had designed it, form could be predicted to follow function, and the external design of spacecraft had become an extremely simple, standardized form. Only the interior could be expected to be different— perhaps so alien in design that he would not be able to understand any of it. Of one thing only could he be sure: the mysterious Brahnbru came from a culture capable of spanning the stars—therefore, he must not be underestimated as an opponent. So far, Earth had never encountered another interstellar civilization. He must meet this Brahnbru and compare notes, if only to satisfy their mutual curiosity. With both ships wrecked, it seemed highly unlikely that either home culture would ever know about the encounter.

Terence and the leprechaun stepped off the carpet and walked around the exposed half of the crippled spaceship, finding a hole in the hull which afforded entry. Terence stuck his head in cautiously and looked around. The interior, too, resembled that of a PSC ship. Brahnbru, huh? If this Brahn-bru was a fellow Corpsman, that might be why the name had seemed vaguely familiar. Three or four Hindus had graduated before him, but Terence had never met any of them. Perhaps the Thryn were an updated version of the ancient Hindu Thuggee, the sect of assassins. Whee.

He stepped inside, his eyes sweeping the gloomy interior. His fingers worried the microtorch from his belt and squeezed light from it. There was no doubt now that both he and his primary opponent on this insane planet were members of the PSC. The two ships were identical.

He climbed the companionway to the control room with the leprechaun at his heels. Here, his light revealed, the story was the same as in his own ship: pinned instruments, jammed controls, equipment magnetically stuck to the deck-plates. Even the swing-out control panel over the grav-couch had broken off like his own and lay on the deck. He bent over to peer at it more intently. It was all so maddeningly familiar he wanted to dust the place for fingerprints, half expecting to find his own. Instead he checked the serial number stamped into the metal frame of the control panel.

For a moment he stopped breathing. What sort of mad coincidence had he fallen into? Parts numbers on sister ships would be identical, but serial numbers, too? He curbed his impulse to comment about it. The nagging doubt that had made him mistrust his trust in the Genie seemed justified now. He could trust no one. He had seen his own ship, miles from here. This could not be his ship—the damage was different. But the numbers! The numbers were the same.

O'Corcoran straightened up.

"Well, Terence me bye, have ye found what ye're lookin' for?"

"The Earthman smiled. "I think so. This wreck tells me a lot about your mysterious Brahnbru. We're both from the same planet."

"Foine! Ye ought to be able to match wits with him any day o' the week, thenl As our good friend Sharr keeps sayin', ye're the only man in the world who can do itl"

 

EIGHT: NIGHT ALARM

"Perhaps I am," the Earthman agreed. "I've seen all there is to see here. Let's get back to Sharr's."

The leprechaun followed O'Corcoran out into the snow. The impossible magic carpet still hovered in the air, waiting, and they settled themselves aboard. A change had come over the sky above them. It flamed. Long streamers and tongues of fire shot across the heavens and subsided, then streamed out again. Purple and red and orange they flowed. Green and turquoise and pink and yellow. The Earthman gasped, realizing he was seeing the Mahtogian version of Terra's aurora borealis. He had seen it on his home planet when * doing a hitch in Alaska, but grandiose as Earth's was, it couldn't compare with the barbaric display above him now. The leprechaun, too, seemed lost in the majesty of it.

But the show in the sky did nothing to dispel the biting cold in the air.

"All right, you miserable excuse for a leprechaun, let's get out of here!" Terence roared.

The other grinned over his shoulder. "Faith, lad, and are ye always such a bear?"

Terence glowered at him. "Do you have a name?"

The little man pulled thoughtfully at his lip. "Ooh, and is Himself gettin' tired of callin' me Genie? Then we must find a fittin' name for me to have. How about Seamus, darlin'? That's as fittin' a name as a name can be."

"You're about as Irish as the Mayor of Nairobi," O'Corcoran snorted, "but it's better than nothing. I can't force you to stop wearing the green. Seamus it is."

"Seamus O'Flynn," the leprechaun amended, throwing his shoulders back with just the suggestion of a swagger.

"O'Flynn, is it? I had an uncle by that name. He's probably whirling in his grave. Now if you don't mind, you bogus Mick, get this thing in motion before I freeze to death!"

O'Flynn nodded abruptly and the carpet took off with such a jolt that Terence almost fell off. With the wind whipping about him, he clung blindly to the carpet's edges, daring to sit up only when he felt the contrivance slow to a more leisurely pace. Looking down, he saw the spires and gardens of the city beneath them, fantastically illuminated by the light from Mahtog's twin moons and the flickering radiance of the aurora. The carpet drifted lazily to the garden behind Sharr's house. Seamus and Terence slid off, somewhat stiffly, and stood slapping themselves warm. Seamus bowed to the carpet; it dipped one comer then rose high into the air and disintegrated into a sparkling of lights.

Sharr was alone when they entered. "Raun has returned to his own house," the elder Mahtogian explained. "My daughter's gone to bed for the night. I hope that your journey proved profitable, Trenss? You were gone for some time. Did you find all that you were seeking?"

"More than I bargained for," Terence replied.

"You look tired. I suggest you get some sleep, too."

"It's been a busy day," he admitted.

"I have prepared a room for you. We'll talk tomorrow."

The Earthman had not realized how exhausted he really was until Sharr had mentioned sleep. "All right," he agreed, "show me the way."

Terence was grateful for the politeness which seemed such a standard part of Mahtogian manners; after showing him his room and wishing him a good sleep, Sharr withdrew immediately. The Earthman stripped off his shirt and lay back wearily on the bed. He thought vaguely of removing his boots and trousers, too, but sleep came too quickly.

Less than an hour later he was suddenly, completely awake, his senses screaming danger. The smell of smoke had alerted him—thick, black smoke which boiled through the doorway. He was on his feet in an instant, dashing into the corridor. Smoke was pouring from the two other rooms nearby. He chose the nearest and plunged inside.

Flames covered one entire wall and licked at the foot of the bed where Sharr sat, half-awake, coughing, obviously nonplussed at the emergency. Quickly, Terence hauled the older man out of bed. "Outside!" he commanded, propelling him toward the exit. Blindly, Sharr stumbled along.

The way leading to the rear of the building seemed less dangerous than any other, although it was hard to tell with the smoke obscuring his vision. He hurried Sharr along the corridor, saw his safely to the rear door, then dashed back inside.

His own room was aflame now, Sharr's was an inferno. "Nairn!" he called. "Naira!"

"Here!" came the thin reply.

Terence stepped into smoke so thick he could see nothing. The heat was intense. "Naira!"

"Over here!" she wailed.

He staggered towards the voice. Now he could see flames beyond the smoke; a moment later he found the girl, cowering away from the advancing holocaust, forced into a comer by an encircling arm of fire. Her eyes were wild and her hands beat ineffectively at the flickering edge of her gown. Terence strode through the fire to her side, ripped the flimsy robe away, wrapped her in a blanket and lifted her in his arms, then plunged with her through the sheet of flame, staggering blindly through the thick smoke and searing heat, his feet remembering the way. Although it seemed to take forever they were outside in less than a minute. Naira clung to him, shuddering, her arms tight around his neck.

Sharr seemed relieved to see them both alive.

"Do you people have a fire department?" Terence asked, fearing the worst. Sharr didn't know what he was talking about. Terence could see a whole section of the city going up in smoke if something wasn't done about the blaze right now.

"The fire'U be out soon," Sharr informed him.

"How're you going to manage that?"

"Fire is never allowed to remain out of control for long," the other said, seemingly surprised that Terence should be ignorant of so basic a fact.

From above them came a swirl of sparkling lights which darted like an iridescent cloud through the open door. Sharr smiled. "There. It will be out soon," he repeated.

Terence swung the girl to the ground. "Are you badly burned?"

Naira smiled wanly at him and unwrapped herself from the blanket. "No, just singed a bit. I'll be all right. The Genie'll take care of it."

The girl seemed unconscious of her nudity and made no attempt to cover herself. Terence searched his mind for the Mahtogian word for modesty and found none. He wasn't sure whether he liked that aspect of their culture or not, but he had to admit it was in character with the utter rationality of their pattern of living. Shame, he remembered reading somewhere, was an acquired neurosis. Still…

"Aren't you cold?" he asked.

"Why should I be? The fire is quite warming, thank you."

The smoke thinned and then was gone completely.

"We may go back in now," pronounced Sharr.

As the elder Mahtogian had predicted, the fire was out— completely out. Charred and blackened areas remained, but not one spark remained smoldering.

"The cloud of light," O'Corcoran said. "That's what put it out, right?"

"Of course. Destruction like that is never allowed to continue."

Both Sharr's and Naira's beds had been consumed completely, but the Earthman's was relatively untouched by the flames. Most of the damage was confined to the sleeping areas while the front of the building had escaped injury. The question of cause took little time to answer: three separate torches turned up—it was apparent from their position that they had been tossed in from outside.

"Whoever planned this knew the layout of your house," O'Corcoran observed.

"I've had many visitors," Sharr replied. "Most of them stayed the night—particularly since the Thryn became a threat to us."

"Has anything like this ever happened before?"

Both Sharr and his daughter shook their heads.

"Then they know about me. Brahnbru has gone too far this time. In the morning we'll start building that army."

"That sounds fine. Now I suggest that we return to our beds."

"Naira can have mine. You and I'll sleep in the front room."

"I will not hear of it," Sharr protested. "My daughter and I will prepare sleeping places in front. You are still our guest."

Terence was too tired to argue.

In the morning he was awakened by a bright-eyed Naira who bore a platter of fruit and nuts for his breakfast. "My father has already left the house to get the others and bring them here for a conference. We will all meet here at midday to plan the army."

Terence smiled in approval. Apparently, despite Sharr's initial indecision, once a course of action was set in motion he didn't let it die. The Earthman was pleased—such cooperation would make his task much easier.

O'Corcoran selected a "mangonana" and bit into it. "And until then?"

The girl smiled. "When you've eaten, we must go to the marketplace and shop for clothing. Most of my things were destroyed in the fire—and you cannot go on just wearing only the clothes you arrived in. You need clothes to fit your new position."

Ordinarily, Terence would have been annoyed at the delay for something as inconsequential as clothing. But he realized, even as he munched on a handful of cherry-flavored nuts, that a shopping trip was the best preparation he could have for the noon meeting with Sharr's associates. Building an army requires the expenditure of money, material and manpower, with the economic significance of which, on Mahtog, it would be quite handy for him to be familiar if he wanted to speak with any authority. Explaining his predicament to Naira, he quizzed her relentlessly during the meal and through the shopping trip that followed.

The picture that emerged was of a capitalistic society which—surprisingly—had not yet discovered banking. A socially stratified culture which had no concept of upward mobility; the son of a fanner became a farmer in his turn, the son of a tradesman remained a tradesman, the son of a merchant carried on his father's business. Although banking did not exist, the Mahtogian vocabulary included terms for "interest" and "payment rate." Naira explained that each wealthy Mahtogian, such as her father, negotiated directly with individual borrowers. With the culture's insistence upon absolute honesty, "risk" was another concept which had no place in their vocabulary.

"How did you acquire your wealth? Does your father do some kind of work?"

"Work?" The girl chuckled. "Our family has always had money. Only the lower classes work."

"I see. If I were the son of a laborer, how would I become a merchant?"

"You wouldn't! Why would you want to? Everyone in Mahtog is happy with what he is."

"And each man's Genie helps keep him that way, I suppose."

"Of course. Reaching above their station would make people unhappy."

Terence nodded, busily sifting through his mind for more words. Having had the entire Mahtogian vocabulary synthetically injected into his memory was most convenient-it was like having an instant translator at hand. Concepts, he realized, cannot exist without the words to express them. He found no words for war, grief, god, salvation, love, fanaticism, mysticism or any of the other notions found to be irrational by Earth's professional rationalists. If you know a culture's language, Terence reflected, you can make some pretty intelligent guesses as to the nature of its civilization.

Naira took him to the city's number one clothier where he was shown a gaudy array of outlandish costumes. On Mahtog, he was informed by the tailor, people wore clothes whose styles reflected their personalities and moods. Bachelors of both sexes and those who had lost their mates wore colors of their choosing while married and engaged couples wore hues which reflected the hair and eye coloring of the ones they were mated to. This explained Naira's predilection for pink and chartreuse. Terence smiled wryly, wondering how Naira would look dressed in simple white or pale pastels. If a girl had not allied herself, she wore a single color representative of her father's house.

After rejecting the more flamboyant choices offered him, Terence finally selected several conservative outfits. He left the clothier's clad in tight breeches of two shades of green, russet boots, a white tunic emblazoned in green and a white, wide-brimmed hat from which, despite Naira's and the tailor's objections, he removed a large bunch of flowers.

Naira inspected several dresses but, after pouting indecision, bought only a warm chartreuse cloak with which she seemed immensely satisfied.

By the time they returned from the marketplace, Terence felt ready for his meeting with Sharr's associates who, Naira told him, were all men of considerable substance.

There were six men in Sharr's front room, counting Sea-mus O'Flynn. Seeing Terence, the leprechaun grinned but said nothing. Naira, after delivering the Earthman, excused herself on the grounds that the room was too crowded for her taste. Sharr cast an approving eye upon O'Corcoran's new clothes and immediately began introducing him to his four associates, all of whom were roughly of Sharr's own age and seemed to reek of genteel affluence.

Terence, whose memory for names had never been phenomenal even with Earthside monickers, managed to retain only that of the last one introduced.

D'horchlill was a tall, rangy specimen of indeterminate age although Terence suspected, from the deference shown him by Sharr and the others, that he was either everyone's senior or had distinguished himself in some manner or other. Considering the nature of the society, the Earthman seriously doubted that anyone could ever distinguish himself—he'd be considered sick if he merely wanted to, and would be "fixed" by the ever-helpful Genies.

"It is my pleasure to meet you," D'horchlill said.

"Your pleasure," Terence replied, "is my pleasure."

The tall Mahtogian smiled approvingly and sat down. The others followed his example.

"Gentlemen," Sharr began, "I have called you together because it's time to make our plans to meet the threat of Brahnbru and his Thryn. This is Terence O'Corcoran, the man who'll build us a force of men strong enough to remove this threat. But he cannot do the job alone—he needs our help, all of our help."

DTiorchlill's thin lips smiled laconically. "Are you quite sure it's not Brahnbru that you have called us together to meet?"

The others laughed nervously, all but Sharr, who smiled tightly at D'horchlill. "I appreciate your jest, but I respectfully point out that this is not the time for jesting. The Thryn are growing at an alarming rate. Last night they attacked O'Corcoran himself. If he hadn't been the sort of man we so desperately need, neither my daughter nor I would be alive today." Briefly, Sharr recounted the episode of the fire and the Earthman's heroic behavior. At the end of his recital the Mahtogians were looking at Terence with mixed curiosity and respect.

"The O'Corcoran," Sharr continued, "who is experienced in these matters, tells me the only way to stop the Thryn is with an army." He began to define the alien word, but did such an inept job of it that Terence interrupted:

"Let me put it this way," the Earthman explained. "An army is a large number of men who have been trained to fight, to kill if necessary, to capture and to hold enemy positions. To do this they must act as if with one mind, under the direction of one man who is called a Commander in Chief. They must obey without question the orders of their superiors, and each superior officer must obey the orders of his superiors—this is known as the chain of command."

It took him some time to define words like kill, fight, capture, army; and his hearers all looked ill as they listened—but they did listen and understand finally. Terence finished his explanation and D'horchlill nodded. "How many men will be necessary for this army?"

"I estimate about ten thousand, based upon what we know of Thryn strength, the length of time needed to train our men, and the projected number of Thryn we can expect after that time."

"These men will have to be housed and fed," mused D'horchlill.

"And paid," Terence added.

"It'll take a great deal of money to do this."

"Exactly." Terence looked around the room. "Sharr has told me you're all men of considerable wealth. I don't want your personal fortunes, nor do I want my army to borrow money from individuals. But as you have said, D'horchlill, it will take a great deal of money. What I propose is that you gentlemen combine your efforts and form a bank."-

"Bannok?" The lanky one seemed faintly amused at the sound of the foreign expression.

"Hear me out. In its simplest form, a bank borrows money from many people at one rate of interest and uses this money to lend to others at a higher rate."

"Who controls this bannok?" D'horchlill wanted to know.

"You do—you here in this room, as its principal stockholders, would function as the board of directors. You'll want to hire a clever manager, one with a good business head, because after the Thryn have been destroyed, you'll want your bank to continue in operation."

"How would the army repay the money it would borrow from our bank?"

"It won't repay it," Terence said, and then, before the frowns could find vocal expressions of disapproval, he explained, "But it will spend that money with the merchants of Mahtog, whose profits will be greater. They will then invest in the bank, and perhaps borrow from it as business opportunities present themselves. Believe me, a healthy bank can lead to a very prosperous community. But unless the Thryn are destroyed, no one in Mahtog will be prosperous for long."

"You speak wisely for one so young."

There was much more discussion as details were hashed out, but the consensus soon was that the First National Bannok of Mahtog was a wonderful idea, assuming enough investors could be found to augment the initial capitalization. When Terence presented his first rough estimate of the funds required to train, equip and pay an army of ten thousand, every face in the room wore the apathetic, barely interested expression he was becoming accustomed to on Mahtog. It was at this point that Seamus O'Flynn saved the day. "Oi'U instruct me associates to convince everyone the thing to do is't' invest in the bank. Faith, lads, 'tis simple enough." The stockholders seemed reassured by the leprechaun's confidence; Terence suspected they'd believe the cocky little man if he told them both of Mahtog's moons were made of avocado dip.

"Yes," Sharr confirmed, "every merchant has funds from time to time which he could invest, and every member of the upper class, too."

"The merchants," DTiorchlill said, "could be convinced their investment would assure them of some business from your arrmee. But what of the arrmee itself? You speak in terms of thousands of men, you mention superior officerss? Where will these men and officerss come from?"

"Sure and ye mustn't bother yer heads with trivialities," crooned O'Flynn. "The byes'll sign in droves onct the thought is put in their minds." He winked at O'Corcoran.

Terence hoped the leprechaun wasn't too sold on his own powers of persuasion—the question of recruitment had nagged at him since Sharr had told him he was to command the army. A general without troops is a sorry sight indeed, he reflected. But the august Mahtogians nodded sagely in response to the little man's boast.

"The upper class itself will provide the officers," Terence amplified. "There is great honor in an army commission. In fact, it might not be a bad idea to put a price on commissions —the higher the price paid, the more honor."

"He is not only wise but inventive, too," murmured Flakk.

"The British did it first," Terence confessed, then not wishing to explain so obscure a reference, he quickly changed the subject. "If it is agreed that Mahtog will have a bank, let's discuss the matter of supplies. I'll need conferences immediately with leaders in the fields of clothing, metalworking, construction, food and so forth. You gentlemen have had dealings with such people, I assume."

When at last the meeting broke up, Terence was tired and hungry, but convinced that a lot more had been accomplished than he had dared hope for earlier in the day. Sharr said as much during the evening meal. "You're a remarkable man, O'Corcoran."

"You are a remarkable people," Terence replied. "I apologize for saying that your world was a world of mediocrity."

"No reason to apologize." Sharr smiled. "What do you plan to do now?" He poured more wine into the Earthman's goblet.

"Well, first of all, I'd like about two hours sleep. Then I think I'll take a stroll around the city."

There was a dead silence as Naira and her father stared at O'Corcoran. Sharr wiped his hands slowly on his purple robe. "Think carefully," he said at last. "It's not wise, it isn't prudent. What you are planning can lead to—to—you may be injured or you may disappear. Then what would we do? What would happen to Mahtog and our 'remarkable' people?"

Terence eyed him speculatively. It almost seemed as if Naira's father cared what would happen to him. Such concern violated the basic Mahtogian principle of uninvolvement. He said as much.

Sharr frowned. "Care? Yes, I care. I don't understand why, but it disturbs me that this happens to the people in the city. It also disturbs me that you go by yourself tonight. I must go with you."

"Nothing of the sort," O'Corcoran protested. "I'll go alone. Besides, Naira needs you to protect her after what happened last night. If you want to help, let me get some rest so I will be most alert tonight. He turned to the girl. "I want your word that you'll wake me in two hours."

"You have it," she responded. Her father nodded sadly.

Terence slept deeply and didn't wake until Naira brought him wine and cakes two hours later. As she drew back the crudely embroidered, smoke-stained bed hangings, he blinked sleepily at her and decided that she was even lovelier than before with her hair swept high on her head and interwoven with brilliant blue flowers. Her bell-sleeved, sheer blouse was of a bright chartreuse, her tights of shocking pink. He grinned lopsidedly, wishing he could see her in something other than Raun's colors.

"It's time, O'Corcoran," she announced. "There is a hot bath awaiting you. Here, drink this." She pressed a goblet of wine upon him.

O'Corcoran sipped it and found it delicious. "Thanks, but why all this for me?"

"Because of what you do." She knelt beside him. "I ask, with my father, that you don't go. I think of the things that may happen and I'm not quiet in my mind."

He reached for her and put his hand on her shoulder. "Naira, I must go. If I'm to help your people I've got to see what I'm up against. The only way to find out is to get out into the middle of it."

"But you may not come back!" the girl wailed.

O'Corcoran grinned. "I'll come back. I promise you. Now be a good child and let me bathe and get dressed. Scat!" He chucked her under the chin, smiling into her immense yellow eyes.

The girl rose slowly and walked toward the door. His voice stopped her.

"You know, Naira," he said lazily, "you'd look a lot better in green."

"But I'm going to marry Raun, and green is not his color." She closed the door behind her.

O'Corcoran flipped the covers back and swung his legs out of bed, grinning. A nutty planet, nutty customs. He wondered what Naira and her people would think if he told them about engagement rings.

Naira walked down the corridor, tears trickling down her face. She lifted her hand and brushed them off, then stared in curiosity at her wet palm.

 

NINE: INTERROGATION

Both moons were in the sky, high and crescent. The sun had been down for a little more than an hour now. As the upper atmosphere cooled sharply, a lace-work of lights appeared overhead, flickering colors chasing each other like ambitious rainbows in Olympic competition. The aurora was even more dramatic from the streets of Mahtog, Terence decided, than it had been when viewed from the Magnetic Mountain. Now he understood what Raun and Naira had meant when they told him there was always enough light at night to see by. The sky was like a giant canopy of lights, too unpredictably kaleidoscopic for Terence to ignore without a struggle.

But ignore it he did, crouched in the shadows along a side street. In half an hour, five /ongor-mounted Mahtogians had jogged through his field of vision without incident. For a while he seriously doubted the existence of the Thryn, for none of the five seemed in the least bit anxious or worried about the probable danger lurking in the shadows. Then he remembered that it was contrary to the Mahtogian temperament to worry about anything. Death could be inches away and still these people would refuse to worry about it. In another culture such unconcern would be called "fatalism"; here, he thought disgustedly, it was sheer idiocy.

Another ten minutes crawled by, then suddenly a band of five roughly clad young men swarmed around a lone citizen mounted on a jongar. They stepped from the shadows as one man, each armed with a club or a long, wicked knife. The animal shied momentarily and one of the men grabbed its bridle. The others pulled the startled rider off its back and clubbed him alongside his head. Sheathing their knives, they picked up their victim and, seconds later, they were hur-rying off into the shadows as the terrified jongar ran in the opposite direction.

Terence waited just long enough to get his bearings, then took off after the group. Six strides closed the gap between them. He brought his hands up in a karate blow and silently removed the last of the five; the remaining four, apparently unaware that their ranks had been so suddenly and silently decimated, continued into the shadows.

O'Corcoran grinned as he pulled the unconscious Thryn into a darkened doorway. If you're sure your victims don't know how to resist, much less counterattack, you soon grow careless, which was the mistake these Thryn had made. Quickly he searched his captive for weapons and removed what he found—a long, double-edged knife, a knout-headed stick and a length of cord with a handle at each end which Terence recognized as a garrotte. Satisfied that his man was clean, he bound his hands behind his back and slung the Thryn over his shoulder. The Earthman felt so good over his first victory that he hardly noticed the man's weight during the half-mile trip through shadowed side streets to Sharr's house.

Sharr refused to open the door at first, fearing that it might be a Thryn ruse to gain entrance. It was Naira who finally convinced her father that it was truly O'Corcoran outside and let him in. He carried his captive to the front room and dumped him rudely on the floor. Sharr fussed in the background, shocked at the Earthman's violence. Naira looked uncomfortable. Only Raun, who had arrived while Terence was gone, acted as if he had expected O'Corcoran to accomplish what he set out to do.

"Are you sure this is one of them?" Sharr queried. "You didn't make a mistake, did you? He might not be a Thryn at all."

"I saw him and four of his friends attack an unarmed citizen. He's one of 'em all right. Here's what I took away from him after I put him to sleep!" O'Corcoran emptied the captured weapons out on a table. "Nice boys, these Thryn of yours. I wonder what they'd be like with guns."

"Gunz?'

"Forget it. Raun, help me tie him in this chair. Then we'll wake him up."

Sharr stood off to one side, an expression of distaste on his face as he watched the others bind the captive Thryn. But it was he, a few minutes later, who brought the amber liquid which they forced into the unconscious prisoner. The Thryn woke up sputtering.

He gazed wildly around him, struggling against the ropes. Then, realizing he was securely bound he subsided sullenly against the chair.

"You're not much without a club in your hands," Terence said.

The captive's jaw tightened but he said nothing.

"Are you a member of the group known as Thryn?"

Silence.

"Before I lose patience with you," O'Corcoran said, "let me put it this way: you can answer my questions willingly; you can sit there for the next day or two without food or drink until you decide to answer—or I can whale the tar out of you. It's up to you which it'll be."

"You can't keep him without food!" Sharr protested in horror.

"Just what," Raun queried, "is this whell ih' taar?"

O'Corcoran lifted his fists. "I hit him with these until he decides to answer," he explained.

Sharr and Naira drew back, looking ill. O'Corcoran turned on them in anger. "This isn't a tea party, and the sooner you admit it the better." His voice carried such a note of command that the protests died on their lips.

In the sudden silence the prisoner spoke up.

"Rappa Fahl, Commando First Class, one nine six three one."

"Ah, he speaks!" O'Corcoran exclaimed mockingly. "And what're you trying to convey there, laddie?"

"Rappa Fahl, Commando First Class, one nine six three one."

"Name, rank and serial number." The Earthman chuckled. Then he frowned. "Just who taught you to do that?"

"Rappa Fahl," the Thryn began again, his eyes flashing defiance.

O'Corcoran shook his head. "Not again, pal," he warned. "I know it by heart. Don't say another word until you're ready to tell me what I want to know. Don't take forever to decide, either, I'm not a very patient man."

Ignoring the prisoner, O'Corcoran strode abruptly to the other side of the room, helped himself to some wine and answered questions thrown at him by Naira, Sharr and Raun. Raun insisted on every detail of his raid against the Thryn, while the other two tried not to hear the more graphic parts. From time to time O'Corcoran interrupted his narrative to pleasantly ask the Thryn if he were ready to talk. Although he was showing signs of discomfort and uneasiness he maintained his stubborn silence.

Suddenly the air shimmered and Seamus O'Flynn stood among them. "Well, well, well, now!" he exclaimed approvingly, looking around him. "I see ye've begun takin' matters into yer own hands. Where'd ye find this one, Terence? Sure, he's an ugly one!"

Briefly, Terence filled the leprechaun in on his anti-Thryn campaign. The little man listened intently, nodding and grinning.

"And what've ye learned?" Seamus inquired when the Earthman finished.

"Not much. He won't talk."

"Ye've tried persuadin' him, I trust?"

"Not really." O'Corcoran pushed up his sleeves and strode to the prisoner. "Rappa Fahl, are you ready?"

The captive glared at him.

"All right. You asked for it." Terence drew back his fist and would have mashed the Thryn's face with it if Seamus hadn't grabbed his arm.

"No, no, me bye! 'Tis hasty ye are—there's an easier way. With your kind permission, I'll make him talk."

Wearily, O'Corcoran nodded. O'Flynn stepped closer to the prisoner and placed his hand upon the man's head. "Your pleasure is my pleasure," recited the Genie.

The Thryn twisted, furiously away from the hand on his head.

"He doesn't want it," Naira said, biting her lips.

"That's plain to see," agreed O'Flynn. "But 'tis one toime he'll get it anyway." He reached once more for the prisoner.

Sharr stepped forward, frowning. "But you can't do this!" he protested. "The man is not agreeable to it."

"Do what?" Terence asked, trying not to get lost in the proceedings.

"The Mind Probe," Raun said. "Without his consent it's inhuman."

O'Flynn turned to Raun. " 'Tis one occasion when the rules don't apply at all. As Himself stated only this afternoon, all's fair in love and war."

The Earthman could not remember saying any such thing. "Mind Probe?" he repeated.

"Yes," the Genie said. "Now if yell all jist hold your tongues a moment I'll get to work." Once more his hand went to the Thryn's head, and although the prisoner thrashed about in the chair O'Flynn remained in contact. After a moment the thrashings subsided and the terror drained out of the prisoner's face.

His eyes glazed and his lip hung slack. All expression was gone. When his voice came it was trancelike. "I am Rappa Fahl, Commando First Class in the Secret Brotherhood of Thryn. My serial number is one nine six three one. My mission is to seek recruits for the Army of Thryn."

O'Corcoran looked sharply at him as the Earth word echoed in Share's front room. "Why?"

"It is my sacred duty to obey all orders of the great Brahnbru, the Bearded One, and of his lieutenants. Ours is the cause of freedom; our purpose is to overthrow the oppressive rulers of this decadent society and make way for true progress under the leadership of the great Brahnbru, King of the Thryn."

"How many patrols are out tonight?" Terence demanded.

Seamus OTlynn held up his hand. "Jist a moment, I'll find it for you." He scowled in concentration.

"I think it is ninety-two, or ninety-five."

"Do all of these patrols have the same orders?"

"Yes. Our instructions are to destroy any citizens we meet who would not make Thryn."

"Destroy citizens?" whispered Sharr in a shocked tone.

"How many did your patrol kill tonight, Rappa Fahl?" Terence rasped.

"It was not necessary to kill tonight," the Thryn explained tonelessly. "Our first contact was a recruit. Recruiting is far the more important."

"What kind of citizens would not make good Thryn?"

"Females," came the unhesitating reply. "Children. Old males. Our orders are to kill all such and remove anything of value."

There was a stunned silence which Sharr broke after a moment. "Now do you see, Terence O'Corcoran, why we stay inside at night?"

A muscle twitched in the Earthman's jaw as he' silently nodded. "Between ninety and a hundred patrols," he said -quietly. "That could mean a hundred murders a night." He looked at Raun and Naira, and finally at the older man. "We start our own recruiting in the morning."

"Ye've heard enough, then?" inquired O'Flynn.

"Quite enough. You can take this scum away and keep him in a safe place."

The Genie withdrew his hand. Drowsily, the prisoner looked around him. Then, with a burst of animal ferocity he tore himself from the chair—the ropes binding him snapped like string as he launched himself at Naira.

Raun and Sharr both skittered backwards. Terence reacted automatically, stepping between the Thryn and the girl, bringing his hands and elbows up to take advantage of the berserker's leap. The Thryn tried to check his momentum but O'Corcoran was a solid wall with spike-like projections. In the next instant O'Corcoran's elbow crushed the attacker's throat. Wild-eyed, the man turned his ferocity upon the Earthman, unleashing a murderous right fist which O'Corcoran caught and twisted, using the arm as a fulcrum to slam his opponent to the floor.

Naira, immobilized with panic until now, screamed.

The Thryn clawed at his own throat, a throat which allowed only a thin bubbly stream of blood-frothed air to escape. A moment later the body went limp.

Still screaming, Naira buried her face on Sharr's shoulder. The elder Mahtogian was a dirty yellow. Raun seemed disappointed that the conflict was over so quickly. The Genie's eyes showed deep concentration as he frowned at the body.,

O'Corcoran eyed them. "Bury it," he snapped at Raun. "And clean up in here." Turning on his heel, he strode from the room.

He sat in his room and heard Sharr helping the sobbing girl to hers; then Sharr was in his own quarters, vomiting violently. O'Corcoran listened as Raun dragged the Thryn's body past his door and out into the garden. He rubbed his hands across his face, realizing how tired he was.

He heard a light tapping at the door. Seamus thrust his pug-nosed visage into the room.

"Is it possible to have a chat with Himself, the now?" the leprechaun inquired. "Or does he rest after his brave deed?"

"Himself," Terence replied wearily, "would give his eye teeth for some rest, but come on in. I've things to find out from you."

"I was certain of it," said O'Flynn, skipping into the room and pulling the door shut behind him. He hopped to the bed and squatted cross-legged at its foot, his all-color, no color eyes serious despite the grin on his freckled face.

Terence regarded him sourly. "That was quite a demonstration you gave in there, O'Flynn."

"Ye didn't do so bad yerself, darlin'. Twas quick and clean. How'd ye do it, laddie?"

"Don't try to change the subject. It won't work. I'm the one who'll ask the questions, and you'll do the answering, understand? Okay. Now tell me, as concisely as you can, just how you got that confession."

The leprechaun sighed. "I thought ye'd be askin' that. Ye'll not, I suppose, take a refusal to answer?" The tone was soft and wheedling.

"That's right. Stop stalling." >,

"Ah, well. Ye might as well know now as later. Twas with the Pleasure Probe, ye see."

"The what?"

"Oh, 'tis a grand thing, laddie. One o' the main features o' the relationship between us and the Mahtogians. We've a thrick…"

"Thrtckr

"Thrick," Seamus repeated firmly. Te call yerself an Irishman an' ye don't know how to say thrick?"

"Continue," the Earthman roared, at the end of his patience.

"We've a thrick of enterin' their brains at any toime. Always with their willingness, mind ye. We always ask their permission first."

"Very thoughtful of you," O'Corcoran observed dryly.

"Aye, so it is," O'Flynn agreed. "Most o' the toime they ask us for it, as a matter o' plain fact. What I did tonight with that accursed spalpeen happens most rarely, and only in unusual circumstances, sich as what we had here."

"You said you entered his brain. How?"

"We-e-ell." O'Flynn pulled on his lip and cocked a bushy eyebrow. "Ye saw when I placed me hand on his head? A thin line of energy goes into the brain and probes around until it finds the pleasure centers. Then it short circuits the nerve ganglia and that triggers all the sensations o' pleasure that ye could possibly desire. Do ye follow me?"

"I'm not quite sure. Which pleasure is it you produce?"

"Why, whichever is wanted, o' course! Whatever your particular pleasure is, that's the one we give you."

"I see," Terence said thoughtfully.

"I don't think ye really do." O'Flynn grinned. " Tis like this—ye have a small beastie on yer own planet, do ye not? Ye call it a cat, I believe. Tis a wee, furry…"

"I know what a cat is," Terence growled, glowering.

Seamus cleared his throat and hurried on. "Well, a cat likes't' be petted, an' it let's ye know where it likes't' be petted. When ye scratch it in the right places it purrs. 'Tis the same thing."

"Not quite. Petting a cat is harmless."

Seamus threw back his head and hooted with laughter. "Forbye, have ye fargotten that we cannot harm a human? Tis a primary law. Everybody knows it. Though I'll admit there are some that claim they never use the Pleasure Probe. They call it a sinful indulgence and preach terrible ends for the users. But even they are likely to use it, too—in secret, ye understand. We Genies don't generally discuss it with the humans. And ye'll be doin' me a kindness if ye don't mention what I've told ye jist now."

"They're not interested enough—in anything—" Terence snorted, "to ask questions. And this blasted Pleasure Probe of yours is a contributing factor, Seamus."

"Oh, ye're wrong, lad, wrong as can be. Why, the Probe does naught but good. More, indeed, than these humans realize. It preserves their health—it lets them forget their frustrations. Why, through regular use o' the Pleasure Probe they can keep an attitude of peace and contentment. Nothin' riles 'em."

O'Corcoran shook his head. "That's quite a price to pay."

"Price?" Seamus sputtered indignantly. "What d'ye take us for? There's no price. 'Tis entirely free of any cost at all, at all. Why, 'tis an entirely happy obligation on our part. Tis one of our responsibilities to these dear children," he finished with noticeable pride.

"No cost, you say. I suppose it's a matter of opinion," O'Corcoran mused.

"Let me prove it to ye, lad. Let me try the Probe on you. It'd be as much my pleasure as yours to demonstrate the process," the little man volunteered eagerly.

O'Corcoran backed away. "Oh, no you don't. I mean, thanks a lot, but I think this time I'd rather see you probe someone else. How about Raun?"

Seamus eyed him narrowly, then grinned disarmingly. "Not that one. Not at this time, anyway. Perhaps the girl, Naira. She'd be willin'."

"Leave the girl alone. She's had enough for today."

"Ah, but that's precisely why she'd be the most willin'. Just you wait, lad. I'll go along and fetch her. Then ye can ask 'er yerself." Seamus trotted out before Terence could protest further.

He returned a few minutes later, followed by a disheveled, tear-stained Naira. She avoided looking at O'Corcoran.

"Ask her," Seamus challenged. "See what she says."

Terence reluctantly growled the question at her.

"Oh yes, please!" begged the girl, nodding quickly. "I want to forget what I saw in there. Please. Hurry."

The Genie shrugged triumphantly. "Your pleasure is my pleasure," he said, then motioned her to a chair and placed his hand on her head. Her eyes closed, her face went slack for a minute and then a small smile tilted the corners of her mouth. She folded her arms and hugged herself, then began a quiet, tuneless humming that soon became a moan of pure pleasure. Her breathing, Terence noted, was now much more rapid than before, and her face reminded him of a cheerful drunk. Through it all she kept up the quiet, pleasure-ful mmmm-ing which Terence took to be an audible reaction to the sequence of pleasure stimuli which only Naira and the Genie fully understood. After about five minutes she sighed and became still. O'Flynn removed his hand.

Slowly, the girl's eyes opened. "Thank you," she murmured. Her voice sounded thick. Then she looked at Terence. "I feel much better now," she said softly. "It is late. I would like to go to bed. Will you need me any more?"

"No, Naira. You may go."

"Thank you. Sleep well, Terence O'Corcoran." Like one in a trance, she shuffled from the room.

"That's all there is to it, me bye," Seamus said when she was gone. "Care to try?"

The Earthman closed his eyes for a moment before answering. "All right. You want me to sit where Naira was?"

"If it pleases you. There. Are ye comfortable?*

Terence nodded in annoyance. "Get on with it."

"Your pleasure is my pleasure," the little man said, reaching up to place his hand on the Earthman's close-cropped red hair.

At first there was only a faint prickling sensation on O'Cor-coran's scalp. Then an awareness of entry, unlike anything he had experienced before. He closed his eyes to help. Almost immediately he heard music, violins, a French horn, a full symphony orchestra. Then he became aware of the taste and texture of charcoal broiled steak in his mouth. Behind his eyelids a kaleidoscope of colors tumbled through each other, washed over one another.

The warm, juicy steak gave way to a sensation of chocolate ice cream and his body felt as if his clothing had been replaced by soft furs. The fur sensation lingered just long enough for him to identify it before it changed to the gossamer touch of silk. The colors solidified into a gorgeous sunset, then crystallized into coruscating northern lights. The orchestra faded, segueing into a warm murmuring of friendly voices.

Hot coffee on his tongue. The aroma of frying bacon in his nostrils. The throb of powerful engines in his ears. The image of a sleek, black horse galloping over rolling green hills under a blue sky with fluffy white clouds. An instant of intense thirst washed away with ice cold beer. A mockingbird's song and a stream gurgling in fresh, crisp mountain air.

Then the violins returned, softly, behind a girl's voice and the image of a beautiful girl seen through lacy wisps of fog. Sensations of excitement rippled through his body, coursing along a network of nerves, chasing each other (honey, sour cream, peanut butter, Grand Marnier, each sharp, complete), each wave of pleasure subtly different from the last, building now in intensity (ocean spray crashing against jagged rocks, a twisted, dew-spangled tree against the pale light of false dawn), throbbing and vibrating through his being (the black background of space, opalescent with steady pin-points of intense light), reverberating along every nerve, peaking, exploding, hurtling him through a montage of pleasure only dimly imagined before—now receding, ebbing, trickling away, rocks turning into cotton candy, flesh becoming fog, music changing to the memory of an echo, leaving complete relaxation in its wake.

Withdrawal.

"And are ye satisfied, Terence O'Corcoran?" The chuckling voice seemed intrusive.

"Satisfied." His own voice sounded strange, his tongue stiff, as if he'd had too much to drink. "Now leave me alone."

The Genie snapped his fingers and vanished. O'Corcoran shrugged and rose unsteadily from the chair. He felt wonderfully relaxed. The tensions, anxieties and problems had been wiped away. Nothing matters much, he murmured. Little matters at all. The bed. Sleep. Good to curl up. Safe. Untroubled. Protected.

Good night, Mommy.

Sunlight streamed in through the open window, scents and sounds drifted into the room, but none of them interested O'Corcoran. He lay staring listlessly at the ceiling, trying to decide if waking up was worth all the effort. A vague feeling of hunger came and went. He lay for a long time, half-awake, recalling the sensations brought on by the pleasure probe. It had been, he decided, a delightful experience —he'd have to try it again, sometime. His mind groped for a word, an Earth-word—euphoria, that was it, that was the only word to describe how he felt now, at peace with the world, free of tensions, wonderfully relaxed. So relaxed that nothing interested him. His eyes closed again and he slept.

A long time later he was aware of a hand pulling at his shoulder. He opened his eyes and saw Naira bending over him. "What is it?" he muttered.

She turned away from him for a moment, then back, with a tray of fruit and cakes which she placed beside him on the bed. He realized that she wasn't looking at him, just staring blankly at the opposite wall while he blinked lazily up at her. Finally, raising himself up on an elbow, he ate something from the tray, then lay back and stared at her again. She turned like an automaton and started for the door. There wps something he should ask. His lips moved sluggishly. "Where's Sharr? And Raun?"

"Gone," she told him, her voice thick. "Father had business with the Bannok. Raun, I think, went to the public gardens."

His mind slowly replayed her answer until it made sense. "Why?" he asked. "Why not?"

O'Corcoran smiled, realizing that he didn't care what either of them was doing. "I went to a public gardens once. On a picnic. With a girl. A pretty girl, I think. She was from my planet and she had gray eyes and brown hair."

"Yes. That's nice."

'Tunny—there was something I wanted to do. I wanted to lass her. But I didn't know how. I was very young. I tried so hard to lead up to it." He'd maneuvered and plotted just for a kiss. So much effort it had been, for a kiss from a girl not half as attractive as Naira. He wondered, looking at her, what it would be like to kiss her. He yawned. Too much effort. Besides, there was Raun to consider. Raun and Naira were engaged. So what? O'Corcoran frowned, vaguely annoyed at himself. "Sit down," he said.

She squatted where she was, tangled hair falling across her face. Her hands picked listlessly at the long sleeves of her robe.

"Did he bury the body?"

The girl peered at him through her hair. "Who?"

"Wasn't Raun supposed to bury someone?"

"He did."

"Where?" he asked, not really caring but finding the soft sound of her voice pleasant. "In the garden."

Terence nodded placidly, closed his eyes and drifted. When next he looked, Naira was still where he'd last seen her, although she'd changed position and was now sitting with her legs under her, leaning back against the door with her eyes shut. He thought back over their previous conversation. Something she'd said he wanted to question.

"Naira?"

The girl stirred sluggishly but didn't open her eyes. He called again. This time she blinked awake. At his third call she turned her head toward him, querying with her huge, yellow eyes.

"The Thryn," O'Corcoran said. His voice was still thick. "Where did you say Raun buried him?"

"In the garden, of course."

"Of course?" The idea ought to have been shocking, but Terence found it vaguely amusing. "Are you in the habit of burying strangers in your garden?"

"Why not? He died here so we buried him."

"Do you keep a supply of—" He fumbled for a Mahtog-ian word but found none. "Don't you put them in boxes first and bury them in special places?"

"Why? It's much easier just to dig a hole."

"But what about his family? Even if he was a Thryn, shouldn't you try to find them and tell them he's dead?"

"If they find out, they find out."

"Won't they want his body so they can bury him properly?"

For the first time that day the girl seemed annoyed. "He is buried properly," she said. "Anyway, why would they want his body?"

Wonderful Mahtog. O'Corcoran sighed and closed his eyes.

When he opened them again Naira was gone. O'Corcoran swung his legs out of bed and stood up. This time he was sure he was awake, and starving.

His doubts about the mind probe were gone. He knew for certain now that, despite the intense pleasures it gave, the apathy which followed was not something a man with responsibilities could afford. He'd have to steer clear of it if he intended to wage war on the Thryn; furthermore, he must forbid his troops from indulging in this "harmless" escape.

Troops. He'd have to get some immediately. Pulling his trousers on, he decided that the first thing to do was to see Seamus O'Flynn.

 

TEN: ANTI-THRYN CORPS

As Seamus had predicted, the merchants of Mahtog were more than eager to invest in the First Bannok of Mahtog— money virtually poured in. It was obvious, in some cases, that the idea to invest had been blatantly planted in the course of a Pleasure Probe and functioned in much the same manner as a post-hypnotic command, but others seemed motivated entirely by the logic of the situation. Within two days the Bannok was in a state of excellent fiscal health and the initial stockholders made such happy noises that Terence wondered how soon it would be necessary for him to invent the Stock Exchange. In a society where absolute honesty was built into every individual, the future of the Bannok was assured.

While the financing for his army was being arranged, O'Corcoran busied himself with potential suppliers. A general from long ago, he remembered, had once noted that an army travels on its stomach. Feeding ten thousand recruits would be a massive operation. A field kitchen was the first logical step until >mess halls could be built. The Earthman discovered, to his dismay, that mass feedings had never been attempted on Mahtog. Therefore, it fell to him to outline the procedures and arrange for the manufacture of cooking materials. Halfway through this task he conferred with Seamus O'Flynn.

"Can you find me a hundred carpenters and have them ready for work at daybreak tomorrow?"

The Genie scratched his beard. "Sure I'll pass the word, laddie. Are ye sure a hundred'U be enough?"

"It's enough to start with."

"And jist where d'ye want 'em to report?"

"You've got a good point, O'Flynn." Terence grinned. "If we're going to build a base we'll need a location for it. Where's Sharr?"

"I'll fetch him." Seamus scurried out of the room. He returned five minutes later with the elder Mahtogian.

O'Corcoran explained his needs: at least forty acres on reasonably level ground, partly wooded, with a convenient water supply, preferably located on the edge of the city.

Sharr pondered, finally nodding his bald head. "There is such a place. It's owned by a lad who grows lumber for the builders."

"Wonderful. Will he sell?"

"I see no reason for him not to; he has none to inherit the land. So we should be able to buy it for a wee song. I'll take Himself there if it is wished."

Within an hour, the Earthman had his first sight of the land which was shortly to become the Anti-Thryn Training Base. The carpenters arrived the next morning and began felling the trees. Their first task was to fence the base, before beginning to build barracks and service buildings.

O'Corcoran paced off the land and drew a map to scale, indicating precisely where he wanted each cluster of barracks, each mess hall, each supply warehouse, weapons building, officers' quarters, classroom complex—patterning it after the Academy, with appropriate revisions.

He showed the map to fourteen carpenters before finding one who could understand it. This man he promoted immediately to Contractor. Even so, he had to spend half a day showing the man how to translate the map into stakes in the ground. Patiently, he went over the same material again and again until, strictly by chance, he stumbled upon a young carpenter with a knack for drawing. With a sigh of relief he appointed the lad Official Architect, turned the drawings over to him and sent the rest of the carpenters back to building the fence. If they could watch somebody else build something, the lad explained, most of the carpenters could copy it. But working from drawings was a totally new departure for Mahtog.

"Okay," Terence agreed. "We'll let them do it your way. We'll see how it works."

At the end of four days all the first barracks lacked was a roof. Twelve more had floors. Foundations were in for another dozen. O'Corcoran grinned in approval and turned the construction project over to the young Mahtogian.

While the barracks had been going up, work had been progressing somewhat more slowly on a Headquarters building, with Raun in charge. Although far from finished, enough of it was ready for Terence to move in. The cooking utensils and the first delivery of uniforms arrived that afternoon. It was time, O'Corcoran decided, to begin recruiting the army.

Since investors had been "motivated" to back the Bannok by the Genies' use of the Pleasure Probe, Terence figured the same technique could be used to spur enlistments. Seamus agreed, passing the word along to his fellow Genies. Thirty-six hours later, the first wave of recruits appeared, over three hundred of them. O'Corcoran put them to work helping the carpenters build barracks and mess buildings, then looked for Seamus to find out why their private army was drawing no opposition at all from Mahtogian officialdom.

"I feel neglected," Terence complained. "Don't they even know we exist?"

Seamus explained that the Proqoo, Ercoidem and Dalwigs were being kept in a state of happy apathy by frequent Pleasure Probing. "Faith, lad"—he chuckled slyly, tugging at his beard—"they'll give ye no problems at all."

O'Corcoran immediately issued an edict banning the use of the Probe on any member of the Corps. There were some grumbles of protest, but no serious indications of revolt.

The base grew steadily and the ranks of recruits kept increasing, three to four hundred at a time, "volunteered" by their Genies each time O'Corcoran announced the facility could absorb a new batch. The base blossomed with strutting new platoon leaders, drill instructors, all the minor demagog-uery that makes up an army.

In the meantime, clothiers worked around the clock pro-ducing more uniforms. Metalsmiths forged swords, foils, daggers and battle-axes, most of which were so hopelessly out of balance they had to be scrapped. Surprisingly, the best weapon being produced came not from the metalsmiths but from the carpenters, who were turning out large quantities of pikes—not the ideal offensive armament for close combat, O'Corcoran had to admit, but a versatile one once a man's had a bit of practice. If this world only had gunpowder he could build a real army!

O'Corcoran spent a week teaching a corps of instructors the rudiments of battle, then tore his hair watching them individually interpret his training to fit into the Mahtogian cultural patterns. "Politeness and consideration are wonderful virtues," he snarled at the unfortunate instructors. "But not when you're in hand to hand combat with an enemy whose only thought is to kill you before you kill him. Now do it the way I showed you!"

*Tes, sir."

"I can't hear you!"

"Yes, sir!" The shout shook the floor and Terence grinned in satisfaction.

As the only man on the planet who knew anything about warfare, every detail demanded his personal attention. He found himself working around the clock. Naira trailed his footsteps, keeping in the background but quietly making sure that he took time to eat and insisting that he sleep now and then. It may have been only the contrasting harshness of military life that made her seem more beautiful -every time he saw her, but he found it necessary to keep reminding himself that she was betrothed to Raun.

Raun himself, after the first week, proved invaluable at screening requests and questions. The pink-crested youth showed a remarkable aptitude for organization, and was able to attend to a good fifty percent of the screenings himself.

O'Corcoran requisitioned a map of Mahtog. The reverberation from this request was felt all over the base, for Mahtogians were born with such an infallible sense of direction that no one had ever needed a map before. In the end,

Terence had his young Chief Architect assemble a survey crew and spend the next two weeks making a detailed map of the city which, when it was finished, would almost completely fill the main conference room in the HQ building.

The Genies kept the flow of volunteers coming, planting the desire to enlist every time they probed a qualified man. The enlistment rate was so high that some of the army's chief suppliers began to complain that their labor forces were in danger of extinction.

Officer enlistments, on the other hand, got off to a slow start but soon picked up as word spread through the upper class that a son with a commission was a feather in any family's cap. The officer ranks then filled so rapidly that O'Corcoran concluded he'd put too low a price on commissions. Fortunately, he remembered that in the old days officers were expected to buy their own uniforms and equipment, which helped rectify the situation a little.

Terence summoned a society tailor for a conference on officer uniforms. The man listened attentively as Terence outlined the need for combining utility with decoration. As O'Gorcoran spoke, the tailor sketched. Finally he handed over the drawing.

"Yechhh!" Terence exploded. "This isn't what I've been describing to you at all!"

The tailor smiled ingratiatingly. "Of course it isn't, sir. But you said the officers will buy their own uniforms. Wouldn't it be wise to have a sample for them to look at? This is the costume I would like to make for you—what I would make for the others would not be one half so splendid."

O'Corcoran looked at the drawing with a critical eye. Such a uniform for a general would be completely out of the question—on Earth. But here, considering the Mahtogian culture… "How soon can you have this ready for me?"

The tailor shrugged. "A week. Two weeks."

"I must have it in three days. Do you understand?"

Thus it was that Terence O'Corcoran, Supreme Commander of Anti-Thryn Forces, appeared before the assembled officers of the corps clad in a costume reminiscent of those worn by the barbarian warlords of Earth's distant past. On his head was a helmet of dark blue matte metal which bristled with sparkling gold feathers. About his shoulders was a matching cloak of dark blue, edged with brilliant green xytll fur and fastened at the throat with green and gold cords. Under the cloak he wore an armored breastplate over a basic uniform of mottled green and gray-blue which suggested the foliage and ground colors of the Mahtogian landscape. The overall effect was gaudy and barbaric but quite becoming to the muscular, red-haired Irishman.

O'Corcoran spent almost an hour explaining the varying differences of uniforms between captains, majors and colonels, considerably hampered by the fact that rank within a social class was a completely new concept to the Mahtogians, as was the idea that one could, by his own efforts, progress from one rank to the next. Upward mobility among the enlisted personnel was an even more revolutionary idea, but O'Corcoran was satisfied that all of his five hundred officers understood it by the time the meeting was over.

A week later, every officer in the corps was properly outfitted. Unaccustomed to responsibility of any kind, however, they were slow to assume the burden of command, although they wore their exalted rank with pride and vanity. O'Corcoran spent several days trying to infuse them with esprit de corps, then disgustedly lifted his ban on the Probe and let Seamus and Co. do the job. A day later, as they came out of apathy, he had as gung ho a group of officers any general could hope for.

Since the first wave of enlistments had arrived, O'Corcoran had been spending an hour each afternoon teaching three particularly adept young athletes the finer points of karate, that ancient Terran art of weaponless combat that predated the development of guns. He was satisfied that they could begin instructing small classes of elite troops when suddenly another snag developed. At first, it appeared to be a plague of accidents, many of them only irritating but some, such as the poisoning of half the men on the base, of a more ser-ious nature. Equipment thought to be properly stacked in the supply warehouse toppled over, crushing one man and breaking the legs of two others. A fitting burst at the base of the water storage tank, flooding the parade field and turning it overnight into a sea of mud. Slowly, a pattern emerged and Terence was forced to the conclusion that the accidents were deliberate—a conclusion he could not back up with proof but which was bolstered when one of his officers came to him with a curious observation. O'Corcoran instructed him to sit tight and keep his mouth shut, then called a hurried meeting of his General Staff.

"Gentlemen," he told them, "there's a strong possibility that we are being infiltrated by the enemy. Brphnbru is no fool. Certainly he knows by now that we're building an army to oppose him. We've moved so quickly that we haven't taken time to check the backgrounds of our thousands of recruits. I think this was a serious error on our part."

"An error, General?" Raun was amazed. "How?"

"Brahnbru did as I would have done. He sent spies into our camp, masquerading as recruits, probably with instructions not only to report on our progress but to do everything possible to slow us down. These 'accidents' we've been having in the last ten days, gentlemen, have not been accidents at all, but deliberate—er—mischief!"

"Fantastic!" Raun exclaimed. "Can you prove it?"

"One of my officers came to me less than an hour ago with the news that he'd recognized a man in his command who disappeared over three months ago. Obviously, he's an agent of the Thryn. What we need is an Intelligence Section capable of weeding out these Thryn spies and removing them from our midst."

"I would be most happy to head such a section," Raun volunteered. "I think I know how to accomplish it."

O'Corcoran studied him for a moment, then grinned. "Good. Consider yourself Chief of Intelligence, Colonel Raun. We'll meet later to go over the details. In the meantime, the rest of you will instruct your officers to report any suspicious activity on paper. They will make two copies of each re-port—one to go to Colonel Raun and one to be delivered to me. Any questions? Very well, dismissed."

Directing an army proved to be a more complex and taxing chore than Terence had anticipated. O'Corcoran had the added task of designing virtually all the weaponry and uniforms and conferring endlessly with civilian suppliers who had never manufactured anything more lethal than a woodcutting tool.

The concept of weapons which could bring serious injury or even death to whomever it was used upon was a nauseating one to the potential manufacturers. Their aversion to making such horrid devices, however, was assuaged by the prospect of greater profits.

O'Corcoran realized, before having delved very deeply into production problems, that the best he could hope to do would be to arm one thousand of his men with anything more sophisticated than a dagger. Swordmaking was not even an infant art on Mahtog and time did not permit the lengthy experimenting necessary to produce the right steel for a truly reliable blade. Foils and rapiers were out—the best he could count on was a stubby, Roman-style short-sword. Even this would give his troops a tremendous advantage over Brahnbru's men, for Terence was sure the Bearded One had no weapon shops at all, judging from the way the Thryn he'd seen so far had been armed. Heavy shields, therefore, would be unnecessary; small, circular, Vikingesque wooden shields would not only be easy to produce but would suffice to deflect a knife attack.

Even with his weaponry specifications as simplified as possible, however, there were annoying delays. Although their intentions were good and their enthusiasm surprisingly high, the Mahtogians' lack of experience with mass production caused them to waste precious amounts of time. The need to hurry was something they could accept logically, but they were incapable of adopting an attitude of urgency. Tomorrow, they felt, would be just as good as today. In the meantime, the Thryn raids continued while O'Corcoran had several thousand men marking time waiting for weapons and equipment with which to rehearse the arts of warfare.

Controlling his impatience, he helped organize production lines. When an adequate sword was finally produced, he spent four days teaching the rudiments of swoidplay to a carefully picked corps of instructors. By the time they were able to instruct, the army owned one hundred swords and the blademakers were turning out twenty more each day.

It had been eight weeks since the Anti-Thryn Corps had come into being—now, for the first time, O'Corcoran could view them as a fighting force. He had a thousand trained pikemen, two hundred karate warriors, and within two weeks would have three hundred swordsmen. The time for battle was drawing close.

The "accidents" slowed down but continued despite Raun's best efforts to rout the conspirators. After almost two weeks of intensive investigation, the Intelligence Section had produced but three provable Thryn agents. Studying their service records, O'Corcoran noticed a curious similarity: all three had enlisted between the second and third waves of volunteers. Each wave of recruits, he recalled, had begun arriving about thirty-six hours after he'd called for them, and each wave had lasted about three days. There had been very few new recruits at any other time. O'Corcoran grinned.

 

ELEVEN: RECONNAISANCE MISSION

Terence chafed. His army was progressing but the reluctance with which the average Mahtogian accepted the new ideas and the revulsion with which they went about learning the techniques of attack and defense were galling to the action-oriented Earthman. He had coaxed, prodded, sneered and lost his temper but had not speeded up the process of transforming civilians into soldiers. He couldn't understand how Brahnbru had accomplished the task so quickly while he considered himself lucky if his men no longer winced when attacking a mock enemy-It galled him, having to wait for his troops to shape up while Thryn rapaciousness increased nightly. Naira's proximity did nothing to alleviate his restlessness; his awareness of her became more acute each day while the idea of her marrying Raun became more and more distasteful.

Even having ferreted out a score of Thryn spies where Raun's approach had failed did not make O'Corcoran appreciably happy. The Thryn had to be destroyed, and it seemed as if it were taking the Anti-Thryn Corps forever to get in shape for the showdown.

The tension boiled over one evening after dinner at Sharr's. Terence was reading a report he'd brought along, Sharr was napping in his chair, Naira was idly strumming a lyre-like xal when the Earthman exploded.

"Stop that infernal wailing!" he snarled, slamming the report down in front of him. Naira gaped. Sharr snuffled in his sleep.

O'Corcoran flung himself from his chair and strode over to tower above the girl. "Sitting here waiting night after night is driving m© out of my skull," he growled. "If I

don't get out of here I'll go nuts.* I've got to know what's going on in the city now. Day-old reports…"

"But your men aren't ready," Naira protested, scrambling to her feet, her eyes wide.

"Good grief, child!" snorted O'Corcoran, his brown eyes blazing. "I'm not talking about my men, I'm talking about me!"

Naira clung to his arm. "You can't go alone. Please. If anything happens to you I—I mean—we wouldn't know what to do." Her bright yellow eyes were pleading.

O'Corcoran shook her off brusquely, avoiding her eyes. "I won't take any of those incompetents with me. They'd just get in the way in an emergency."

Naira blocked his passage to the door. "Then take Raun," she urged. "You said yourself he's a good fighting man. Take him with you."

Terence glowered at her. "All right, all right," he snapped. "I'll take that pink-haired dandy along. I'll pick him up on the way."

"There's a quicker way to do it than that. Let me call the Genie and send him after Raun. Then you can start out from here together."

Someday, he fumed, he'd have to lecture her on a male's prerogative to initiate his own action, but her lips were already moving in the soundless incantation that would summon O Flynn. There was the familiar shimmer and a scowling Seamus stood in the robm with them.

"A foine toime to decide ye want to go prowlin' after them spalpeens," he complained. "And me enjoyin' a spot o' the best brew around! All right, let's go before it gets any later!"

O'Corcoran flung his cloak around his shoulders. "Just how in tarnation did you know what I wanted to do?" he demanded.

Seamus looked blank for a moment, then grinned impishly. "Sure, lad, and don't ye know by now that Genies can hear everything? Stop yer blatherin' and let us depart."

"Wait a minute, friend!" O'Corcoran countered. ^You were summoned purely and simply to go after Raun—he's the one who's going with me tonight!"

"Well there, the now!" Seamus's tone was bland, his mouth pursed. "And would ye believe it? It's not that he can go with ye tonight. So I'm afraid 'tis my company ye'll have to have instead."

"Will. .you. .fetch. .Raun?" O'Corcoran shouted, his temper flaring anew.

"No."

"Then I'll go alone."

Naira placed her back against the door. "You said you wouldn't go alone. You promised."

The Earthman snarled in exasperation. The girl stared at him, her chin firm and stubborn. Seamus chuckled.

"That's enough out of you," O'Corcoran gritted to the elf-man. "Since I can't get rid of you, you might as well come along. You probably would, anyway."

He strode to the door. Naira stepped aside.

"Do not—don't let anything harm you," she whispered. "Keep safe."

O'Corcoran paused and looked at her; Naira smiled mistily. As the Earthman started to reach for her, Seamus tugged impatiently at his cloak. "Achh, lad, 'twill keep till ye return. The matter of a man and a maid comes after affairs of state."

O'Corcoran hesitated. Naira looked up at him, then lowered her long crimson eyelashes, blushing duskily.

"He's right," she murmured. "You'd better go."

Squaring his shoulders, O'Corcoran grinned and strode from the house feeling better than he'd felt in days.

The night was typically cool and refreshing. Flower scents drifted through the air; the aurora blazed across the skies, drawing patterns of cerulean, primrose, orange, cobalt, violet and vermilion. O'Corcoran's nerves tingled with the anticipation of action and the memory of the look in Naira's eyes.

Seamus O'Flynn scampered along in the Earthman's wake, grumbling, unable to match O'Corcoran's long strides. Sighing, he snapped his fingers thrice and levitated, skimming the rough pavement with ease.

"Sure," he mused aloud, "and it's a pretty thing she is, but what're ye goin' to do about Raun?"

O'Corcoran sighed. "He does pose a problem, doesn't he?"

"He does that indeed, darlin'."

They eyed each other for a moment, then grinned.

"She must break with him first," Terence said firmly.

"She'll not do that without help from you, lad. The time has come for changes in Mahtog. We Genies realize that. But the changes will not be made without help. That's in your hands, too. Ye've quite a piece of work ahead of you."

Terence thought of the crimson-haired beauty. The reward would be well worth the effort. "Once she—" he began, then amended the thought, "once the people are taught to think for themselves the biggest part of the change will be taken care of. Then they'll sort themselves out—according to their interests and capabilities—if they're given half a chance."

"Sure and 'tis a long time now that something had to be done but we didn't know how. We've got jist as much in a rut as the people. Tis a blessin' ye are, bye. A blessin'."

Suddenly, there was a yell at the roadside and the two turned to scan the shadows. O'Corcoran instinctively drew his dagger. No sooner did he have it out of his belt than he was tackled from behind around the knees. As he fell forward he twisted, landing on his back and using the momentum of his fall to bring his legs up over him and launch his attacker through the air and into the bushes beyond.

Instantly, the Earthman was on his feet. Two more Thryn leaped from the shadows, weapons drawn, edging silently forward.

The Genie seemed to have disappeared, but his voice warned: "Behind you!"

O'Corcoran dropped to a crouch and hurled himself sideways as a body landed where he'd been an instant before. Before the Thryn could recover, Terence was on top of him, his dagger finding its mark. Numbly, the Earthman leaped to his feet.

"Who's next?" he growled.

The other two, instead of retreating as sensible villains would have, done, moved in closer. How many others still hid in the shadows was anybody's guess. The lights in the sky flared orange, glinting off the drawn daggers. O'Cor-coran fell back a pace, then reversed his movement to close with the nearest of the two Thryn. Feinting with his dagger, he reached through the man's defense and grabbed a fistful of shirt. A sudden twist and the Thryn arced gracefully through the air to crash in the bushes. O'Corcoran whirled and reached for the other one just as the Thryn's dagger came flashing towards him. The weapon's razor-sharp tip grazed the Earthman's sleeve and then his hand caught the attacker's wrist in a grip of steel. A twist, a flip, a stiff-fingered thrust to the solar plexus and the Thryn lost all interest in the fight.

O'Corcoran straightened and the back of his head exploded. Multi-hued aurora-tongues flickered in front of his eyes, then faded to black as he felt his knees dissolve under him. Naira's parting words—Keep safe—echoed in his ears as he slipped into unconsciousness.

Awareness returned with a throb, a prickle and an ache.

O'Corcoran felt hands fumbling at his wrists and realized that cords were being wrapped around them and tied securely. Painfully, he opened his eyes and saw the Thryn busily hobbling his ankles. When they finished, they helped him stand. Dazedly, the Earthman realized that he could walk without undue difficulty but any attempt to run would bring him crashing down on the street.

Disgustedly, he looked around for Seamus O'Flynn. The leprechaun was nowhere in sight but the Thryn were busy over another figure. The raiders finished hobbling the second captive and thrust him upright. O'Corcoran saw the face and exclaimed in surprise.

"Raun!"

Two of the Thryn turned to look at him but the pink-crested dandy kept silent. The prisoners were herded into the middle of the group of raiders and they all set off at a leisurely but ground-consuming pace.

O'Corcoran threw a glance at his fellow prisoner. "So I didn't make a mistake back there," he murmured. "What on Ear—in Mahtog possessed you to get into the fight, Raun? And where did you spring from?"

The other jrrinned at him, shocking-pink crest waving in the breeze. "Hush now, lad," he cautioned. " 'Tis only I. D'ye mind if I tag along with ye? 'Tis curious I ami"

 

TWELVE: CAPTIVES OF THE THRYN

After a quick snort of stifled laughter, Terence marched along in silence, the bogus Raun stumbling along beside him. Less than two hundred paces away their captors paused, apparently checking the buildings around them. The lack of street signs made the memorizing of landmarks a necessary skill for all. Satisfied that they were in the right place, they scanned the street, then pried up a large flagstone, shifting it to one side. Beneath was a gaping black hole.

Two of the Thryn jumped unhesitatingly into the hole while the other three hustled Terence and "Raun" over to the opening and lowered them. O'Corcoran braced himself for an impact which never came—instead, waiting hands caught him in the darkness and set him upright. The same was happening to the disguised leprechaun. Looking upward he could see two more Thryn silhouetted against the flaming sky. They, too, jumped into the hole, leaving their fifth member behind. A moment later the last one whispered a farewell and slid the flagstone back into place.

The four abductors took torches from the wall and lit them with a compact fire kit. From the stench about them Terence deduced they were in the sewers of Mahtog and silently marveled that any Mahtogian had been sufficiently interested in sanitation to design and build a sewer system. The glistening, slime-caked tunnel was as insanely writhing as any of the city's streets, resembling nothing more than a large, sprawling intestine, except that it had an access ramp along one side, a shelf about two feet wide and a foot or so above the sewage level.

Torches held high, the Thryn set off through the sewers, two leading the way, the other two following behind the

prisoners. Rounding a comer, Terence saw orange eyes reflected in the dark distance, eyes that blinked then skittered out of range of the torchlight. Distant slitherings and squeakings could be heard above the sluggish gurgle at their feet.

A hundred feet or so along the tunnel they came to a branching passageway—well-lit, paved, curiously straight, obviously of new construction. The small party turned and proceeded down it toward a glow of light from many torches thrust into the walls, passing other groups of Thryn from time to time, many of them with prisoners who glanced about in terrified silence. Terence noticed many doors in the tunnel. From behind the doors came sounds of voices, laughing, speaking, once singing a bawdy march which somehow seemed vaguely familiar.

Reaching a wide door the captors stopped so abruptly that "Raun" walked right into one of them. They swayed there for a few moments, the hobbled prisoner leaning on his guard, both trying to retain their balance and both cursing while O'Corcoran tried to contain his laughter.

Another of the Thryn produced a key and unlocked the door. Opening it slightly they hustled their two prisoners through and relocked it.

The room was large, warm, well ventilated and adequately lit. Most of its occupants sat in dejected, trembling silence wherever they'd found space on the floor. Some were sobbing openly. All were male.

O'Corcoran's lips curled in disgust and he growled deep in his throat. The men in his army weren't the trained, tough soldiers he needed, but they were a lot closer to his ideal than these spineless, spiritless, sniveling beings in front of him now. For the first time the Earthman realized that his own troops had come a long way.

"Sure and it's surprisin'," whispered the Genie in his ear, apparently having read his expression. "Himself was not happy with the progress o' the men he was trainin' and they're so far superior to these. Isn't there a sayin' about the spalpeen who cried because he had no shoes until he met a man who had no feet?"

"Don't rub it in," O'Corcoran growled. "Instead of standing there grinning at me why don't you get these ropes off us?"

"O' course, lad, o' course." Shimmering slightly, the Genie stepped out of his ankle shackles and shook the ropes from his wrists, then applied himself to O'Corcoran's bonds, humming tunelessly as he worked.

"D'you have to do that?"

"Do what, darlin'?"

"That infernal humming!"

"Of course. It shows a lightness o' heart. 'O the days o' the Kerry dancin'… ' " he paused and grinned impishly at the Earthman. "An' jist what would've happened to ye had I not been along? 'O—the ring o' the piper's tune…' Seamus O'Flynn's voice, far from being a clear Irish tenor, was more like a desperate Algerian yowl. Terence could see hordes of hooded Arabs leaping from their camels to genuflect eastward at the sound. He winced.

Most of the other prisoners ignored the caterwauling as if it weren't happening. The wails disturbed only those who were weeping. One by one they stopped their sobbing and stared at the new arrivals. Although O'Flynn's voice was mournful, his facial expression was one of utter bliss—those Mahtogians who were not semi-comatose with the shock of their capture became round-eyed with wonder.

"Forgive him," Terence said hastily. "He doesn't act like this often."

" 'O—to think of it, O—to dream of it…'"

A somewhat burlier prisoner than the rest stood up and strode forward. "We supposed to forgive you, too?" he demanded shrilly.

Seamus stopped singing; a hush pervaded the room.

O'Corcoran grinned, recognizing the uneasy silence as one of cowardly aversion to violence. The burly one, although loud, was no more eager to mix with him than were any of the others. Reckless laughter danced in the Earth-man's eyes as he inquired, "Just wnY should you forgive me?"

The big man stammered, "D-don't pretend you don't know. If you and the Genies hadn't meddled, I wouldn't be here. N-none of us would be here!" The voice was thin and shrill, verging on hysteria.

"Look, you," Terence retorted, "don't blame your shortcomings on me. You wound up here because you didn't have the guts to defend yourselves."

"D'fent? D'fent? I don't know what you mean, but I know this happened because of you!" The violence of his words seemed to strangle him. The others, unsuccessful in their attempts to pretend nothing was happening, watched avidly.

Raun/Seamus stepped forward, placing himself between the Earthman and the Mahtogian. "That's enough," he ordered. "Stop it before they come to investigate!"

"Let them!" the other ranted shrilly. "Let them! When they come, I'll tell them what I think of this!"

The counterfeit Raun smiled blandly. "And just what do you think of it?" he inquired silkily.

The furious Mahtogian stared at him for a moment and then deflated, his body trembling, his mouth jerking spasmodically. O'Corcoran had seen a man act that way once after an overdose of drugs.

"Your pleasure is my pleasure?" whispered the pink-crested one.

"Yes! Yes!" responded the other urgently.

Upon contact the face relaxed, the body slumped but re mained standing, the trembling stopped almost immediately. A seraphic smile invaded the Mahtogian's rough features.

For a moment O'Corcoran felt an overwhelming sense of revulsion, watching What-Looked-Like-Raun administer the Pleasure Probe. Thinking of the Genie as "Seamus O'Flynn" had dulled his critical sense; now he remembered the incident in Brahnbru's impossible spaceship and remembered his reason for not trusting the Genie. The O'Flynn role was no more real than the creature's impersonation of Raun. Still, O'Flynn was officially his ally, despite the fact that

O'Corcoran knew a showdown between them was inevitable. With an effort of will, he wiped these disturbing thoughts from his mind and watched as the Genie led his docile "patient" to a corner of the room and had him sit down. By the time the man had slumped into the post-probe coma, Terence was completely relaxed.

"Raun" turned back to the Earthman, smiling coolly. "That's quieted him," the Genie announced. "And now, darlin', what're ye goin' to do? The Thryn can't leave us here forever—they'll be back, ye can count on that. How're ye goin' to handle them?"

"Seeing that we're here," O'Corcoran replied, "we might as well learn as much as we can about how they operate."

It was only moments later that they heard keys in the door. It opened and three Thryn strode in, resplendent in dark blue and red uniforms. One had emblems on his shoulders which Terence took to denote a captain's rank. The other two bore between them a bucket of frothy red liquid which the Earthman suspected was something other than fruit punch. The captain swaggered to the center of the room while the others ranged themselves on either side of the door, idly fondling lethal-looking truncheons. All three had daggers at their belts, while from the captain's belt also dangled a large ring of keys.

The captain planted his fists on his hips and slowly revolved, surveying the prisoners. When he spotted Terence and the bogus Raun he lifted an eyebrow as a slow smile spread across his face. "Well, well," he murmured, bowing low in the direction of the Earthman. "I see we have a better catch than usual. You two look like officer material."

Seeing that his civilian clothes had not, after all, made him look like a typical Mahtogian, Terence decided to drop the pretense. "I don't plan to stay that long," he retorted.

"You think to escape?" The Thryn laughed insolently. "I'd like to see you try—it might teach you a lesson. Watch him," he instructed the other two. Then his eyes flickered to the slack face of the Mahtogian whom "Raun" had helped into a corner.

"How did this man get a probe?"

There was no answer. With the typical Mahtogian passion for not getting involved, the other prisoners stared dully as if they had seen nothing.

The Thryn whirled on O'Corcoran, snarling, "You'd see somebody using a probe 1 Who came near the prisoner?"

It would be hours, the Earthman knew, before the probee would recover enough to give evidence against "Raun." By that time he planned to be far away. He looked blankly at the captain. "I don't know what you're talking about," he said.

"He didn't get that way all by himself."

O'Corcoran shrugged. "He was like that when we came in." Mercifully—or fearfully—the other prisoners kept silent

"I can't believe that. Our patrols have orders not to take any who have been probed."

"Everyone makes mistakes," O'Corcoran observed.

The captain mulled it over. Terence could almost read the thoughts that flashed through his mind. It had never happened before—or perhaps it had—perhaps a commando trainee had picked one up to make his quota. The punishment would have been most severe. There'd be no confession from the guilty Thryn this time. The captain would have to report it, and there'd be trouble, but not as much trouble as he'd have if one of his underlings would take it into his head to report it.

The captain obviously decided to deal with the matter later; O'Corcoran, seeing his change of expression, allowed himself a deep, silent breath of relief. Abruptly, the Thryn swung away from him to face the other prisoners.

"You have been brought here," he announced ringingly, "to become part of the glorious Army of Thryn. You have no choice. Before this night is out you will pledge to obey the Bearded One, Great Brahnbru, the Liberator who will lead his People from the Darkness of this decadent civilization into the light of a New Order."

Terence grinned. It was obviously a canned speech, com-plete with motivation phrases borrowed from every soapbox orator who'd ever harangued Earth's idlers.

"Under Brahnbru's leadership we will build a truly Great Society, free of the stupid mistakes of the past. We are the Chosen Ones, the Masters, superior to all the rest. Mahtog belongs to usl The day is coming soon when thousands of voices will join in the victorious cry, 'Mahtog Over All!' When that glorious day comes, there will be Liberty, Brotherhood and Equality. We will overthrow the oppressors and build our own state. It will be a revolution of the young and the strong against the tyrants of Mahtog. An Army of Thryn, an irresistible force of daring, courageous men—but how? Where on Mahtog can we find such men? In the beginning, there was only one, Brahnbru himself, who could be called strong and fearless. Even I"—the Thryn captain smiled—"even I was once a sniveling coward, as are all of you. But then I drank of the Glorious Blood of Brahnbru and became one with him in body and mind—just as you will do. The magic Blood of the Bearded One is the only power we will ever need! Drink, brothers! Take unto yourselves the Power of the Blood!"

"And if we don't?" Terence inquired mildly, his voice loud in the awed silence of the room.

The startled Thryn captain paused, then laughed contemptuously. "You die, of course." He shrugged.

O'Corcoran nodded. He had expected as much. He had to admit, however, that it had been a powerful bit of oratory—probably composed by the Bearded One himself. He was surprised that Brahnbru hadn't included, "Join the Thryn and See the World!" or "Thryndom Needs You Now!" He was fortunate to have heard the harangue, for the Bearded One had proved his Terran origins beyond all doubt by using the most effective battle cries Earth had ever known. But slogans alone couldn't produce the sort of fanatics he'd seen in the Thryn patrols. He wondered what sort of drug was in the "blood." (There was certainly no magic to it, although in this culture it would be referred to as a philter: A magic potion to transform cowards into fighting men loyal to the King of the Thryn.) O'Corcoran grinned. Truly, it was the Thryn King's Man-Philter.

On a signal from the captain, the two guards brought the bucket of Brahnbru's "blood" to the center of the room. Reaching into his blouse, the captain produced a cup. "Let the ceremony begin," he intoned.

Carefully, he dipped into the liquid and held the dripping cup aloft. "The power of Brahnbru!" The contents of the cup cascaded back into the bucket.

The captain dipped again, held up the cup again. "The courage of Brahnbru!" Once more he dumped the cup's contents back into the bucket.

Another cupful. "The Blood of Brahnbru!" Handling it with undisguised reverence, he beckoned to a nearby prisoner, who obediently shuffled forward. "Drink!" the captain commanded.

O'Corcoran watched as the first of the weepers delicately sipped at the cup. From the man's expression it was evident that he had decided in advance that it would not be pleasant, but after the first tentative taste he smiled, then drank more enthusiastically. Fully convinced it was delightful, he drained the cup. Quickly, his eyes took on a feral glint and he seemed to grow in stature as he squared his shoulders and lifted his head.

Refilling the cup, the recruiter handed it to the next man, who drank deeply after the briefest of tests. He, too, shed his fright and took on a martial appearance.

Seeing the effects the mysterious draught was causing, others reached eagerly for it A dozen had quaffed the philter by the time the first man leaped to his feet and shouted, "Brahnbru be praised! Drink, brothers, and discover life itself!"

Others picked up the cry—soon half the room was praising the joys of Thryndom. O'Corcoran, whose training had included the origins of pharmacological research, mentally saluted his bearded opponent—either Brahnbru had taken extensive notes in the same or a highly similar course, or the man was a natural genius. In all probability he had stumbled upon the drug by accident, which did not detract from his ruthless brilliance in applying it. Where O'Corcoran, with the cooperation of the Establishment, was training an army of civilians to use unfamiliar weapons in a more or less disciplined fashion, Brahnbru had created a mob of Viking-like Berserkers, making up in fanaticism what they lacked in weaponry and community support.

Two-thirds of the prisoners had now savored the blood, and the cup came to O'Corcoran. He threw its contents in the guard's face. Before the startled Thryn could react, O'Corcoran kicked him in the stomach, then snatched his keys before he hit the floor. The two guards were busy across the room and didn't see what was happening.

"Come on, Seamus, let's get out of here," the Earthman urged, edging past the retching, gasping captain. But his plans were aborted by a prisoner who glanced at the prostrate Thryn and screeched, "The guard! The guard is dead!"

Immediately O'Corcoran found himself fighting a mob of berserkers—all unarmed but definitely maniacal. Their complete lack of training gave O'Corcoran an edge, but he was the first to realize how slim an edge it was. The most accomplished Black Belt in the history of karate could not hope to hold out long against a mob like this.

Although fear was a part of O'Corcoran's makeup he had no time for it. He dispatched the closest man with a clean chop to the neck, helped another collide with a wall and threw the third so the hapless man broke his neck upon hitting the. floor. The Thryn closed in again.

"Help me!" he shot at Seamus/Raun, dislodging a clinging recruit with a palm jab to the chin.

"Forbye, lad, 'tis against the rules to harm a human."

A Thryn tackled Terence around the midsection, knocking him off balance. He rolled with the impact, breaking his Opponent's hold, regaining his feet a moment later. With fists, fingers, elbows, knees and feet as his only weapons, he demolished another four of the enemy, including one of the guards, before a vicious kick in the kidneys caused him to stagger, dazed by the pain, long enough to be overwhelmed by the sheer weight of the mob on top of him.

Through the pyramid of bodies he could hear the hysterical shrieks of the undrugged as a macabre counterpoint to the maniacal howls of the new Thryn. He listened with the abstract interest one pays an electronic concert, academically criticizing the score, for he knew that any moment the life would be crushed from him. O'Corcoran grinned bloodily. His honor, for what it was worth on this neglected planet, was unscathed. He'd gone down, as the ancient saying had it, swinging. It was a pity that he hadn't found more time for Naira.

The shrieks and howls, he realized dimly, had ended. An ominous silence pervaded the place. The final unconsciousness?

"Faith, laddie," came a familiar voice, "ye'll have to help, the now. I can't move all these spalpeens myself. Shove up a bit, will ye?"

Wonderingly, O'Corcoran shoved up.

The mass of Thryn slid to one side. Painfully, the Earth-man staggered out from beneath them. Seanius O'Flynn, complete in green leprechaun garb, scratched his nose and grinned warmly.

"Thanks, friend," Terence gasped, reaching out for the elf-man's shoulder and leaning heavily on it. "I don't know what you did, but whatever it was it must have put quite a strain on your ethics." *■■

O'Flynn moved his hand in a sweeping gesture which encompassed the roomful of unconscious Thryn. "Their pleasure" —he smirked slyly—"was my pleasure. Now, as ye said earlier, darlin'—let's get out o' here."

"Fine idea," Terence agreed, still breathing hard. "But I'd just as soon not have to fight my way to the surface. Do you happen to have a—er—'thrick' of clouding men's minds so they cannot see us?"

"No-o-o," mused the Leprechaun. "But if we looked like Thryn we'd go practically unnoticed as long as we stick to the shadows."

The idea had occurred to O'Corcoran, too, and by the time Seamus had finished speaking Terence was already stripping the uniform from the unconscious Thryn captain. Quickly, the two changed clothes, O'Corcoran retrieved the keys, and they made their way to the streets of Mahtog without a single challenge.

Dawn was not far off by the time the two reached Sharr's house again. Wearily, Terence invited Seamus to share his quarters but the other declined. "Ach, no! Sure, there's much lies ahead for Himself; he'll need to be alone to think it out." Before the Earthman could protest, Seamus put his forefinger to his nose, spun into a blur and disappeared. Terence shrugged and went into the house.

As he opened the door he was honestly surprised that anyone was still awake, but there stood Naira, her yellow eyes blazing above the dark shadows of sleeplessness.

"Y-y-you!" she stammered incoherently. "You go away for hours, you take no one to help you, you make me sit here waiting and you make strange things happen to me!"

O'Corcoran paled. "What's wrong?" he demanded, reaching a hand out to her. She struck it aside.

"You make me hurt here"—she touched her throat, then placed a slender hand on her chest—"and here. And w-water comes from m-my eyes," she wailed, "and I can't stop it!" Tears poured down her cheeks.

The Earthman touched her face gently, wonderingly. "You're crying!" he exclaimed.

She pulled abruptly away. "And I've told Raun I won't be his wife and I don't care what you think about it!" she stormed, running into her room. Terence shook his head and decided that now was not the right time to try to follow her and make sense of her babbling. He dragged himself to his own room wondering why Naira blamed him for her breakup with Raun.

O'Corcoran was faced with a problem he hadn't realized' was there until he'd actually invaded the Bearded One's domain. The Thryn, by virtue of the Blood, could not be considered as an ordinary army. Even if you defeated them, they had the built-in disadvantage of not knowing how to surrender. Each Thryn was a cause unto himself, a drug-crazed fanatic, who would have to be immobilized or destroyed before he'd stop fighting.

The logistics of the situation put O'Corcoran at a further disadvantage: the battle would have to be fought in the Thryn's own territory in order to keep from destroying Mah-tog itself. Tunnel fighting would call for a considerably different approach than if the conflict were staged on an open field. He quickly ruled out the notion of a mounted cavalry, for although jongars were plentiful, the problem of getting enough of them underground for battle would prove impractical. No, in addition to swordsmen and lancers, he would need some sort of secret weapon designed specifically for tunnel warfare.

He lay awake for a long time, thinking, exploring and discarding ideas. It was almost dawn by the time he'd worked out the general concept of a ruthless anti-Thryn machine. It might not work, it might be impossible to build considering the sorry state of Mahtogian technology—only a meeting with the metalsmiths could prove or disprove its feasibility.

Exhausted, O'Corcoran fell asleep.

And dreamed of Naira.

 

THIRTEEN: REUNION

Refreshed and pleased with his night's work, Terence strolled into the front room to be confronted by an angry Sharr. The Mahtogian was thin-lipped and hot-eyed, his nostrils flaring with each ragged breath. O'Corcoran was so used to the apathy of these people that he could hardly believe the older man was showing signs of extreme fury.

"What are you gaping at!" Sharr exploded. "Any man who takes the risks you did last night has no right to wonder when others become concerned about him. You could have died there!"

"But I didn't," Terence reminded him.

"With your arrmee almost ready you take such a chance!"

The Earthman hooted with laughter. "Sharr, I never thought I'd see you lose your temper. Calm down—I'm alive and safe."

"But to go into their stronghold and risk everything!" the Mahtogian sputtered.

"You think it's better to sit here and not know how big a force they have, what weapons, what methods of recruiting their men? I learned a lot last night, Sharr."

"But you were captured! You could have been killed!"

O'Corcoran's eyes narrowed. "How did you hear about that? Did Seamus open his big mouth again?"

Sharr's anger was replaced by embarrassment. "He had to answer my questions."

O'Corcoran glared at him. "There will be no more questions. You put me in charge of this war and I'm going to run it my way. Do you understand?" Seeing Sharr turn pale, he softened. "Don't worry, I won't risk losing it for us."

Suddenly both men realized that Naira had come into the room. Remembering the tirade that had greeted him when he returned last night, Terence smiled faintly, not knowing what to expect from her now. Then he frowned. Something was different. With a shock O'Corcoran realized she was dressed in white and green instead of the usual garish pink and chartreuse.

He lifted an eyebrow.

Naira blushed. "I j-just stopped in because I heard your voices," she stammered.

"Where have you been all day?" her father snapped peevishly, then did a double take. "You have seen Raun," he added slowly.

The girl nodded.

Sharr smiled. "Yes," he mused, "it had to be so. I am pleased. I must ask you to—ah—yes, I must ask you to invite O'Corcoran to have some fruit with you. I have some things to do." Slyly nudging Terence in the ribs with his elbow, Sharr left the room. O'Corcoran grinned, remembering a proud parent back on Earth whose daughter had set her cap for a promising young cadet.

Naira saw the grin, and turned with an angry swirling of skirts to stamp out of the room. O'Corcoran was beside her in three swift strides.

"No." He chuckled. "You don't go anywhere until you answer some of my questions—and maybe not then."

Naira shot him a quick glance through thick red lashes and stood still.

His eyes swept up and down her costume. "You're not wearing his colors any more. Does this mean you're free?"

"Yes."

"And do you intend to stay free?"

"Not if I can help it," the girl murmured, smiling.

"You're frank about it, aren't you? You're also very lovely in those colors."

"I know." Terence remembered that modesty was not a Mahtogian characteristic.

Still, he tried again. "The jewels in your hair are most becoming—and don't tell me you know it."

Naira frowned. "Aren't the girls beautiful where you come from?"

"Yes, but they have the grace to allow their men to put it into words. It pleases a girl to be told she's lovely—and the man enjoys saying it to her."

"That's ridiculous. If she's be*utiful, why should she pretend not to know it?"

"She does know it. It's just…" He stopped, wondering why a girl should pretend not to know.

Seeing his expression, Naira pressed on. "You know you're handsome and you admit it, don't youF'

"Not in public."

"Why not?"

O'Corcoran clenched his teeth. "Because on Earth it's considered conceited, that's why! You're the most exasperating female I've ever courted!"

Naira looked dangerous. "And how many have you courted?" she demanded. "I want no part of a man who is much-married."

"I've never been maried in my life!"

"Then how can you court anyone?"

"You sure do things differently here, don't you?"

"First you marry the man you are to marry, then you court each other."

"Not where I come from. Now listen carefully. On Earth, a man may court many girls until he finds the one he wants to marry. Then he courts her alone and, if she loves him, they get married. But the courtship comes first."

Her huge yellow eyes gazed into his. "I don't know that I'd like being one of a grab-bag. I think I'd prefer knowing I was meant for a certain man," she murmured, dangerously close to him.

"Yet you left Raun."

His arms were around her and he'd drawn her to him. Now he bent to her mouth and felt it yield under his. Her arms slid around him and O'Corcoran lost track of time. Ages later he drew back and looked down at the dreamy eyes and tremulous mouth. "You're the most beautiful thing

I've ever seen, you know I'd never have let Raun wed you. I'd have fought him first."

Naira pulled sharply away. "Fight? Over me? You'd degrade me like that? How dare you say you want to marry me and then tell me you'd fight over me!"

"I don't remember saying I want to marry you," O'Corcoran snapped, just to keep the record straight. "I suppose you'd rather I let Raun walk off with you."

"Stop shouting at me!" she yelled. "I don't want you to let Raun walk off with me. And if you don't want to marry me, why were you so happy when I left him?"

He grabbed her by the shoulders and held her firmly at arm's length. "Stop putting words in my mouth. I'm happy you've left him and I do want to marry you, but I don't want to be told that I do. Can you understand that?"

"It's true, isn't it? Then why do you resent my saying it?"

"Because my customs are different. Damn it, I love you. I don't want to argue with you. But there are a lot of things we'll have to get used to about each other's customs."

"I'll try to remember that. But please, Toranz, don't fight anyone over me."

He grinned and pulled her to him again. She flung her arms around his waist and snuggled her scarlet head against his chest. He tangled a hand in her hair and drew her head back.

"Teaching you some 6i my customs is going to be fun," he said.

She dimpled at him and cuddled closer. "Is touching my mouth with yours one of your customs?" At his nod, she closed her eyes. "Do it again," she whispered.

O'Corcoran did. Several times.

At last she said breathlessly, "That's a beautiful custom. Now I must hurry out and get a whole new wardrobe."

O'Corcoran came back to reality with a start. "Don't you dare get anything the color of my hair," he warned.

Naira pouted. "I thought you would want everyone to know. I'm so proud I want to wear your colors immediately-^

"Wear brown all you want. Wear green. Wear blue, gray, white or black—but if you wear orange I'll disown you. You'll wear my ring, not my colors."

"But anyone can wear a ring," she protested.

"And anyone can dress like a clown, too! I'll buy you a ring, a special ring that'll stand for the promise between us to be man and wife."

"Your custom?" she queried, kissing his chin. "Then 111 wear it. Only buy it quickly so I can show it to everyone. Now are you going to say it?"

"Say what?"

"That you want me to marry you?"

So, finally, O'Corcoran asked her to marry him.

 

FOURTEEN: SKIRMISHES

Up until now, Raun had functioned as O'Corcoran's right hand as far as administrative matters were concerned. It had been easier to keep track of him that way, and Terence had been careful to exclude him from policy and strategy discussions. Now, by mutual consent, Raun immersed himself in details of his Intelligence Unit. Terence didn't know if Mahtogians experienced jealousy, but he had no desire to work closely with the man whose girl he had taken away. He half-suspected that Raun would disappear anyway the moment any large scale contact with the Thryn took place. Fanaticism could be artificially injected into a Thryn, but the average Mahtogian, although painfully honest, had no concept whatever of loyalty. He wondered how many others he would lose once the war began in earnest.

Reluctantly, O'Corcoran turned his attention back to that war—with a greater sense of urgency than he'd felt before.

The metalsmiths were cooperative—almost to the point of enthusiasm. Terence suspected that the prospect of profit intrigued them more than the thought of contributing to technological progress, but even that was a step in the right direction. When he'd arrived on Mahtog it would have been impossible tcr interest any of them in trying something different. But now—yes, they thought it might be possible to make powerful springs out of metal, and a week's experimenting had proved it so. Yes, they thought a launching device of the type he outlined might work, and a second group proceeded to build it. A projectile which would break in half upon contact with the floor of a tunnel and throw its front section further forward? Why not? A mechanism to ignite the cargo of oil in the front section after the two halves parted? Of course—given enough men to design, build, test and develop the thing.

Thus it was that scores of artisans, each group sworn to secrecy, began separate projects which would culminate in a prototype of O'Corcoran's secret weapon, an engine of destruction designed to penetrate deep into Thryn corridors and deliver a payload of flaming oil. Brahnbru might have his berserkers, but it was highly unlikely that without community support he'd have anything like O'Corcoran's weapon shops.

Except for the secret weapon, the Anti-Thryn were ready. Brahnbru's nocturnal raids upon the citizenry, Terence decided, could not be allowed to go unchallenged any longer. Neither the troops nor their commanders knew that the Tunnel Weapon was being built—O'Corcoran had been careful to keep all knowledge of it to himself. Not even his most trusted aides had been told of its existence. This was not because Terence thought of any of his high command as potential security risks—all of his officers had been probed and found loyal—but rather because he wanted to avoid time-consuming arguments about the conduct of the war.

The young architect who had helped build the training base produced a surprisingly detailed map of Mahtog which now, on a specially built table, occupied most of O'Corcoran's conference room.

O'Corcoran called his commanders together and outlined his plan of battle on the huge map. Sectioning the city off into equal parts, he assigned an area to each of them. "You will put swordsmen on every street with orders to destroy all Thryn patrols they encounter. Your men are to make careful note of every entrance to the underground tunnel system and report these access points upon their return."

"Is it necessary to eliminate the Thryn?" objected one. "Couldn't we just capture them and bring them back with us?"

"No!" O'Corcoran was emphatic. "If you brought them back you would be bringing death into our midst. They must be destroyed, not captured."

"We could eliminate more of them," suggested a representative of the opposite extreme, "if we followed them into their holes."

Terence smiled. "That will come later, I assure you. As this is our first mission against them, I want the element of surprise working in our favor. All patrols must do the same thing at the same time."

"What do we do about casualties?" inquired another.

"Leave the dead Thryn where they fall but strip them of their weapons. And bring our own casualties back here."

The briefing lasted another half hour, covering every possibility that could be anticipated. The commanders left with orders to have their troops battle-ready an hour before sundown but not to disclose the nature of the mission until all the men had reached the assigned deployment areas in each section of the city. O'Corcoran was taking no chances of a Thryn spy alerting Brahnbru to his plans.

After they had left, the Earthman experienced the moment of black depression that frequently comes to responsible officers the first time they issue orders which will result in the deaths of some of their finest men. Every general has felt this twinge of regret, especially when forced by circumstances or the burden of responsibility to stay clear of the battlefield.

Once the orders had been given, O'Corcoran realized something that had bothered him since he first began to build his army. There was a crippling lack of communication with the field. At that moment he would have given anything for a decent network of field radios. Wishing, however would never make it so.

He sent for Seamus O'Flynn.

"Friend," he told the leprechaun, "I need your help. How many Genies are there in Mahtog?"

The little man grinned. "Ach, as many as ye could want, darlin'—why?"

"We used them in recruiting, and it worked beautifully. Are you in contact with many of them right now?"

"As many as you could dream of, and what thoughts d'ye have, the now?"

"The rules you live by say you can't harm a human being. But—there's nothing to stop you from keeping me informed on what my troops are doing, is there? Can you do it?"

"Hold fast a moment there, laddie, and I'll check into it for ye." Seamus scratched his nose and spun out.

O'Corcoran regarded the empty air impatiently for several moments. Then it sparkled and O'Flynn stood before him again. "It'll help a wee bit," the leprechaun said, "if I stand beside yer fancy map. We're all in perfect communication. Ask what ye want, we'll give ye true answers."

"Can you get information to my patrol leaders once the mission has begun?"

O'Flynn stroked his beard. "That's quite a lot yer askin', laddie."

"I think you can contribute a lot. I've an idea I've underestimated you Genies. Well?"

The leprechaun sighed and nodded. "Take yer choice, darlin'—talk to 'em one at a time or all at once, it makes no never mind. 'Tis me ye'll be talkin' to while the ithers'll relay the messages. Now, how'd ye know we could do anything the likes of that?"

"Two and two makes four no matter where you are," Terence replied curtly. "Do you Genies really want me to win this war?"

Seamus O'Flynn paused before answering. "Ye see, laddie, it's like this. We want Mahtog to be a safe and peaceful place again. And there's no way for that to be, at all, unless the Thryn are destroyed, and we cannot do that ourselves."

"You found it impossible to control them even with the Pleasure Probe, right?"

The Genie nodded. "Aye, 'tis right ye are. The spalpeen's poteen's too strong—it injures too much of the brain. Yoursilf, y' saw what happened with that first one ye brought it. The Probe was lovely for gainin' information, but worthless for control." O'Flynn smiled. " 'Tis fortunate indeed that ye arrived when ye did. But I told ye that a long time ago."

"Not only told, but foretold, as I remember. I'm not quite sure how you managed it, Seamus, but I suspect you had something to do with my landing here in the first place."

"Faith, lad, think ye that! Tis not so, I swear! Certain powers we have, 'tis true, but such a thing is surely not possible, even for the likes of us!"

"Okay. Now, I'd better inform my field commanders about our new communications setup. Do I tell 'em there'll be a leprechaun with each patrol, or what?"

O'Flynn frowned. "No-o-o… 'Twould be better, 1 think, if it were't' be jist a voice. And if ye don't mind, darlin', let 'em think 'tis yer own magic."

O'Corcoran looked sharply at the little man. "If that's the way you want it, all right. Someday, friend, when I have a little more time, I'm going to find out just what it is you're hiding from the Mahtogians."

"Yes," the leprechaun agreed, cocking an eyebrow. "You undoubtedly will."

Although impromptu, the Genie-Talkie Field Communications System worked like—well, Terence admitted ruefully, like magic. Not only could he follow the individual skirmishes, he could direct them, or bring nearby forces around to help out in hot spots. In the space of an hour, his forces engaged in 183 separate sorties against the Thryn, inflicting heavy casualties upon the berserkers while holding their own losses to a minimum. Surprisingly few of the Anti-Thryn broke and ran under fire. At least part of the victory could be attributed to O'Corcoran's superior weaponry—the berserkers' clubs and daggers were simply no match for Anti-Thryn swords and lances. And O'Corcoran knew that this would be the last time the Bearded One would send Thryn out expecting to encounter only defenseless civilians.

A field estimate showed some 875 Thryn dead. O'Corcoran ordered his troops back. They brought the bodies of forty-seven of their comrades with them. It seemed ironic to the Earthman that of everyone on the planet, he alone was capable of rejoicing or mourning. It was doubly ironic that he didn't know which to do.

The next morning he sent out a group with signs, markers and buckets of whitewash to warn citizens away from the sixty-odd Thrynholes discovered during the night. The large solid circle of whitewash around each hole would certainly help visibility at night.

He checked with two of the groups working on the Tunnel Weapon. It would be several days, they reported, possibly a week before their parts of it would be ready for testing.

From a tactical standpoint, the initial encounter had been a roaring success, destroying almost ten percent of Brahn-bru's estimated manpower and seriously curtailing his recruiting operation. But to relax now would be fatal. Underestimating one's opponent, Terence knew, was a good way to lose a war. The only safe assumption he felt he could make was that Brahnbru was ignorant of the Genie-Talkie idea It would be criminal not to make full use of a communications edge like that.

O'Corcoran accordingly drew up his battle plans for the second night's encounter. Brahnbru would be a fool not to suspect an ambush. And he'd have his troops armed to the teeth, or at least to the full extent of his resources. Since his major resource could be presumed to be manpower, Terence drew the reasonable conclusion that a good many more Thryn would be out tonight, probably emerging from far fewer Thrynholes.

The best approach would be to establish observation posts to cover the majority of known Thrynholes, and to mass troop concentrations around the remaining most likely exits.

His observers were at their posts an hour before sundown, stationed on rooftops throughout the city, each with a clear view of a known Thrynhole. Their locations were plotted on the big map, over which a cross-reference grid had been constructed. Carefully briefed, each observer would remain silent until at least ten Thryn had emerged from any one hole, then would report his position and the troop strength observed. Within minutes, an outnumbering counterforce of Anti-Thryn would be able to reach any location on the map. Night came, and with it the dazzling aurora. The first reports trickling in from the field were puzzling—from none of the Thrynholes had emerged large numbers of troops. O'Corcoran ran a spot check, finding the same story at post after post: no action. Then one observer reported that four Thryn had come topside and were building a wall around their exit. O'Corcoran broadcast a general alert. In response, six other observers reported similar activity, adding—with typical Mahtogian initiative—that they hadn't called in because they'd been instructed to keep silent if less than ten Thryn showed themselves. In each instance, four to six Thryn were erecting fortifications around the holes.

It took only moments to direct a large part of the Anti-Thryn force toward two of the bunkers. O'Corcoran wished he could be with his troops, for he had a hunch that all was not what it appeared to be. Brahnbru's counter-strategy was intriguing—Terence suspected that it was intentionally so. Something was happening at those Thrynholes, while the other fifty-three remained quiet.

Several times each minute the Genie-Talkie, in the person of Seamus O'Flynn, would report a new position for O'Cor-coran's troops and Seamus would dutifully move the markers on the map.

A spot survey of rdoftop observers showed no enemy action anywhere. Three of the observers thought the lids of their Thrynholes had shifted slightly, but they were positive no troops had come out. They're watching us, Terence thought, and we're watching them.

He gave the order to tear the bunkers apart and the circles closed in, lancers in the first wave. Both bunkers unexpectedly burst into flame. The Anti-Thryn closed in more rapidly, thrown off-pace by this development. Terence was just about to order a retreat when O'Flynn held up his hand.

"Thryn pouring out of nearby holes I Thirty here so far…

fifteen here… twenty at this one… they're coming out over here faster and surrounding us, Toranz!"

O'Corcoran barked orders which the leprechaun relayed as quickly as he could. It soon became apparent, however, that the Genie-Talkie system, while ideal for leisurely recon-naisance purposes, was too slow for battle communications. All information had to be channeled through OTlynn, and the system could transmit information in one direction at a time only.

O'Corcoran fumed, realizing now that marking the holes his men had discovered the previous night had backfired— the whitewashing had only alerted Brahnbru not to use those holes. From the Thryn-strength now reported in combat, it was obvious the Bearded One had sent his troops through other holes unknown to O'Corcoran!

A few minutes had turned the peaceful streets of Mahtog into a scene of carnage never before witnessed in the history of the planet. It was true, the Thryn raids had sometimes produced a hundred murders at one time, but in the first fifteen minutes of the battle, more than five hundred men died.

Over half of them were Anti-Thryn.

The battle raged on into the night as first one side and then the other gained a temporary edge. Lancers tripped on the bodies of fallen comrades, swordsmen leaped among the dying, laying about them with their short, sharp blades. Blood literally ran in the gutters of Mahtog and karate-trained troops feigned death only to spring up unexpectedly and break the necks of numerous blood-crazed Thryn before a berserker's knife met a vital point.

Dawn was approaching by the time Brahnbru ceased sending fresh troops into battle. It was daylight before the remnant of O'Corcoran's forces carried the last of their dead back to the Anti-Thryn base, stacking the bodies on the parade field for lack of a better place. The casualty rate was disheartening. For every three men O'Corcoran had sent out, three returned—but only two would ever fight again.

There was no hospital corps in O'Corcoran's army. There was no need for one. Somehow the Genies were able to repair the wounded—utilizing sparkling, healing clouds of iridescence—to the amazement of no one but O'Corcoran himself." Mahtogians, it seemed, were accustomed to such ministrations, from the time of their first childhood abrasions. Terence watched deep gashes close and begin to heal before his eyes, broken bones set, their splintered ends fused so perfectly in a matter of minutes that splints would never be needed. From the expressions of bliss on the faces of the injured, he realized that the Pleasure Probe was an emergency anesthetic as well as an indulgence and the post-Probe apathy it brought on would guarantee at least a day's rest for the injured. There seemed no limit to the healing powers of the Genies.

"Indeed, darlin'," Seamus explained, "as long as life remains, th' body can be fixed like new again."

"So that's why there aren't any cripples among these people."

"Sure, I don't know the word."

"It's just as well. You've just answered the first puzzle I had when I arrived on Mahtog. How badly broken were my bones when you found me in the spaceship?"

O'Flynn chuckled. "I wasn't there, lad, but I've heard it took a long, weary time to fix ye up the way ye are now. And ye've no such thing in your world? How d' ye survive with no Genies?"

"A good many of us don't." As they talked, they had been strolling among the rows of wounded. The Earthman estimated his wounded at close to one-third of his remaining force. "How soon will these men be ready to fight again?"

"Three days at most." The Genie frowned. "Ye'll fight again this night?"

"Not like last night. That was too costly. I have to see Sharr and his associates in the Bank."

By noon he had a commitment for large quantities of oil to be transported on wagons to a dozen scattered Thryn-holes. Late in the afternoon the oil began pouring into Brahn-bru's tunnels. By sundown the tanks were empty and the wagons had been withdrawn. O'Corcoran could imagine the feverish activity below as Brahnbru's men took precautions against the fire the Bearded One would be sure O'Corcoran would start any moment.

But Terence didn't intend to set the tunnels afire. Giving flames a place to start was his sole design—if some Thryn became careless with a torch…

One apparently did, close to midnight. Black smoke boiled up from scores of Thrynholes throughout the city and hung in a pall over the Mahtogian sky, dulling and in some cases blotting out the nightly aurora.

No Anti-Thryn troops were sent out from the base that night. Too many of them were still recuperating from their wounds. O'Corcoran—with a ploy which approached in ruthlessness anything Brahnbru had done so far—had bought his troops a day's rest. It was impossible to estimate the damage to the tunnels or the number of Thryn lost.

As Terence had anticipated, Raun vanished completely. A check of the base revealed that he'd last been seen the morning before the first battle. At the Earthman's request, Naira asked around among their former associates. No one had seen the pink-crested dandy.

"What're yer plans now, Toranz?" inquired Seamus.

O'Corcoran smiled grimly, thinking of the Tunnel Weapon, not daring to hope it would be ready ahead of schedule. I'm going to let Brahnbru make the next move," he said.

 

FIFTEEN: SMALL WAR ON MAHTOG

Two days passed, with no movement from beneath the city at all. It was as if the Thryn no longer existed. O'Corcoran dared not hope that the fiery baptism had completely eliminated Brahnbru's forces; he immediately assigned his field commanders the task of reorganizing their men into full complements once again.

After days and nights of vigil there were no signs of the Thryn forces.

"Surely, they're all dead, Toranz," opined a spokesman for the general staff.

O'Corcoran shook his head stubbornly. "No. Brahnbru's biding his time, too. He's planning something."

"Toranz," Naira said, "you and Brahnbru are very much the same. What would you do if it were you in his position?"

O'Corcoran grinned. "The unexpected."

The unexpected happened that afternoon. An orderly burst into Command Headquarters panting, "The Thryn are destroying the city!"

O'Corcoran listened intently as the man blurted out the rest of the story. Less than half an hour before, swarms of Thryn had emerged on the far side of the city, in broad daylight, to begin a wave of destruction that eliminated everything in its way. Citizens, jongars, nothing was safe from their murderous daggers. Buildings were being put to the torch as the berserkers spread through an entire quarter of Mahtog.

"Seamus!" bellowed O'Corcoran, then barked a string of commands mobilizing half the Anti-Thryn force. "Where's that blasted leprechaun?"

Troops poured from their barracks and hastily assembled on the parade ground, buckling on swords and grabbing up their lances as they ran. Moments later they began moving out. It was unnecessary to give them directions, as smoke from the numerous fires blanketed the horizon. A company of mounted swordsmen trotted up on their jongars.

"Sir!" shouted their commander. "We'll be the first to get there! What are your orders?"

"I'm coming with you!" O'Corcoran decided on the spur of the moment. "Naira, run bring my sword!"

The girl paled with terror and threw her arms around his neck.

"Toranz, you can't risk it…"

He put her from him gently but firmly.

"My sword. Quickly, girl!"

Within moments O'Corcoran was girded for battle.

He smiled into the wide, brightened yellow eyes of the girl.

"Ach, darlin'," he whispered, cradling her gently in his arms. "I'll be gone a short while only and I need you to keep a candle burnin' in the window for me."

Naira looked bewildered. "Why?" O'Corcoran chuckled, helplessly. These Mahtogians and their literal minds! He kissed her. A husky jongar was brought up and with a quick leap the Earthman was astride his mount.

There was time for one last glance at Naira. The girl stood as rigid as a piece of copper statuary. Her face was strained but there were no tears. She held her head high. Spurring his bird, Terence called back over his shoulder, "If that blasted Genie shows up, tell him where I am! I'll need him!" The bird padded swiftly forward with its characteristic rocking gait.

The ostrich-like jongar is not a heroic looking steed, and a swordsman on /ongarback does not cut quite the dashing figure of, for instance, a Bengal Lancer. Still, the hairy birds were the best Mahtog had to offer in the way of cavalry. Within a few minutes O'Corcoran and his mounted warriors overtook the trotting infantry. Cheers went up from the ranks as the soldiers recognized their general. Terence was glad they'd never seen Terran cavalry and therefore couldn't make unflattering comparisons.

They sighted the berserkers from several blocks away, dark figures darting from house to house, smashing everything in their way, firing the flimsy lower class dwellings, battering down doors and storming inside, daggers still dripping from their last attack. Terence and his troops urged their mounts to a faster trot and met the horde of Thryn head-on. O'Corcoran slashed and chopped until his arm ached, and as far as he could tell, his troops unflinchingly followed his example.

Smoke poured from almost every house; tongues of flame licked at rooftops and Terence wondered angrily what had happened to the Genies' ultra-efficient fire brigade, the swarming lights that had quenched the conflagration at Sharr's so many weeks ago, but he had no time to pursue the question.

Kill-crazed and drunk with the success of their marauding, the Thryn closed unflinchingly with O'Corcoran's cavalry. The swordsmen, with the greater reach of their weapons and the slight elevation provided by their mounts, chopped wide swaths in the ranks of Thryn until the berserkers discovered the wisdom of disabling the jongar first, then attacking the mountless rider.

The small band of mounted swordsmen was dangerously outnumbered and would have been overwhelmed by Thryn strength but for the fact that just then the footsoldiers began to arrive. Reinforced, the remnant of cavalry took new life, gradually pressing the berserkers back.

Suddenly, O'Corcoran's mount lurched and crumpled under him, its throat slit'by a Thryn dagger. The Earthman sprang clear of the dying animal in an instant, his sword immediately finding vengeance.

The fury with which their general plowed into the enemy gave courage to his troops—they fought like men possessed, drunk with the wine of battle, a far stronger potion than Brahnbru's.

Although the battle raged on, the threat of fire was gone —the Thryn, O'Corcoran reasoned, were being kept too busy to set new ones and the Genies had brought the existing fires under control. He wished the Genie-Talkie system was still in effect, for he could keep track of the battle only in his immediate area. But there was no time to try to summon O'Flynn.

In front of him, the Thryn mob unexpectedly broke and scattered. With a sense of triumph O'Corcoran moved forward—then stopped abruptly as he saw what had caused the Thryn to disperse. Before him stood a thing unlike anything else on Mahtog. Man-shaped, it stood almost erect, its arms swinging idly, hairy face contorted into a snarl, the fangs dripping saliva.

Unconsciously, O'Corcoran crossed himself. "Holy Mother Mary," he murmured in disbelief. "What is it?"

The thing growled in response. Green eyes blazed at him from the furry head. The black, pointed snout drew back in another snarl. Forgotten childhood memories flooded over him, memories of books he'd read and ancient films he'd seen in which creatures like this had preyed on men. He shuddered in revulsion.

The werewolf sprang toward him, taloned hands outstretched. O'Corcoran leaped to meet it, thrusting his sword before him, impaling the thing cleanly through the heart. He felt the weight of it fall forward on him and then the night creature vanished. Relieved of the heft of it, he fell onto one knee.

A man strode forward and helped him up.

"Thanks, friend," Terence muttered, but the man held on. O'Corcoran looked at the wax-white face, blood-red lips, sunken, glowing eyes.

"You're welcome," the thing whispered, smiling to bare white teeth with long, pointed canines. Gasping, the Earth-man tore loose, raising his sword with one hand and holding his dagger across the blade with the other. The vampire shrank back, its long cloak swirling into the gloom, obviously intimidated by the makeshift cross. O'Corcoran strode forward, holding the ancient symbol before him.

"Wait," the creature begged, "… wait!"

But the Earthman had been swift—two strides closed the gap between them; the improvised crucifix touched the apparition and it disintegrated. O'Corcoran wiped his brow.

His Academy training had prepared him for encounters with every sort of life-form imaginable, with the notable exception of werewolves and vampires. A chill of revulsion ran up his back.

Mahtogians obviously felt the same way. From side streets, Thryn and Anti-Thryn alike erupted, fleeing from the loping and flying figures behind them. All thoughts of battle vanished as each side tried to escape the common enemy. O'Corcoran alone stood his ground as the terrified Mahtogians rushed past him. The Earthman's fury grew as he slashed at the nightmare beings with sword and dagger, not sure whether his steel was doing any good or not. Angrily he reached out and plucked a wolf-man from the mob—it turned on him, snarling through foam-flecked lips.

O'Corcoran lifted it bodily by the scruff of fur at its throat. The loup-garou struggled, snarling and clawing, but the Earthman's grip was like a steel trap. A shudder ran through the writhing beast, it quivered, wavered, melted…

O'Corcoran found himself clutching a vampire.

His grip tightened. The vampire gasped and changed abruptly into a man-sized Tyrannosaurus Rex. O'Corcoran swore in relief and shook the impossible animal violently. "All right, all right," it hissed in obvious defeat. It wavered again, this time turning into a green-clad leprechaun with long, fierce mustachios. "Faith, and I've done it at last. Niver thought I'd get this body back," the green one panted.

"You're not O'Flynn. What the devil do you think you're doing? Are all of those horrors leprechauns, I mean Gen-ies?"

The green one leered slyly at O'Corcoran and scratched his chin. "All o' thim, lad," he confirmed proudly. "We felt we had't' help and so we turned into the most frightful thingies ye could think of."

"You blasted numbskulls!" Terence threw the leprechaun from him. "Don't you know that whatever'd frightened the Thryn would have the same effect on everybody else? Who asked for this kind of help, anyway?"

"No one," the leprechaun admitted ruefully. "But we wanted to be a part of it, somehow, and this was the best we could come up with on short notice."

"Well, get rid of them, nowl And tell 'em to stay clear. Understand?"

The leprechaun nodded dejectedly. Even his mustachios seemed to wilt. Terence felt uncomfortable.

"You meant well," he conceded. "It's nobody's fault the plan didn't work. Now get out of… waitl I've got one more question to ask you. Where'd you Genies get the idea of vampires and werewolves?"

"Sure, from the subconscious of Himself while ye slept. It's a simple—"

"That's where those monsters that attacked me when I first arrived came from, too, right?"

"Oh, me waggin' tongue," wailed the little man. "Th' ithers'll niver forgive me for this!"

"Answer me!"

'Tis true, 'tis true. Ach, what a toime I'll have ex-plainin'."

O'Corcoran roared with laughter as he watched the Genie blur out, then he concentrated on putting his small war back together. Thryn and Anti-Thryn were still circling in confusion, their terrified eyes searching everywhere for suddenly nonexistent monsters. O'Corcoran singled out his officers and turned their attention once again to battle. Gradually, the Anti-Thryn resumed the fracas, taking a heavy toll of berserkers. O'Corcoran's men, accustomed to discipline, reacted to it while their opponents, thoroughly demoralized, struck out at everything, including each other.

The battle was finally over an hour later with all of the Thryn slain. O'Corcoran's forces had suffered heavy casualties and he spent another half hour supervising the rpmoval of his dead and wounded from the battlefield. The yellow sun was low on the horizon and one of M ah tog's moons was already in the sky when the tired, victorious band began the long march back to the base. A senseless battle had been won, but the senseless war would continue until not only the berserkers but Brahnbru himself had been destroyed.

The Thryn—those whom O'Corcoran was sworn to destroy—were innocent. They were weak little men who'd been forced to take a drug that turned them into something none of them had ever wanted to be. And Terence, reminding himself that he was the "good guy" of the epic, had long ago ordered his troops to kill rather than take prisoners. Brahn-bru, on the other hand, being the "bad guy," had probably ordered his Thryn to take as many prisoners as possible and to kill only when necessary, for prisoners could be forced to drink the "Blood of Brahnbru" and thereby replenish his forces. No wonder there had never been a workable "moral justification" for war. O'Corcoran knew only that his cause was just and his duty was to destroy the Thryn and their bearded leader.

He'd won a battle, and now the survivors were returning to base. Terence grinned wryly and started singing a marching song. After all, somebody had to look Triumphant. It would never do to let Naira and her father see him mourning.

. The song lasted through two stanzas, then died on their lips as they came in sight of the base.

O'Corcoran's eyes narrowed as he stared at the main gate, which hung open, half torn from its hinges. There was no sign of the sentries who should have been standing guard.

"Let's go!" he shouted, breaking into a run. The troops, except those carrying casualties, ran after him. Reaching the gate he drew his sword, paused long enough to look around at the bodies which littered the grounds, and dashed for the Headquarters building. Here, too, was a concentration of dead berserkers and Anti-Thryn in roughly equal numbers, sprawled on the blood-soaked ground.

"Sharr!" he shouted. "Naira!"

His voice bounced back at him from the dead corridors.

O'Corcoran sprinted around and between bodies, some still with weapons buried in them, and made straight for the nerve-center of the Anti-Thryn Headquarters. Reaching his office he drew a sharp breath at sight of the splintered door, then stepped inside.

"I hoped ye'd be comin' back," Seamus O'Flynn said.

Terence whirled. Behind an overturned desk he found Sharr, his bloody head cradled in O'Flynn's lap. There were many fresh healing marks on the elder Mahtogian's face and body. His eyes were closed and his breathing labored. O'Corcoran sheathed his sword and knelt by his fallen friend.

"The Thryn!" he whispered.

"Aye," confirmed the leprechaun. "Your men were outnumbered ten to one. As you can well see, they tore the place apart."

"My fault. It's my fault. If I hadn't come here, if I hadn't let him talk me into forming an army this wouldn't have happened."

"Nonsense, Toranz, it would have happened sooner had you not come. You delayed this by several weeks. Now you must find Brahnbru and finish him."

"Where's… where's Naira?"

"Gone."

The room seemed to darken and Terence found it difficult to breathe. Naira. She'd been so beautiful and she'd been his so briefly. His throat constricted when he remembered he'd promised her a ring but had been too busy with the war to get it for her. Now, through the black fog of his emotions, he heard Seamus speak sharply, repeating something over and over.

O'Corcoran turned slowly. "What?"

"You must go after her. Without delay."

It took a moment to find his voice. "Go after her? She's alive?"

"Of course she's alive 1 They took her with them. You'll find her at Brahnbru's headquarters—but hurry. If you don't get there quickly he's apt to become impatient and finish her."

O'Corcoran strode to the door. "What of him—Sharr—will he-?"

"He'll live." The Genie's voice was brusque. "He has many injuries but he will live. When you see Brahnbru, remind him that I too am fond of Sharr."

 

SIXTEEN: INTO THE UNDERGROUND FORTRESS

The men were fully as tired as their general, yet they responded with instant vows to follow O'Corcoran to Brahn-bru's base. Terence was moved—somehow, the stress they'd been under had taught these Mahtogians to eare. Their eagerness to rescue Naira seemed as great as his own.

It seemed to take forever to reach the quadrant he'd assigned his group. Once there, a check with the other three contingents showed everyone in place. Terence gave the order to descend into the Thrynhole.

Torches flamed as flagstones were quickly ripped up. Two Genies, disguised as combat soldiers, accompanied the Earth-man into the hole. One, acting as advance scout, hurried forward into the tunnel. The other, in telepathic communication with his partner, relayed the conditions ahead to O'Corcoran.

The tunnel seemed empty, its roof barely high enough to clear the Earthman's head, its width enough to allow the warriors to travel two abreast. It was newly constructed, relatively free of sewer-stench and it ran straight to the heart of the city! Silently but rapidly, O'Corcoran and the hundred and twenty warriors followed its featureless course.

After about ten minutes the Genies reported a door in the side of the tunnel about fifty feet ahead. Behind it, according to the scouts, was a store of supplies but no Thryn.

It was not until they had penetrated better than a mile into the underground complex that the main tunnel more than doubled in width and snowed evidence of greater traffic. Still, although they found many doors on each side of the passageway, no Thryn were about.

Had they, O'Corcoran wondered, actually wiped out Brahn-bru's major force earlier in the day? Or were they walking into a carefully laid trap?

Now the side tunnels were more numerous, twisting off in odd directions. There were too many for Terence to explore completely, so he sent a small patrol a hundred paces up each one. They all came back with report of empty passagsways.

The sewage stench became abruptly sharper and Terence saw they'd come to a wide river of waste, bridged by a span so narrow that only one man could cross at a time. The Gen-ies were already on the other side. Terence followed, signaling his men to stay close behind. Approximately half made it before the bridge began to fall apart.

As the structure collapsed, berserkers swarmed out of adjacent passageways on both sides, screaming and brandishing their daggers. Torches in one hand, swords in the other, O'Corcoran and his men desperately fought off the Thryn, precariously maintaining their footing on the narrow ledge alongside the river. It was a bad place for an ambush, for superior numbers mean nothing when only two men can fight at a time. Again, the length of the Anti-Thryn swords meant mutilation or death to the berserkers long before their daggers could inflict much damage. Yelling with rage, blood lust and pain, dozens of Thryn toppled into the fetid waters while Anti-Thryn losses were slight.

The skirmish ended almost as suddenly as it began. Lashing a score of lances together, the troops stranded on the other side constructed a make-shift bridge and dashed one at a time across the sluggish river.

Deeper they went into Brahnbru's underground kingdom.

Naira stared furiously at the wall and shifted her body uncomfortably against the thongs that bound her to the chair.

She had only been taken prisoner a few hours ago, but in that time she had learned terror. She'd seen her father killed before her eyes, after the token force at the base had been slaughtered. She, herself, had fought like a wildcat, first with a sword, and then, when that had proved too heavy for her, with a dagger in each hand. Two of the berserkers had fallen to the ground as the result of her knife-work, and more would have joined them if two others hadn't grabbed her from behind and managed to tie her up and blindfold her. Then, like a sack of grain, she'd been carried off into this underground nightmare place.

At no time had Naira lost consciousness, not even when they lashed her, still blindfolded, to a heavy chair in one of the underground rooms. How long she'd been left that way she had no way of knowing—it might have been an hour, perhaps several. All she knew was that she was cold; the bonds around her wrists and ankles hurt.

Then she heard the door open and the sound of heavy boots on the stone floor. A man laughed. "So this is my worthy opponent's wench, hey?"

She stiffened at the sound of his voice.

The footsteps came nearer. "You're Naira, daughter of the politician Sharr?"

Naira set her jaw and did not reply.

Something hit the side of her face, stinging and stunning. "Answer me!" barked the voice.

"I am Naira," she said contemptuously.

Roughly, the blindfold was ripped away. Standing before her was Brahnbru, the Bearded One, the lower half of his face obscured by the full, flowing red. beard from which he had drawn his nickname.* Coldly, his eyes raked her. "Yes,* he said at last, "I can see how he'd find you—amusing."

Naira glared.

"I'm sure it's only my beard that offends you. Rest assured, if I found it advantageous I'd shave it but in these circumstances it makes very little difference, doesn't it?"

"If Toranz were here…" the girl hissed.

Brahnbru exploded with laughter. "Toranz! Ah, yes. Tell me, has he said he loves you?"

"Yes."

"That's all I need to know." He turned and strode to the door, then paused. "Don't worry, my pretty one, you won't have to wait long. He'll be here soon."

With that, the Bearded One was gone, and Naira realized why she had been taken prisoner instead of being slaughtered.

Now O'Corcoran's men were even more alert for ambush than before. It wasn't long in coming. Dead ahead, there appeared a force of about twenty Thryn. O'Corcoran signaled the men at the front of the line to attack. And with drawn swords and lances ready they surged forward. A moment later mobs of berserkers boiled out of side tunnels while still a third force moved in to block the rear. Flaming torches crashed to the floor and rolled under the legs of the combatants. The battle raged furiously for several minutes, with shouts from both sides drowning out all hope of military commands being heard.

The berserkers, with more room to maneuver in the wider part of the tunnel, inflicted almost as much damage as they received. Man after man fell to the bloody floor, never to get up, while his comrades stepped around him in their own desperate battle for life. Slowly, their careful training and superior physical condition turned the tide in favor of the Anti-Thryn. When the last of the berserkers had fallen, Terence counted his troops. Fewer than seventy remained.

He missed Seamus O'Flynn. The Genie at his side right now seemed cold and humorless by comparison.

"How are the rest of our boys doing?" Terence asked.

The Genie concentrated for a moment. "Group A has seen no sign of Thryn, and is proceeding at a steady rate towards the center. Group B was attacked by a small band in a narrow section of tunnel—thirty of our men were dead before we knew an attack was taking place. Group C does not report—correction: Group C is engaged in battle right now against an estimated force of one hundred Thryn."

"Where's our advance scout?"

"Just ahead, Commander. Exploring a side shaft."

"I want to know what's behind every door we come to from here on."

"It will be done."

Find Naira. Wipe out the Thryn. And destroy Brahnbru. He was eager to meet this mysterious bearded man who had turned Mahtog so completely upside down. Terence had no doubt that the Bearded One and he shared a similar background. It struck him as grimly ironic that, without ever having seen Brahnbru's face, he'd vowed to kill the man.

Ahead of him, noise, the yells of attacking Thryn, swords hissing from scabbards, his own sword in his hand, a berserker flying at him, his body meeting the charge with near-mechanical precision, the already bloody tip of his blade claiming still another Thryn. With a snarl of disgust for the whole rotten business he jerked his weapon free in time to close with another blood-crazed target. He had to force himself to forget that these were men whose only crime was drinking Brahnbru's hellish drug. He had to think of each of them in terms of a personal enemy, an evil extension of the Bearded One himself. Kill faster, kill better, kill more—and you live to kill again. And when it's over you count your dead; you briefly regret that they had to die and you thank your Irish luck that it wasn't you.

A familiar pink-crested figure flashed across the tunnel intersection ahead. "Raun!" Terence exclaimed, jerking his sword from the fallen Thryn and wiping it once across the man's chest. But the Mahtogian had vanished.

O'Corcoran struggled his way to the corner in time to see Raun slip through.a doorway. In six strides the Earth-man was at the door, flinging it open.

Raun was alone, dagger drawn, a trapped expression in his eyes.

"I thought I'd find you down here!" Terence snapped.

"Don't pretend to know so much, Toranz. Remember, you made me your Security Chief."

"That's right. It was the easiest way I could think of to reduce the amount of sabotage. You had to cut back in order to look good."

Raun shifted his sword menacingly. "I'll kill you if you come one step closer."

O'Corcoran laughed derisively. "You're no match for me and you know it. Where's Naira?"

Raun's eyes flickered. Reflexively, O'Corcoran stepped to one side just as a Thryn dagger slashed through the air where he'd been a second before. Terence grabbed the wrist behind the dagger and threw his hip against the Thryn. His attacker pivoted in mid-air and crashed against Raun. Both sank to the stone floor, Raun's sword piercing the Thryn's midsection, the Thryn's dagger imbedded in Raun's throat.

Quickly, O'Corcoran knelt by the pink-haired man.

"Where's Naira?" he repeated.

Blood bubbling from his mouth, Raun tried to move, grimaced and turned dead eyes to the ceiling. O'Corcoran rose and returned to the corridor, fighting down nausea.

The other three contingents of his men, he was informed by the Genie, had survived clashes with berserkers and were now looking for more. The battle in his sector was over for lack of an enemy. It would be easy to think that all of the berserkers had been destroyed. Cautioning his men to extra alertness, they proceeded further into the stronghold, leaving a trail of splintered doors and empty rooms.

For several minutes nothing happened. Then, with the wail of a hundred banshees, Thryn boiled out once again their daggers flashing death to the surprised corpsmen. Moments later, O'Corcoran found himself cut off from the rest of his troops, with a dozen berserkers bearing down on him. Even professional heroes, he reflected, are not without sense, so he did the sensible thing and ran.

Seeing a door, he crashed into it with his shoulders and it gave beneath the blow. O'Corcoran stumbled into the room beyond and slammed the door after him.

A single torch burned in the middle of the rom, its flickering light reflecting against the far wall. There, her brown body defiantly erect, her eyes blazing hatred, Naira sat, lashed to the chair. Terence crossed the room quickly.

"Naira!" he rasped.

"Get away from me!" she spat.

"Naira, it's Terence!" He reached for her.

She twisted away from him and screamed shrilly.

"What's he done to you?"

"Don't touch me! Don't touch me!"

His fingers tore at the thongs binding her wrists to the chair. Despite her struggles, he managed to free one hand. As he turned his attention to the other wrist she beat with her fist upon his head and shoulders. He loosened the knot and stepped back. The crazed girl tried to throw herself upon him but her feet were still bound to the chair legs and she fell forward.

As she fell, Terence brought his fist up sharply to the point of her chin, then caught her in his arms and lowered her gently to the floor. After untying her feet, he wrapped the unconscious girl in his cloak and arranged her as comfortably as he could in a dark corner of the room.

Then, seething with hatred for Brahnbru, he picked up his sword and slipped once more into the tunnel, where now he could see what was left of his army locked in combat with an almost equal number of Thryn. Sword swinging in his hand, O'Corcoran joined the battle, slicking through berserkers with a rage he'd never felt before. Nothing but the privilege of killing Brahnbru could possibly surpass it. Five, six, seven—eight Thryn lay dead by O'Corcoran's blade. He whirled to find another target for his dripping point, and felt vastly cheated that no more berserkers survived.

A handful of his own men* were still on their feet. All looked as if they were ready to drop from exhaustion.

"Can you still fight?" he demanded.

Dumbly, they nodded assent.

"Then follow me!"

Still furious, he led them through a maze of intersecting corridors, doubling back, crisscrossing his own trail twice, before once again they encountered a swarm of Thryn. O'Corcoran's exhausted troops fought valiantly but dropped, one after another, victims of a fresher, quicker enemy. For the second time the Earthman's blade sang with almost superhuman fury, reaping eight more Thryn before the mob became too much for him, forcing him into a nearby tunnel.

O'Corcoran leaped into a recessed doorway and flattened himself against the door. Unexpectedly, the portal opened at his touch, swinging inward. Eyes and ears alert, the Earthman slipped inside. A quick check showed the room to be vacant, with a second door on the opposite side.

Sheathing his blade, he examined the room carefully. Sparsely furnished, it offered few clues as to its function, other than the long benches which lined the two doorless walls and suggested some sort of antechamber or waiting room. Gingerly, he tried the door.

It swung open.

There was a deep chuckle.

"Walk into my parlor, Earthman," a voice said in English.

O'Corcoran reached for his sword.

"Don't," warned the Bearded One. "I'm every bit as good a swordsman as you. And it would spoil things if one of us died too soon. Come in, come in."

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: CONFRONTATION

Nerves singing, Terence walked into the room. At the far end a tall, slender man, impeccably clad in the local equivalent of a tuxedo, half-leaned, half-sat on a desk, idly swinging a huge sword. Flames from a solitary torch bounced flickering highlights off one side of the man, emphasizing the bushy red beard and heavy eyebrows drawn into a scowl. Brahnbru was the antithesis of the picture of obese evil that O'Corcoran had formed in his mind.

Brahnbru grinned at Terence and saluted. O'Corcoran stopped short, eyes flickering left and right, searching for ambush.

"You may be sure I'm alone," the Bearded One assured him. "I want the pleasure of killing you myself."

The voice rasped on Terence's nerves. Deep, mellow, it rang familiar chords in the Earthman's brain.

"I suppose it's never occurred to you that the killing might be done by me?" he queried.

"You sound like a man with aitause."

"Wouldn't you call justice cause enough for any man?"

Brahnbru roared with laughter. "Come off it, man! I've just been giving these idiots what they deserve."

"By murdering them right and left?"

"Consider it for a moment. A man arrives on an alien planet, pulled into a crash landing on that damned magnetic mountain. It doesn't make sense but he survives the crash. He discovers people. Presumably civilized people. They turn out to be so mediocre…"

"That's no excuse for killing them."

"You've got a lot of history to catch up on. I suggest you listen."

O'Corcoran found the other's arrogance overwhelming but he had to hear the Bearded One out. "Go ah ad," he said.

"Thanks." The deep voice was sardonic. " e h . is the Survey Ship can be repaired. Maybe it could be moved off that lousy mountain. It'd be a hell of a job, but any civilization that was on its toes would consider the project a challenge. Any worthwhile culture would realize that a stranger from space might be able to teach them a lot of useful things. But, are the citizens of Mahtog, glorious Mahtog, interested? Bah! They couldn't care less."

"True," Terence admitted. "But that's no reason for wholesale slaughter!"

Brahnbru looked piercingly at O'Corcoran. "You really don't know who you are, do you? They didn't tell you—well, I didn't think they would. Now, listen closely, maybe you can figure it out. When you do, perhaps you won't be in such a hurry to kill me."

The man was obviously insane, but O'Corcoran, playing for time, decided to hear the rest of his story.

"What does our spaceman do when faced with this mediocrity? First he tries to educate them, and when that doesn't work he tries to get the old competitive spirit started. Make 'em restless, make 'em dissatisfied with what they've got. And what happens? They turn on him, they banish him from their puny little kingdom—pardon me, Proqoodom."

"They gave you great honor, as I recall—"

"You recall nothing!" Brahnbru snarled. "Only what they want you to recall! You still don't know who you are?"

"I'm Terence O'Corcoran," the Earthman snapped, losing patience.

"Tell me, who do you think I am?"

When O'Corcoran didn't answer immediately, the other chuckled mirthlessly. "You wouldn't recognize me with the beard, anyway, would you? And since I've affected a name from Irish antiquity…"

"Brian Boru!" Terence exclaimed. "The legendary Irish King!"

"The same. I'm surprised you didn't tumble to that a long time ago. The way these people pronounce common English names is atrocious. I suppose they call you Toranz?"

O'Corcoran nodded, peering intently at the other's face, trying to see behind the beard.

"I never could get used to being called Toranz," the other continued. "Always made me feel I'd have to act like Tar-zan. So I chose Brian Boru instead." The Bearded One chuckled. "But I guess I can't escape it—I'm still something found in burrows."

Terence glared.

"What'd they do, remove your sense of humor, too? At least, they left you some of your manly traits."

"What do you mean?"

"I hear you've taken up with one of the native wenches. Some of them can be quite entertaining as long as you don't take 'em seriously."

"It's no business of yours," O'Corcoran snarled.

The Bearded One clucked his tongue. "Never a business, always a pleasure. Of course, I never messed with politicians' daughters. My ambition took me in other directions."

"I'll bet it did. You're stalling, Brahnbru, and I'm in no mood for guessing games. Who are you—if it makes any difference."

"It makes a great deal of difference." Brahnbru stepped forward into full torchlight and turned so Terence could better see his face.

"I—not you—am Terence O'Corcoran."

Terence stared—the resemblance of eyes and nose was uncanny. Under the left eye was the old scar, faint but still discernible, that he'd collected in a copter crash years ago. Two Terence O'Corcorans? Preposterous! Brahnbru kept talking:

"Son of Patrick O'Corcoran and Fiona Garrity. Conceived in Cork, born in Moline, Illinois. Graduated International Space Academy, Class of 2077. Don't look so shocked; it's true."

Terence laughed contemptuously.

The Bearded One grinned. "You want proof? Haven't you ever wondered why you don't have to shave? Beards are superfluous, so the Genies didn't include hair follicles when they synthesized the skin of your face. Face up to it—I am you and you are me. Or rather, I am more than you and you are almost me. The difference is that I was born and you were created. I must admit they did an excellent job."

"You're lying." O'Corcoran's left hand went to his chin, his right edged toward his sword.

Brian Boru noticed the infinitesimal movement, the slight shifting of weight, and his sword was instantly at defense. "Careful. The deck's stacked in my favor."

"Aren't you much too sure of that?" The Bearded One chuckled.

"I have to win, you imitation human being. For two reasons. First, I'm a complete human being, as unscrupulous as I have to be. I can fight dirty, but you can't. And you want to know why? Because, when they put you together, my synthetic friend, they edited all the evil out of you. That gives me all the edge I need."

"You said two reasons." O'Corcoran II's voice was calm, overriding the turmoil in his brain.

"It just wouldn't be right to let the imitation survive the original, to my mind. So if you're ready, you lousy android, let's get it over with."

In answer, O'Corcoran drew his sword. And knew the taste of fear for the first time in his fight against the Thryn. Facing him was an opponent not only as strong, as fast and as experienced in swordplay as himself, but one who knew all his weaknesses, and who would not hesitate to exploit them fully. Behind that reddish beard was a face so familiar that it seemed as if he were deuling a mirror, but Brahnbru's first thrust shattered that notion. The swords clanged together with a vibration that shot all the way to his shoulder.

Terence stepped back quickly, dancing on the balls of his feet, bringing his sword around for a short chop, at Brahnbru's midsection. Brahnbru arched to avoid the blade, then stepped in close with an overhand slash which grazed

O'Corcoran's shoulder, ripping the fabric and drawing blood. Terence answered with a feint to the face. The Bearded One lifted his guard to brush the blade away but it had already been withdrawn and now slashed across Brahnbru's unprotected ribs. Brahnbru whirled to minimize the blow, and danced momentarily out of range.

Terence followed up his advantage by rushing his bearded opponent and chopping at the hand that held the sword —his aim was good, and Brahnbru's blade clattered to the floor, his hand broken. O'Corcoran threw his own sword down.

Brahnbru laughed despite the pain in his broken hand. "You can't shake your ridiculous sense of honor, can you?" he gritted.

They circled each other warily. First one, then the other, made a sudden move and checked it as the other shifted to block it. Terence leaped sideways to a karate stance which was countered immediately by Brahnbru. O'Corcoran's right arm was beginning to feel numb. Each man, realizing the advantage of defensive action, was waiting for the other to attack first.

Then, with a snort of disgust, Brahnbru lunged. O'Corcoran was ready for him, meeting his attack with a quick thrust and chop that almost paralyzed the Bearded One, but Brahnbru had not forgotten the tricks of this ancient Oriental sport either. Using O'Corcoran's momentum to his own advantage, Brahnbru threw his opponent to the floor with force enough to kill him if Terence hadn't been expecting just such a move and twisted to spread the impact to all parts of his body. Still, the fall knocked the wind out of him, and in that split-second of helplessness Brahnbru was upon him, landing knees first on his midsection. A sheet of pain flashed through him, threatening oblivion.

Although he could hardly see, his hands found Brahnbru's face. Grabbing the beard and pulling hard, he twisted his attacker's head, forcing Brahnbru off balance. The Thryn king yelled with pain and crashed to the floor, his good hand trying to break O'Corcoran's hold. Terence rolled on top of him, pinning him down, forcing his elbow into the Bearded

One's neck. Then, shifting his grip slightly, he pulled the head sharply to one side and heard the grinding, crackling sound as the neck broke. Brahnbru's body was limp.

Painfully, O'Corcoran stood up and looked down at the body of Terence O'Corcoran/Brian Boru/Brahnbru.

"You were wrong," he said thickly. "I can fight dirty, too."

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: THE GENIE'S BURDEN

A conventionally religious man might have become quite concerned at that point over whether or not he really existed, and if so, in which body did his immortal soul reside? But as O'Corcoran hadn't bothered himself with such matters when he'd had but one body, he could see no reason for worrying about it now. He'd never been given to extensive soul searching in the first place. Whether original or duplicate, he was satisfied with the fact that he existed, and furthermore that he was exhausted. There was only one drawback. If the Genies, he thought wryly, had gone to all the trouble to build a better Earthman, at least they could have been considerate enough to come out with one that didn't get so blasted tired!

Bringing Naira to the surface had to be postponed for an hour, for although Brahnbru was dead there were still scattered pockets of berserkers to be cleaned out before travel in the subMahtogian labyrinth would be safe. When the fighting was finally ended, little more than one-fifth of O'Corcoran's original five hundred warriors survived. Exhausted and victorious, they climbed up into the aurora-bright night and stumbled back to Anti-Thryn Headquarters. Naira was bedded down in the same room as Sharr, a room hastily converted for the wounded man's comfort. Both now were in a post-probe sleep.

O'Corcoran sent a Genie to find Seamus O'Flynn and, shortly, the leprechaun bounced into Terence's office, a wide grin splitting his bearded face.

"And did Himself summon me, the now?" he crooned happily. "Sure and it's a grand and glorious day for all. There's the spalpeen gone and no more to trouble us. Ye're a big, man, Terence, me bye, a big man."

"Don't you ever simmer down?" Terence growled in disgust. "Get serious, you phony Irishman. I've got some questions to ask."

"Wouldn't ye like to get some sleep first? Ye deserve it."

"I deserve some answers and I want them now. Don't try evading them. Before Brahnbru died he told me who he was—and who I was. I examined his body afterwards and I know he told the truth. Now it's up to you to tell me how and why it happened."

"Does it bother ye as to whether ye're real or not? Well, ye're as real as any man," the leprechaun reassured him.

"I know that. Now answer my question."

"It'll take a bit of time, ye know," the Genie warned.

"I'll make time."

O'Flynn pulled at his beard "Well, laddie, 'twas this way. Terence O'Corcoran the First crashed on Mahtog jist as ye remember it. We—the Genies—were there when that happened and since we can heal, we did that for him. While we were doin' that we probed him and found him acceptable. So we helped him down the mountain and guided him to the gates of Mahtog."

"How many monsters did you give him to fight?"

"None. The monsters were created especially for you. But you're making me get ahead of my story, sure."

O'Corcoran curbed his impatience. "All right, go ahead."

"That O'Corcoran held certain ideas and beliefs which were not rational at all, but seemingly they're typical of Earthmen. He wanted power, prestige, adventure. But most of all he wanted power. We knew that with these notions he'd never be happy on Mahtog so we tried to change him with the Pleasure Probe. His—I believe you call them neuroses on your planet—his neuroses proved too strong for us to cope with. So we decided to make it possible for him to have a reasonable facsimile of what he wanted. We exiled him and sent along some Mahtogians whose sole duty was to make him think he had attained what he wanted. But then he discovered the drug to make berserkers and you know the rest."

"Where did you hear the word neuroses?"

"From you, under the Pleasure Probe."

"You mean from the other O'Corcoran."

Seamus chuckled wryly. "You two are one and the same. When we made you we eliminated some of his ideas and his greed. Other traits of his we strengthened in you. You must understand, Terence, we built a tool, one that had to be just as intelligent and resourceful as the original."

"How did you get the—the pattern?"

"During a Pleasure Probe we inventoried him."

"And so I'm a carbon copy? At least you could have given me an original face. Tell me, what am I made of? Some metal of yours, with colored water running in the veins to simulate blood?"

Terence's voice was bitter. The leprechaun looked perturbed.

"We didn't think it would upset you so, but I imagine to a man of your temperament and background this would be a natural reaction. Believe me you're as real as any man can be. We have created life before you. It's a simple process taking matter and energy and creating bone, tissue and blood. There is nothing artificial about you except your memories and those we had to duplicate as we had no other model to draw on."

"Thanks a lot!"

"Would you rather not have existed?" The Genie's voice was dry.

The Earthman thought of Naira, her crimson hair and yellow eyes, of Sharr, and Seamus, and of the years ahead when the four of them could develop Mahtogian culture and trade and was glad to be alive. He told the Genie so.

"But how on Mahtog did you ever get me—I mean-Terence I to submit to a Pleasure Probe?"

"He had nothing to lose. When we suggested it to him he'd lived among us long enough to know that no Genie can harm a human. And curiosity was one of his stronger traits, almost as strong as his craving for power and his belief that all Mahtog should love him and look up to him. But Mahtogians have no concept of things like love. Although

I believe that at least one of them is gaining some knowledge of it."

Seamus' eyes were twinkling wickedly. O'Corcoran growled. The Genie hastily continued.

"Terence I did show us that these—unsound?—ideas could change. When he found out that he couldn't force all Mah-togians to love him, he decided to make them afraid of him. But the kind of fear he tried to arouse was just as far beyond the people as love. It was then that he began to build his armee of Thryn."

"Revenge," Terence said. The leprechaun nodded.

"Correct. Revenge against a people who had only tried to please him and make him happy and comfortable. We couldn't cure him but we couldn't kill him, either. Only another Earthman could do that."

"And since you didn't have one, you made one. What Baron Frankenstein would have given to have your knowledge!"

Seamus looked puzzled. O'Corcoran told him to forget it.

"It took a great many of us Genies to create you, working for a long time. You had to be an exact duplicate of O'Corcoran but without his—I think the word is insanities. When the work was completed, you were transported to the ship that he'd arrived in, and awakened."

"Those sparkles I saw in the avalanche—that was Genie-power protecting me, right?"

"Wrong. That was a team of Genies. You've asked what our natural form is. Now I can tell you."

"The leprechaun form is as phony as the brogue, then. It puzzled me when you'd lose it from time to time. Do you realize that you haven't spoken like that this last half-hour?"

Seamus looked crestfallen. "Well, we all slip up, now and then, Terence, me lad. We drew this form out of O'Corcoran I's subconscious as the most friendly thing he remembered. The Mount of Magic is where we live: It is the source of our life. Our only food is pure magnetic energy."

"But I've seen you eating and drinking," Terence protested.

"I went through the motions only because it makes us more acceptable to humans."

"All those monsters after the avalanche—they were a test."

"Correct. We picked them out of O'Corcoran's subconscious—memories of things he'd read about or imagined, like the little green man and the school teacher. We had to find out whether you could kill and how it would affect you. Also, we didn't want another like O'Corcoran I to whom taking a life meant nothing. You killed reluctantly and only in self-defense."

Terence rubbed his aching head.

"So the tool was flawless! Tell me, since you're so averse to killing, what would you have done with me if I had turned out like the original?"

"It would have served our purpose just as well. We'd have sent you to join O'Corcoran I and one of you would have destroyed the other. The remaining one would have been left alone until we'd created another tool."

"How much do Sharr and Naira know about me?"

"Everything there is to know. Sharr is our choice for the next Proqoo and it was his and Naira's honor to be your strongest contact with the people."

"I wondered why I never saw any other Mahtogians until it was time to create the bank."

"We had to keep them away. When you went out on the streets we had to clear them of,people, just in case somebody —I believe the expression is—spilled the beans. You've got to admit the three of you made quite a team. What we didn't plan on was Naira's loving you. It had never happened on Mahtog before. Most irrational."

O'Corcoran stretched, easing some of the ache in his exhausted muscles. He even managed a grin. He thought fuzzily that he ought to be more concerned about the difference between being a synthetic human or not, but it didn't matter all that much. He had Naira and he was alive. Dimly, he became aware that Seamus was still talking and concentrated on what the elfling was saying.

"—rationality was the concept on which we formed Mah-tog."

"I think that's the biggest problem you've got. Everything is so blasted rational that your people are vegetating. You've carried mental health to the point where it became a physical sickness."

The leprechaun was silent for a few moments, deep in thought. "We had reached that conclusion some time ago but hadn't found the cure. O'Corcoran I we welcomed because we thought he might show the way to a change. He did, but the change was not right. You, I think, are the answer. As their leader, I will take this up with the other energy beings."

"I figured you were one of the high mucky-mucks. Is that what you call yourselves? Energy beings?"

Seamus chuckled. "No. Nor Genie, nor leprechaun, either. You would not be able to pronounce it. The language is vastly different from the Mahtogian and is spoken only among ourselves."

Terence knew he was falling asleep; the Genie's voice kept fading in and out. He got up and strolled around the room. He had to know the answers.

"Why were there two spaceships on that blasted mountain?" he demanded.

"We had to account for O'Corcoran's presence here once you guessed that he might be from another world, too. So we copied the original craft—changing it here and there so you wouldn't know 'twas the same ship."

O'Corcoran grinned. "You made a mistake, though—each piece of equipment bore a serial number and they were identical on both ships. They shouldn't have been. I suspected something was wrong the minute I examined your duplicate. Why did you go to all the bother, Seamus? Why didn't you tell me at the start that I was a duplicate of Brahnbru?"

"That would have been most unwise. The two of you were the most capable men on the planet. If you'd known you might have joined forces, and then where would Mahtog be? There was no Mahtogian who could have stood up to one Terence O'Corcoran, much less two."

"The blame's yours, Seamus. You've helped these people to the point that there's not a red-blopded man among 'em. They stub their toes and you're there, to make everything right again. They stub their minds on a new idea and you're there to 'cure' them. You don't have any leaders because it takes a certain kind of neurotic to want to be a leader—and you haven't permitted neuroses. You don't have any inventors, writers, philosophers—because a man has to be erratic to get into something like that in the first place. You put chains on their minds and then you complain because they can't think. There must be a change on this planet, if the people are ever going to amount to anything. Brahnbru went about it the wrong way, that's all."

"You eliminated him."

"For the sake of people who had become my friends. That includes you, whether you like it or not. You love the Mahtogians, don't you?"

"We have a very high regard for them," the leprechaun admitted.

"Then release their minds. There'll be chaos, at first, when they realize that their 'crutches' are gone but they'll climb out of it. Heal their bodies when it's needed but stop 'healing' them of ambition and curiosity, of the desire to climb to a higher station in life, of the ability to feel love and envy and hate."

"Are you trying to convince me that mental disturbances are good for people?"

"Some so-called neuroses are. If you want people instead of machines. You've been stifling emotions in these people because you're convinced that they're happier without them. Start encouraging these emotions. You'll find they'll need the Pleasure Probe less and less. They're using it only to escape from the reality of stagnation."

The Earthman stretched and yawned. His eyes were sticky with fatigue. The leprechaun nodded decisively and stood up.

"You've given us much to discuss on the Mount of Magic. Now go get some sleep."

His form shivered, wavered, dissolved into a cloud of sparkling rosy flecks which flowed out of the room.

Dimly, he could hear a dull mutter. Then a subdued roar. Then, through the roar, individual sounds were distinguishable, chief among them the name "Toranz" repeated over and over. Reluctantly, O'Corcoran pulled himself out of a deep sleep and opened his eyes. Blinking, he struggled up on his elbows and yawned.

There was a rustle and soft arms wound around him. He breathed in the perfume of Naira's hair and grinned in sheer delight of living.

"Did you rest well, Toranz?" she murmured against his shoulder.

"Very well."

She kissed his chin and Sharr coughed discreetly in the background. Terence eyed him sourly. Sharr drew his black-and-gold semi-toga around him.

"Matters like that should not be done in public," he objected. "It has never been seen on Mahtog before and, although I know many changes are coming, still I am old-fashioned enough to wish to wait. I will overcome that in time, however."

Naira reluctantly released Terence and stood up.

"I dressed as you told me."

She pirouetted in front of him. The dress was a soft, silky material of a sea-green, with a draped bodice and short flaring skirt. The Earthman chuckled appreciatively. Around her waist, Naira had woven a girdle of flowers in orange and white and her hair was filleted with jewels. Brown jewels, gleaming and glowing against the crimson strands.

Oh, well, he decided somewhat wryly, perceiving the wicked twinkle in the girl's eyes, he wouldn't want a woman without a mind of her own.

"That's a most becoming outfit," he told her, grinning.

She smiled demurely.

"Yes. Now, would you like to eat, Toranz?" She presented a platter of cakes, fruit and nuts to him while Sharr poured a sparkling, silvery liquid into a goblet.

Terence selected his breakfast and drank deeply of the fragrant wine. The dull mutter and the cries outside the house forced themselves back into his attention.

"What on Mahtog is that noise?" he demanded, biting into a mangonana.

"It is the people," Sharr announced' formally. "They have heard of last night's happenings and ask to see you. They wish you to become the Head of Mahtog."

"Not on your life," Terence declared, wrapping himself in a night-cloak and striding into the ante-room to dress. "Brahnbru's defeated and now all I want is to wed Naira," he shouted.

"But you must give me time to prepare for the wedding. I have clothes and jewels to buy—but I won't take too long," the girl hastened to assure him, hearing his disgusted growl.

"How long have I slept?"

"A day and a half," Sharr replied. "It's almost noon. This morning your artisans arrived to announce that the Tunnel Weapon is ready for testing. When I told them there was no use for it, they were not happy."

O'Corcoran rumbled with laughter. "Wonderful! That's a good reaction." He struggled into a boot.

"What do you mean?"

"Somebody liked what they were doing so much that they finished working on it. Do you realize that that was a historic moment on Mahtog?" He buckled his belt around his waist.

"The people insist on your being the next Proqoo," Sharr bellowed. O'Corcoran strode back into the room and selected a cake.

"Not on your life," he told them firmly, munching away. "They're going to elect you—as the Genies planned. I'll even help you get elected. All I want is to be appointed Secretary of Education once you're Proqoo."

"What is this Secretary of—of—Doocashon?"

"It means I'll introduce what I know of science, arts, learning to the people. They'll catch on and then they'll develop what I teach them even further. There are good minds here; fertile soil waiting to be planted with ideas. The right ideas, I promise you," he hastened to add, seeing the doubt on Share's face. •

"I don't know what those words mean, but if you say it's all right, then 111 help you in any way possible," the politician smiled.

"And after you have done all those things, will you repair your ship and go back to your planet?" the girl asked.

"Maybe. Although I've never actually been there, yet I have. I know everything about it, but I would like to see it with my own eyes."

Naira's long red eyelashes swept down over her eyes and the lovely mouth quivered. O'Corcoran swept her into his arms.

"I would never go without you, sweetheart," he assured her.

Sharr cleared his throat. "Later, later," he said impatiently. "The people out there have been waiting for you for hours. You must go and speak to them."

Reluctantly, he let the girl go. She sped to bring his feathered cape and helmet. He jammed the head gear on his Irish-red hair.

"Why the blazes do they want to speak to me?" he grumbled.

Naira buckled the cloak around his shoulders, and kissed him tenderly.

"Because—Seamus said to tell you—you're the first hero Mahtog's ever had."
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