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OREWORD

nce it was believed that a collection like Nebula Award-
Winning Novellas could only exist in the mind of the most
imaginative science-fiction reader. Sometimes, however, fan-

tasy becomes reality.

As the Science Fiction and Fantasy buyer for a national bookseller, I've
had the opportunity to talk to many science-fiction and fantasy fans. During
our conversations, one complaint echoes over and over: Why isn’t there a
good anthology of novella-length science-fiction stories? Readers were able
to find science-fiction short story collections and novels, but novellas were
extremely scarce—most were out-of-print or going out-of-print.

Once a story of novella-length makes its appearance in a magazine, it
often disappears without a trace. Even Nebula award-winning novellas (un-
less they are recent winners) are virtually impossible to obtain. It is alarm-
ing to discover that works which are considered benchmarks in the genre
can so easily vanish and not be enjoyed by future readers.

Of the ten Nebula award-winning novellas collected here by Martin H.
Greenberg, one of the world’s top anthologists and an expert in the genre,
six of these also won the Hugo award for that year. Three of the authors—
Robert Silverberg, John Varley, and Roger Zelazny—have won the Nebula
more than once.

These novellas represent some of the best science fiction that has ever
been written. If you have not read them before, get ready for a real treat.

—Stephen Pagel
1994







INTRODLGTION

he Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA), an organiza-
tion of professional writers in the genres of science fiction
and fantasy, was founded in 1965. Its main initial purpose was
to aid the working writers of science fiction.

The SFWA began with a charter membership of seventy-eight authors.
Writer and editor Damon Knight was SFWA'’s first president; he, along
with fellow SFWA officers James Blish and Lloyd Biggle, came up with the
idea to raise money for the fledgling organization by publishing an anthol-
ogy including the best stories of the year. This project then developed into
the Nebula Award, to be given annually to the authors of the best science
fiction of the previous year. The original Nebula Award trophy was de-
signed by artist Judith Ann Lawrence, based on a sketch by writer Kate
Wilhelm; it is a block of lucite in which are embedded a spiral nebula made
of metallic glitter and a specimen of rock crystal. The trophies are hand-
made, and no two are exactly alike.

Since 1965, the SFW A has become the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writ-
ers of America, Inc., and its membership has grown to over a thousand
authors, including most of the active writers in the field. The Nebula
Award has also seen some changes since 1966, the first year it was awarded,
but one feature has remained constant: It is the only award in science
fiction that is given by a vote of the writers themselves. Nebula Awards are
given in the categories of novel, novella, novelette, and short story; a
Grand Master Award, given to a living writer for a body of work, is
awarded no more than six times in a decade.

Science fiction has changed greatly over the years since the SFWA'’s
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founding, reflecting perhaps the increasingly tumultuous and chaotic world
around us. The mid-1960s was a period marked by challenges to conven-
tionality—or, as some might put it, affronts to tradition and authority.
During the '70s, various social movements, including the civil rights, anti-
war, and women'’s movements, were increasingly reflected in science fic-
tional narratives. The '80s brought a proliferation of subgenres, to the point
where it now seems that science fiction may have no real center. As the
nations of the world throw off old bonds that once united them, and
fragment into hostile factions, the writers of science fiction have apparently
followed their example. Science fiction rooted in solid, realistic detail, fan-
tasy with science fictional underpinnings, and horror based on traditional
science fiction concepts are three of the many subgenres that are now part
of science fiction.

Looking at the different kinds of works being produced, and the diver-
sity of writers in the field who seem to have little in common, a reader
might wonder if science fiction has any true center left, any common
characteristics that still unify this genre.

Happily, the novellas in this collection, unique and individual as they
are, do an excellent job of displaying the variety of writing in science fiction
while also revealing the qualities that distinguish the genre from other
forms. The sense of possibility, the strangeness that often lies at the heart of
seemingly commonplace events and settings, the exploration of societies
and environments that are different from our own, the sense of wonder—
all are present in the novellas you are about to read.

In addition, each story is a superb example of each author’s respective
talents. Fritz Leiber, one of the most versatile writers the field has ever
produced, tells a fantasy tale of two of his most beloved characters in “Ill
Met in Lankhmar.” Arthur C. Clarke, a prominent writer rooted in scien-
tific culture, displays his genius for the “hard” science fiction story in “A
Meeting with Medusa.” Roger Zelazny, one of the innovative stylists who
breathed new life into the genre during the *60s, shows off his literary talent
in “"Home Is the Hangman.” In “The Persistence of Vision,” John Varley
reveals the inventiveness, sensitivity, and gift for realism that have made
him one of the field’s most popular writers, while Barry B. Longyear’s
“Enemy Mine” is a fine example of an enduring theme in science fiction,
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the contact between human and alien. Greg Bear’s “Hardfought,” a war
story packed with speculation, as is most of his work, shows why he is
becoming one of the most original writers in the field; Poul Anderson’s
“The Saturn Game,” with the thoughtfulness, attention to detail, and evoc-
ative prose characteristic to him, reveals a master at work. Robert Silver-
berg, one of science fiction’s most prolific, honored, and skilled writers, is
also one of its most elegant, as “Sailing to Byzantium,” an exotic tale of
travelers, shows. Connie Willis, who is an expert at concisely depicting the
seemingly ordinary yet fascinating lives of her characters, is at her best in
“The Last of the Winnebagos,” and Lois McMaster Bujold, in “The Moun-
tains of Mourning,” is a strong storyteller who shows how much can still
be accomplished in the more traditional science fiction story.

Readers familiar with other books and stories by these Nebula Award-
winning authors will be entertained and stimulated by these examples of
their craft and art; those encountering these writers for the first time will
find these tales excellent introductions to their work. Science fiction still has
its center, a core of speculation about people and the imagined worlds they
might and could inhabit.

—Pamela Sargent
1994






ILL MET IN
LANKHMAR

Fritz Leiber

ilent as specters, the tall and the fat thief edged past the dead,
noose-strangled watch-leopard, out the thick, lock-picked
door of Jengao the Gem Merchant, and strolled east on Cash

Street through the thin black night-smog of Lankhmar, City
of Sevenscore Thousand Smokes.

East on Cash it had to be, for west at the intersection of Cash and Silver
was a police post with unbribed guardsmen in browned-iron cuirasses and
helms, restlessly grounding and ratiling their pikes, while Jengao’s place
had no alley entrance or even window in its stone walls three spans thick
and the roof and floor almost as strong and without trap doors.

But tall, tightlipped Slevyas, master thief candidate, and fat, darting-
eyed Fissif, thief second class, brevetted first class for this operation, with a
rating of talented in double-dealing, were not in the least worried. Every-
thing was proceeding according to plan. Each carried thonged in his pouch
a much smaller pouch of jewels of the first water only, for Jengao, now
breathing stertoriously inside and senseless from the slugging he’d suffered,
must be allowed, nay, nursed and encouraged, to build up his business
again and so ripen it for another plucking. Almost the first law of the
Thieves’ Guild was never kill the hen that laid brown eggs with a ruby in
the yolk, or white eggs with a diamond in the white.

The two thieves also had the relief of knowing that, with the satisfaction
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of a job well done, they were going straight home now, not to a wife,
Aarth forbid!—or to parents and children, all gods forfend!—but to Thieves’
House, headquarters and barracks of the all-mighty Guild which was father
to them both and mother too, though no woman was allowed inside its
ever-open portal on Cheap Street.

In addition there was the comforting knowledge that although each was
armed only with his regulation silver-hilted thief's knife, a weapon seldom
used except in rare intramural duels and brawls, in fact more a membership
token than a weapon, they were nevertheless most strongly convoyed by
three reliable and lethal bravos hired for the evening from the Slayers’
Brotherhood, one moving well ahead of them as point, the other two well
behind as rear guard and chief striking force, in fact almost out of sight—for
it is never wise that such convoying be obvious, or so believed Krovas,
Grandmaster of the Thieves’ Guild.

And if all that were not enough to make Slevyas and Fissif feel safe and
serene, there danced along soundlessly beside them in the shadow of the
north curb a small, malformed or at any rate somewhat large-headed shape
that might have been a small dog, a somewhat undersized cat, or a very big
rat. Occasionally it scuttled familiarly and even encouragingly a little way
toward their snugly felt-slippered feet, though it always scurried swiftly
back into the darker dark.

True, this last guard was not an absolutely unalloyed reassurance. At
that very moment, scarcely twoscore paces yet from Jengao’s, Fissif tautly
walked for a bit on tiptoe and strained his pudgy lips upward to whisper
softly in Slevyas’ long-lobed ear, “Damned if I like being dogged by that
Familiar of Hristomilo, no matter what security he’s supposed to afford us.
Bad enough that Krovas employs or lets himself be cowed into employing a
sorcerer of most dubious, if dire, reputation and aspect, but that—"

“Shut your trap!” Slevyas hissed still more softly.

Fissif obeyed with a shrug and occupied himself even more restlessly
and keenly than was his wont in darting his gaze this way and that, but
chiefly ahead.

Some distance in that direction, in fact just short of the Gold Street
intersection, Cash was bridged by an enclosed second-story passageway
connecting the two buildings which made up the premises of the famous
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stone-masons and sculptors Rokkermas and Slaarg. The firm’s buildings
themselves were fronted by very shallow porticos supported by unnecessar-
ily large pillars of varied shape and decoration, advertisements more than
structural members.

From just beyond the bridge there came two low, brief whistles, signal
from the point bravo that he had inspected that area for ambushes and
discovered nothing suspicious and that Gold Street was clear.

Fissif was by no means entirely satisfied by the safety signal. To tell the
truth, the fat thief rather enjoyed being apprehensive and even fearful, at
least up to a point. A sense of strident panic overlaid with writhing calm
made him feel more excitingly alive than the occasional woman he en-
joyed. So he scanned most closely through the thin, sooty smog the front-
ages and overhangs of Rokkermas and Slaarg as his and Slevyas’ leisurely
seeming yet unslow pace brought them steadily closer.

On this side the bridge was pierced by four small windows, between
which were three large niches in which stood—another advertisement—
three life-size plaster statues, somewhat eroded by years of weather and
dyed varying tones of dark gray by as many years of smog. Approaching
Jengao’s before the burglary, Fissif had noted them with a swift but com-
prehensive overshoulder glance. Now it seemed to him that the statue to
the right had indefinably changed. It was that of a man of medium height
wearing cloak and hood, who gazed down with crossed arms and brooding
aspect. No, not indefinably quite—the statue was a more uniform dark gray
now, he fancied, cloak, hood, and face; it seemed somewhat sharper fea-
tured, less eroded; and he would almost swear it had grown shorter!

Just below the niche, moreover, there was a scattering of gray and raw
white rubble which he didn’t recall having been there earlier. He strained
to remember if during the excitement of the burglary, with its lively leop-
ard-slaying and slugging and all, the unsleeping watch-corner of his mind
had recorded a distant crash, and now he believed it had. His quick imagi-
nation pictured the possibility of a hole or even door behind each statue,
through which it might be given a strong push and so tumbled onto pas-
sersby, himself and Slevyas specifically, the right-hand statue having been
crashed to test the device and then replaced with a near twin.

He would keep close watch on all three statues as he and Slevyas walked
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under. It would be easy to dodge if he saw one start to overbalance. Should
he yank Slevyas out of harm’s way when that happened? It was something
to think about.

Without pause his restless attention fixed next on the porticos and pil-
lars. The latter, thick and almost three yards tall, were placed at irregular
intervals as well as being irregularly shaped and fluted, for Rokkermas and
Slaarg were most modern and emphasized the unfinished look, random-
ness, and the unexpected.

Nevertheless it seemed to Fissif, his wariness wide awake now, that
there was an intensification of unexpectedness, specifically that there was
one more pillar under the porticos than when he had last passed by. He
couldn’t be sure which pillar was the newcomer, but he was almost certain
there was one.

Share his suspicions with Slevyas? Yes, and get another hissed reproof
and flash of contempt from the small, dull-seemning eyes.

The enclosed bridge was close now. Fissif glanced up at the right-hand
statue and noted other differences from the one he’d recalled. Although
shorter, it seemed to hold itself more strainingly erect, while the frown
carved in its dark gray face was not so much one of philosophic brooding as
sneering contempt, self-conscious cleverness, and conceit.

Still, none of the three statues toppled forward as he and Slevyas walked
under the bridge. However, something else happened to Fissif at that mo-
ment.

One of the pillars winked at him.

The Gray Mouser—for so Mouse now named himself to himself and
Ivrian—turned around in the right-hand niche, leaped up and caught hold
of the cornice, silently vaulted to the flat roof, and crossed it precisely in
time to see the two thieves emerge below.

Without hesitation he leaped forward and down, his body straight as a
crossbow bolt, the soles of his ratskin boots aimed at the shorter thief’s fat-
buried shoulder blades, though leading him a little to allow for the yard
he’d walk while the Mouser hurtled toward him.

In the instant that he leaped, the tall thief glanced up overshoulder and
whipped out a knife, though making no move to push or pull Fissif out of
the way of the human projectile speeding toward him. The Mouser
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shrugged in full flight. He’d just have to deal with the tall thief faster after
knocking down the fat one.

More swiftly than one would have thought he could manage, Fissif
whirled around then and thinly screamed, “Slivikin!”

The ratskin boots took him high in the belly. It was like landing on a big
cushion. Writhing aside from Slevyas’ first thrust, the Mouser somersaulted
forward, turning feet over head, and as the fat thief’s skull hit a cobble with
a dull bong he came to his feet with dirk in hand, ready to take on the tall
one.

But there was no need. Slevyas, his small eyes glazed, was toppling too.

One of the pillars had sprung forward, trailing a voluminous robe. A big
hood had fallen back from a youthful face and long-haired head. Brawny
arms had emerged from the long, loose sleeves that had been the pillar’s
topmost section, while the big fist ending one of the arms had dealt Slevyas
a shrewd knockout punch on the chin.

Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser faced each other across the two thieves
sprawled senseless. They were poised for attack, yet for the moment nei-
ther moved.

Each discerned something inexplicably familiar in the other.

Fafhrd said, “Our motives for being here seem identical.”

“Seem? Surely must be!” the Mouser answered curtly, fiercely eyeing
this potential new foe, who was taller by a head than the tall thief.

“You said?”

“I said, ‘Seem? Surely must be!’ ”

“How civilized of you!” Fafhrd commented in pleased tones.

“Civilized?” the Mouser demanded suspiciously, gripping his dirk
tighter.

“To care, in the eye of action, exactly what’s said,” Fafhrd explained.
Without letting the Mouser out of his vision, he glanced down. His gaze
traveled from the belt and pouch of one fallen thief to those of the other.
Then he looked up at the Mouser with a broad, ingenuous smile.

“Sixty-sixty?” he suggested.

The Mouser hesitated, sheathed his dirk, and rapped out, “A deal!” He
kneltv abruptly, his fingers on the drawstrings of Fissif’s pouch. “Loot you
Slivikin,” he directed.
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It was natural to suppose that the fat thief had been crying his compan-
ion’s name at the end.

Without looking up from where he knelt, Fafhrd remarked, “That . . .
ferret they had with them. Where did it go?”

“Ferret?” the Mouser answered briefly. “It was a marmoset!”

“Marmoset,” Fafhrd mused. “That’s a small tropical monkey, isn’t it?
Well, might have been, but I got the strange impression that—"

The silent, two-pronged rush which almost overwhelmed them at that
instant really surprised neither of them. Each had been expecting it, but the
expectation had dropped out of conscious thought with the startlement of
their encounter.

The three bravos racing down upon them in concerted attack, two from
the west and one from the east, all with swords poised to thrust, had
assumed that the two highjackers would be armed at most with knives and
as timid or at least cautious in weapons-combat as the general run of
thieves and counter-thieves. So it was they who were surprised and thrown
into confusion when with the lightning speed of youth the Mouser and
Fafhrd sprang up, whipped out fearsomely long swords, and faced them
back to back.

The Mouser made a very small parry in carte so that the thrust of the
bravo from the east went past his left side by only a hair’s breath. He
instantly riposted. His adversary, desperately springing back, parried in turn
in carte. Hardly slowing, the tip of the Mouser’s long, slim sword dropped
under that parry with the delicacy of a princess curtsying and then leaped
forward and a little upward, the Mouser making an impossibly long-looking
lunge for one so small, and went between two scales of the bravo’s ar-
mored jerkin and between his ribs and through his heart and out his back
as if all were angelfood cake.

Meanwhile Fafhrd, facing the two bravos from the west, swept aside
their low thrusts with somewhat larger, down-sweeping parries in seconde
and low prime, then flipped up his sword, long as the Mouser’s but heavier,
so that it slashed through the neck of his right-hand adversary, half decapi-
tating him. Then he, dropping back a swift step, readied a thrust for the
other.

But there was no need. A narrow ribbon of bloodied steel, followed by a
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gray glove and arm, flashed past him from behind and transfixed the last
bravo with the identical thrust the Mouser had used on the first.

The two young men wiped and sheathed their swords. Fafhrd brushed
the palm of his open right hand down his robe and held it out. The Mouser
pulled off right-hand gray glove and shook the other’s big hand in his
sinewy one. Without word exchanged, they knelt and finished looting the
two unconscious thieves, securing the small bags of jewels. With an oily
towel and then a dry one, the Mouser sketchily wiped from his face the
greasy ash-soot mixture which had darkened it, next swiftly rolled up both
towels and returned them to his own pouch. Then, after only a questioning
eye-twitch east on the Mouser’s part and a nod from Fafhrd, they swiftly
walked on in the direction Slevyas and Fissif and their escort had been
going.

After reconnoitering Gold Street, they crossed it and continued east on
Cash at Fafhrd’s gestured proposal.

“My woman’s at the Golden Lamprey,” he explained.

“Let’s pick her up and take her home to meet my girl,” the Mouser
suggested.

“Home?” Fafhrd inquired politely, only the barest hint of question in his
voice.

“Dim Lane,” the Mouser volunteered.

“Silver Eel?”

“Behind it. We'll have some drinks.”

“T'll pick up a jug. Never have too much juice.”

“True. I'll let you.”

Several squares farther on Fafhrd, after stealing a number of looks at his
new comrade, said with conviction, “We’ve met before.”

The Mouser grinned at him. “Beach by the Mountains of Hunger?”

“Right! When I was a pirate’s ship-boy.”

“And I was a wizard’s apprentice.”

Fafhrd stopped, -again wiped right hand on robe, and held it out.
“Name’s Fafhrd. Ef ay ef aitch ar dee.”

Again the Mouser shook it. “Gray Mouser,” he said a touch defiantly, as
if challenging anyone to laugh at the sobriquet. “Excuse me, but how

exactly do you pronounce that? Faf-hrud?”
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“Just Faf-erd.”

“Thank you.” They walked on.

“Gray Mouser, eh?” Fafhrd remarked. “Well, you killed yourself a cou-
ple of rats ronight.”

“That I did.” The Mouser’s chest swelled and he threw back his head.
Then with a comic twitch of his nose and a sidewise half-grin he admitted,
“You'd have got your second man easily enough. I stole him from you to
demonstrate my speed. Besides, I was excited.”

Fafhrd chuckled. “You're telling me? How do you suppose 1 was feel-
ing?”

Later, as they were crossing Pimp Street, he asked, “Learn much magic
from your wizard?”

Once more the Mouser threw back his head. He flared his nostrils and
drew down the corners of his lips, preparing his mouth for boastful, mysti-
fying speech. But once more he found himself twitching his nose and half
grinning. What the deuce did this big fellow have that kept him from
putting on his usual acts? “Enough to tell me it'’s damned dangerous stuff.
Though I still fool with it now and then.”

Fafhrd was asking himself a similar question. All his life he’d mistrusted
small men, knowing his height awakened their instant jealousy. But this
clever little chap was somehow an exception. Quick thinker and brilliant
swordsman too, no argument. He prayed to Kos that Vlana would like
him.

On the northeast comer of Cash and Whore a slow-bumning torch
shaded by a broad gilded hoop cast a cone of light up into the thickening
black night-smog and another cone down on the cobbles before the tavern
door. Out of the shadows into the second cone stepped Vlana, handsome in
a narrow black velvet dress and red stockings, her only ornaments a silver-
sheathed and -hilted dagger and a silver-worked black pouch, both on a
plain black belt.

Fafhrd introduced the Gray Mouser, who behaved with an almost fawn-
ing courtesy, obsequiously gallant. Vlana studied him boldly, then gave him
a tentative smile.

Fafhrd opened under the torch the small pouch he’d taken off the tall
thief. Vlana looked down into it. She put her arms around Fafhrd, hugged
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him tight, and kissed him soundly. Then she thrust the jewels into the
pouch on her belt.

When that was done, he said, “Look, I'm going to buy a jug. You tell
her what happened, Mouser.”

When he came out of the Golden Lamprey he was carrying four jugs in
the crook of his left arm and wiping his lips on the back of his right hand.
Vlana was frowning. He grinned at her. The Mouser smacked his lips at the
jugs. They continued east on Cash. Fafhrd realized that the frown was for
more than the jugs and the prospect of stupidly drunken male revelry. The
Mouser tactfully walked ahead, ostensibly to lead the way.

When his figure was little more than a blob in the thickening smog,
Viana whispered harshly, “You had two members of the Thieves” Guild
knocked out cold and you didn’t cut their throats?”

“We slew three bravos,” Fafhrd protested by way of excuse.

“My quarrel is not with the Slayers’ Brotherhood, but that abominable
Guild. You swore to me that whenever you had the chance—"

“Vlana! I couldn’t have the Gray Mouser thinking I was an amateur
counter-thief consumed by hysteria and blood lust.”

“You already set great store by him, don't you?”

“He possibly saved my life tonight.”

“Well, he told me that he’d have slit their throats in a wink, if he’d
known I wanted it that way.”

“He was only playing up to you from courtesy.”

“Perhaps and perhaps not. But you knew and you didn't—"

“Vlana, shut up!”

Her frown became a rageful glare, then suddenly she laughed wildly,
smiled twitchingly as if she were about to cry, mastered herself and smiled
more lovingly. “Pardon me, darling,” she said. “Sometimes you must think
I'm going mad and sometimes I believe I am.”

“Well, don’t,” he told her shortly. “Think of the jewels we’ve won
instead. And behave yourself with our new friends. Get some wine inside
you and relax. I mean to enjoy myself tonight. I've earned it.”

She nodded and clutched his arm in agreement and for comfort and
sanity. They hurried to catch up with the dim figure ahead.
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The Mouser, turning left, led them a half square north on Cheap Street
to where a narrower way went east again. The black mist in it looked solid.

“Dim Lane,” the Mouser explained.

Fafhrd nodded that he knew.

Vlana said, “Dim’s too weak—too transparent a word for it tonight,”
with an uneven laugh in which there were still traces of hysteria and which
ended in a fit of strangled coughing. When she could swallow again, she
gasped out, “Damn Lankhmar’s night-smog! What a hell of a city!”

“It’s the nearness here of the Great Salt Marsh,” Fafhrd explained.

And he did indeed have part of the answer. Lying low betwixt the
Marsh, the Inner Sea, the River Hlal, and the flat southen grainfields
watered by canals fed by the Hlal, Lankhmar with its innumerable smokes
was the prey of fogs and sooty smogs. No wonder the citizens had adopted
the black toga as their formal garb. Some averred the toga had originally
been white or pale brown, but so swiftly soot-blackened, necessitating end-
less laundering, that a thrifty overlord had ratified and made official what
nature or civilization’s arts decreed.

About halfway to Carter Street, a tavern on the north side of the lane
emerged from the murk. A gape-jawed serpentine shape of pale metal
crested with soot hung high for a sign. Beneath it they passed a door
curtained with begrimed leather, the slit in which spilled out noise, pulsing
torchlight, and the reek of liquor.

Just beyond the Silver Eel the Mouser led them through an inky passage-
way outside the tavern’s east wall. They had to go single file, feeling their
way along rough, slimily bemisted brick and keeping close together.

“Mind the puddle,” the Mouser warned. “It’s deep as the Outer Sea.”

The passageway widened. Reflected torchlight filtering down through
the dark mist allowed them to make out only the most general shape of
their surroundings. To the right was more windowless, high wall. To the
left, crowding close to the back of the Silver Eel, rose a dismal, rickety
building of darkened brick and blackened, ancient wood. It looked urterly
deserted to Fafhrd and Vlana until they had craned back their heads to gaze
at the fourth-story attic under the ragged-guttered roof. There faint lines
and points of yellow light shone around and through three tightly-latticed
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windows. Beyond, crossing the T of the space they were in, was a narrow
alley.

“Bones Alley,” the Mouser told them in somewhat lofty tones. “I call it
Ordure Boulevard.”

“I can smell that,” Vlana said.

By now she and Fafhrd could see a long, narrow wooden outside stair-
way, steep yet sagging and without a rail, leading up to the lighted attic.
The Mouser relieved Fafhrd of the jugs and went up it quite swiftly.

“Follow me when I've reached the top,” he called back. “I think it'll
take your weight, Fafhrd, but best one of you at a time.”

Fafhrd gently pushed Vlana ahead. With another hysteria-tinged laugh
and a pause midway up for another fit of choked coughing, she mounted to
the Mouser where he now stood in an open doorway, from which
streamed yellow light that died swiftly in the night-smog. He was lightly
resting a hand on a big, empty, wrought-iron lamp-hook firmly set in a
stone section of the outside wall. He bowed aside, and she went in.

Fafhrd followed, placing his feet as close as he could to the wall, his
hands ready to grab for support. The whole stairs creaked ominously and
each step gave a little as he shifted his weight onto it. Near the top, one
gave way with the muted crack of half-rotted wood. Gently as he could, he
sprawled himself hand and knee on as many steps as he could reach, to
distribute his weight, and cursed sulphurously.

“Don’t fret, the jugs are safe,” the Mouser called down gayly.

Fafhrd crawled the rest of the way, a somewhat sour look on his face,
and did not get to his feet until he was inside the doorway. When he had
done so, he almost gasped with surprise.

It was like rubbing the verdigris from a cheap brass ring and finding a
rainbow-fired diamond of the first water set in it. Rich drapes, some twin-
kling with embroidery of silver and gold, covered the walls except where
the shuttered windows were—and the shutters of those were gilded. Simi-
lar but darker fabrics hid the low ceiling, making a gorgeous canopy in
which the flecks of gold and silver were like stars. Scattered about were
plump cushions and low tables, on which burned a multitude of candles.
On shelves against the walls were neatly stacked like small logs a vast
reserve of candles, numerous scrolls, jugs, bottles, and enameled boxes. A
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low vanity table was backed by a mirror of honed silver and thickly scat-
tered over with jewels and cosmetics. In a large fireplace was set a small
metal stove, neatly blacked, with an ornate fire-pot. Also set beside the
stove were a tidy pyramid of thin, resinous torches with frayed ends—fire-
kindlers—and other pyramids of short-handled brooms and mops, small,
short logs, and gleamingly black coal.

On a low dais by the fireplace was a wide, short-legged, high-backed
couch covered with cloth of gold. On it sat a thin, pale-faced, delicately
handsome girl clad in a dress of thick violet silk worked with silver and
belted with a silver chain. Her slippers were of white snow-serpent fur.
Silver pins headed with amethysts held in place her high-piled black hair.
Around her shoulders was drawn a white ermine wrap. She was leaning
forward with uneasy-seeming graciousness and extending a narrow, white
hand which shook a little to Vlana, who knelt before her and now gently
took the proffered hand and bowed her head over it, her own glossy,
straight, dark-brown hair making a canopy, and pressed the other girl’s
hand’s back to her lips.

Fafhrd was happy to see his woman playing up properly to this defi-
nitely odd though delightful situation. Then looking at Vlana’s long, red-
stockinged leg stretched far behind her as she knelt on the other, he noted
that the floor was everywhere strewn—to the point of double, treble, and
quadruple overlaps—with thick-piled, close-woven, many-hued rugs of the
finest imported from the Eastern Lands. Before he knew it, his thumb had
shot toward the Gray Mouser.

“You’'re the Rug Robber!” he proclaimed. “You're the Carpet Crimp!—
and the Candle Corsair too!” he continued, referring to two series of un-
solved thefts which had been on the lips of all Lankhmar when he and
Vlana had arrived a moon ago.

The Mouser shrugged impassive-faced at Fafhrd, then suddenly grinned,
his slitted eyes a-twinkle, and broke into an impromptu dance which car-
ried him whirling and jigging around the room and left him behind Fafhrd,
where he deftly reached down the hooded and long-sleeved robe from the
latter’s stooping shoulders, shook it out, carefully folded it, and set it on a
pillow.

After a long, uncertain pause, the girl in violet nervously patted with her
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free hand the cloth of gold beside her and Vlana seated herself there,
carefully not too close, and the two women spoke together in low voices,
Vlana taking the lead, though not obviously.

The Mouser took off his own gray, hooded cloak, folded it almost fuss-
ily, and laid it beside Fafhrd’s. Then they unbelted their swords, and the
Mouser set them atop folded robe and cloak.

Without those weapons and bulking garments, the two men looked
suddenly like youths, both with clear, close-shaven faces, both slender de-
spite the swelling muscles of Fafhrd’s arms and calves, he with long red-
gold hair falling down his back and about his. shoulders, the Mouser with
dark hair cut in bangs, the one in brown leather tunic worked with copper
wire, the other in jerkin of coarsely woven gray silk.

They smiled at each other. The feeling each had of having rurned boy all
at once made their smiles for the first time a bit embarrassed. The Mouser
cleared his throat and, bowing a little, but looking still at Fafhrd, extended
a loosely spread-fingered arm toward the golden couch and said with a
preliminary stammer, though otherwise smoothly enough, “Fafhrd, my
good friend, permit me to introduce you to my princess. Ivrian, my dear,
receive Fafhrd graciously if you please, for tonight he and I fought back to
back against three and we conquered.”

Fafhrd advanced, stooping a little, the crown of his red-gold hair brush-
ing the bestarred canopy, and knelt before Ivrian exactly as Vlana had. The
slender hand extended to him looked steady now, but was still quiveringly
a-tremble, he discovered as soon as he touched it. He handled it as if it
were silk woven of the white spider’s gossamer, barely brushing it with his
lips, and still felt nervous as he mumbled some compliments.

He did not sense, at least at the moment, that the Mouser was quite as
nervous as he, if not more so, praying hard that Ivrian would not overdo
her princess part and snub their guests, or collapse in trembling or tears or
run to him or into the next room, for Fafhrd and Vlana were literally the
first beings, human or animal, noble, freeman, or slave, that he had
brought or allowed into the luxurious nest he had created for his aristo-
cratic beloved—save the two love birds that twittered in a silver cage
hanging to the other side of the fireplace from the dais.

Despite his shrewdness and new-found cynicism it never occurred to the
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Mouser that it was chiefly his charming but preposterous coddling of Ivrian
that was keeping doll-like and even making more so the potentially brave
and realistic girl who had fled with him from her father’s torture chamber
four moons ago.

But now as Ivrian smiled at last and Fafhrd gently returned her her hand
and cautiously backed off, the Mouser relaxed with relief, fetched two silver
cups and two silver mugs, wiped them needlessly with a silken towel,
carefully selected a bottle of violet wine, then with a grin at Fafhrd un-
corked instead one of the jugs the Northerner had brought, and near-
brimmed the four gleaming vessels and served them all four.

With another preliminary clearing of throat, but no trace of stammer
this time, he toasted, “To my greatest theft to date in Lankhmar, which
willy-nilly I must share sixty-sixty with”—he couldn’t resist the sudden
impulse—"“with this great, longhaired, barbarian lout here!” And he
downed a quarter of his mug of pleasantly burning wine fortified with
brandy.

Fafhrd quaffed off half of his, then toasted back, “To the most boastful
and finical little civilized chap I've ever deigned to share loot with,” quaffed
off the rest, and with a great smile that showed white teeth held out his
empty mug.

The Mouser gave him a refill, topped off his own, then set that down to
go to Ivrian and pour into her lap from their small pouch the gems he’d
filched from Fissif. They gleamed in their new, enviable location like a
small puddle of rainbow-hued quicksilver.

Ivrian jerked back a-tremble, almost spilling them, but Vlana gently
caught her arm, steadying it, and leaned in over the jewels with a throaty
gasp of wonder and admiration, slowly turned an envious gaze on the pale
girl, and began rather urgently but smilingly to whisper to her. Fafhrd
realized that Vlana was acting now, but acting well and effectively, since
Ivrian was soon nodding eagerly and not long after that beginning to
whisper back. At her direction, Vlana fetched a blue-enameled box inlaid
with silver, and the two of them transferred the jewels from Ivrian’s lap
into its blue velvet interior. Then Ivrian placed the box close beside her and
they chatted on.

As he worked through his second mug in smaller gulps, Fathrd relaxed
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and began to get a deeper feeling of his surroundings. The dazzling wonder
of the first glimpse of this throne room in a slum, its colorful luxury
intensified by contrast with the dark and mud and slime and rotten stairs
and Ordure Boulevard just outside, faded, and he began to note the ricketti-
ness and rot under the grand overlay.

Black, rotten wood and dry, cracked wood too showed here and there
between the drapes and also loosed their sick, ancient stinks. The whole
floor sagged under the rugs, as much as a span at the center of the room. A
large cockroach was climbing down a gold-worked drape, another toward
the couch. Threads of night-smog were coming through the shutters, mak-
ing evanescent black arabesques against the gilt. The stones of the large
fireplace had been scrubbed and varnished, yet most of the mortar was
gone from between them; some sagged, others were missing altogether.

The Mouser had been building a fire there in the stove. Now he pushed
in all the way the yellow-flaring kindler he’d lit from the fire-pot, hooked
the little black door shut over the mounting flames, and turned back into
the room. As if he’d read Fafhrd’s mind, he took up several cones of
incense, set their peaks a-smolder at the fire-pot, and placed them about the
room in gleaming, shallow, brass bowls—stepping hard on the one cock-
roach by the way and surreptitiously catching and crushing the other in the
base of his flicked fist. Then he stuffed silken rags in the widest shutter-
cracks, took up his silver mug again, and for a moment gave Fafhrd a very
hard look, as if daring him to say just one word against the delightful yet
faintly ridiculous doll’s house he’d prepared for his princess.

Next moment he was smiling and lifting his mug to Fafhrd, who was
doing the same. Need of refills brought them close together. Hardly mov-
ing his lips, the Mouser explained sotto voce, “Ivrian’s father was a duke. 1
slew him, by black magic, I believe, while he was having me done to death
on the torture rack. A most cruel man, cruel to his daughter too, yet a
duke, so that Ivrian is wholly unused to fending or caring for herself. I pride
myself that I maintain her in grander state than ever her father did with all
his serving men and maids.”

Suppressing the instant criticisms he felt of this attitude and program,
Fafhrd nodded and said amiably, “Surely you’ve thieved together a most
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charming little palace, quite worthy of Lankhmar’s overlord Karstak
Ovartamortes, or the King of Kings at Tisilinilit.”

From the couch Vlana called in her husky contralto, “Gray Mouser,
your princess would hear an account of tonight’s adventure. And might we
have more wine?”

Ivrian called, “Yes, please, Mouse.”

Wincing almost imperceptibly at that earlier nickname, the Mouser
looked to Fafhrd for the go-ahead, got the nod, and launched into his story.
But first he served the girls wine. There wasn’t enough for their cups, so he
opened another jug and after a moment of thought uncorked all three,
setting one by the couch, one by Fafhrd where he sprawled now on the
pillowy carpets, and reserving one for himself. Ivrian looked wide-eyed
apprehensive at this signal of heavy drinking ahead, Vlana cynical with a
touch of anger, but neither voiced their criticism.

The Mouser fold the tale of counter-thievery well, acting it out in part,
and with only the most artistic of embellishments—the ferret-marmoset
before escaping ran up his back and tried to scratch out his eyes—and he
was interrupted only twice.

When he said, “And so with a whish and a snick I bared Scalpel—~
Fafhrd remarked, “Oh, so you've nicknamed your sword as well as your-
selfr”

The Mouser drew himself up. “Yes, and I call my dirk Cat’s Claw. Any
objections? Seem childish to you?”

“Not at all. I call my own sword Graywand. All weapons are in a fashion
alive, civilized and name-worthy. Pray continue.”

And when he mentioned the beastie of uncertain nature that had gam-
boled along with the thieves (and attacked his eyes!), Ivrian paled and said
with a shudder, “Mouse! That sounds like a witch’s familiar!”

“Wizard’s,” Vlana corrected. “Those gutless Guild-villains have no truck
with women, except as fee’d or forced vehicles for their lust. But Krovas,
their current king, though superstitious, is noted for taking all precautions,
and might well have a warlock in his service.”

“That seems most likely; it harrows me with dread,” the Mouser agreed
with ominous gaze and sinister voice. He really didn’t believe or feel what
he said—he was about as harrowed as virgin prairie—in the least, but he
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eagerly accepted any and all atmospheric enhancements of his perfor-
mance.

When he was done, the girls, eyes flashing and fond, toasted him and
Fafhrd for their cunning and bravery. The Mouser bowed and eye-
twinklingly smiled about, then sprawled him down with a weary sigh,
wiping his forehead with a silken cloth and downing a large drink.

After asking Vlana’s leave, Fafhrd told the adventurous tale of their
escape from Cold Corner—he from his clan, she from an acting troupe—
and of their progress to Lankhmar, where they lodged now in an actors’
tenement near the Plaza of Dark Delights. Ivrian hugged herself to Vlana
and shivered large-eyed at the witchy parts—at least as much in delight as
fear of Fafhrd’s tale, he thought. He told himself it was natural that a doll-
girl should love ghost stories, though he wondered if her pleasure would
have been as great if she had known that his ghost stories were truly true.
She seemed to live in worlds of imagination—once more at least half the
Mouser’s doing, he was sure.

The only proper matter he omitted from his account was Vlana’s fixed
intent to get a monstrous revenge on the Thieves’ Guild for torturing to
death her accomplices and harrying her out of Lankhmar when she’d tried
free-lance thieving in the city, with miming as a cover. Nor of course did he
mention his own promise—foolish, he thought now—to help her in this
bloody business.

After he’d done and got his applause, he found his throat dry despite his
skald’s training, but when he sought to wet it, he discovered that his mug
was empty and his jug too, though he didn’t feel in the least drunk; he had
talked all the liquor out of him, he told himself, a little of the stuff escaping
in each glowing word he’d spoken.

The Mouser was in like plight and not drunk either—though inclined to
pause mysteriously and peer toward infinity before answering question or
making remark. This time he suggested, after a particularly long infinity-
gaze, that Fafhrd accompany him to the Eel while he purchased a fresh
supply.

“But we've a lot of wine left in our jug,” Ivrian protested. “Or at least a
little,” she amended. It did sound empty when Vlana shook it. “‘Besides,
you've wine of all sorts here.”
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“Not this sort, dearest, and first rule is never mix ‘em,” the Mouser
explained, wagging a finger. “That way lies unhealth, aye, and madness.”

“My dear,” Vlana said, sympathetically patting Ivrian’s wrist, “at some
time in any good party all the men who are really men simply have to go
out. It’s extremely stupid, but it's their nature and can’t be dodged, believe
me.”

“But, Mouse, I'm scared. Fafhrd’s tale frightened me. So did yours—I'll
hear that big-headed, black, ratty familiar a-scratch at the shutters when
you're gone, [ know I will”

It seemed to Fafhrd she was not afraid at all, only taking pleasure in
frightening herself and in demonstrating her power over her beloved.

“Darlingest,” the Mouser said with a small hiccup, “there is all the Inner
Sea, all the Land of the Eight Cities, and to boot all the Trollstep Moun-
tains in their sky-scraping grandeur between you and Fafhrd’s frigid spec-
ters or—pardon me, my comrade, but it could be—hallucinations admixed
with coincidences. As for familiars, pish! They’ve never in the world been
anything but the loathy, all-too-natural pets of stinking old women and
womanish old men.”

“The Eel’s but a step, Lady Ivrian,” Fafhrd said, “and you’ll have beside
you my dear Vlana, who slew my chiefest enemy with a single cast of that
dagger she now wears.”

With a glare at Fafhrd that lasted no longer than a wink, but conveyed
“What a way to reassure a frightened girl!” Vlana said merrily, “Let the
sillies go, my dear. "Twill give us chance for a private chat, during which
we’ll take 'em apart from wine-fumey head to restless foot.”

So Ivrian let herself be persuaded and the Mouser and Fafhrd slipped off,
quickly shutting the door behind them to keep out the night-smog. Their
rather rapid steps down the stairs could clearly be heard from within. There
were faint creakings and groanings of the ancient wood outside the wall,
but no sound of another tread breaking or other mishap.

Waiting for the four jugs to be brought up from the cellar, the two
newly met comrades ordered a mug each of the same fortified wine, or one
near enough, and ensconced themselves at the least noisy end of the long
serving counter in the tumultuous tavern. The Mouser deftly kicked a rat
that thrust black head and shoulders from his hole.
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After each had enthusiastically complimented the other on his girl,
Fafhrd said diffidently, “Just between ourselves, do you think there might
be anything to your sweet Ivrian’s notion that the small dark creature with
Slivikin and the other Guild-thief was a wizard’s familiar, or at any rate the
cunning pet of a sorcerer, trained to act as go-between and report disasters
to his master or to Krovas or to both?”

The Mouser laughed lightly. “You're building bugbears—formless baby
ones unlicked by logic-—out of nothing, dear barbarian brother, if I may say
so. Imprimis, we don’t really know the beastie was connected with the
Guild-thieves at all. May well have been a stray catling or a big bold rat—
like this damned one!” He kicked again. “But, secundus, granting it to be
the creature of a wizard employed by Krovas, how could it make useful
report? I don’t believe in animals that talk—except for parrots and such
birds, which only . . . parrot—or ones having an elaborate sign language
men can share. Or perhaps you envisage the beastie dipping its paddy paw
in a jug of ink and writing its report in big on a floor-spread parchment?

“Ho, there, you back of the counter! Where are my jugs? Rats eaten the
boy who went for them days ago? Or he simply starved to death while on
his cellar quest? Well, tell him to get a swifter move on and meanwhile
brim us again!

“No, Fafhrd, even granting the beastie to be directly or indirectly a
creature of Krovas, and that it raced back to Thieves’ House after our
affray, what could it tell them there? Only that something had gone wrong
with the burglary at Jengao’s. Which they’d soon suspect in any case from
the delay in the thieves’ and bravos’ return.”

Fafhrd frowned and muttered stubbornly, “The furry slinker might,
nevertheless, convey our appearances to the Guild masters, and they might
recognize us and come after us and attack us in our homes. Or Slivikin and
his fat pal, revived from their bumps, might do likewise.”

“My dear friend,” the Mouser said condolingly, “once more begging
your indulgence, I fear this potent wine is addling your wits. If the Guild
knew our looks or where we lodge, they’d have been nastily on our necks
days, weeks, nay, months ago. Or conceivably you don’t know that their
penalty for free-lance or even unassigned thieving within the walls of
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Lankhmar and for three leagues outside them is nothing less than death,
after torture if happily that can be achieved.”

“I know all about that and my plight is worse even than yours,” Fafhrd
retorted, and after pledging the Mouser to secrecy told him the tale of
Vlana's vendetta against the Guild and her deadly serious dreams of an all-
encompassing revenge.

During his story the four jugs came up from the cellar, but the Mouser
only ordered that their earthenware mugs be refilled.

Fafhrd finished, “And so, in consequence of a promise given by an
infatuated and unschooled boy in a southern angle of the Cold Waste, I
find myself now as a sober—well, at other times—man being constantly
asked to make war on a power as great as that of Karstak Ovartamortes, for
as you may know, the Guild has locals in all other cities and major towns
of this land, not to mention agreements including powers of extradition
with robber and bandit organizations in other countries. I love Vlana
dearly, make no mistake about that, and she is an experienced thief herself,
without whose guidance I'd hardly have survived my first week in
Lankhmar, but on this one topic she has a kink in her brains, a hard knot
neither logic nor persuasion can even begin to loosen. And 1, well, in the
month I've been here I've learned that the only way to survive in civiliza-
tion is to abide by its unwritten rules—far more important than its laws
chiseled in stone—and break them only at peril, in deepest secrecy, and
taking all precautions. As I did tonight—not my first hijacking, by the by.”

“Certes t'would be insanity to assault the Guild direct, your wisdom’s
perfect there,” the Mouser commented. “If you cannot break your most
handsome girl of this mad notion, or coax her from it—and I can see she’s a
fearless, self-willed one—then you must stoutly refuse ’en her least request
in that direction.”

“Certes I must,” Fafhrd agreed, adding somewhat accusingly, “though I
gather you told her you'd have willingly slit the throats of the two we
struck senseless.”

“Courtesy merely, man! Would you have had me behave ungraciously
to your girl? "Tis measure of the value I was already setting then on your
goodwill. But only a woman’s man may cross her. As you must, in this
instance.”
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“Certes 1 must,” Fafhrd repeated with great emphasis and conviction.
“'d be an idiot taking on the Guild. Of course if they should catch me
they’d kill me in any case for free-lancing and highjacking. But wantonly to
assault the Guild direct, kill one Guild-thief needlessly, only behave as if |
might—lunacy entire!”

“You'd not only be a drunken, drooling idiot, you'd questionless be
stinking in three nights at most from that emperor of diseases, Death.
Malicious attacks on her person, blows directed at the organization, the
Guild requites tenfold what she does other rule-breakings. All planned rob-
beries and other thefts would be called off and the entire power of the
Guild and its allies mobilized against you alone. I'd count your chances
better to take on single-handed the host of the King of Kings rather than
the Thieves Guild’s subtle minions. In view of your size, might, and wit
you're a squad perhaps, or even a company, but hardly an army. So, no
least giving-in to Vlana in this one matter.”

“Agreed!” Fafhrd said loudly, shaking the Mouser’s iron-thewed hand in
a near crusher grip.

“And now we should be getting back to the girls,” the Mouser said.

“After one more drink while we settle the score. Ho, boy!”

“Suits.” The Mouser dug into his pouch to pay, but Fafhrd protested
vehemently. In the end they tossed coin for it, and Fafhrd won and with
great satisfaction clinked out his silver smerduks on the stained and dinted
counter, also marked with an infinitude of mug circles, as if it had been
once the desk of a mad geometer. They pushed themselves to their feet,
the Mouser giving the rathole one last light kick for luck.

At this, Fafhrd’s thoughts looped back and he said, “Grant the beastie
can’t paw-write, or talk by mouth or paw, it still could have followed us at
distance, marked down your dwelling, and then returned to Thieves’
House to lead its masters down on us like a hound!”

“Now you're speaking shrewd sense again,” the Mouse said. “Ho, boy, a
bucket of small beer to go! On the instant!” Noting Fafhrd’s blank look, he
explained, “T'll spill it outside the Eel to kill our scent and all the way down
the passageway. Yes, and splash it high on the walls tco.”

Fafhrd nodded wisely. “I thought I'd drunk my way past the addled
point.”
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Vlana and Ivrian, deep in excited talk, both started at the pounding rush
of footsteps up the stairs. Racing behemoths could hardly have made more
noise. The creaking and groaning were prodigious and there were the
crashes of two treads breaking, yet the pounding footsteps never faltered.
The door flew open and their two men rushed in through a great mush-
room top of night-smog which was neatly sliced off its black stem by the
slam of the door.

“I told you we’d be back in a wink,” the Mouser cried gayly to Ivrian,
while Fafhrd strode forward, unmindful of the creaking floor, crying,
“Dearest heart, I've missed you sorely,” and caught up Vlana despite her
voiced protests and pushings-off and kissed and hugged her soundly before
setting her back on the couch again.

Oddly, it was Ivrian who appeared to be angry at Fafhrd then, rather
than Vlana, who was smiling fondly if somewhat dazedly.

“Fafhrd, sir,” she said boldly, her little fists set on her narrow hips, her
tapered chin held high, her dark eyes blazing, “my beloved Vlana has been
telling me about the unspeakably atrocious things the Thieves’ Guild did to
her and to her dearest friends. Pardon my frank speaking to one I've only
met, but I think it quite unmanly of you to refuse her the just revenge she
desires and fully deserves. And that goes for you too, Mouse, who boasted
to Vlana of what you would have done had you but known, who in like
case did not scruple to slay my very own father—or reputed father—for his
cruelties!”

It was clear to Fafhrd that while he and the Gray Mouser had idly
boozed in the Eel, Vlana had been giving Ivrian a doubtless empurpled
account of her grievances against the Guild and playing mercilessly on the
naive girl’s bookish, romantic sympathies and high concept of knightly
honor. It was also clear to him that Ivrian was more than a little drunk. A
three-quarters empty flask of violet wine of far Kiraay sat on the low table
next them.

Yet he could think of nothing to do but spread his big hands helplessly
and bow his head, more than the low ceiling made necessary, under Iv-
rian’s glare, now reinforced by that of Vlana. After all, they were in the
right. He had promised.

So it was the Mouser who first tried to rebut.
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“Come now, pet,” he cried lightly as he danced about the room, silk-
stuffing more cracks against the thickening night-smog and stirring up and
feeding the fire in the stove, “and you too, beauteous Lady Vlana. For the
past month Fafhrd has been hitting the Guild-thieves where it hurts them
most—in their purses a-dangle between their legs. His highjackings of the
loot of their robberies have been like so many fierce kicks in their groins.
Hurts worse, believe me, than robbing them of life with a swift, near
painless sword slash or thrust. And tonight I helped him in his worthy
purpose—and will eagerly do so again. Come, drink we up all.” Under his
handling, one of the new jugs came uncorked with a pop and he darted
about brimming silver cups and mugs.

'n

“A merchant’s revenge!” Ivrian retorted with scorn, not one whit ap-
peased, but rather angered anew. “Ye both are at heart true and gentle
knights, I know, despite all current backsliding. At the least you must bring
Vlana the head of Krovas!”

“What would she do with it? What good would it be except to spot the
carpets?” the Mouser plaintively inquired, while Fafhrd, gathering his wits
at last and going down on one knee, said slowly, “Most respected Lady
Ivrian, it is true I solemnly promised my beloved Vlana I would help her in
her revenge, but that was while I was still in barbarous Cold Corner, where
blood-feud is a commonplace, sanctioned by custom and accepted by all
the clans and tribes and brotherhoods of the savage Northerners of the
Cold Waste. In my naiveté I thought of Vlana’s revenge as being of that
sort. But here in civilization’s midst, I discover all’s different and rules and
customs turned upside-down. Yet—Lankhmar or Cold Corner—one must
seem to observe rule and custom to survive. Here cash is all-powerful, the
idol placed highest, whether one sweat, thieve, grind others down, or
scheme for it. Here feud and revenge are outside all rules and punished
worse than violent lunacy. Think, Lady Ivrian, if Mouse and I should bring
Vlana the head of Krovas, she and I would have to flee Lankhmar on the
instant, every man’s hand against us; while you infallibly would lose this
fairyland Mouse has created for love of you and be forced to do likewise, be
with him a beggar on the run for the rest of your natural lives.”

It was beautifully reasoned and put . . . and no good whatsoever.
While Fafhrd spoke, Ivrian snatched up her new-filled cup and drained it.
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Now she stood up straight as a soldier, her pale face flushed, and said
scathingly to Fafhrd kneeling before her, “You count the cost! You speak to
me of things”—she waved at the many-hued splendor around her—“Of
mere property, however costly, when honor is at stake. You gave Vlana your
word. Oh, is knighthood wholly dead? And that applies to you, too, Mouse,
who swore you’d slit the miserable throats of two noisome Guild-thieves.”

“I didn’t swear to,” the Mouser objected feebly, downing a big drink.
merely said I would have,” while Fafhrd could only shrug again and writhe
inside and gulp a little easement from his silver mug. For lvrian was speak-
ing in the same guilt-showering tones and using the same unfair yet heart-
cleaving womanly arguments as Mor his mother might have, or Mara, his
deserted Snow Clan sweetheart and avowed wife, big-bellied by now with
his child.

In a master stroke, Vlana tried gently to draw Ivrian down to her golden
seat again. “Softly, dearest,” she pleaded. “You have spoken nobly for me
and my cause, and believe me, | am most grateful. Your words revived in
me great, fine feelings dead these many years. But of us here, only you are
truly an aristocrat attuned to the highest proprieties. We other three are
naught but thieves. Is it any wonder some of us put safety above honor and
word-keeping, and most prudently avoid risking our lives? Yes, we are
three thieves and I am outvoted. So please speak no more of honor and
rash, dauntless bravery, but sit you down and—"

“You mean they’re both afraid to challenge the Thieves’ Guild, don't
you?” Ivrian said, eyes wide and face twisted by loathing. “T always thought
my Mouse was a nobleman first and a thief second. Thieving’s nothing. My
father lived by cruel thievery done on rich wayfarers and neighbors less
powerful than he, yet he was an aristocrat. Oh, you're cowards, both of
you! Poltroons!” she finished, turning her eyes flashing with cold scom first
on the Mouser, then on Fafhrd.

The latter could stand it no longer. He sprang to his feet, face flushed,
fists clenched at his sides, quite unmindful of his down-clattered mug and
the ominous creak his sudden action drew from the sagging floor.

“T .am not a coward!” he cried. “T'll dare Thieves’ House and fetch you
Korvas” head and toss it with blood a-drip at Vlana’s feet. 1 swear that,
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witness me, Kos the god of dooms, by the brown bones of Nalgron my
father and by his sword Graywand here at my side!”

He slapped his left hip, found nothing there but his tunic, and had to
content himself with pointing tremble-armed at his belt and scabbarded
sword where they lay atop his neatly folded robe—and then picking up,
refilling splashily, and draining his mug.

The Gray Mouser began to laugh in high, delighted, tuneful peals. All
stared at him. He came dancing up beside Fafhrd, and still smiling widely,
asked, “Why not? Who speaks of fearing the Guild-thieves? Who becomes
upset at the prospect of this ridiculously easy exploit, when all of us know
that all of them, even Krovas and his ruling clique, are but pygmies in mind
and skill compared to me or Fafhrd here? A wondrously simple, foolproof
scheme has just occurred to me for penetrating Thieves’ House, every
closet and cranny. Stout Fafhrd and I will put it into effect at once. Are you
with me, Northerner?”’

“Of course I am,” Fafhrd responded gruffly, at the same time frantically
wondering what madness had gripped the little fellow.

“Give me a few heartbeats to gather needed props, and we're off!” the
Mouser cried. He snatched from a shelf and unfolded a stout sack, then
raced about, thrusting into it coiled ropes, bandage rolls, rags, jars of oint-
ment and unction and unguent, and other oddments.

“But you can’t go tonight,” Ivrian protested, suddenly grown pale and
uncertain-voiced. “You're both . . . in no condition to.”

“You're both drunk,” Vlana said harshly. “Silly drunk—and that way
you'll get naught in Thieves’ House but your deaths. Fafhrd, where’s that
heartless reason you employed to slay or ice-veined see slain a clutch of
mighty rivals and win me at Cold Corner and in the chilly, sorcery-webbed
depths of Trollstep Canyon? Revive it! And infuse some into your skipping
gray friend.”

“Oh, no,” Fafhrd told her as he buckled on his sword. “You wanted the
head of Krovas heaved at your feet in a great splatter of blood, and that’s
what you're going to get, like it or not!”

“Softly, Fafhrd,” the Mouser interjected, coming to a sudden stop and
drawing tight the sack’s mouth by its strings. “And softly you too, Lady
Vlana, and my dear princess. Tonight I intend but a scouting expedition.
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No risks run, only the information gained needful for planning our murder-
ous strike tomorrow or the day after. So no head-choppings whatsoever
tonight, Fafhrd, you hear me? Whatever may hap, hist’s the word. And don
your hooded robe.”

Fafhrd shrugged, nodded, and obeyed.

Ivrian seemed somewhart relieved. Viana too, though she said, “Just the
same you're both drunk.”

“All to the good!” the Mouser assured her with a mad smile. ‘“‘Drink
may slow a man’s sword-arm and soften his blows a bit, but it sets his wits
ablaze and fires his imagination, and those are the qualities we’ll need
tonight. Besides,” he hurried on, cutting off some doubt Ivrian was about
to voice, “drunken men are supremely cautious! Have you ever seen a
staggering sot pull himself together at sight of the guard and walk circum-
spectly and softly past?”

“Yes,” Vlana said, “and fall flat on his face just as he comes abreast
S

“Pish!” the Mouser retorted and, throwing back his head, grandly
walked toward her along an imaginary straight line. Instantly he tripped
over his own foot, plunged forward, suddenly without touching floor did
an incredible forward flip, heels over head, and landed erect and quite
softly—toes, ankles, and knees bending just at the right moment to soak up
impact—directly in front of the girls. The floor barely complained.

“You see?” he said, straightening up and unexpectedly reeling backward.
He tripped over the pillow on which lay his cloak and sword, but by a
wrenching twist and a lurch stayed upright and began rapidly to accouter
himself.

Under cover of this action Fafhrd made quietly yet swiftly to fill once
more his and the Mouser’s mugs, but Vlana noted it and gave him such a
glare that he set down mugs and uncorked jug so swiftly his robe swirled,
then stepped back from the drinks table with a shrug of resignation and
toward Vlana a grimacing nod.

The Mouser shouldered his sack and drew open the door. With a casual
wave at the girls, but no word spoken, Fafhrd stepped out on the tiny
porch. The night-smog had grown so thick he was almost lost to view. The
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Mouser waved four fingers at Ivrian, softly called, “Bye-bye, Misling,” then
followed Fafhrd.

“Good fortune go with you,” Vlana called heartily.

“Oh, be careful, Mouse,” Ivrian gasped.

The Mouser, his figure slight against the loom of Fafhrd’s, silently drew
shut the door.

Their arms automatically gone around each other, the girls waited for
the inevitable creaking and groaning of the stairs. It delayed and delayed.
The night-smog that had entered the room dissipated and still the silence
was unbroken.

“What can they be doing out there?”” Ivrian whispered. “Plotting their
course?”

Vlana, scowling, impatiently shook her head, then disentangled herself,
tiptoed to the door, opened it, descended softly a few steps, which creaked
most dolefuly, then returned, shutting the door behind her.

“They’re gone,” she said in wonder, her eyes wide, her hands spread a
little to either side, palms up.

“I'm frightened!” Ivrian breathed and sped across the room to embrace
the taller girl.

Vlana hugged her tight, then disengaged an arm to shoot the door’s
three heavy bolts.

In Bones Alley the Mouser returned to his pouch the knotted line by
which they’d descended from the lamp hook. He suggested, “How about
stopping at the Silver Eel?”

“You mean and just tell the gitls we’'ve been to Thieves’ House?”” Fafhrd
asked, not too indignantly.

"Oh, no,” the Mouser protested. “But you missed your stirrup cup
upstairs and so did 1.”

At the word “stirrup” he looked down at his ratskin boots and then
crouching began a little gallop in one place, his boot-soles clopping softly
on the cobbles. He flapped imaginary reins—"Giddap!”’—and quickened his
gallop, but leaning sharply back pulled to a stop—"Whoa!”—when with a
crafty smile Fafhrd drew from his robe two full jugs.

“Palmed 'em, as ‘twere, when I set down the mugs. Vlana sees a lot, but
not all.”
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“You're a prudent, far-sighted fellow, in addition to having some skill at
sword taps,” the Mouser said admiringly. “I'm proud to call you comrade.”

Each uncorked and drank a hearty slug. Then the Mouser led them
west, they veering and stumbling only a little. Not so far as Cheap Street,
however, but turning north into an even narrower and more noisome
alley.

“Plague Court,” the Mouser said. Fafhrd nodded.

After several preliminary peepings and peerings, they staggered swiftly
across wide, empty Crafts Street and into Plague Court again. For a wonder
it was growing a little lighter. Looking upward, they saw stars. Yet there
was no wind blowing from the north. The air was deathly still.

In their drunken preoccupation with the project at hand and mere loco-
motion, they did not look behind them. There the night-smog was thicker
than ever. A high-circling nighthawk would have seen the stuff converging
from all sections of Lankhmar, north, east, south, west—from the Inner
Sea, from the Great Salt Marsh, from the many-ditched grainlands, from
the River Hlal—in swift-moving black rivers and rivulets, heaping, eddying,
swirling, dark and reeking essence of Lankhmar from its branding irons,
braziers, bonfires, bonefires, kitchen fires and warmth fires, kilns, forges,
breweries, distilleries, junk and garbage fires innumerable, sweating alche-
mists” and sorcerers’ dens, crematoriums, charcoal burners’ turfed mounds,
all those and many more . . . converging purposefully on Dim Lane and
particularly on the Silver Eel and perhaps especially on the ricketty house
behind it, untenanted except for attic. The closer to that center it got, the
more substantial the smog became, eddy-strands and swirl-tatters tearing
off and clinging to rough stone comers and scraggly-surfaced brick like
black cobwebs.

But the Mouser and Fafhrd merely exclaimed in mild, muted amaze-
ment at the stars, muggily mused as to how much the improved visibility
would increase the risk of their quest, and cautiously crossing the Street of
the Thinkers, called Atheist Avenue by moralists, continued to Plague
Court until it forked.

The Mouser chose the left branch, which trended northwest.

“Death Alley.”

Fafhrd nodded.
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After a curve and recurve, Cheap Street swung into sight about thirty
paces ahead. The Mouser stopped at once and lightly threw his arm against
Fafhrd’s chest.

Clearly in view across Cheap Street was a wide, low, open doorway,
framed by grimy stone blocks. There led up to it two steps hollowed by the
treadings of centuries. Orange-yellow light spilled out from bracketed
torches inside. They couldn’t see very far in because of Death Alley’s angle.
Yet as far as they could see, there was no porter or guard in sight, nor
anyone at all, not even a watchdog on a chain. The effect was ominous.

“Now how do we get into the damn place?” Fafhrd demanded in a
hoarse whisper. “Scout Murder Alley for a back window that can be forced?
You've pries in that sack, I trow. Or try the roof? You're a roof man, I
know already. Teach me the art. I know trees and mountains, snow, ice,
and bare rock. See this wall here?” He backed off from it, preparing to go
up it in a rush.

“Steady on, Fafhrd,” the Mouser said, keeping his hand against the big
young man’s chest. “We’ll hold the roof in reserve. Likewise all walls. And
I'll take it on trust you're a master climber. As to how we get in, we walk
straight through that doorway.” He frowned. “Tap and hobble, rather.
Come on, while I prepare us.”

As he drew the skeptically grimacing Fafhrd back down Death Alley
until all Cheap Street was again cut off from view, he explained, “We'll
pretend to be beggars, members of their guild, which is but a branch of the
Thieves” Guild and houses with it, or at any rate reports in to the Beg-
garmasters at Thieves’ House. We'll be new members, who've gone out by
day, so it'll not be expected that the Night Beggarmaster and any night
watchmen know our looks.”

“But we don’t look like beggars,” Fafhrd protested. “Beggars have awful
sores and limbs all a-twist or lacking altogether.”

“That’s just what I'm going to take care of now,” the Mouser chuckled,
drawing Scalpel. Ignoring Fafhrd's backward step and wary glance, the
Mouser gazed puzzledly at the long tapering strip of steel he’d bared, then
with a happy nod unclipped from his belt Scalpel’s scabbard furbished with
ratskin, sheathed the sword and swiftly wrapped it up, hilt and all, in a
spiral, with the wide ribbon of a bandage roll dug from his sack.
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“There!” he said, knotting the bandage ends. “Now I've a tapping
cane.”

“What's that?” Fafhrd demanded. “And why?”

“Because I'll be blind, that's why.” He took a few shuffling steps, tap-
ping the cobbles ahead with wrapped sword—gripping it by the quillons, or
crossguard, so that the grip and pommel were up his sleeve—and groping
ahead with his other hand. “That look all right to you?” he asked Fafhrd as
he turned back. “Feels perfect to me. Bat-blind, eh? Oh, don’t fret, Fafhrd—
the rag’s but gauze. I can see through it fairly well. Besides, I don't have to
convince anyone inside Thieves’ House I'm actually blind. Most Guild-
beggars fake it, as you must know. Now what to do with you? Can’t have
you blind also—too obvious, might wake suspicion.” He uncorked his jug
and sucked inspiration. Fafhrd copied this action, on principle.

The Mouser smacked his lips and said, “I've got it! Fafhrd, stand on
your right leg and double up your left behind you at the knee. Hold! Don’t
fall on me! Avaunt! But steady yourself by my shoulder. That's right. Now
get that left foot higher. We'll disguise your sword like mine, for a crutch
cane—it’s thicker and’ll look just right. You can also steady yourself with
your other hand on my shoulder as you hop—the halt leading the blind,
always good for a tear, always good theater! But higher with that left foot!
No, it just doesn’t come off—I'll have to rope it. But first unclip your
scabbard.”

Soon the Mouser had Graywand and its scabbard in the same state as
Scalpel and was tying Fafhrd’s left ankle to his thigh, drawing the rope
cruelly tight, though Fafhrd’s wine-anesthetized nerves hardly registered it.
Balancing himself with his steel-cored crutch cane as the Mouser worked,
he swigged from his jug and pondered deeply. Ever since joining forces
with Vlana, he’d been interested in the theater, and the atmosphere of the
actors’ tenement had fired that interest further, so that he was delighted at
the prospect of acting a part in real life. Yet brilliant as the Mouser’s plan
undoubtedly was, there did seem to be drawbacks to it. He tried to formu-
late them.

“Mouser,” he said, “I don’t know as I like having our swords tied up, so
we can’t draw ‘em in emergency.”

“We can still use "em as clubs,” the Mouser countered, his breath hissing
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between his teeth as he drew the last knot hard. “Besides, we’ll have our
knives. Say, pull your belt around until yours is behind your back, so your
robe will hide it sure. I'll do the same with Cat’s Claw. Beggars don’t carry
weapons, at least in view, and we must maintain dramatic consistency in
every detail. Stop drinking now; you've had enough. I myself need only a
couple swallows more to reach my finest pitch.”

“And I don’t know as 1 like going hobbled into that den of cutthroats. I
can hop amazingly fast, it’s true, but not as fast as I can run. Is it really
wise, think you?”

“You can slash yourself loose in an instant,” the Mouser hissed with a
touch of impatience and anger. “Aren’t you willing to make the least
sacrifice for art’s sake?”

““Oh, very well,” Fafhrd said, draining his jug and tossing it aside. “Yes,
of course I am.”

“Your complexion’s too hale,” the Mouser said, inspecting him critically.
He touched up Fafhrd’s features and hands with pale gray greasepaint, then
added wrinkles with dark. “And your garb’s too tidy.” He scooped dirt
from between the cobbles and smeared it on Fafhrd's robe, then tried to
put a rip in it, but the material resisted. He shrugged and tucked his
lightened sack under his belt.

“So’s yours,” Fafhrd observed, and stooping on his right leg got a good
handful of muck himself, ordure in it by its feel and stink. Heaving himself
up with a mighty effort, he wiped the stuff off on the Mouser’s cloak and
gray silken jerkin too.

The small man got the odor and cursed, but, “Dramatic consistency,”
Fafhrd reminded him. “It’s well we stink. Beggars do—that’s one reason
folk give "em coins: to get rid of 'em. And no one at Thieves’ House will be
eager to inspect us close. Now come on, while our fires are still high.” And
grasping hold of the Mouser’s shoulder, he propelled himself rapidly
toward Cheap Street, setting his bandaged sword between cobbles well
ahead and taking mighty hops.

“Slow down, idiot,” the Mouser cried softly, shuffling along with the
speed almost of a skater to keep up, while tapping his (sword) cane like
mad. “A cripple’s supposed to be feeble—that’s what draws the sympathy.”

Fafhrd nodded wisely and slowed somewhat. The ominous empty door-
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way slid again into view. The Mouser tilted his jug to get the last of his
wine, swallowed awhile, then choked sputteringly. Fafhrd snatched and
drained the jug, then tossed it over shoulder to shatter noisily.

They hop-shuffled into Cheap Street, halting almost at once for a richly
clad man and woman to pass. The richness of the man’s garb was sober
and he was on the fat and oldish side, though hard-featured. A merchant
doubtless, and with money in the Thieves’ Guild—protection money, at
least—to take this route at this hour.

The richness of the woman’s garb was garish though not tawdry and she
was beautiful and young, and looked still younger. A competent courtesan,
almost certainly.

The man started to veer around the noisome and filthy pair, his face
averted, but the girl swung toward the Mouser, concern growing in her
eyes with hothouse swiftness. “Oh, you poor boy! Blind. What tragedy,”
she said. “Give us a gift for him, lover.”

“Keep away from those stinkards, Misra, and come along,” he retorted,
the last of his speech vibrantly muffled, for he was holding his nose.

She made him no reply, but thrust white hand into his ermine pouch
and swiftly pressed a coin against the Mouser’s palm and closed his fingers
on it, then took his head between her palms and kissed him sweetly on the
lips before letting herself be dragged on.

“Take good care of the little fellow, old man,” she called fondly back to
Fafhrd while her companion grumbled muffled reproaches at her, of which
only “perverted bitch” was intelligible.

The Mouser stared at the coin in his palm, then sneaked a long look
after his benefactress. There was a dazed wonder in his voice as he whis-
pered to Fafhrd, “Look. Gold. A golden coin and a beautiful woman'’s
sympathy. Think you we should give over this rash project and for a
profession take up beggary?”

“Buggery even, rather!” Fafhrd answered harsh and low. That “old
man” rankled. “Onward we, bravely!”

They upped the two worn steps and went through the doorway, noting
the exceptional thickness of the wall. Ahead was a long, straight, high-
ceilinged corridor ending in a stairs and with doors spilling light at intervals
and wall-set torches adding their flare, but empty all its length.
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They had just got through the doorway when cold steel chilled the neck
and pricked a shoulder of each of them. From just above, two voices
commanded in unison, “Halt!”’

Although fired—and fuddled—by fortified wine, they each had wit
enough to freeze and then very cautiously look upward. '

Two gaunt, scarred, exceptionally ugly faces, each topped by a gaudy
scarf binding back hair, looked down at them from a big, deep niche just
above the doorway and helping explain its lowness. Two bent, gnarly arms
thrust down the swords that still pricked them.

“Gone out with the noon beggar-batch, eh?” one of them observed.
“Well, you'd better have a high take to justify your tardy return. The Night
Beggarmaster’s on a Whore Street furlough. Report above to Krovas. Gods,
you stink! Better clean up first, or Krovas will have you bathed in live
steam. Begone!”

The Mouser and Fafhrd shuffled and hobbled forward at their most
authentic. One niche-guard cried after them, “Relax, boys! You don’t have
to put it on here.”

“Practice makes perfect,” the Mouser called back in a quavering voice.
Fafhrd’s finger-ends dug his shoulder warningly. They moved along some-
what more naturally, so far as Fafhrd’s tied-up leg allowed.

“Gods, what an easy life the Guild-beggars have,” the other niche-guard
observed to his mate. “What slack discipline and low standards of skill!
Perfect, my sacred butt! You'd think a child could see through those dis-
guises.”

“Doubtless some children do,” his mate retorted. “But their dear moth-
ers and fathers only drop a tear and a coin or give a kick. Grown folk go
blind, lost in their toil and dreams, unless they have a profession such as
thieving which keeps them mindful of things as they really are.”

Resisting the impulse to ponder this sage philosophy, and glad they
would not have to undergo a Beggarmaster’s shrewd inspection—truly,
thought Fafhrd, Kos of the Dooms seemed to be leading him direct to
Krovas and perhaps head-chopping would be the order of the night-—he and
the Mouser went watchfully and slowly on. And now they began to hear
voices, mostly curt and clipped ones, and other noises.

They passed some doorways they’d liked to have paused at, to study the
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activities inside, yet the most they dared do was slow down a bit more.
Fortunately most of the doorways were wide, permitting a fairly long view.

Very interesting were some of those activities. In one room young boys
were being trained to pick pouches and slit purses. They’d approach from -
behind an instructor, and if he heard scuff of bare foot or felt touch of
dipping hand—or, worst, heard clunk of dropped leaden mock-coin—that
boy would be thwacked. Others seemed to be getting training in group-
tactics: the jostle in front, the snatch from behind, the swift passing of lifted
items from youthful thief to confederate.

In a second room, from which pushed air heavy with the reeks of metal
and oil, older student thieves were doing laboratory work in lock picking.
One group was being lectured by a grimy-handed graybeard, who was
taking apart a most complex lock piece by weighty piece. Others appeared
to be having their skill, speed, and ability to work soundlessly tested—they
were probing with slender picks the keyholes in a half dozen doors set side-
by-side in an otherwise purposeless partition, while a supervisor holding a
sandglass watched them keenly.

" In a third, thieves were eating at long tables. The odors were tempting,
even to men full of booze. The Guild did well by its members.

In a fourth, the floor was padded in part and instruction was going on in
slipping, dodging, ducking, tumbling, tripping, and otherwise foiling pur-
suit. These students were older too. A voice like a sergeant-major’s rasped,
“Nah, nah, nah! You couldn’t give your crippled grandmother the slip. I
said duck, not genuflect to holy Aarth. Now this time—"

“Grif's used grease,” an instructor called.

“He has, eh? To the front, Grift” the rasping voice replied as the Mouser
and Fafhrd moved somewhat regretfully out of sight, for they realized
much was to be learned here: tricks that might stand them in good stead
even tonight. “Listen, all of you!” the rasping voice continued, so far-
carrying it followed them a surprisingly long way. “Grease may be very
well on a night job—by day its glisten shouts its user’s profession to all
Nehwon! But in any case it makes a thief overconfident. He comes to
depend on it and then in a pinch he finds he’s forgot to apply it. Also its
aroma can betray him. Here we work always dry-skinned—save for natural
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sweat!—as all of you were told first night. Bend over, Grif. Grasp your
ankles. Straighten your knees.”

More thwacks, followed by yelps of pain, distant now, since the Mouser
and Fafhrd were halfway up the end-stairs, Fafhrd vaulting somewhat labo-
riously as he grasped curving banister and swaddled sword.

The second floor duplicated the first, but was as luxurious as the other
had been bare. Down the long corridor lamps and filagreed incense pots
pendant from the ceiling alternated, diffusing a mild light and spicy smell.
The walls were richly draped, the floor thick-carpeted. Yet this corridor was
empty too and, moreover, completely silent. After a glance at each other,
they started off boldly.

The first door, wide open, showed an untenanted room full of racks of
garments, rich and plain, spotless and filthy, also wig stands, shelves of
beards and such, and several wall mirrors faced by small tables crowded
with cosmetics and with stools before them. A disguising room, clearly.

After a look and listen either way, the Mouser darted in and out to
snatch up a large green flask from the nearest table. He unstoppered and
sniffed it. A rotten-sweet gardenia-reek contended with the nose-sting of
spirits of wine. The Mouser sloshed his and Fafhrd’s fronts with his dubious
perfume.

“Antidote to ordure,” he explained with the pomp of a physician, stop-
pering the flask. “Don’t want to be parboiled by Krovas. No, no, no.”

Two figures appeared at the far end of the corridor and came toward
them. The Mouser hid the flask under his cloak, holding it between elbow
and side, and he and Fafhrd continued onward~-to tum back would look
suspicious, both drunkenly judged.

The next three doorways they passed were shut by heavy doors. As they
neared the fifth, the two approaching figures, coming on arm-in-arm, yet
taking long strides, moving more swiftly than the hobble-shuffle, became
distinct. Their clothing was that of noblemen, but their faces those of
thieves. They were frowning with indignation and suspicion too at the
Mouser and Fafhrd.

Just then—from somewhere between the two man-pairs, it sounded—a
voice began to speak words in a strange tongue, using the rapid monotone
priests employ in a routine service, or some sorcerers in their incantations.
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The two richly clad thieves slowed at the seventh doorway and looked
in. Their progress ceased altogether. Their necks strained, their eyes wid-
ened. They visibly paled. Then of a sudden they hastened onward, almost
running, and bypassed Fafhrd and the Mouser as if they were furniture.
The incantatory voice drummed on without missing a beat.

The fifth doorway was shut, but the sixth was open. The Mouser peeked
in with one eye, his nose brushing the jamb. Then he stepped forward and
gazed inside with entranced expression, pushing the black rag up onto his
forehead for better vision. Fafhrd joined him.

It was a large room, empty so far as could be told of human and animal
life, but filled with most interesting things. From knee-height up, the entire
far wall was a map of the city of Lankhmar and its immediate surrounds.
Every building and street seemed depicted, down to the meanest hovel and
narrowest court. There were signs of recent erasure and redrawing at many
spots, and here and there little colored hieroglyphs of mysterious import.

The floor was marble, the ceiling blue as lapis lazuli. The side walls were
thickly hung, by ring and padlock. One was covered with all manner of
thieves’ tools, from a huge thick pry-bar that looked as if it could unseat the
universe, or at least the door of the overlord’s treasure-vault, to a rod so
slim it might be an elf-queen’s wand and seemingly designed to telescope
out and fish from distance for precious gauds on milady’s spindle-legged,
ivory-topped vanity table; the other wall had on it all sorts of quaint, gold-
gleaming and jewel-flashing objects, evidently mementos chosen for their
oddity from the spoils of memorable burglaries, from a female mask of thin
gold, breathlessly beautiful in its features and contours, but thickly set with
rubies simulating the spots of the pox in its fever-stage, to a knife whose
blade was wedge-shaped diamonds set side by side and this diamond cut-
ting-edge looking razor-sharp.

All about were tables set chiefly with models of dwelling houses and
other buildings, accurate to the last minutia, it looked, of ventilation hole
under roof gutter and ground-level drain hole, of creviced wall and smooth.
Many were cut away in partial or entire section to show the layout of
rooms, closets, strongrooms, doorways, corridors, secret passages, smoke-
ways, and air-ways in equal detail.

In the center of the room was a bare round-table of ebony and ivory
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squares. About it were set seven straight-backed but well‘paddedA chairs, the
one facing the map and away from the Mouser and Fafhrd being higher
backed and wider armed than the others—a chief’s chair, likely that of
Krovas.

The Mouser tiptoed forward, irresistibly drawn, but Fafhrd’s left hand
clamped down on his shoulder like the iron mitten of a Mingol cataphract
and drew him irresistibly back.

Scowling his disapproval, the Northerner brushed down the black rag
over the Mouser’s eyes again, and with his crutch-hand thumbed ahead;
then set off in that direction in most carefully calculated, silent hops. With
a shrug of disappointment the Mouser followed.

As soon as they had turned away from the doorway, but before they
were out of sight, a neatly black-bearded, crop-haired head came like a
serpent’s around the side of the highest-backed chair and gazed after them
from deep-sunken yet glinting eyes. Next a snake-supple, long hand fol-
lowed the head out, crossed thin lips with ophidian forefinger for silence,
and then finger-beckoned the two pairs of dark-tunicked men who were
standing to either side of the doorway, their backs to the corridor wall,
each of the four gripping a curvy knife in one hand and a dark Jeather, lead-
weighted bludgeon in the other.

When Fafhrd was halfway to the seventh doorway, from which the
monotonous yet sinister recitation continued to well, there shot out
through it a slender, whey-faced youth, his narrow hands clapped over his
mouth, under terror-wide eyes, as if to shut in screams or vomit, and with
a broom clamped in an armpit, so that he seemed a bit like a young
warlock about to take to the air. He dashed past Fafhrd and the Mouser
and away, his racing footsteps sounding rapid-dull on the carpeting and
hollow-sharp on the stairs before dying away.

Fafhrd gazed back at the Mouser with a grimace and shrug, then squat-
ting one-legged until the knee of his bound-up leg touched the floor, ad-
vanced half his face past the doorjamb. After a bit, without otherwise
changing position, he beckoned the Mouser to approach. The latter slowly
thrust half his face past the jamb, just above Fafhrd's.

What they saw was a room somewhat smaller than that of the great
map and lit by central lamps that burned blue-white instead of customary
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yellow. The floor was marble, darkly colorful and complexly whorled. The
dark walls were hung with astrological and anthropomantic charts and
instruments of magic and shelved with cryptically labeled porcelain jars and
also with vitreous flasks and glass pipes of the oddest shapes, some filled
with colored fluids, but many gleamingly empty. At the foot of the walls,
where the shadows were thickest, broken and discarded stuff was irregu-
larly heaped, as if swept out of the way and forgot, and here and there
opened a large rathole.

In the center of the room and brightly illuminated by contrast was a
long table with thick top and many stout legs. The Mouser thought fleet-
ingly of a centipede and then of the bar at the Eel, for the tabletop was
densely stained and scarred by many a spilled elixir and many a deep black
burn by fire or acid or both.

In the midst of the table an alembic was working, The lamp’s flame—
deep blue, this one-—kept a-boil in the large crystal cucurbit a dark, viscid
fluid with here and there diamond glints. From out of the thick, seething
stuff, strands of a darker vapor streamed upward to crowd through the
cucurbit’s narrow mouth and stain—oddly, with bright scarlet—the trans-
parent head and then, dead black now, flow down the narrow pipe from
the head into a spherical crystal receiver, larger even than the cucurbit, and
there curl and weave about like so many coils of living black cord—an
endless, skinny, ebon serpent.

Behind the left end of the table stood a tall, yet hunchbacked man in
black robe and hood, which shadowed more than hid a face of which the
most prominent features were a long, thick, pointed nose with outjutting,
almost chinless mouth just below. His complexion was sallow-gray like clay
and a short-haired, bristly, gray beard grew high on his wide cheeks. From
under a receding forehead and bushy gray brows, wide-set eyes looked
intently down at an age-browned scroll, which his disgustingly small
clubhands, knuckles big, short backs gray-bristled, ceaselessly unrolled and
rolled up again. The only move his eyes ever made, besides the short side-
to-side one as he read the lines he was rapidly intoning, was an occasional
farther sidewise glance at the alembic.

On the other end of the table, beady eyes darting from the sorcerer to
the alembic and back again, crouched a smali black beast, the first glimpse
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of which made Fafhrd dig fingers painfully into the Mouser’s shoulder and
the latter almost gasp, not from the pain. It was most like a rat, yet it had a
higher forehead and closer-set eyes than either had ever seen in a rat, while
its forepaws, which it constantly rubbed together in what seemed restless
glee, looked like tiny copies of the sorcerer’s clubhands.

Simultaneously yet independently, Fafhrd and the Mouser each became
certain it was the beast which had gutter-escorted Slivikin and his mate,
then fled, and each recalled what Ivrian had said about a witch’s familiar
and Vlana about the likelihood of Krovas employing a warlock.

What with the ugliness of the clubhanded man and beast and between
them the ropy black vapor coiling and twisting in the great receiver and
head, like a black umbilical cord, it was a most horrid sight. And the
similarities, save for size, between the two creatures were even more dis-
quieting in their implications.

The tempo of the incantation quickened, the blue-white flames bright-
ened and hissed audibly, the fluid in the cucurbit grew thick as lava, great
bubbles formed and loudly broke, the black rope in the receiver writhed
like a nest of snakes; there was an increasing sense of invisible presences,
the supernatural tension grew almost unendurable, and Fafhrd and the
Mouser were hard put to keep silent the open-mouthed gasps by which
they now breathed, and each feared his heartbeat could be heard cubits
away.

Abruptly the incantation peaked and broke off, like a drum struck very
hard, then instantly silenced by palm and ﬁnge_rs outspread against the
head. With a bright flash and dull explosion, cracks innumerable appeared
in the cucurbit; its crystal became white and opaque, yet it did not shatter
or drip. The head lifted a span, hung there, fell back. While two black
nooses appeared among the coils in the receiver and suddenly narrowed
until they were only two big black knots.

The sorcerer grinned, rolling up the end of the parchment with a snap,
and shifted his gaze from the receiver to his familiar, while the latter
chittered shrilly and bounded up and down in rapture.

“Silence, Slivikin! Comes now your time to race and strain and sweat,”
the sorcerer cried, speaking pidgin Lankhamarese now, but so rapidly and
in so squeakingly high-pitched a voice that Fafhrd and the Mouser could
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barely follow him. They did, however, both realize they had been com-
pletely mistaken as to the identity of Slivikin. In moment of disaster, the fat
thief had called to the witchbeast for help rather than to his human com-
rade.

“Yes, master,” Slivikin squeaked back no less clearly, in an instant revis-
ing the Mouser’s opinions about talking animals. He continued in the same
fifelike, fawning tones, “Harkening in obedience, Hristomilo.”

Now they knew the sorcerer’s name too.

Hristomilo ordered in whiplash pipings, “To your appointed work! See
to it you summon an ample sufficiency of feasters! I want the bodies
stripped to skeletons, so the bruises of the enchanted smog and all evidence
of death by suffocation will be vanished utterly. But forget not the loot! On
your mission, now—depart!”

Slivikin, who at every command had bobbed his head in manner remi-
niscent of his bouncing, now squealed, “T'll see it done!” and gray-lightning-
like leaped a long leap to the floor and down an inky rathole.

Hristomilo, rubbing together his disgusting clubhands much as Slivikin
had his, cried chucklingly, “What Slevyas lost, my magic has rewon!”

Fafhrd and the Mouser drew back out of the doorway, partly with the
thought that since neither his incantation and his alembic, nor his familiar
now required his unblinking attention, Hristomilo would surely look up
and spot them; partly in revulsion from what they had seen and heard; and
in poignant if useless pity for Slevyas, whoever he might be, and for the
other unknown victims of the ratlike and conceivably rat-related sorcerer’s
death-spells, poor strangers already dead and due to have their flesh eaten
from their bones.

Fafhrd wrested the green bottle from the Mouser and, though almost
gagging on the rotten-flowery reek, gulped a large, stinging mouthful. The
Mouser couldn’t quite bring himself to do the same, but was comforted by
the spirits of wine he inhaled during this byplay.

Then he saw, beyond Fafhrd, standing before the doorway to the map
room, a richly clad man with gold-hilted knife jewel-scabbarded at his side.
His sunken-eyed face was prematurely wrinkled by responsibility, over-
work, and authority, and framed by neatly cropped black hair and beard.
Smiling, he silently beckoned them.
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The Mouser and Fafhrd obeyed, the latter returning the green bottle to
the former, who recapped it and thrust it under his left elbow with well-
concealed irritation.

Each guessed their summoner was Krovas, the Guild’s Grandmaster.
Once again Fafhrd marveled, as he hobbledehoyed along, reeling and
belching, how Kos or the Fates were guiding him to his target tonight. The
Mouser, more alert and more apprehensive too, was reminding himself
that they had been directed by the niche-guards to report to Krovas, so that
the situation, if not developing quite in accord with his own misty plans,
was still not deviating disastrously.

Yet not even his alertness, nor Fafhrd’s primeval instincts, gave him
forewarning as they followed Korvas into the map room.

Two steps inside, each of them was shoulder-grabbed and bludgeon-
menaced by a pair of ruffians further armed with knives tucked in their
belts.

They judged it wise to make no resistance, on this one occasion at least
bearing out the Mouser’s mouthings about the supreme caution of drunken
men.

“All secure, Grandmaster,” one of the ruffians rapped out.

Krovas swung the highest-backed chair around and sat down, eyeing
them cooly yet searchingly.

“What brings two stinking, drunken beggar-Guildsmen into the top-
restricted precincts of the masters?” he asked quietly.

The Mouser felt the sweat of relief bead his forehead. The disguises he
had brilliantly conceived were still working, taking in even the head man,
 though Fe had épottcd Fafhrd’s tipsiness. Resuming his blind-man manner,
he quavered, “We were directed by the guard above the Cheap Street door
to report to you in person, great Krovas, the Night Beggarmaster being on
furlough for reasons of sexual hygiene. Tonight we’ve made good haul!”
And fumbling in his purse, ignoring as far as possible the tightened grip on
his shoulders, he brought out the golden coin given him by the sentimental
courtesan and displayed it tremble-handed.

“Spare me your inexpert acting,” Krovas said sharply. “I'm not one of
your marks. And take that rag off your eyes.”

The Mouser obeyed and stood to attention again insofar as his pinioning
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would permit, and smiling the more seeming carefree because of his
reawakening uncertainties. Conceivably he wasn’t doing quite as brilliantly
as he’d thought. .

Krovas leaned forward and said placidly yet piercingly, “Granted you
were so ordered—and most improperly so; that door-guard will suffer for
his stupidity!—why were you spying into a room beyond this one when I
spotted you?”

“We saw brave thieves flee from that room,” the Mouser answered pat.
“Fearing that some danger threatened the Guild, my comrade and I investi-
gated, ready to scotch it.”

“But what we saw and heard only perplexed us, great sir,” Fafhrd ap-
pended quite smoothly.

“1 didn’t ask you, sot. Speak when you're spoken to,” Krovas snapped at
him. Then, to the Mouser, “You're an overweening rogue, most presump-
tuous for your rank.”

In a flash the Mouser decided that further insolence, rather than fawn-
ing, was what the situation required. ““That I am, sir,” he said smugly. “For
example, I have a master plan whereby you and the Guild might gain more
wealth and power in three months than your predecessors have in three
millennia.”

Krovas’ face darkened. “Boy!” he called. Through the curtains of an
inner doorway, a youth with dark complexion of a Kleshite and clad only in
a black loincloth sprang to kneel before Krovas, who ordered, “Summon
first my sorcerer, next the thieves Slevyas and Fissif,” whereupon the dark
youth dashed into the corridor.

Then Krovas, his face its normal pale again, leaned back in his great
chair, lightly rested his sinewy arms on its great padded ones, and smilingly
directed the Mouser, “Speak your piece. Reveal to us this master plan.”

Forcing his mind not to work on the surprising news that Slevyas was
not victim but thief and not sorcery-slain but alive and available—why did
Krovas want him now?—the Mouser threw back his head and, shaping his
lips in a faint sneer, began, “You may laugh merrily at me, Grandmaster,
but I'll warrant that in less than a score of heartbeats you'll be straining
sober-faced to hear my least word. Like lightning, wit can strike anywhere,
and the best of you in Lankhmar have age-honored blind spots for things
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obvious to us of outland birth. My master plan is but this: let Thieves’
Guild under your iron autocracy seize supreme power in Lankhmar City,
then in Lankhmar Land, next over all Nehwon, after which who knows
what realms undreamt will know your suzerainty!”

The Mouser had spoken true in one respect: Krovas was no longer
smiling. He was leaning forward a little and his face was darkening again,
but whether from interest or anger it was too soon to say.

The Mouser continued, “For centuries the Guild's had more than the
force and intelligence needed to make a coup d’état a nine-finger certainty;
today there’s not one hair’s chance in a bushy head of failure. It is the
proper state of things that thieves rule other men. All Nature cries out for
it. No need slay old Karstak Ovartamortes, merely overmaster, control, and
so rule through him. You've already fee'd informers in every noble or
wealthy house. Your post’s better than the King of Kings’. You've a merce-
nary striking force permanently mobilized, should you have need of it, in
the Slayers’ Brotherhood. We Guild-beggars are your foragers. O great
Krovas, the multitudes know that thievery rules Nehwon, nay, the uni-
verse, nay, more, the highest gods’ abode! And the multitudes accept this,
they balk only at the hypocrisy of the present arrangement, at the pretense
that things are otherwise. Oh, give them their decent desire, great Krovas!
Make it all open, honest and aboveboard, with thieves ruling in name as
well as fact.”

The Mouser spoke with passion, for the moment believing all he said,
even the contradictions. The four ruffians gaped at him with wonder and
not a little awe. They slackened their holds on him and on Fafhrd too.

But leaning back in his great chair again and smiling thinly and omi-
nously, Krovas said coolly, “In our Guild intoxication is no excuse for folly,
rather grounds for the extremest penalty. But 'm well aware you orga-
nized beggars operate under a laxer discipline. So I'll deign to explain to
you, you wee drunken dreamer, that we thieves know well that, behind the
scenes, we already rule Lankhmar, Nehwon, all life in sooth-—for what is
life but greed in action? But to make this an open thing would not only
force us to take on ten thousand sorts of weary work others now do for us,
it would also go against another of life’s deep laws: illusion. Does the
sweetmeats hawker show you his kitchen? Does a whore let average client
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watch her enamel-over her wrinkles and hoist her sagging breasts in cun-
ning gauzy slings? Does a conjuror turn out ‘for you his hidden pockets?
Nature works by subtle, secret means—man’s invisible seed, spider bite, the
viewless spores of madness and of death, rocks that are born in earth’s
unknown bowels, the silent stars a-creep across the sky—and we thieves
copy her.”

“That’s good enough poetry, sir,” Fafhrd responded with undertone of
angry derision, for he had himself been considerably impressed by the
Mouser’s master plan and was irked that Krovas should do insult to his new
friend by disposing of it so lightly. “Closet kingship may work well enough
in easy times. But”—he paused histrionically—"will it serve when Thieves’
Guild is faced with an enemy determined to obliterate it forever, a plot to
wipe it entirely from the earth?”

“What drunken babble’s this?” Krovas demanded, sitting up straight.
“What plot?”

" "Tis a most secret one,” Fafhrd responded grinning, delighted to pay
this haughty man in his own coin and thinking it quite just that the thief:
king sweat a little before his head was removed for conveyance to Vlana. I
know naught of it, except that many a master thief is marked down for the
knife—and your head doomed to fall”

Fafhrd merely sneered his face and folded his arms, the still slack grip of
his captors readily permitting it, his (sword) crutch hanging against his
body from his lightly gripping hand. Then he scowled as there came a
sudden shooting pain in his numbed, bound-up left leg, which he had
forgotten for a space.

Krovas raised a clenched fist and himself half out of his chair, in prelude
to some fearsome command—likely that Fafhrd be tortured. The Mouser
cut in hurriedly with, “The Secret Seven, they're called, are its leaders.
None in the outer circles of the conspiracy know their names, though
rumor has it that they’re secret Guild-thief renegades representing, one for
each, the cities of Oool Hrusp, Kvarch Nar, Ilithmar, Horborixen, Tisilinilit,
far Kiraay and Lankhmar’s very self. It's thought they're moneyed by the
merchants of the East, the priests of Wan, the sorcerers of the Steppes and
half the Mingol leadership too, legended Quarmall, Aaarth’s Assassins in
Sarheenmar, and also no lesser man than the King of Kings.”
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Despite Krovas' contemptuous and then angry remarks, the ruffians
holding the Mouser continued to harken to their captive with interest and
respect, and they did not retighten their grip on him. His colorful revela-
tions and melodramatic delivery held them, while Krovas’ dry, cynical,
philosophic observations largely went over their heads.

Hristomilo came gliding into the room then, his feet presumably taking
swift, but very short steps, at any rate his black robe hung undisturbed to
the marble floor despite his slithering speed.

There was a shock at his entrance. All eyes in the map room followed
him, breaths were held, and the Mouser and Fafhrd felt the horny hands
that gripped them shake just a little. Even Krovas® all-confident, world-
weary expression became tense and guardedly uneasy. Clearly the sorcerer
of the Thieves’ Guild was more feared than loved by his chief employer
and by the beneficiaries of his skills.

Outwardly oblivious to this reaction to his appearance, Hristomilo, smil-
ing thin-lipped, halted close to one side of Krovas' chair and inclined his
hood-shadowed rodent face in the ghost of a bow.

Krovas held palm toward the Mouser for silence. Then, wetting his lips,
he asked Hristomilo sharply yet nervously, “Do you know these two?”’

Hristomilo nodded decisively. “They just now peered a befuddled eye
each at me,” he said, “whilst I was about that business we spoke of. I'd
have shooed them off, reported them, save such action might have broken
my spell, put my words out of time with the alembic’s workings. The one’s
a Northerner, the other’s features have a southern cast—from Tovilyis or
near, most like. Both younger than their now-looks. Free-lance bravos, I'd
judge ‘em, the sort the Brotherhood hires as extras when they get at once
several big guard and escort jobs. Clumsily disguised now, of course, as
beggars.”

Fafhrd by yawning, the Mouser by pitying headshake tried to convey
that all this was so much poor guesswork.

“That’s all I can tell you without reading their minds,” Hristomilo con-
cluded. ““Shall I fetch my lights and mirrors?”

“Not yet.” Krovas turned face and shot a finger at the Mouser. “How do
you know these things you rant about?—Secret Seven and all. Straight
simplest answer now—no rodomontades.”
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The Mouser replied most glibly: “There’s a new courtesan dwells on
Pimp Street—Tyarya her name, tall, beauteous, but hunchbacked, which
oddly delights many of her clients. Now Tyarya loves me ‘cause my
maimed eyes match her twisted spine, or from simply pity of my blindness
—she believes it!—and youth, or from some odd itch, like her clients’ for
her, which that combination arouses in her flesh.

“Now one of her patrons, a trader newly come from Klelg Nar—
Mourph, he’s called—was impressed by my intelligence, strength, boldness,
and close-mouthed tact, and those same qualities in my comrade too.
Mourph sounded us out, finally asking if we hated the Thieves’ Guild for its
control of the Beggars’ Guild. Sensing a chance to aid the Guild, we played
up, and a week ago he recruited us into a cell of three in the outermost
strands of the conspiracy web of the Seven.”

“You presumed to do all of this on your own?” Krovas demanded in
freezing tones, sitting up straight and gripping hard the chair arms.

“Oh, no,” the Mouser denied guilelessly. “We reported our every act to
the Day Beggarmaster and he approved them, told us to spy our best and
gather every scrap of fact and rumor we could about the Sevens’ conspir-
acy.”

“And he told me not a word about it!” Krovas rapped out. “If true, I'll
have Bannat’s head for this! But you're lying, aren’t you?”

As the Mouser gazed with wounded eyes at Krovas, meanwhile prepar-
ing a most virtuous denial, a portly man limped past the doorway with help
of a gilded staff. He moved with silence and aplomb.

But Krovas saw him. “Night Beggarmaster!” he called sharply. The limp-
ing man stopped, turned, came crippling majestically through the door.
Krovas stabbed finger at the Mouser, then Fafhrd. “Do you know these
two, Flim?”

The Night Beggarmaster unhurriedly studied each for a space, then
shook his head with its turban of cloth of gold. “Never seen either before.
What are they? Fink beggars?”

“But Flim wouldn’t know us,” the Mouser explained desperately, feeling
everything collapsing in on him and Fafhrd. “All our contacts were with

Bannat alone.”
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Flim said quietly, “Bannat’s been abed with the swamp ague this past
ten-day. Meanwhile I have been Day Beggarmaster as well as Night.”

At that moment Slevyas and Fissif came hurrying in behind Flim. The
tall thief bore on his jaw a bluish lump. The fat thief's head was bandaged
above his darting eyes. He pointed quickly at Fafhrd and the Mouser and
cried, “There are the two that slugged us, took our Jengao loot, and slew
our escort.”

The Mouser lifted his elbow and the green bottle crashed to shards at his
feet on the hard marble. Gardenia-reek sprang swiftly through the air.

But more swiftly still the Mouser, shaking off the careless hold of his
startled guards, sprang toward Krovas, clubbing his wrapped-up sword. If
he could only overpower the King of Thieves and hold Cat’s Claw at his
throat, he’d be able to bargain for his and Fafhrd’s lives. That is, unless the
other thieves wanted their master killed, which wouldn’t surprise him at
all.

With startling speed Flim thrust out his gilded staff, tripping the Mouser,
who went heels over head, midway seeking to change his involuntary
somersault into a voluntary one.

Meanwhile Fafhrd lurched heavily against his left-hand captor, at the
same time swinging bandaged Graywand strongly upward to strike his
right-hand captor under the jaw. Regaining his one-legged balance with a
mighty contortion, he hopped for the loot-wall behind him.

Slevyas made for the wall of thieves’ tools, and with a muscle-cracking
effort wrenched the great pry-bar from its padlocked ring.

Scrambling to his feet after a poor landing in front of Krovas® chair, the
Mouser found it empty and the Thief King in a half-crouch behind it, gold-
hilted dagger drawn, deep-sunk eyes coldly battle-wild. Spinning around, he
saw Fafhrd’s guards on the floor, the one sprawled senseless, the other
starting to scramble up, while the great Northerner, his back against the
wall of weird jewelry, menaced the whole room with wrapped-up Gray-
wand and with his long knife, jerked from its scabbard behind him.

Likewise drawing Cat’s Claw, the Mouser cried in trumpet voice of
battle, ““Stand aside, all! He’s gone mad! I'll hamstring his good leg for
you!” And racing through the press and between his own two guards, who
still appeared to hold him in some awe, he launched himself with flashing
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dirk at Fafhrd, praying that the Northemer, drunk now with battle as well
as wine and poisonous perfume, would recognize him and guess his strata-
gem.

Graywand slashed well above his ducking head. His new friend not only
guessed, but was playing up—and not just missing by accident, the Mouser
hoped. Stooping low by the wall, he cut the lashings on Fafhrd’s left leg.
Graywand and Fafhrd’s long knife continued to spare him. Springing up, he
headed for the corridor, crying overshoulder to Fafhrd, “Come on!”

Hristomilo stood well out of his way, quietly observing. Fissif scuttled
toward safety. Krovas stayed behind his chair, shouting, “Stop them! Head
them off”

The three remaining ruffian guards, at last beginning to recover their
fighting-wits, gathered to oppose the Mouser. But menacing them with
swift feints of his dirk, he slowed them and darted between—and then just
in the nick of time knocked aside with a downsweep of wrapped-up Scalpel
Flim’s gilded staff, thrust once again to trip him.

All this gave Slevyas time to return from the tools-wall and aim at the
Mouser a great swinging blow with the massive pry-bar. But even as that
blow started, a very long, bandaged sword on a very long arm thrust over
the Mouser’s shoulder and solidly and heavily poked Slevyas high on the
chest, jolting him backward, so that the pry-bar’s swing was short and
whistled past harmlessly.

Then the Mouser found himself in the corridor and Fafhrd beside him,
though for some weird reason still only hopping. The Mouser pointed
toward the stairs. Fafhrd nodded, but delayed to reach high, still on one leg
only, and rip off the nearest wall a dozen cubsits of heavy drapes, which he
threw across the corridor to baffle pursuit.

They reached the stairs and started up the next flight, the Mouser in
advance. There were cries behind, some muffled.

“Stop hopping, Fafhrd!” the Mouser ordered querulously. “You've got
two legs again.”

“Yes, and the other’s still dead,” Fafhrd complained. “Ahh! Now feeling
begins to return to it.”

A thrown knife whisked between them and dully clinked as it hit the
wall point-first and stone-powder flew. Then they were around the bend.
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Two more empty corridors, two more curving flights, and then they
saw above them on the last landing a stout ladder mounting to a dark,
square hole in the roof. A thief with hair bound back by a colorful handker-
chief—it appeared to be a door-guards identification—menaced the Mouser
with drawn sword, but when he saw that there were two of them, both
charging him determinedly with shining knives and strange staves or clubs,
he turned and ran down the last empty corridor.

The Mouser, followed closely by Fafhrd, rapidly mounted the ladder
and without pause vaulted up through the hatch into the star-crusted night.

He found himself near the unrailed edge of a slate roof which slanted
enough to have made it look most fearsome to a novice roof-walker, but
safe as houses to a veteran.

Crouched on the long peak of the roof was another kerchiefed thief
holding a dark lantern. He was rapidly covering and uncovering, presum-
ably in some code, the lantern’s bull’s eye, whence shot a faint green beam
north to where a red point of light winked dimly in reply—as far away as
the sea wall, it looked, or perhaps the masthead of a ship beyond, riding in
the Inner Sea. Smuggler?

Seeing the Mouser, this one instantly drew sword and, swinging the
lantern a little in his other hand, advanced menacingly. The Mouser eyed
him warily—the dark lantern with its hot metal, concealed flame, and store
of oil would be a tricky weapon.

But then Fafhrd had clambered out and was standing beside the Mouser,
on both feet again at last. Their adversary backed slowly away toward the
north end of the roof ridge. Fleetingly the Mouser wondered if there was
another hatch there.

Turning back at a bumping sound, he saw Fafhrd prudently hoisting the
ladder. Just as he got it free, a knife flashed up close past him out of the
hatch. While following its flight, the Mouser frowned, involuntarily admir-
ing the skill required to hurl a knife vertically with any accuracy.

It clattered down near them and slid off the roof. The Mouser loped
south across the slates and was halfway from the hatch to that end of the
roof when the faint chink came of the knife striking the cobbles of Murder
Alley.

Fafhrd followed more slowly, in part perhaps from a lesser experience of
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roofs, in part because he still limped a bit to favor his left leg, and in part
because he was carrying the heavy ladder balanced on his right shoulder.

“We won't need that,” the Mouser called back.

Without hesitation Fafhrd heaved it joyously over the edge. By the time
it crashed in Murder Alley, the Mouser was leaping down two yards and
across a gap of one to the next roof, of opposite and lesser pitch. Fafhrd
landed beside him.

The Mouser led them at almost a run through a sooty forest of chim-
neys, chimney pots, ventilators with tails that made them always face the
wind, black-legged cisterns, hatch covers, bird houses, and pigeon traps
across five roofs, four progressively a little lower, the fifth regaining a yard
of the altitude they’d lost—the spaces between the buildings easy to leap,
none more than three yards, no ladder-bridge required, and only one roof
with a somewhat greater pitch than that of Thieves’ House—until they
reached the Street of the Thinkers at a point where it was crossed by a
roofed passageway much like the one at Rokkermas and Slaarg’s.

While they crossed it at a crouching lope, something hissed close past
them and clattered ahead. As they leaped down from the roof of the bridge,
three more somethings hissed over their heads to clatter beyond. One
rebounded from a square chimney almost to the Mouser’s feet. He picked
it up, expecting a stone, and was surprised by the greater weight of a leaden
ball big as two doubled-up fingers.

“They,” he said, jerking thumb overshoulder, “lost no time in getting
slingers on the roof. When roused, they’re good.”

Southeast then through another black chimney-forest to a point on
Cheap Street where upper stories overhung the street so much on either
side that it was easy to leap the gap. During this roof-traverse, an advancing
front of night-smog, dense enough to make them cough and wheeze, had
engulfed them and for perhaps sixty heartbeats the Mouser had had to slow
to a shuffle and feel his way, Fafthrd’s hand on his shoulder. Just short of
Cheap Street they had come abruptly and completely out of the smog and
seen the stars again, while the black front had rolled off northward behind
them.

“Now what the devil was that?” Fafhrd had asked and the Mouser had
shrugged.
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A nighthawk would have seen a vast thick hoop of black night-smog
blowing out in all directions from a center near the Silver Eel, growing ever
greater and greater in diameter and circumferences.

East of Cheap Street the two comrades soon made their way to the
ground, landing back in Plague Court behind the narrow premises of Nat-
tick Nimblefingers the Tailor.

Then at last they looked at each other and their trammeled swords and
their filthy faces and clothing made dirtier still by roof-soot, and they
laughed and laughed and laughed, Fafhrd roaring still as he bent over to
massage his left leg above and below knee. This hooting and wholly unaf-
fected self-mockery continued while they unwrapped their swords—the
Mouser as if his were a surprise package—and clipped their scabbards once
more to their belts. Their exertions had burned out of them the last mote
and atomy of strong wine and even stronger stenchful perfume, but they
felt no desire whatever for more drink, only the urge to get home and eat
hugely and guzzle hot, bitter gahveh, and tell their lovely girls at length the
tale of their mad adventure.

They loped on side by side, at intervals glancing at each other and
chuckling, though keeping a normally wary eye behind and before for
pursuit or interception, despite their expecting neither.

Free of night-smog and drizzled with starlight, their cramped surround-
ings seemed much less stinking and oppressive than when they had set out.
Even Ordure Boulevard had a freshness to it.

Only once for a brief space did they grow serious.

Fafhrd said, “You were a drunken idiot-genius indeed tonight, even if 1
was a drunken clodhopper. Lashing up my leg! Tying up our swords so we
couldn’t use ‘em save as clubs!”

The Mouser shrugged. “Yet that sword-tying doubtless saved us from
committing a number of murders tonight.”

Fafhrd retorted, a little hotly, “Killing in fight isn’t murder.”

Again the Mouser shrugged. “Killing is murder, no matter what nice
names you give. Just as eating is devouring, and drinking guzzling. Gods,
I'm dry, famished, and fatigued! Come on, soft cushions, food, and steam-
ing gahveh!”

They hastened up the long, creaking, broken-treaded stairs with an easy
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carefulness and when they were both on the porch, the Mouser shoved at
the door to open it with surprise-swiftness.

It did not bulge.

“Bolted,” he said to Fathrd shortly. He noted now there was hardly any
light at all coming through the cracks around the door, or noticeable
through the lattices—at most, a faint orange-red glow. Then with senti-
mental grin and in a fond voice in which only the ghost of uneasiness
lurked, he said, “They've gone to sleep, the unworrying wenches!” He
knocked loudly thrice and then cupping his lips shouted softly .1 the door
crack, “Hola, Ivrian! I'm home safe. Hail, Vlana! Your man’s done you
proud, felling Guild-thieves innumerable with one foot tied behind his
back!”

There was no sound whatever from inside—that is, if one discounted a
rustling so faint it was impossible to be sure of it.

Fafhrd was wrinkling his nostrils. “I smell smoke.”

The Mouser banged on the door again. Still no response.

Fafhrd motioned him out of the way, hunching his big shoulder to crash
the portal.

The Mouser shook his head and with a deft tap, slide, and tug removed
a brick that a moment before had looked a firm-set part of the wall beside
the door. He reached in all his arm. There was the scrape of a bolt being
withdrawn, then another, then a third. He swiftly recovered his arm and
the door swung fully inward at a touch.

But neither he nor Fafhrd rushed in at once, as both had intended to, for
the indefinable scent of danger and the unknown came puffing out along
with an increased reek of smoke and a slight sickening sweet scent that
though female was no decent female perfume, and a musty-sour animal
odor.

They could see the room faintly by the orange glow coming from the
small oblong of the open door of the little, well-blacked stove. Yet the
oblong did not sit properly upright but was unnaturally a-tily; clearly
the stove had been half overset and now leaned against a side wall of the
fireplace, its small door fallen open in that direction.

By itself alone, that unnatural angle conveyed the entire impact of a
universe overturned.
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The orange glow showed the carpets oddly rucked up with here and
there black circles a palm’s breadth across, the neatly stacked candles scat-
tered about below their shelves along with some of the jars and enameled
boxes, and, above all, two black, low, irregular, longish heaps, the one by
the fireplace, the other half on the golden couch, half at its foot.

From each heap there stared at the Mouser and Fafhrd innumerable
pairs of tiny, rather widely set, furnace-red eyes.

On the thickly carpeted floor on the other side of the fireplace was a
silver cobweb—a fallen silver cage, but no love birds sang from it.

There was a faint scrape of metal as Fafhrd made sure Graywand was
loose in his scabbard.

As if that tiny sound had beforehand been chosen as the signal for attack,
each instantly whipped out sword and they advanced side by side into the
room, warily at first, testing the floor with each step.

At the screech of the swords being drawn, the tiny furnace-red eyes had
winked and shifted restlessly, and now with the two men’s approach they
swiftly scattered pattering, pair by red pair, each pair at the forward end of
a small, low, slender, hairless-tailed black body, and each making for one of
the black circles in the rugs, where they vanished.

Indubitably the black circles were ratholes newly gnawed up through
the floor and rugs, while the red-eyed creatures were black rats.

Fafhrd and the Mouser sprang forward, slashing and chopping at them
in a frenzy, cursing and human-snarling besides.

They sundered few. The rats fled with preternatural swiftness, most of
them disappearing down holes near the walls and the fireplace.

Also Fafhrd’s first frantic chop went through the floor and on his third
step with an ominous crack and splintering his leg plunged through the
floor to his hip. The Mouser darted past him, unmindful of further crack-
ings.

Fafhrd heaved out his trapped leg, not even noting the splinter-scratches
it got and as unmindful as the Mouser of the continuing creakings. The rats
were gone. He lunged after his comrade, who had thrust a bunch of kin-
dlers into the stove, to make more light.

The horror was that, although the rats were all gone, the two longish
heaps remained, although considerably diminished and, as now shown




54 Fritz Leiber

clearly by the yellow flames leaping from the tilted black door, changed in
hue—no longer were the heaps red-beaded black, but a mixture of gleam-
ing black and dark brown, a sickening purple-blue, violet and velvet black
and ermine white, and the reds of stockings and blood and bloody flesh and
bone.

Although hands and feet had been gnawed bone-naked, and bodies tun-
neled heart-deep, the two faces had been spared. That was not good, for
they were the parts purple-blue from death by strangulation, lips drawn
back, eyes bulging, all features contorted in agony. Only the black and very
dark brown hair gleamed unchanged—that and the white, white teeth.

As each man stared down at his love, unable to look away despite the
waves of horror and grief and rage washing higher and higher in him, each
saw a tiny black strand uncurl from the black depression ringing each
throat and drift off, dissipating, toward the open door behind them—two
strands of night-smog.

With a crescendo of crackings the floor sagged fully three spans more in
the center before arriving at a new temporary stability.

Edges of centrally tortured minds noted details: that Vlana's silver-hilted
dagger skewered to the floor a rat, which, likely enough, overeager had
approached too closely before the night-smog had done its magic work.
That her belt and pouch were gone. That the blue-enameled box inlaid
with silver, in which Ivrian had put the Mouser’s share of the highjacked
jewels, was gone too.

The Mouser and Fafhrd lifted to each other white, drawn faces which
were quite mad, yet completely joined in understanding and purpose. No
need to tell each other what must have happened here when the two
nooses of black vapor had jerked tight in Hristomilo’s receiver, or why
Slivikin had bounced and squeaked in glee, or the significance of such
phrases as “an ample sufficiency of feasters,” or “forget not the loot,” or
“that business we spoke of”~ No need for Fafhrd to explain why he now
stripped off his robe and hood, or why he jerked up Vlana's dagger,
snapped the rat off it with a wrist-flick, and thrust it in his belt. No need for
the Mouser to tell why he searched out a half dozen jars of oil and after
smashing three of them in front of the flaming stove, paused, thought, and
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stuck the other three in the sack at his waist, adding to them the remaining
kindlers and the fire-pot, brimmed with red coals, its top lashed down tight.

Then, still without word exchanged, the Mouser muffled his hand with a
small rug and reaching into the fireplace deliberately tipped the flaming
stove forward, so that it fell door-down on oil-soaked rugs. Yellow flames
sprang up around him.

They turned and raced for the door. With louder crackings than any
before, the floor collapsed. They desperately scrambled their way up a
steep hill of sliding carpets and reached door and porch just before all
behind them gave way and the flaming rugs and stove and all the firewood
and candles and the golden couch and all the little tables and boxes and jars
—and the unthinkably mutilated bodies of their first loves—cascaded into
the dry, dusty, cobweb-choked room below, and the great flames of a
cleansing or at least obliterating cremation began to flare upward.

They plunged down the stairs, which tore away from the wall and
collapsed and dully crashed in the dark just as they reached the ground.
They had to fight their way over the wreckage to get to Bones Alley.

By then flames were darting their bright lizard-tongues out of the shut-
tered attic windows and the boarded-up ones in the story just below. By
the time they reached Plague Court, running side by side at top speed, the
Silver Eel’s fire-alarm was clanging cacophonously behind them.

They were still sprinting when they took the Death Alley fork. Then the
Mouser grappled Fafhrd and forced him to a halt. The big man struck out,
cursing insanely, and only desisted—his white face still a lunatic’s—when
the Mouser cried, panting, “Only ten heartbeats to arm us!”

He pulled the sack from his belt and, keeping tight hold of its neck,
crashed it on the cobbles—hard enough to smash not only the bottles of
oil, but also the fire-pot, for the sack was soon flaming a little at its base.

Then he drew gleaming Scalpel and Fafhrd Graywand and they raced
on, the Mouser swinging his sack in a great circle beside him to fan its
flames. It was a veritable ball of fire burning his left hand as they dashed
across Cheap Street and into Thieves’ House, and the Mouser, leaping
high, swung it up into the great niche above the doorway and let go of it.

The niche-guards screeched in surprise and pain at the fiery invader of
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their hidey-hole and had no time to do ahything with their swords, or
whatever weapons else they had, against the other two invaders.

Student thieves poured out of the doors ahead at the screeching and
foot-pounding, and then poured back as they saw the fierce point of flames
and the two demon-faced oncomers brandishing their long, shining swords.

One skinny little apprentice—he could hardly have been ten years old—
lingered too long. Graywand thrust him pitilessly through as his big eyes
bulged and his small mouth gaped in horror and plea to Fafhrd for mercy.

Now from ahead of them there came a weird, wailing call, hollow and
hair-raising, and doors began to thus shut instead of spewing forth the
armed guards they almost prayed would appear to be skewered by their
swords. Also, despite the long, bracketed torches looking newly renewed,
the corridor was dark.

The reason for this last became clear as they plunged up the stairs.
Strands of night-smog were appearing in the well, materializing from noth-
ing or the air.

The strands grew longer and more numerous and tangible. They
touched and clung nastily. In the corridor above they were forming from
wall to wall and from ceiling to floor, like a gigantic cobweb, and were
becoming so substantial that the Mouser and Fafhrd had to slash them to
get through, or so their two maniac minds believed. The black web muffled
a little a repetition of the eerie, wailing call, which came from the seventh
door ahead and this time ended in a gleeful chittering and cackling insane
as the emotions of the two attackers.

Here too doors were thudding shut. In an ephemeral flash of rationality,
it occurred to the Mouser that it was not he and Fafhrd the thieves feared,
for they had not been seen yet, but rather Hristomilo and his magic, even
though working in defense of Thieves’ House.

Even the map room, whence counter-attack would most likely erupt,
was closed off by a huge oaken, iron-studded door.

They were now twice slashing black, clinging, rope-thick spiderweb for
every single step they drove themselves forward. Midway between the map
and magic rooms, there was forming on the inky web, ghostly at first but
swiftly growing more substantial, a black spider big as a wolf.

The Mouser slashed heavy cobweb before it, dropped back two steps,
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then hurled himself at it in a high leap. Scalpel thrust through it, striking
amidst its eight new-formed jet eyes, and it collapsed like a daggered blad-
der, loosing a vile stink.

Then he and Fafhrd were looking into the magic room, the alchemist’s
chamber. It was much as they had seen it before, except some things were
doubled, or multiplied even further.

On the long table two blue-boiled cucurbits bubbled and roiled, their
heads shooting out a solid, writhing rope more swifily than moves the
black swamp-cobra, which can run down a man—and not into twin receiv-
ers, but into the open air of the room (if any of the air in Thieves’ House
could have been called open then) to weave a barrier between their swords
and Hristomilo, who once more stood tall though hunchbacked over his
sorcerous, brown parchment, though this time his exultant gaze was chiefly
fixed on Fafhrd and the Mouser, with only an occasional downward glance
at the text of the spell he drummingly intoned.

At the other end of the table, in the web-free space, there bounced not
only Slivikin, but also a huge rat matching him in size in all members
except the head.

From the ratholes at the foot of the walls, red eyes glittered and gleamed
in pairs.

With a bellow of rage Fafhrd began slashing at the black barrier, but the
ropes were replaced from the cucurbit heads as swiftly as he sliced them,
while the cut ends, instead of drooping slackly, now began to strain hun-
grily toward him like constrictive snakes or strangle-vines.

He suddenly shifted Graywand to his left hand, drew his long knife and
hurled it at the sorcerer. Flashing toward its mark, it cut through three
strands, was deflected and slowed by a fourth and fifth, almost halted by a
sixth, and ended hanging futilely in the curled grip of a seventh.

Hristomilo laughed cacklingly and grinned, showing his huge upper inci-
sors, while Slivikin chittered in ecstasy and bounded the higher.

The Mouser hurled Cat’s Claw with no better result—worse, indeed,
since his action gave two darting smog-strands time to curl hamperingly
around his sword-hand and stranglingly around his neck. Black rats came
racing out of the big holes at the cluttered base of the walls.

Meanwhile other strands snaked around Fafhrd’s ankles, knees and left
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arm, almost toppling him. But even as he fought for balance, he jerked
Vlana’s dagger from his belt and raised it over his shoulder, its silver hilt
glowing, its blade brown with dried rat’s-blood.

The grin left Hristomilo's face as he saw it. The sorcerer screamed
strangely and importuningly then and drew back from his parchment and
the table, and raised clawed club-hands to ward off doom.

Vlana's dagger sped unimpeded through the black web—its strands even
seemed to part for it—and berwixt the sorcerer’s warding hands, to bury
itself to the hilt in his right eye.

He screamed thinly in dire agony and clawed at his face.

The black web writhed as if in death spasm.

The cucurbits shattered as one, spilling their lava on the scarred table,
putting out the blue flames even as the thick wood of the table began to
smoke a little at the lava’s edge. Lava dropped with plops on the dark
marble floor.

With a faint, final scream Hristomilo pitched forward, hands still
clutched to his eyes above his jutting nose, silver dagger-hilt still protruding
between his fingers.

The web grew faint, like wet ink washed with a gush of clear water.

The Mouser raced forward and transfixed Slivikin and the huge rat with
one thrust of Scalpel before the beasts knew what was happening. They too
died swiftly with thin screams, while all the other rats turned tail and fled
back down their holes swift almost as black lightning.

Then the last trace of night-smog or sorcery-smoke vanished and Fafhrd
and the Mouser found themselves standing alone with three dead bodies
and a profound silence that seemed to fill not only this room but all
Thieves’ House. Even the cucurbit-lava had ceased to move, was harden-
ing, and the wood of the table no longer smoked.

Their madness was gone and all their rage too—vented to the last red
atomy and glutted to more than satiety. They had no more urge to kill
Krovas or any other of the thieves than to swat flies. With horrified inner
eye Fafhrd saw the pitiful face of the child-thief he’d skewered in his lunatic
anger.

Only their grief remained with them, diminished not one whit, but
rather growing greater—that and an ever more swiftly growing revulsion
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from all that was around them: the dead, the disordered magic room, all
Thieves’ House, all of the city of Lankhmar to its last stinking alleyway and
smog-wreathed spire.

With a hiss of disgust the Mouser jerked Scalpel from the rodent cadav-
ers, wiped it on the nearest cloth, and returned it to its scabbard. Fafthrd
likewise sketchily cleansed and sheathed Graywand. Then the two men
picked up their knife and dirk from where they’d dropped to the floor
when the web had dematerialized, though neither so much as glanced at
Vlana’s dagger where it was buried. But on the sorcerer’s table they did
notice Vlana’s black velvet, silver-worked pouch and belt, the latter half
overrun by the hardened black lava, and Ivrian’s blue-enameled box inlaid
with silver. From these they took the gems of Jengao.

With no more word than they had exchanged back at the Mouser’s
burned nest behind the Eel, but with a continuing sense of their unity of
purpose, their identity of intent, and of their comradeship, they made their
way with shoulders bowed and with slow, weary steps which only very
gradually quickened out of the magic room and down the thick-carpeted
corridor, past the map room’s wide door still barred with oak and iron, and
past all the other shut, silent doors—clearly the entire Guild was terrified of
Hristomilo, his spells, and his rats; down the echoing stairs, their footsteps
speeding a little; down the bare-floored lower corridor past its closed, quiet
doors, their footsteps resounding loudly no matter how softly they sought
to tread; under the deserted, black-scorched guard-niche, and so out into
Cheap Street, turning left and north because that was the nearest way to
the Street of the Gods, and there turning right and east—not a waking soul
in the wide street except for one skinny, bent-backed apprentice lad unhap-
pily swabbing the flagstones in front of a wine shop in the dim pink light
beginning to seep from the east, although there were many forms asleep,
a-snore and a-dream in the gutters and under the dark porticos—yes, turn-
ing right and east down the Street of the Gods, for that way was the Marsh
Gate, leading to Causey Road across the Great Salt Marsh, and the Marsh
Gate was the nearest way out of the great and glamorous city that was now
loathsome to them, indeed, not to be endured for one more stabbing,
leaden heartbeat than was necessary—a city of beloved, unfaceable ghosts.
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A DAY TO REMEMBER

he Queen Elizabeth was over three miles above the Grand
Canyon, dawdling along at a comfortable hundred and
eighty, when Howard Falcon spotted the camera platform
closing in from the right. He had been expecting it—nothing

else was cleared to fly at this altitude—but he was not too happy to have
company. Although he welcomed any signs of public interest, he also
wanted as much empty sky as he could get. After all, he was the first man
in history to navigate a ship three-tenths of a mile long. . . .

So far, this first test flight had gone perfectly; ironically enough, the only
problem had been the century-old aircraft carrier Chairman Mao, borrowed
from the San Diego Naval Museum for support operations. Only one of
Mao’s four nuclear reactors was still operating, and the old battlewagon’s
top speed was barely thirty knots. Luckily, wind speed at sea level had been
less than half this, so it had not been too difficult to maintain still air on the
flight deck. Though there had been a few anxious moments during gusts,
when the mooring lines had been dropped, the great dirigible had risen
smoothly, straight up into the sky, as if on an invisible elevator. If all went
well, Queen Elizabeth IV would not meet Chairman Mao again for another
week.

Everything was under control; all test instruments gave normal readings.
Commander Falcon decided to go upstairs and watch the rendezvous. He
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handed over to his second officer, and walked out into the transparent
tubeway that led through the heart of the ship. There, as always, he was
overwhelmed by the spectacle of the largest single space ever enclosed by
man.

The ten spherical gas cells, each more than a hundred feet across, were
ranged one behind the other like a line of gigantic soap bubbles. The tough
plastic was so clear that he could see through the whole length of the array,
and make out details of the elevator mechanism, more than a third of a
mile from his vantage point. All around him, like a three-dimensional
maze, was the structural framework of the ship—the great longitudinal
girders running from nose to tail, the fifteen hoops that were the circular
ribs of this sky-borne colossus, and whose varying sizes defined its graceful,
streamlined profile.

At this low speed, there was little sound—merely the soft rush of wind
over the envelope and an occasional creak of metal as the pattern of
stresses changed. The shadowless light from the rows of lamps far over-
head gave the whole scene a curiously submarine quality, and to Falcon
this was enhanced by the spectacle of the translucent gasbags. He had once
encountered a squadron of large but harmless jellyfish, pulsing their mind-
less way above a shallow tropical reef, and the plastic bubbles that gave
Queen Elizabeth her lift often reminded him of these—especially when
changing pressures made them crinkle and scatter new patterns of reflected
light.

He walked down the axis of the ship until he came to the forward
elevator, between gas cells one and two. Riding up to the Observation
Deck, he noticed that it was uncomfortably hot, and dictated a brief memo
to himself on his pocket recorder. The Queen obtained almost a quarter of
her buoyancy from the unlimited amounts of waste heat produced by her
fusion power plant. On this lightly loaded flight, indeed, only six of the ten
gas cells contained helium; the remaining four were full of air. Yet she still
carried two hundred tons of water as ballast. However, running the cells at
high temperatures did produce problems in refrigerating the access ways; it
was obvious that a little more work would have to be done there.

A refreshing blast of cooler air hit him in the face when he stepped out
onto the Observation Deck and into the dazzling sunlight streaming
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through the plexiglass roof. Half a dozen workmen, with an equal number
of superchimp assistants, were busily laying the partly completed dance
floor, while others were installing electric wiring and fixing furniture. It
was a scene of controlled chaos, and Falcon found it hard to believe that
everything would be ready for the maiden voyage, only four weeks ahead.
Well, that was not his problem, thank goodness. He was merely the Cap-
tain, not the Cruise Director.

The human workers waved to him, and the “simps” flashed toothy
smiles, as he walked through the confusion, into the already completed
Skylounge. This was his favorite place in the whole ship, and he knew that
once she was operating he would never again have it all to himself. He
would allow himself just five minutes of private enjoyment.

He called the bridge, checked that everything was still in order, and
relaxed into one of the comfortable swivel chairs. Below, in a curve that
delighted the eye, was the unbroken silver sweep of the ship’s envelope. He
was perched at the highest point, surveying the whole immensity of the
largest vehicle ever built. And when he had tired of that—all the way out to
the horizon was the fantastic wilderness carved by the Colorado River in
half a billion years of time.

Apart from the camera platform (it had now fallen back and was filming
from amidships), he had the sky to himself. It was blue and empty, clear
down to the horizon. In his grandfather’s day, Falcon knew, it would have
been streaked with vapor trails and stained with smoke. Both had gone: the
aerial garbage had vanished with the primitive technologies that spawned
it, and the long-distance transportation of this age arced too far beyond the
stratosphere for any sight or sound of it to reach Earth. Once again, the
lower atmosphere belonged to the birds and the clouds—and now to Queen
Elizabeth IV.

It was true, as the old pioneers had said at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century: this was the only way to travel-—in silence and luxury, breath-
ing the air around you and not cut off from it, near enough to the surface
to watch the ever-changing beauty of land and sea. The subsonic jets of the
1980’s, packed with hundreds of passengers seated ten abreast, could not
even begin to match such comfort and spaciousness.

Of course, the Queen would never be an economic proposition, and even
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if her projected sister ships were built, only a few of the world’s quarter of
a billion inhabitants would ever enjoy this silent gliding through the sky.
But a secure and prosperous global society could afford such follies and
indeed needed them for their novelty and entertainment. There were at
Jeast a million men on Earth whose discretionary income exceeded a thou-
sand new dollars a year, so the Queen would not lack for passengers.

Falcon’s pocket communicator beeped. The copilot was calling from the
bridge.

“0.K. for rendezvous, Captain? We've got all the data we need from this
run, and the TV people are getting impatient.”

Falcon glanced at the camera platform, now matching his speed a tenth
of a mile away.

“O.K.,” he replied. “Proceed as arranged. I'll watch from here.”

He walked back through the busy chaos of the Observation Deck so that
he could have a better view amidships. As he did so, he could feel the
change of vibration underfoot; by the time he had reached the rear of the
lounge, the ship had come to rest. Using his master key, he let himself out
onto the small external platform flaring from the end of the deck; half a
dozen people could stand here, with only low guardrails separating them
from the vast sweep of the envelope—and from the ground, thousands of
feet below. It was an exciting place to be, and perfectly safe even when the
ship was traveling at speed, for it was in the dead air behind the huge dorsal
blister of the Observation Deck. Nevertheless, it was not intended that the
passengers would have access to it; the view was a little too vertiginous.

The covers of the forward cargo hatch had already opened like giant
trap doors, and the camera platform was hovering above them, preparing
to descend. Along this route, in the years to come, would travel thousands
of passengers and tons of supplies. Only on rare occasions would the Queen
drop down to sea level and dock with her floating base.

A sudden gust of cross wind slapped Falcon’s cheek, and he tightened his
grip on the guardrail. The Grand Canyon was a bad place for turbulence,
though he did not expect much at this altitude. Without any real anxiety,
he focused his attention on the descending platform, now about a hundred
and fifty feet above the ship. He knew that the highly skilled operator who
was flying the remotely controlled vehicle had performed this simple ma-
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neuver a dozen times already; it was inconceivable that he would have any
difficulties.

Yet he seemed to be reacting rather sluggishly. That last gust had drifted
the platform almost to the edge of the open hatchway. Surely the pilot
could have corrected before this. . . . Did he have a control problem?
It was very unlikely; these remotes had multiple-redundancy, fail-safe
takeovers, and any number of backup systems. Accidents were almost un-
heard of.

But there he went again, off to the left. Could the pilot be drunk?
Improbable though that seemed, Falcon considered it seriously for a mo-
ment. Then he reached for his microphone switch.

Once again, without warning, he was slapped violently in the face. He
hardly felt it, for he was staring in horror at the camera platform. The
distant operator was fighting for control, trying to balance the craft on its
jets—but he was only making matters worse. The oscillations increased—
twenty degrees, forty, sixty, ninety. . . .

“Switch to automatic, you fool!” Falcon shouted uselessly into his mi-
crophone. “Your manual control’s not working!”

The platform flipped over on its back. The jets no longer supported it,
but drove it swiftly downward. They had suddenly become allies of the
gravity they had fought until this moment.

Falcon never heard the crash, though he felt it; he was already inside the
Observation Deck, racing for the elevator that would take him down to the
bridge. Workmen shouted at him anxiously, asking what had happened. It
would be many months before he knew the answer to that question.

Just as he was stepping into the elevator cage, he changed his mind.
What if there was a power failure? Better be on the safe side, even if it took
longer and time was the essence. He began to run down the spiral stairway
enclosing the shaft.

Halfway down he paused for a second to inspect the damage. That
damned platform had gone clear through the ship, rupturing two of the gas
cells as it did so. They were still collapsing slowly, in great falling veils of
plastic. He was not worried about the loss of lift—the ballast could easily
take care of that, as long as eight cells remained intact. Far more serious
was the possibility of structural damage. Already he could hear the great
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latticework around him groaning and protesting under its abnormal loads.
It was not enough to have sufficient lift; unless it was properly distributed,
the ship would break her back.

He was just resuming his descent when a superchimp, shrieking with
fright, came racing down the elevator shaft, moving with incredible speed,
hand over hand, along the outside of the latticework. In its terror, the poor
beast had torn off its company uniform, perhaps in an unconscious attempt
to regain the freedom of its ancestors.

Falcon, still descending as swiftly as he could, watched its approach with
some alarm. A distraught simp was a powerful and potentially dangerous
animal, especially if fear overcame its conditioning. As it overtook him, it
started to call out a string of words, but they were all jumbled together,
and the only one he could recognize was a plaintive, frequently repeated
“boss.” Even now, Falcon realized, it looked toward humans for guidance.
He felt sorry for the creature, involved in a man-made disaster beyond its
comprehension, and for which it bore no responsibility.

It stopped opposite him, on the other side of the lattice; there was
nothing to prevent it from coming through the open framework if it
wished. Now its face was only inches from his, and he was looking straight
into the terrified eyes. Never before had he been so close to a simp, and
able to study its features in such detail. He felt that strange mingling of
kinship and discomfort that all men experience when they gaze thus into
the mirror of time.

His presence seemed to have calmed the creature. Falcon pointed up the
shaft, back toward the Observation Deck, and said very clearly and pre-
cisely: “Boss—boss—go.” To his relief, the simp understood; it gave him a
grimace that might have been a smile, and at once started to race back the
way it had come. Falcon had given it the best advice he could. If any safety
remained aboard the Queen, it was in that direction. But his duty lay in the
other.

He had almost completed his descent when, with a sound of rending
metal, the vessel pitched nose down, and the lights went out. But he could
still see quite well, for a shaft of sunlight streamed through the open hatch
and the huge tear in the envelope. Many years ago he had stood in a great
cathedral nave watching the light pouring through the stained-glass win-
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dows and forming pools of multicolored radiance on the ancient flagstones.
The dazzling shaft of sunlight through the ruined fabric high above re-
minded him of that moment. He was in a cathedral of metal, falling down
the sky.

When he reached the bridge, and was able for the first time to look
outside, he was horrified to see how close the ship was to the ground. Only
three thousand feet below were the beautiful and deadly pinnacles of rock
and the red rivers of mud that were still carving their way down into the
past. There was no level area anywheré in sight where a ship as large as the
Queen could come to rest on an even keel.

A glance at the display board told him that all the ballast had gone.
However, rate of descent had been reduced to a few yards a second; they
still had a fighting chance.

Without a word, Falcon eased himself into the pilot’s seat and took over
such control as still remained. The instrument board showed him every-
thing he wished to know; speech was superfluous. In the background, he
could hear the Communications Officer giving a running report over the
radio. By this time, all the news channels of Earth would have been pre-
empted, and he could imagine the utter frustration of the program control-
lers. One of the most spectacular wrecks in history was occurring—without
a single camera to record it. The last moments of the Queen would never
fill millions with awe and terror, as had those of the Hindenburg, a century
and a half before.

Now the ground was only about seventeen hundred feet away, still
coming up slowly. Though he had full thrust, he had not dared to use it,
lest the weakened structure collapse; but now he realized that he had no
choice. The wind was taking them toward a fork in the canyon, where the
river was split by a wedge of rock like the prow of some gigantic, fossilized
ship of stone. If she continued on her present course, the Queen would
straddle that triangular plateau and come to rest with at least a third of her
Jength jutting out over nothingness; she would snap like a rotten stick.

Far away, above the sound of straining metal and escaping gas, came the
familiar whistle of the jets as Falcon opened up the lateral thrusters. The
ship staggered, and began to slew to port. The shriek of tearing metal was
now almost continuous—and the rate of descent had started to increase
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ominously. A glance at the damage-control board showed that cell number
five had just gone.

The ground was only yards away. Even now, he could not tell whether
his maneuver would succeed or fail. He switched the thrust vectors over to
vertical, giving maximum lift to reduce the force of impact.

The crash seemed to last forever. It was not violent—merely prolonged,
and irresistible. It seemed that the whole universe was falling about them.

The sound of crunching metal came nearer, as if some great beast were
eating its way through the dying ship.

Then floor and ceiling closed upon him like a vice.

s N s
“*BECAUSE IT'S THERE"’

hy do you want to go to Jupiter?”
“As Springer said when he lifted for Pluto—because it’s
there.””

“Thanks. Now we've got that out of the way—the real reason.”

Howard Falcon smiled, though only those who knew him well could
have interpreted the slight, leathery grimace. Webster was one of them; for
more than twenty years they had been involved in each other’s projects.
They had shared triumphs and disasters—including the greatest disaster of
all.

“Well, Springer’s cliché is still valid. We've landed on all the terrestrial
planets, but none of the gas giants. They are the only real challenge left in
the solar system.”

“An expensive one. Have you worked out the cost?”

“As well as I can; here are the estimates. Remember, though—this isn’t
a one-shot mission, but a transportation system. Once it’s proved out, it can
be used over and over again. And it will open up not merely Jupiter, but all
the giants.”

Webster looked at the figures, and whistled.

“Why not start with an easier planet—Uranus, for example? Half the
gravity, and less than half the escape velocity. Quieter weather, too—if
that's the right word for it.”
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Webster had certainly done his homework. But that, of course, was why
he was head of Long-Range Planning.

“There’s very little saving—when you allow for the extra distance and
the logistics problems. For Jupiter, we can use the facilities of Ganymede.
Beyond Saturn, we’d have to establish a new supply base.”

Logical, thought Webster; but he was sure that it was not the important
reason. Jupiter was lord of the solar system; Falcon would be interested in
no lesser challenge.

“Besides,” Falcon continued, “Jupiter is a major scientific scandal. It's
more than a hundred years since its radio storms were discovered, but we
still don’t know what causes them—and the Great Red Spot is as big a
mystery as ever. That's why I can get matching funds from the Bureau of
Astronautics. Do you know how many probes they have dropped into that
atmosphere?”’

“A couple of hundred, I believe.”

“Three hundred and twenty-six, over the last fifty years—about a quarter
of them total failures. Of course, they’ve learned a hell of a lot, but they've
barely scratched the planet. Do you realize how big it is?”

“More than ten times the size of Earth.”

“Yes, yes—but do you know what that really means?”

Falcon pointed to the large globe in the corner of Webster’s office.

“Look at India—how small it seems. Well, if you skinned Earth and
spread it out on the surface of Jupiter, it would look about as big as India
does here.”

There was a long silence while Webster contemplated the equation:
Jupiter is to Earth as Earth is to India. Falcon had—deliberately, of course—
chosen the best possible example. . . .

Was it already ten years ago? Yes, it must have been. The crash lay
seven years in the past (that date was engraved on his heart), and those
initial tests had taken place three years before the first and last flight of the
Queen Elizabeth.

Ten years ago, then, Commander (no, Lieutenant) Falcon had invited
him to a preview—a three-day drift across the northemn plains of India,
within sight of the Himalayas. “Perfectly safe,” he had promised. “It will
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get you away from the office—and will teach you what this whole thing is
about.”

Webster had not been disappointed. Next to his first journey to the
Moon, it had been the most memorable experience of his life. And yet, as
Falcon had assured him, it had been perfectly safe, and quite uneventful.

They had taken off from Srinagar just before dawn, with the huge silver
bubble of the balloon already catching the first light of the Sun. The ascent
had been made in total silence; there were none of the roaring propane
burners that had lifted the hot-air balloons of an earlier age. All the heat
they needed came from the little pulsed-fusion reactor, weighing only
about two hundred and twenty pounds, hanging in the open mouth of the
envelope. While they were climbing, its laser was zapping ten times a
second, igniting the merest whiff of deuterium fuel. Once they had reached
altitude, it would fire only a few times a minute, making up for the heat
lost through the great gasbag overhead.

And so, even while they were almost a mile above the ground, they
could hear dogs barking, people shouting, bells ringing. Slowly the vast,
Sun-smitten landscape expanded around them. Two hours later, they had
leveled out at three miles and were taking frequent draughts of oxygen.
They could relax and admire the scenery; the on-board instrumentation
was doing all the work—gathering the information that would be required
by the designers of the still-unnamed liner of the skies.

It was a perfect day. The southwest monsoon would not break for
another month, and there was hardly a cloud in the sky. Time seemed to
have come to a stop; they resented the hourly radio reports which inter-
rupted their reverie. And all around, to the horizon and far beyond, was
that infinite, ancient landscape, drenched with history—a patchwork of
villages, fields, temples, lakes, irrigation canals. . . .

With a real effort, Webster broke the hypnotic spell of that ten-year-old
memory. It had converted him to lighter-than-air flight—and it had made
him realize the enormous size of India, even in a world that could be
circled within ninety minutes. And yet, he repeated to himself, Jupiter is to
Earth as Earth is to India. . . .

“Granted your argument,” he said, “and supposing the funds are avail-
able, there’s another question you have to answer. Why should you do
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better than the—what is it—three hundred and twenty-six robot probes
that have already made the trip?”

“I am better qualified than they were—as an observer, and as a pilot.
Especially as a pilot. Don't forget—I've more experience of lighter-than-air
flight than anyone in the world.”

“You could still serve as controller, and sit safely on Ganymede.”

“But that’s just the point! They’ve already done that. Don’t you remem-
ber what killed the Queen?”

Webster knew perfectly well; but he merely answered: “Go on.”

“Time lag—time lag! That idiot of a platform controller thought he was
using a local radio circuit. But he’d been accidentally switched through a
satellite—oh, maybe it wasn’t his fault, but he should have noticed. That’s a
half-second time lag for the round trip. Even then it wouldn’t have mat-
tered flying in calm air. It was the turbulence over the Grand Canyon that
did it. When the platform tipped, and he corrected for that—it had already
tipped the other way. Ever tried to drive a car over a bumpy road with a
half-second delay in the steering?”

“No, and I don’t intend to try. But I can imagine it.”

“Well, Ganymede is a million kilometers from Jupiter. That means a
round-trip delay of six seconds. No, you need a controller on the spot—to
handle emergencies in real time. Let me show you something. Mind if I use
this?”

“Go ahead.”

Falcon picked up a postcard that was lying on Webster’s desk; they were
almost obsolete on Earth, but this one showed a 3-D view of a Martian
landscape, and was decorated with exotic and expensive stamps. He held it
so that it dangled vertically.

“This is an old trick, but helps to make my point. Place your thumb and
finger on either side, not quite touching. That’s right.”

Webster put out his hand, almost but not quite gripping the card.

“Now catch it.”

Falcon waited for a few seconds; then, without warning, he let go of the
card. Webster’s thumb and finger closed on empty air.

“I'll do it again, just to show there’s no deception. You see?”

Once again, the falling card had slipped through Webster’s fingers.
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“Now you try it on me.”

This time, Webster grasped the card and dropped it without warning. It
had scarcely moved before Falcon had caught it. Webster almost imagined
he could hear a click, so swift was the other’s reaction.

“When they put me together again,” Falcon remarked in an expression-
less voice, ““the surgeons made some improvements. This is one of them—
and there are others. 1 want to make the most of them. Jupiter is the place
where I can do it.”

Webster stared for long seconds at the fallen card, absorbing the improb-
able colors of the Trivium Charontis Escarpment. Then he said quietly: “I
understand. How long do you think it will take?”

“With your help, plus the Bureau, plus all the science foundations we
can drag in—oh, three years. Then a year for trials—we’ll have to send in at
least two test models. So, with luck—five years.”

“That’s about what I thought. [ hope you get your luck; you've earned
it. But there’s one thing I won’t do.”

“What's thar?”

“Next time you go ballooning, don’t expect me as passenger.”

= ) =
THE WORLD OF THE GODS

The fall from Jupiter V to Jupiter itself takes only three and a half

hours. Few men could have slept on so awesome a journey. Sleep
was a weakness that Howard Falcon hated, and the little he still required
brought dreams that time had not yet been able to exorcise. But he could
expect no rest in the three days that lay ahead, and must seize what he
could during the long fall down into that ocean of clouds, some sixty
thousand miles below.

As soon as Kon-Tiki had entered her transfer orbit and all the computer
checks were satisfactory, he prepared for the last sleep he might ever know.
It seemed appropriate that at almost the same moment Jupiter eclipsed the
bright and tiny Sun as he swept into the monstrous shadow of the planet.
For a few minutes a strange golden twilight enveloped the ship; then a
quarter of the sky became an utterly black hole in space, while the rest was
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a blaze of stars. No matter how far one traveled across the solar system,
they never changed; these same constellations now shone on Earth, millions
of miles away. The only novelties here were the small, pale crescents of
Callisto and Ganymede; doubtless there were a dozen other moons up
there in the sky, but they were all much too tiny, and too distant, for the
unaided eye to pick them out.

“Closing down for two hours,” he reported to the mother ship, hanging
almost a thousand miles above the desolate rocks of Jupiter V, in the
radiation shadow of the tiny satellite. If it never served any other useful
purpose, Jupiter V was a cosmic bulldozer perpetually sweeping up the
charged particles that made it unhealthy to linger close to Jupiter. Its wake
was almost free of radiation, and there a ship could park in perfect safety,
while death sleeted invisibly all around.

Falcon switched on the sleep inducer, and consciousness faded swiftly
out as the electric pulses surged gently through his brain. While Kon-Tiki
fell toward Jupiter, gaining speed second by second in that enormous gravi-
tational field, he slept without dreams. They always came when he awoke;
and he had brought his nightmares with him from Earth.

Yet he never dreamed of the crash itself, though he often found himself
again face to face with that terrified superchimp, as he descended the spiral
stairway between the collapsing gasbags. None of the simps had survived;
those that were not killed outright were so badly injured that they had
been painlessly “euthed.” He sometimes wondered why he dreamed only
of this doomed creature—which he had never met before the last minutes
of its life—and not of the friends and colleagues he had lost aboard the
dying Queen.

The dreams he feared most always began with his first return to con-
sciousness. There had been little physical pain; in fact, there had been no
sensation of any kind. He was in darkness and silence, and did not even
seem to be breathing. And—strangest of all-—he could not locate his limbs.
He could move neither his hands nor his feet, because he did not know
where they were.

The silence had been the first to yield. After hours, or days, he had
become aware of a faint throbbing, and eventually, after long thought, he
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deduced that this was the beating of his own heart. That was the first of his
many mistakes.

Then there had been faint pinpricks, sparkles of light, ghosts of pressures
upon still-unresponsive limbs. One by one his senses had returned, and pain
had come with them. He had had to leamn everything anew, recapitulating
infancy and babyhood. Though his memory was unaffected, and he could
understand words that were spoken to him, it was months before he was
able to answer except by the flicker of an eyelid. He could remember the
moments of triumph when he had spoken the first word, turned the page
of a book—and, finally, learned to move under his own power. That was a
victory indeed, and it had taken him almost two years to prepare for it. A
hundred times he had envied that dead superchimp, but he had been given
no choice. The doctors had made their decision—and now, twelve years
later, he was where no human being had ever traveled before, and moving
faster than any man in history.

Kon-Tiki was just emerging from shadow, and the Jovian dawn bridged
the sky ahead in a titanic bow of light, when the persistent buzz of the
alarm dragged Falcon up from sleep. The inevitable nightmares (he had
been trying to summon a nurse, but did not even have the strength to push
the button) swiftly faded from consciousness. The greatest—and perhaps
last—adventure of his life was before him.

He called Mission Control, now almost sixty thousand miles away and
falling swiftly below the curve of Jupiter, to report that everything was in
order. His velocity had just passed thirty-one miles a second (that was one
for the books) and in half an hour Kon-Tiki would hit the outer fringes of
the atmosphere, as he started on the most difficult re-entry in the entire
solar system. Although scores of probes had survived this flaming ordeal,
they had been tough, solidly packed masses of instrumentation, able to
withstand several hundred gravities of drag. Kon-Tiki would hit peaks of
thirty g's, and would average more than ten, before she came to rest in the
upper reaches of the Jovian atmosphere. Very carefully and thoroughly,
Falcon began to attach the elaborate system of restraints that would anchor
him to the walls of the cabin. When he had finished, he was virtually a part
of the ship’s structure.

The clock was counting backward; one hundred seconds to re-entry. For
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better or worse, he was committed. In a minute and a half, he would graze
the Jovian atmosphere, and would be caught irrevocably in the grip of the
giant.

The countdown was three seconds late—not at all bad, considering the
unknowns involved. From beyond the walls of the capsule came a ghostly
sighing, which rose steadily to a high-pitched, screaming roar. The noise
was quite different from that of a re-entry on Earth or Mars; in this thin
atmosphere of hydrogen and helium, all sounds were transformed a couple
of octaves upward. On Jupiter, even thunder would have falsetto over-
tones.

With the rising scream came mounting weight; within seconds, he was
completely immobilized. His field of vision contracted until it embraced
only the clock and the accelerometer; fifteen g, and four hundred and
eighty seconds to go. . . .

He never lost consciousness; but then, he had not expected to. Kon-Tiki’s
trail through the Jovian atmosphere must be really spectacular—by this
time, thousands of miles long. Five hundred seconds after entry, the drag
began to taper off: ten g, five g, two. . . . Then weight vanished almost
completely. He was falling free, all his enormous orbital velocity destroyed.

There was a sudden jolt as the incandescent remnants of the heat shield
were jettisoned. It had done its work and would not be needed again;
Jupiter could have it now. He released all but two of the restraining buck-
les, and waited for the automatic sequencer to start the next, and most
critical, series of events.

He did not see the first drogue parachute pop out, but he could feel the
slight jerk, and the rate of fall diminished immediately. Kon-Tiki had lost all
her horizontal speed and was going straight down at almost a thousand
miles an hour. Everything depended on what happened in the next sixty
seconds.

There went the second drogue. He looked up through the overhead
window and saw, to his immense relief, that clouds of glittering foil were
billowing out behind the falling ship. Like a great flower unfurling, the
thousands of cubic yards of the balloon spread out across the sky, scooping
up the thin gas until it was fully inflated. Kon-Tiki’s rate of fall dropped to a
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few miles an hour and remained constant. Now there was plenty of time; it
would take him days to fall all the way down to the surface to Jupiter.

But he would get there eventually, even if he did nothing about it. The
balloon overhead was merely acting as an efficient parachute. It was pro-
viding no kift; nor could it do so, while the gas inside and out was the same.

With its characteristic and rather disconcerting crack the fusion reactor
started up, pouring torrents of heat into the envelope overhead. Within five
minutes, the rate of fall had become zero; within six, the ship had started to
rise. According to the radar altimeter, it had leveled out at about two
hundred and sixty-seven miles above the surface—or whatever passed for a
surface on Jupiter.

Only one kind of balloon will work in an atmosphere of hydrogen,
which is the lightest of all gases—and that is a hot-hydrogen balloon. As
long as the fuser kept ticking over, Falcon could remain aloft, drifting
across a world that could hold a hundred Pacifics. After traveling over three
hundred million miles, Kon-Tiki had at last begun to justify her name. She
was an aerial raft, adrift upon the currents of the Jovian atmosphere.

Though a whole new world was lying around him, it was more than an
hour before Falcon could examine the view. First he had to check all the
capsule’s systems and test its response to the controls. He had to learn how
much extra heat was necessary to produce a desired rate of ascent, and how
much gas he must vent in order to descend. Above all, there was the
question of stability. He must adjust the length of the cables attaching his
capsule to the huge, pear-shaped balloon, to damp out vibrations and get
the smoothest possible ride. Thus far, he was lucky; at this level, the wind
was steady, and the Doppler reading on the invisible surface gave him a
ground speed of two hundred seventeen and a half miles an hour. For
Jupiter, that was modest; winds of up to a thousand had been observed. But
mere speed was, of course, unimportant; the real danger was turbulence. If
he ran into that, only skill and experience and swift reaction could save him
—and these were not matters that could yet be programed into a com-
puter.

Not until he was satisfied that he had got the feel of his strange craft did
Falcon pay any attention to Mission Control’s pleadings. Then he deployed
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the booms carrying the instrumentation and the atmospheric samplers. The
capsule now resembled a rather untidy Christmas tree, but still rode
smoothly down the Jovian winds while it radioed its torrents of informa-
tion to the recorders on the ships miles above. And now, at last, he could
look around. . . .

His first impression was unexpected, and even a little disappointing. As
far as the scale of things was concerned, he might have been ballooning
over an ordinary cloudscape on Earth. The horizon seemed at a normal
distance; there was no feeling at all that he was on a world eleven times the
diameter of his own. Then he looked at the infrared radar, sounding the
layers of atmosphere beneath him—and knew how badly his eyes had been
deceived.

That layer of clouds apparently about three miles away was really more
than thirty-seven miles below. And the horizon, whose distance he would
have guessed at about one hundred and twenty-five, was actually eighteen
hundred miles from the ship.

The crystalline clarity of the hydrohelium atmosphere and the enor-
mous curvature of the planet had fooled him completely. It was even
harder to judge distances here than on the Moon; everything he saw must
be multiplied by at least ten.

It was a simple matter, and he should have been prepared for it. Yet
somehow, it disturbed him profoundly. He did not feel that Jupiter was
huge, but that he had shrunk—to a tenth of his normal size. Perhaps, with
time, he would grow accustomed to the inhuman scale of this world; yet as
he stared toward that unbelievably distant horizon, he felt as if a wind
colder than the atmosphere around him was blowing through his soul.
Despite all his arguments, this might never be a place for man. He could
well be both the first and last to descend through the clouds of Jupiter.

The sky above was almost black, except for a few wisps of ammonia
cirrus perhaps twelve miles overhead. It was cold up there, on the fringes
of space, but both pressure and temperature increased rapidly with depth.
At the level where Kon-Tiki was drifting now, it was fifty below zero, and
the pressure was five atmospheres. Sixty-five miles farther down, it would
be as warm as equatorial Earth, and the pressure about the same as at the
bottom of one of the shallower seas. Ideal conditions for life. . . .
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A quarter of the brief Jovian day had already gone; the sun was halfway
up the sky, but the light on the unbroken cloudscape below had a cuarious
mellow quality. That extra three hundred million miles had robbed the Sun
of all its power. Though the sky was clear, Falcon found himself continu-
ally thinking that it was a heavily overcast day. When night fell, the onset
of darkness would be swift indeed; though it was still morning, there was a
sense of autumnal twilight in the air. But autumn, of course, was some-
thing that never came to Jupiter. There were no seasons here.

Kon-Tiki had come down in the exact center of the equatorial zone—the
least colorful part of the planet. The sea of clouds that stretched out to the
horizon was tinted a pale salmon; there were none of the yellows and pinks
and even reds that banded Jupiter at higher altitudes. The Great Red Spot
itself —most spectacular of all of the planet’s features—lay thousands of
miles to the south. It had been a temptation to descend there, but the south
tropical disturbance was unusually active, with currents reaching over nine
hundred miles an hour. It would have been asking for trouble to head into
that maelstrom of unknown forces. The Great Red Spot and its mysteries
would have to wait for future expeditions.

The Sun, moving across the sky twice as swiftly as it did on Earth, was
now nearing the zenith and had become eclipsed by the great silver canopy
of the balloon. Kon-Tiki was still drifting swiftly and smoothly westward at
a steady two hundred and seventeen and a half, but only the radar gave any
indication of this. Was it always as calm here? Falcon asked himself. The
scientists who had talked learnedly of the Jovian doldrums, and had pre-
dicted that the equator would be the quietest place, seemed to know what
they were talking about, after all. He had been profoundly skeptical of all
such forecasts, and had agreed with one unusually modest researcher who
had told him bluntly: “There are no experts on Jupiter.” Well, there would
be at least one by the end of this day.

If he managed to survive until then.



= IV =
THE VOICES OF THE DEEP

That first day, the Father of the Gods smiled upon him. It was as calm
and peaceful here on Jupiter as it had been, years ago, when he was
drifting with Webster across the plains of northern India. Falcon had time
to master his new skills, until Kon-Tiki seemed an extension of his own
body. Such luck was more than he had dared to hope for, and he began to
wonder what price he might have to pay for it.

The five hours of daylight were almost over; the clouds below were full
of shadows, which gave them a massive solidity they had not possessed
when the Sun was higher. Color was swiftly draining from the sky, except
in the west itself, where a band of deepening purple lay along the horizon.
Above this band was the thin crescent of a closer moon, pale and bleached
against the utter blackness beyond.

With a speed perceptible to the eye, the Sun went straight down over
the edge of Jupiter, over eighteen hundred miles away. The stars came out
in their legions—and there was the beautiful evening star of Earth, on the
very frontier of twilight, reminding him how far he was from home. It
followed the Sun down into the west. Man’s first night on Jupiter had
begun.

With the onset of darkness, Kon-Tiki started to sink. The balloon was no
longer heated by the feeble sunlight and was losing a small part of its
buoyancy. Falcon did nothing to increase lift; he had expected this and was
plarining to descend.

The invisible cloud deck was still over thirty miles below, and he would
reach it about midnight. It showed up clearly on the infrared radar, which
also reported that it contained a vast array of complex carbon compounds,
as well as the usual hydrogen, helium, and ammonia. The chemists were
dying for samples of that fluffy, pinkish stuff; though some atmospheric
probes had already gathered a few grams, that had only whetted their
appetites. Half the basic molecules of life were here, floating high above the
surface of Jupiter. And where there was food, could life be far away? That
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was the question that, after more than a hundred years, no one had been
able to answer.

The infrared was blocked by the clouds, but the microwave radar sliced
right through and showed layer after layer, all the way down to the hidden
surface almost two hundred and fifty miles below. That was barred to him
by enormous pressures and temperatures; not even robot probes had ever
reached it intact. It lay in tantalizing inaccessibility at the bottom of the
radar screen, slightly fuzzy, and showing a curious granular structure that
his equipment could not resolve.

An hour after sunset, he dropped his first probe. It fell swiftly for about
sixty miles, then began to float in the denser atmosphere, sending back
torrents of radio signals, which he relayed to Mission Control. Then there
was nothing else to do until sunrise, except to keep an eye on the rate of
descent, monitor the instruments, and answer occasional queries. While
she was drifting in this steady current, Kon-Tiki could look after herself.

Just before midnight, a woman controller came on watch and intro-
duced herself with the usual pleasantries. Ten minutes later she called
again, her voice at once serious and excited.

“Howard! Listen in on channel forty-six—high gain.”

Channel forty-six? There were so many telemetering circuits that he
knew the numbers of only those that were critical; but as soon as he threw
the switch, he recognized this one. He was plugged in to the microphone
on the probe, floating more than eighty miles below him in an atmosphere
now almost as dense as water.

At first, there was only a soft hiss of whatever strange winds stirred
down in the darkness of that unimaginable world. And then, out of the
background noise, there slowly emerged a booming vibration that grew
louder and louder, like the beating of a gigantic drum. It was so low that it
was felt as much as heard, and the beats steadily increased their tempo,
though the pitch never changed. Now it was a swift, almost infrasonic
throbbing. Then, suddenly, in mid-vibration, it stopped—so abruptly that
the mind could not accept the silence, but memory continued to manufac-
ture a ghostly echo in the deepest caverns of the brain,

It was the most extraordinary sound that Falcon had ever heard, even
among the multitudinous noises of Earth. He could think of no natural
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phenomenon that could have caused it; nor was it like the cry of any
animal, not even one of the great whales. . . .

It came again, following exactly the same pattern. Now that he was
prepared for it, he estimated the length of the sequence; from first faint
throb to final crescendo, it lasted just over ten seconds.

And this time there was a real echo, very faint and far away. Perhaps it
came from one of the many reflecting layers, deeper in this stratified atmo-
sphere; perhaps it was another, more distant source. Falcon waited for a
second echo, but it never came.

Mission Control reacted quickly and asked him to drop another probe at
once. With two microphones operating, it would be possible to find the
approximate location of the sources. Oddly enough, none of Kon-Tiki’s own
external mikes could detect anything except wind noises. The boomings,
whatever they were, must have been trapped and channeled beneath an
atmospheric reflecting layer far below.

They were coming, it was soon discovered, from a cluster of sources
about twelve hundred miles away. The distance gave no indication of their
power; in Earth’s oceans, quite feeble sounds could travel equally far. And
as for the obvious assumption that living creatures were responsible, the
Chief Exobiologist quickly ruled that out.

“T'll be very disappointed,” said Dr. Brenner, “if there are no microor-
ganisms or plants there. But nothing like animals, because there’s no free
oxygen. All biochemical reactions on Jupiter must be low-energy ones—
there’s just no way an active creature could generate enough power to
function.”

Falcon wondered if this was true; he had heard the argument before,
and reserved judgment.

>

“In any case,” continued Brenner, “some of those sound waves are a
hundred yards long! Even an animal as big as a whale couldn’t produce
them. They must have a natural origin.”

Yes, that seemed plausible, and probably the physicists would be able to
come up with an explanation. What would a blind alien make, Falcon
wondered, of the sounds he might hear when standing beside a stormy sea,
or a geyser, or a volcano, or a waterfall? He might well attribute them to

some huge beast.
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About an hour before sunrise the voices of the deep died away, and
Falcon began to busy himself with preparation for the dawn of his second
day. Kon-Tiki was now only three miles above the nearest cloud layer; the
external pressure had risen to ten atmospheres, and the temperature was a
tropical thirty degrees. A man could be comfortable here with no more
equipment than a breathing mask and the right grade of heliox mixture.

“We've some good news for you,” Mission Control reported, soon after
dawn. “The cloud layer’s breaking up. You'll have partial clearing in an
hour—but watch out for turbulence.”

“T've already noticed some,” Falcon answered. "How far down will I be
able to see?”

“At least twelve miles, down to the second thermocline. That cloud deck
is solid—it never breaks.”

And it’s out of my reach, Falcon told himself, the temperature down
there must be over a hundred degrees. This was the first time that any
balloonist had ever had to worry, not about his ceiling, but about his
basement!

Ten minutes later he could see what Mission Control had already ob-
served from its superior vantage point. There was a change in color near
the horizon, and the cloud layer had become ragged and humpy, as if
something had torn it open. He turned up his little nuclear furnace and
gave Kon-Tiki another three miles of altitude, so that he could get a better
view.

The sky below was clearing rapidly, completely, as if something was
dissolving the solid overcast. An abyss was opening before his eyes. A
moment later he sailed out over the edge of a cloud canyon about twelve
miles deep and six hundred miles wide.

A new world lay spread beneath him; Jupiter had stripped away one of
its many veils. The second layer of clouds, unattainably far below, was
much darker in color than the first. It was almost salmon pink, and curi-
ously mottled with little islands of brick red. They were all oval-shaped,
with their long axes pointing east-west, in the direction of the prevailing
wind. There were hundreds of them, all about the same size, and they
reminded Falcon of puffy little cumulus clouds in the terrestrial sky.
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He reduced buoyancy, and Kon-Tiki began to drop down the face of the
dissolving cliff. It was then that he noticed the snow.

White flakes were forming in the air and drifting slowly downward. Yet
it was much too warm for snow—and, in any event, there was scarcely a
trace of water at this altitude. Moreover, there was no glitter or sparkle
about these flakes as they went cascading down into the depths. When,
presently, a few landed on an instrument boom outside the main viewing
port, he saw that they were a dull, opaque white—not crystalline at all—
and quite large—several inches across. They looked like wax, and Falcon
guessed that this was precisely what they were. Some chemical reaction
was taking place in the atmosphere around him, condensing out the hydro-
carbons floating in the Jovian air.

About sixty miles ahead, a disturbance was taking place in the cloud
layer. The little red ovals were being jostled around, and were beginning to
form a spiral—the familiar cyclonic pattern so common in the meteorology
of Earth. The vortex was emerging with astonishing speed; if that was a
storm ahead, Falcon told himself, he was in big trouble.

And then his concern changed to wonder—and to fear. What was devel-
oping in his line of flight was not a storm at all. Something enormous—
something scores of miles across—was rising through the clouds.

The reassuring thought that it, too, might be a cloud—a thunderhead
boiling up from the lower levels of the atmosphere—lasted only a few
seconds. No; this was solid. It shouldered its way through the pink-and-
salmon overcast like an iceberg rising from the deeps.

An iceberg floating on hydrogen? That was impossible, of course; but
perhaps it was not too remote an analogy. As soon as he focused the
telescope upon the enigma, Falcon saw that it was a whitish, crystalline
mass, threaded with streaks of red and brown. It must be, he decided, the
same stuff as the “snowflakes” falling around him—a mountain range of
wax. And it was not, he soon realized, as solid as he had thought; around
the edges it was continually crumbling and re-forming. . . .

“I know what it is,” he radioed Mission Control, which for the last few
minutes had been asking anxious questions. “It’s a mass of bubbles—some
kind of foam. Hydrocarbon froth. Get the chemists working on . . . Justa
minute!”
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“What is it?” called Mission Control. “What is it?”

He ignored the frantic pleas from space and concentrated all his mind
upon the image in the telescope field. He had to be sure; if he made a
mistake, he would be the laughingstock of the solar system.

Then he relaxed, glanced at the clock, and switched off the nagging
voice from Jupiter V.

“Hello, Mission Control,” he said, very formally. “This is Howard Fal-
con aboard Kon-Tiki. Ephemeris Time nineteen hours twenty-one minutes
fifteen seconds. Latitude zero degrees five minutes North. Longitude one
hundred five degrees forty-two minutes, System One.

“Tell Dr. Brenner that there is life on Jupiter. And it's big. . . .

»
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THE WHEELS OF POSEIDON

‘'m very happy to be proved wrong,” Dr. Brenner radioed back cheer-

fully. “Nature always has something up her sleeve. Keep the long-focus
camera on target and give us the steadiest pictures you can.”

The things moving up and down those waxen slopes were still too far
away for Falcon to make out many details, and they must have been very
large to be visible at all at such a distance. Almost black, and shaped like
arrowheads, they maneuvered by slow undulations of their entire bodies,
so that they looked rather like giant manta rays, swimming above some
tropical reef.

Perhaps they were sky-borne cattle, browsing on the cloud pastures of
Jupiter, for they seemed to be feeding along the dark, red-brown streaks
that ran like dried-up river beds down the flanks of the floating cliffs.
Occasionally, one of them would dive headlong into the mountain of foam
and disappear completely from sight.

Kon-Tiki was moving only slowly with respect to the cloud layer below;
it would be at least three hours before she was above those ephemeral hills.
She was in a race with the Sun. Falcon hoped that darkness would not fall
before he could get a good view of the mantas, as he had christened them,
as well as the fragile landscape over which they flapped their way.

It was a long three hours. During the whole time, he kept the external
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microphones on full gain, wondering if here was the source of that boom.
ing in the night. The mantas were certainly large enough to have produced
it; when he could get an accurate measurement, he discovered that they
were almost a hundred yards across the wings. That was three times the
length of the largest whale—though he doubted if they could weigh more
than a few tons.

Half an hour before sunset, Kon-Tiki was almost above the “mountains.”

“No,” said Falcon, answering Mission Control's repeated questions
about the mantas, “they’re still showing no reaction to me. I “on’t think
they're intelligent—they look like harmless vegetarians. And even if they
try to chase me, I'm sure they can’t reach my altitude.”

Yet he was a little disappointed when the mantas showed not the slight-
est interest in him as he sailed high above their feeding ground. Perhaps
they had no way of detecting his presence. When he examined and photo-
graphed them through the telescope, he could see no signs of any sense
organs. The creatures were simply huge black deltas, rippling over hills and
valleys that, in reality, were little more substantial than the clouds of Earth.
Though they looked solid, Falcon knew that anyone who stepped on those
white mountains would go crashing through them as if they were made of
tissue paper.

At close quarters he could see the myriads of cellules or bubbles from
which they were formed. Some of these were quite large—a yard or so in
diameter—and Falcon wondered in what witches' cauldron of hydrocar-
bons they had been brewed. There must be enough petrochemicals deep
down in the atmosphere of Jupiter to supply all Earth’s needs for a million
years.

The short day had almost gone when he passed over the crest of the
waxen hills, and the light was fading rapidly along their lower slopes. There
were no mantas on this western side, and for some reason the topography
was very different. The foam was sculptured into long, level terraces, like
the interior of a lunar crater. He could almost imagine that they were
gigantic steps leading down to the hidden surface of the planet.

And on the lowest of those steps, just clear of the swirling clouds that
the mountain had displaced when it came surging skyward, was a roughly
oval mass, one or two miles across. It was difficult to see, since it was only




A Meeting with Medusa 85

a little darker than the gray-white foam on which it rested. Falcon’s first
thought was that he was looking at a forest of pallid trees, like giant
mushrooms that had never seen the Sun.

Yes, it must be a forest—he could see hundreds of thin trunks, springing
from the white waxy froth in which they were rooted. But the trees were
packed astonishingly close together; there was scarcely any space between
them. Perhaps it was not a forest, after all, but a single enormous tree—like
one of the giant multi-trunked banyans of the East. Once he had seen a
banyan tree in Java that was over six hundred and fifty yards across; this
monster was at least ten times that size.

The light had almost gone. The cloudscape had turned purple with
refracted sunlight, and in a few seconds that, too, would have vanished. In
the last light of his second day on Jupiter, Howard Falcon saw—or thought
he saw-—something that cast the gravest doubts on his interpretation of the
white oval.

Unless the dim light had totally deceived him, those hundreds of thin
trunks were beating back and forth, in perfect synchronism, like fronds of
kelp rocking in the surge.

And the tree was no longer in the place where he had first seen it.

“Sorry about this,” said Mission Control, soon after sunset, “but we
think Source Beta is going to blow within the next hour. Probability sev-
enty per cent.”

Falcon glanced quickly at the chart. Beta—]Jupiter latitude one hundred
and forty degrees—was over eighteen thousand six hundred miles away
and well below his horizon. Even though major eruptions ran as high as
ten megatons, he was much too far away for the shock wave to be a
serious danger. The radio storm that it would trigger was, however, quite a
different matter.

The decameter outbursts that sometimes made Jupiter the most power-
ful radio source in the whole sky had been discovered back in the 1950’s, to
the utter astonishment of the astronomers. Now, more than a century
later, their real cause was still a mystery. Only the symptoms were under-
stood; the explanation was completely unknown.

The “volcano™ theory had best stood the test of time, although no one
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imagined that this word had the same meaning on Jupiter as on Earth. At
frequent intervals—often several times a day—titanic eruptions occurred in
the lower depths of the atmosphere, probably on the hidden surface of the
planet itself. A great column of gas, more than six hundred miles high,
would start boiling upward as if determined to escape into space.

Against the most powerful gravitational field of all the planets, it had no
chance. Yet some traces—a mere few million tons—usually managed to
reach the Jovian ionosphere; and when they did, all hell broke loose.

The radiation belts surrounding Jupiter completely dwarf the feeble Van
Allen belts of Earth. When they are short-circuited by an ascending column
of gas, the result is an electrical discharge millions of times more powerful
than any terrestrial flash of lightning; it sends a colossal thunderclap of
radio noise flooding across the entire solar system and on out to the stars.

It had been discovered that these radio outbursts came from four main
areas of the planet. Perhaps there were weaknesses there that allowed the
fires of the interior to break out from time to time. The scientists on
Ganymede, largest of Jupiter’s many moons, now thought that they could
predict the onset of a decameter storm; their accuracy was about as good as
a weather forecaster’s of the early 1900’s.

Falcon did not know whether to welcome or to fear a radio storm; it
would certainly add to the value of the mission—if he survived it. His
course had been planned to keep as far as possible from the main centers of
disturbance, especially the most active one, Source Alpha. As luck would
have it, the threatening Beta was the closest to him. He hoped that the
distance, almost three-fourths the circumference of Earth, was safe enough.

“Probability ninety per cent,” said Mission Control with a distinct note
of urgency. “And forget that hour. Ganymede says it may be any mo-
ment.”’

The radio had scarcely fallen silent when the reading on the magnetic
field-strength meter started to shoot upward. Before it could go off scale, it
reversed and began to drop as rapidly as it had risen. Far away and thou-
sands of miles below, something had given the planet’s molten core a
titanic jolt.

“There she blows!” called Mission Control.

“Thanks, I already know. When will the storm hit me?”
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“You can expect onset in five minutes. Peak in ten.”

Far around the curve of Jupiter, a funnel of gas as wide as the Pacific
Ocean was climbing spaceward at thousands of miles an hour. Already, the
thunderstorms of the lower atmosphere would be raging around it—but
they were nothing compared with the fury that would explode when the
radiation belt was reached and began dumping its surplus electrons onto
the planet. Falcon began to retract all the instrument booms that were
extended out from the capsule. There were no other precautions he could
take. It would be four hours before the atmospheric shock wave reached
him—but the radio blast, traveling at the speed of light, would be here in a
tenth of a second, once the discharge had been triggered.

The radio monitor, scanning back and forth across the spectrum, still
showed nothing unusual, just the normal mush of background static. Then
Falcon noticed that the noise level was slowly creeping upward. The explo-
sion was gathering its strength.

At such a distance he had never expected to see anything. But suddenly a
flicker as of far-off heat lightning danced along the eastern horizon. Simul-
taneously, half the circuit breakers jumped out of the main switchboard,
the lights failed, and all communications channels went dead.

He tried to move, but was completely unable to do so. The paralysis
that gripped him was not merely psychological; he seemed to have lost all
control of his limbs and could feel a painful tingling sensation over his
entire body. It was impossible that the electric field could have penetrated
this shielded cabin. Yet there was a flickering glow over the instrument
board, and he could hear the unmistakable crackle of a brush discharge.

With a series of sharp bangs, the emergency systems went into opera-
tion, and the overloads reset themselves. The lights flickered on again. And
Falcon’s paralysis disappeared as swiftly as it had come.

After glancing at the board to make sure that all circuits were back to
normal, he moved quickly to the viewing ports.

There was no need to switch on the inspection lamps—the cables sup-
porting the capsule seemed to be on fire. Lines of light glowing an electric
blue against the darkness stretched upward from the main lift rings to the
equator of the giant balloon; and rolling slowly along several of them were
dazzling balls of fire.
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The sight was so strange and so beautiful that it was hard to read any
menace in it. Few people, Falcon knew, had ever seen ball lightning from
such close quarters—and certainly none survived if they were riding a
hydrogen-filled balloon back in the atmosphere of Earth. He remembered
the flaming death of the Hindenburg, destroyed by a stray spark when she
docked at Lakehurst in 1937; as it had done so often in the past, the
horrifying old newsreel film flashed through his mind. But at least that
could not happen here, though there was more hydrogen above his head
than had ever filled the last of the Zeppelins. It would be a few billion years
yet, before anyone could light a fire in the atmosphere of Jupiter.

With a sound like briskly frying bacon, the speech circuit came back to
life.

“Hello, Kon-Tiki—are you receiving? Are you receiving?”

The words were chopped and badly distorted, but intelligible. Falcon’s
spirits lifted; he had resumed contact with the world of men.

“I receive you,” he said. “Quite an electrical display, but no damage—so
far.”

“Thanks—thought we’d lost you. Please check telemetry channels three,
seven, twenty-six. Also gain on camera two. And we don’t quite believe the
readings on the external ionization probes. . . .”

Reluctantly Falcon tore his gaze away from the fascinating pyrotechnic
display around Kon-Tiki, though from time to time he kept glancing out of
the windows. The ball lightning disappeared first, the fiery globes slowly
expanding until they reached a critical size, at which they vanished in a
gentle explosion. But even an hour later, there were still faint glows around
all the exposed metal on the outside of the capsule; and the radio circuits
remained noisy until well after midnight.

The remaining hours of darkness were completely uneventful—until just
before dawn. Because it came from the east, Falcon assumed that he was
seeing the first hint of sunrise. Then he realized that it was twenty minutes
too early for this—and the glow that had appeared along the horizon was
moving toward him even as he watched. It swiftly detached itself from the
arch of stars that marked the invisible edge of the planet, and he saw that it
was a relatively narrow band, quite sharply defined. The beam of an enor-
mous searchlight appeared to be swinging beneath the clouds.
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Perhaps sixty miles behind the first racing bar of light came another,
parallel to it and moving at the same speed. And beyond that another, and
another—until all the sky flickered with alternating sheets of light and
darkness.

By this time, Falcon thought, he had been inured to wonders, and it
seemed impossible that this display of pure, soundless luminosity could
present the slightest danger. But it was so astonishing, and so inexplicable,
that he felt cold, naked fear gnawing at his self-control. No man could look
upon such a sight without feeling like a helpless pygmy in the presence of
forces beyond his comprehension. Was it possible that, after all, Jupiter
carried not only life but also intelligence? And, perhaps, an intelligence that
only now was beginning to react to his alien presence?

“Yes, we see it,” said Mission Control, in a voice that echoed his own
awe. “We've no idea what it is. Stand by, we’re calling Ganymede.”

The display was slowly fading; the bands racing in from the far horizon
were much fainter, as if the energies that powered them were becoming
exhausted. In five minutes it was all over; the last faint pulse of light
flickered along the western sky and then was gone. Its passing left Falcon
with an overwhelming sense of relief. The sight was so hypnotic, and so
disturbing, that it was not good for any man’s peace of mind to contem-
plate it too long.

He was more shaken than he cared to admit. The electrical storm was
something that he could understand; but this was totally incomprehensible.

Mission Control was still silent. He knew that the information banks up
on Ganymede were now being searched as men and computers turned
their minds to the problem. If no answer could be found there, it would be
necessary to call Earth; that would mean a delay of almost an hour. The
possibility that even Earth might be unable to help was one that Falcon did
not care to contemplate.

He had never before been so glad to hear the voice of Mission Control
as when Dr. Brenner finally came on the circuit. The biologist sounded
relieved, yet subdued—like a man who has just come through some great
intellectual crisis.

“Hello, Kon-Tiki. We've solved your problem, but we can still hardly
believe it.
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“What you've been seeing is bioluminescence, very similar to that pro-
duced by microorganisms in the tropical seas of Earth. Here they’re in the
atmosphere, not the ocean, but the principle is the same.”

“But the pattern,” protested Falcon, “was so regular—so artificial. And it
was hundreds of miles across!”

“It was even larger than you imagine; you observed only a small part of
it. The whole pattern was over three thousand miles wide and looked like a
revolving wheel. You merely saw the spokes, sweeping past you at about
six-tenths of a mile a second. . . .”

““A second!” Falcon could not help interjecting. “No animals could move
that fast!”

“Of course not. Let me explain. What you saw was triggered by the
shock wave from Source Beta, moving at the speed of sound.”

“But what about the pattern?” Falcon insisted.

“That’s the surprising part. It's a very rare phenomenon, but identical
wheels of light—except that they’re a thousand times smaller—have been
observed in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean. Listen to this: British
India Company’s Patna, Persian Gulf, May 1880, 1:30 p.v.—'an enormous
luminous wheel, whirling round, the spokes of which appeared to brush
the ship along. The spokes were 200 or 300 yards long . . . each wheel
contained about sixteen spokes. . . .” And here’s one from the Gulf of
Omar, dated May 23, 1906: “The intensely bright luminescence approached
us rapidly, shooting sharply defined light rays to the west in rapid succes-
sion, like the beam from the searchlight of a warship. . . . To the left of
us, a gigantic fiery wheel formed itself, with spokes that reached as far as
one could see. The whole wheel whirled around for two or three min-
utes. . . . The archive computer on Ganymede dug up about five hun-
dred cases. It would have printed out the lot if we hadn’t stopped it in
time.”

“I'm convinced—but still baffled.”

“I don’t blame you. The full explanation wasn’t worked out until late in
the twentieth century. It seems that these luminous wheels are the results
of submarine earthquakes, and always occur in shallow waters where the
shock waves can be reflected and cause standing wave patterns. Sometimes
bars, sometimes rotating wheels—the ‘Wheels of Poseidon,’ they've been
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called. The theory was finally proved by making underwater explosions and
photographing the results from a satellite. No wonder sailors used to be
superstitious. Who would have believed a thing like this?”

So that was it, Falcon told himself. When Source Beta blew its top, it
must have sent shock waves in all directions—through the compressed gas
of the lower atmosphere, through the solid body of Jupiter itself. Meeting
and crisscrossing, those waves must have canceled here, reinforced there;
the whole planet must have rung like a bell.

Yet the explanation did not destroy the sense of wonder and awe; he
would never be able to forget those flickering bands of light, racing
through the unattainable depths of the Jovian atmosphere. He felt that he
was not merely on a strange planet, but in some magical realm between
myth and reality.

This was a world where absolutely anything could happen, and no man
could possibly guess what the future would bring.

And he still had a whole day to go.

vi
MEDUSA

A/
m

When the true dawn finally arrived, it brought a sudden change of
weather. Kon-Tiki was moving through a blizzard; waxen snow-
flakes were falling so thickly that visibility was reduced to zero. Falcon
began to worry about the weight that might be accumulating on the enve-
lope. Then he noticed that any flakes settling outside the windows quickly
disappeared; Kon-Tiki’s continual outpouring of heat was evaporating them
as swiftly as they arrived.

If he had been ballooning on Earth, he would also have worried about
the possibility of collision. At least that was no danger here; any Jovian
mountains were several hundred miles below him. And as for the floating
islands of foam, hitting them would probably be like plowing into slightly
hardened soap bubbles.

Nevertheless, he switched on the horizontal radar, which until now had
been completely useless; only the vertical beam, giving his distance from
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the invisible surface, had thus far been of any value. Then he had another
surprise.

Scattered across a huge sector of the sky ahead were dozens of large and
brilliant echoes. They were completely isolated from one another and ap-
parently hung unsupported in space. Falcon remembered a phrase the earli-
est aviators had used to describe one of the hazards of their profession:
“clouds stuffed with rocks.” That was a perfect description of what seemed
to lie in the track of Kon-Tiki.

It was a disconcerting sight; then Falcon again reminded himself that
nothing really solid could possibly hover in this atmosphere. Perhaps it was
some strange meteorological phenomenon. In any case, the nearest echo
was about a hundred and twenty-five miles.

He reported to Mission Control, which could provide no explanation.
But it gave the welcome news that he would be clear of the blizzard in
another thirty minutes.

It did not warn him, however, of the violent cross wind that abruptly
grabbed Kon-Tiki and swept it almost at right angles to its previous track.
Falcon needed all his skill and the maximum use of what little control he
had over his ungainly vehicle to prevent it from being capsized. Within
minutes he was racing northward at over three hundred miles an hour.
Then, as suddenly as it had started, the turbulence ceased; he was still
moving at high speed, but in smooth air. He wondered if he had been
caught in the Jovian equivalent of a jet stream.

The snow storm dissolved; and he saw what Jupiter had been preparing
for him.

Kon-Tiki had entered the funnel of a gigantic whirlpool, some six hun-
dred miles across. The balloon was being swept along a curving wall of
cloud. Overhead, the sun was shining in a clear sky; but far beneath, this
great hole in the atmosphere drilled down to unknown depths undil it
reached a misty floor where lightning flickered almost continuously.

Though the vessel was being dragged downward so slowly that it was in
no immediate danger, Falcon increased the flow of heat into the envelope
until Kon-Tiki hovered at a constant altitude. Not until then did he abandon
the fantastic spectacle outside and consider again the problem of the radar.
The nearest echo was now only about twenty-five miles away. All of
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them, he quickly realized, were distributed along the wall of the vortex,
and were moving with it, apparently caught in the whirlpool like Kon-Tiki
itself. He aimed the telescope along the radar bearing and found himself
looking at a curious mottled cloud that almost filled the field of view.

It was not easy to see, being only a little darker than the whirling wall of
mist that formed its background. Not until he had been staring for several
minutes did Falcon realize that he had met it once before.

The first time it had been crawling across the drifting mountains of
foam, and he had mistaken it for a giant, many-trunked tree. Now at last he
could appreciate its real size and complexity and could give it a better name
to fix its image in his mind. It did not resemble a tree at all, but a jellyfish—
a medusa, such as might be met trailing its tenacles as it drifted along the
warm eddies of the Gulf Stream.

This medusa was more than a mile across and its scores of dangling
tentacles were hundreds of feet long. They swayed slowly back and forth in
perfect unison, taking more than a minute for each complete undulation—
almost as if the creature was clumsily rowing itself through the sky.

The other echoes were more distant medusae. Falcon focused the tele-
scope on half a dozen and could see no variations in shape or size. They all
seemed to be of the same species, and he wondered just why they were
drifting lazily around in this six-hundred-mile orbit. Perhaps they were
feeding upon the aerial plankton sucked in by the whirlpool, as Kon-Tiki
itself had been.

“Do you realize, Howard,” said Dr. Brenner, when he had recovered
from his initial astonishment, “that this thing is about a hundred thousand
times as large as the biggest whale? And even if it's only a gasbag, it must
still weigh a million tons! I can’t even guess at its metabolism. It must
generate megawatts of heat to maintain its buoyancy.”

“But if its just a gasbag, why is it such a damn good radar reflector?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea. Can you get any closer?”

Brenner’s question was not an idle one. If he changed altitude to take
advantage of the differing wind velocities, Falcon could approach the me-
dusa as closely as he wished. At the moment, however, he preferred his
present twenty-five miles and said so, firmly.

“I see what you mean,” Brenner answered, a little reluctantly. “Let’s
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stay where we are for the present.” That “we” gave Falcon a certain wry
amusement; an extra sixty thousand miles made a considerable difference
in one’s point of view.

For the next two hours Kon-Tiki drifted uneventfully in the gyre of the
great whirlpool, while Falcon experimented with filters and camera con-
trast, trying to get a clear view of the medusa. He began to wonder if its
elusive coloration was some kind of camouflage; perhaps, like many ani-
mals of Earth, it was trying to lose itself against its background. That was a
trick used by both hunters and hunted.

In which category was the medusa? That was a question he could hardly
expect to have answered in the short time that was left to him. Yet just
before noon, without the slightest warning, the answer came. . . .

Like a squadron of antique jet fighters, five mantas came sweeping
through the wall of mist that formed the funnel of the vortex. They were
flying in a V formation directly toward the pallid gray cloud of the medusa;
and there was no doubt, in Falcon’s mind, that they were on the attack. He
had been quite wrong to assume that they were harmless vegetarians.

Yet everything happened at such a leisurely pace that it was like watch-
ing a slow-motion film. The mantas undulated along at perhaps thirty miles
an hour: it seemed ages before they reached the medusa, which continued
to paddle imperturbably along at an even slower speed. Huge though they
were, the mantas looked tiny beside the monster they were approaching.
When they flapped down on its back, they appeared about as large as birds
landing on a whale.

Could the medusa defend itself, Falcon wondered. He did not see how
the attacking mantas could be in danger as long as they avoided those huge
clumsy tentacles. And perhaps their host was not even aware of them,; they
could be insignificant parasites, tolerated as are fleas upon a dog.

But now it was obvious that the medusa was in distress. With agonizing
slowness, it began to tip over like a capsizing ship. After ten minutes it had
tilted forty-five degrees; it was also rapidly losing altitude. It was impossible
not to feel a sense of pity for the beleaguered monster, and to Falcon the
sight brought bitter memories. In a grotesque way, the fall of the medusa
was almost a parody of the dying Queen’s last moments.

Yet he knew that his sympathies were on the wrong side. High intelli-
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gence could develop only among predators—not among the drifting brows-
ers of either sea or air. The mantas were far closer to him than was this
monstrous bag of gas. And anyway, who could really sympathize with a
creature a hundred thousand times larger than a whale?

Then he noticed that the medusa’s tactics seemed to be having some
effect. The mantas had been disturbed by its slow roll and were flapping
heavily away from its back—like gorged vultures interrupted at mealtime.
But they did not move very far, continuing to hover a few yards from the
still-capsizing monster.

There was a sudden, blinding flash of light synchronized with a crash of
static over the radio. One of the mantas, slowly twisting end over end, was
plummeting straight downward. As it fell, a plume of black smoke trailed
behind it. The resemblance to an aircraft going down in flames was quite
uncanny.

In unison, the remaining mantas dived steeply away from the medusa,
gaining speed by losing altitude. They had, within minutes, vanished back
into the wall of cloud from which they had emerged. And the medusa, no
longer falling, began to roll back toward the horizontal. Soon it was sailing
along once more on an even keel, as if nothing had happened.

“Beautiful!” said Dr. Brenner, after a moment of stunned silence. “It’s
developed electric defenses, like some of our eels and rays. But that must
have been about a million volts! Can you see any organs that might pro-
duce the discharge? Anything looking like electrodes?”

“No,” Falcon answered, after switching to the highest power of the
telescope. ““But here’s something odd. Do you see this pattern? Check back
on the earlier images. I'm sure it wasn’t there before.”

A broad, mottled band had appeared along the side of the medusa. It
formed a startlingly regular checkboard, each square of which was itself
speckled in a complex subpattern of short horizontal lines. They were
spaced at equal distances in a geometrically perfect array of rows and
columns.

“You're right,” said Dr. Brenner, with something very much like awe in
his voice. “That’s just appeared. And I'm afraid to tell you what I think
it is.”
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“Well, I have no reputation to lose—at least as a biologist. Shall I give
my guess?”’

“Go ahead.”

“That’s a large meter-band radio array. The sort of thing they used back
at the beginning of the twentieth century.”

“I was afraid you'd say that. Now we know why it gave such a massive
echo.”

“But why has it just appeared?”

“Probably an aftereffect of the discharge.”

“I've just had another thought,” said Falcon, rather slowly. “Do you
suppose it’s listening to us?”

“On this frequency? I doubt it. Those are meter—no, decameter antennas
—judging by their size. Hmm . . . that’s an idea!”

Dr. Brenner fell silent, obviously contemplating some new line of
thought. Presently he continued: “I bet they’re tuned to the radio out-
bursts! That’s something nature never got around to doing on Earth. . . .
We have animals with sonar and even electric senses, but nothing ever
developed a radio sense. Why bother wheré there was so much light?

“But it’s different here. Jupiter is drenched with radio energy. It’s worth
while using it—maybe even tapping it. That thing could be a floating
power plant!”

A new voice cut into the conversation.

“Mission Commander here. This is all very interesting, but there’s a
much more important matter to settle. Is it intelligent? If so, we've got to
consider the First Contact directives.”

“Until 1 came here,” said Dr. Brenner, somewhat ruefully, “I would
have sworn that anything that could make a shortwave antenna system
must be intelligent. Now, I'm not sure. This could have evolved naturally. I
suppose it’s no more fantastic than the human eye.”

“Then we have to play safe and assume intelligence. For the present,
therefore, this expedition comes under all the clauses of the Prime direc-
tive.”

There was a long silence while everyone on the radio circuit absorbed
the implications of this. For the first time in the history of space flight, the
rules that had been established through more than a century of argument




A Meeting with Medusa 27

might have to be applied. Man had—it was hoped—profited from his mis-
takes on Earth. Not only moral considerations, but also his own self-inter-
est demanded that he should not repeat them among the planets. It could
be disastrous to treat a superior intelligence as the American settlers had
treated the Indians, or as almost everyone had treated the Africans. . . .

The first rule was: keep your distance. Make no attempt to approach, or
even to communicate, until “they” have had plenty of time to study you.
Exactly what was meant by “plenty of time,” no one had ever been able to
decide. It was left to the discretion of the man on the spot.

A responsibility of which he had never dreamed had descended upon
Howard Falcon. In the few hours that remained to him on Jupiter, he
might become the first ambassador of the human race.

And that was an irony so delicious that he almost wished the surgeons
had restored to him the power of laughter.

= VI =
PRIME DIRECTIVE

It was growing darker, but Falcon scarcely noticed as he strained his eyes
toward that living cloud in the field of the telescope. The wind that was
steadily sweeping Kon-Tiki around the funnel of the great whirlpool had
now brought him within twelve miles of the creature. If he got much
closer than six, he would take evasive action. Though he felt certain that
the medusa’s electric weapons were short ranged, he did not wish to put
the matter to the test. That would be a problem for future explorers, and
he wished them luck.

Now it was quite dark in the capsule. That was strange, because sunset
was still hours away. Automatically, he glanced at the horizontally scanning
radar, as he had done every few minutes. Apart from the medusa he was
studying, there was no other object within about sixty miles of him.

Suddenly, with startling power, he heard the sound that had come
booming out of the Jovian night—the throbbing beat that grew more and
more rapid, then stopped in mid-crescendo. The whole capsule vibrated
with it like a. pea in a kettledrum.

Falcon realized two things almost simultaneously during the sudden,
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aching silence. This time the sound was not coming from thousands of
miles away, over a radio circuit. It was in the very atmosphere around him.

The second thought was even more disturbing. He had quite forgotten
—it was inexcusable, but there had been other apparently more important
things on his mind—that most of the sky above him was completely
blanked out by Kon-Tiki's gasbag. Being lightly silvered to conserve its heat,
the great balloon was an effective shield both to radar and to vision.

He had known this, of course; it had been a minor defect of the design,
tolerated because it did not appear important. It seemed very important to
Howard Falcon now—as he saw that fence of gigantic tentacles, thicker
than the trunks of any tree, descending all around. the capsule.

He heard Brenner yelling: “Remember the Prime directive! Don’t alarm
it!” Before he could make an appropriate answer that overwhelming drum-
beat started again and drowned all other sounds.

The sign of a really skilled test pilot is how he reacts not to foreseeable
emergencies, but to ones that nobody could have anticipated. Falcon did
not hesitate for more than a second to analyze the situation. In a lightning-
swift movement, he pulled the rip cord.

That word was an archaic survival from the days of the first hydrogen
balloons; on Kon-Tiki, the rip cord did not tear open the gasbag, but merely
operated a set of louvers around the upper curve of the envelope. At once
the hot gas started to rush out; Kon-Tiki, deprived of her lift, began to fall
swiftly in this gravity field two and a half times as strong as Earth’s.

Falcon had a momentary glimpse of great tentacles whipping upward
and away. He had just time to note that they were studded with large
bladders or sacs, presumably to give them buoyancy, and that they ended
in multitudes of thin feelers like the roots of a plant. He half expected a bolt
of lightning—but nothing happened.

His precipitous rate of descent was slackening as the atmosphere thick-
ened and the deflated envelope acted as a parachute. When Kon-Tiki had
dropped about two miles, he felt that it was safe to close the louvers again.
By the time he had restored buoyancy and was in equilibrium once more,
he had lost another mile of altitude and was getting dangerously near his
safety limit.’

He peered anxiously through the overhead windows, though he did not
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expect to see anything except the obscuring bulk of the balloon. But he had
sideslipped during his descent, and part of the medusa was just visible a
couple of miles above him. It was much closer than he expected—and it
was still coming down, faster than he would have believed possible.

Mission Control was calling anxiously. He shouted: “I'm O.K.—but it’s
still coming after me. I can’t go any deeper.”

That was not quite true. He could go a lot deeper—about one hundred
and eighty miles. But it would be a one-way trip, and most of the journey
would be of little interest to him.

Then, to his great relief, he saw that the medusa was leveling off, not
quite a mile above him. Perhaps it had decided to approach this strange
intruder with caution; or perhaps it, too, found this deeper layer uncom-
fortably hot. The temperature was over fifty degrees centigrade, and Falcon
wondered how much longer his life-support system could handle matters.

Dr. Brenner was back on the circuit, still worrying about the Prime
directive.

“Remember—it may only be inquisitive!” he cried, without much con-
viction. “Try not to frighten it!”

Falcon was getting rather tired of this advice and recalled a TV discus-
sion he had once seen between a space lawyer and an astronaut. After the
full implications of the Prime directive had been carefully spelled out, the
incredulous spacer had exclaimed: “Then if there was no alternative, I must
sit still and let myself be eaten?” The lawyer had not even cracked a smile
when he answered: “That’s an excellent summing up.”

It had seemed funny at the time; it was not at all amusing now.

And then Falcon saw something that made him even more unhappy.
The medusa was still hovering about a mile above him—but one of its
tentacles was becoming incredibly elongated, and was stretching down
toward Kon-Tiki, thinning out at the same time. As a boy he had once seen
the funnel of a tornado descending from a storm cloud over the Kansas
plains. The thing coming toward him now evoked vivid memories of that
black, twisting snake in the sky.

“I'm rapidly running out of options,” he reported to Mission Control.
“1 now have only a choice between frightening it—and giving it a bad
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stomach-ache. 1 don’t think it will find Kon-Tiki very digestible, if that's
what it has in mind.”

He waited for comments from Brenner, but the biologist remained si-
lent.

“Very well. It’s twenty-seven minutes ahead of time, but I'm starting the
ignition sequencer. 1 hope I'll have enough reserve to correct my orbit
later.”

He could no Jonger see the medusa; once more it was directly overhead.
But he knew that the descending tentacle must now be very close to the
balloon. It would take almost five minutes to bring the reactor up to full
thrust. . . .

The fusor was primed. The orbit computer had not rejected the situa-
tion as wholly impossible. The air scoops were open, ready to gulp in tons
of the surrounding hydrohelium on demand. Even under optimum condi-
tions, this would have been the moment of truth—for there had been no
way of testing how a nuclear ramjet would really work in the strange
atmosphere of Jupiter.

Very gently something rocked Kon-Tiki. Falcon tried to ignore it.

Ignition had been planned at six miles higher, in an atmosphere of less
than a quarter of the density and thirty degrees cooler. Too bad.

What was the shallowest dive he could get away with, for the air scoops
to work? When the ram ignited, he’d be heading toward Jupiter with two
and a half g’s to help him get there. Could he possibly pull out in time?

A large, heavy hand patted the balloon. The whole vessel bobbed up and
down, like one of the Yo-yo’s that had just become the craze on Earth.

Of course, Brenner might be perfectly right. Perhaps it was just trying to
be friendly. Maybe he should try to talk to it over the radio. Which should
it be: “Pretty pussy”? “Down, Fido”? Or “Take me to your leader’?

The tritium-deuterium ratio was correct. He was ready to light the
candle, with a hundred-million-degree match.

The thin tip of the tentacle came slithering around the edge of the
balloon some sixty yards away. It was about the size of an elephant’s trunk,
and by the delicate way it was moving appeared to be almost as sensitive.
There were little palps at its end, like questing mouths. He was sure that
Dr. Brenner would be fascinated.
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This seemed about as good a time as any. He gave a swift scan of the
entire control board, started the final four-second ignition count, broke the
safety seal, and pressed the jerison switch. '

There was a sharp explosion and an instant loss of weight. Kon-Tiki was
falling freely, nose down. Overhead, the discarded balloon was racing up-
ward, dragging the inquisitive tentacle with it. Falcon had no time to see if
the gasbag actually hit the medusa, because at that moment the ramjet
fired and he had other matters to think about.

A roaring column of hot hydrohelium was pouring out of the reactor
nozzles, swiftly building up thrust—but toward Jupiter, not away from it.
He could not pull out yet, for vector control was too sluggish. Unless he
could gain complete control and achieve horizontal flight within the next
five seconds, the vehicle would dive too deeply into the atmosphere and
would be destroyed.

With agonizing slowness—those five seconds seemed like fifty—he man-
aged to flatten out, then pull the nose upward. He glanced back only once
and caught a final glimpse of the medusa, many miles away. Kon-Tiki’s
discarded gasbag had apparently escaped from its grasp, for he could see no
sign of it.

Now he was master once more—no longer drifting helplessly on the
winds of Jupiter, but riding his own column of atomic fire back to the stars.
He was confident that the ramjet would steadily give him velocity and
altitude until he had reached near-orbital speed at the fringes of the atmo-
sphere. Then, with a brief burst of pure rocket power, he would regain the
freedom of space.

Halfway to orbit, he looked south and saw the tremendous enigma of
the Great Red Spot—that floating island twice the size of Earth—coming
up over the horizon. He stared into its mysterious beauty until the com-
puter warned him that conversion to rocket thrust was only sixty seconds
ahead. He tore his gaze reluctantly away.

“Some other time,” he murmured.

“What's that?” said Mission Control. “What did you say?”

“It doesn’t matter,” he replied.




= VIl =
BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

You’re a hero now, Howard,” said Webster, “not just a celebrity.
You've given them something to think about—injected some excite-
ment into their lives. Not one in a million will actually travel to the Outer
Giants, but the whole human race will go in imagination. And that’s what
counts.”

“Im glad to have made your job a little easier.”

Webster was too old a friend to take offense at the note of irony. Yet it
surprised him. And this was not the first change in Howard that he had
noticed since the return from Jupiter.

The Administrator pointed to the famous sign on his desk, borrowed
from an impresario of an earlier age: astonisH ME!

“I'm not ashamed of my job. New knowledge, new resources—they’re
all very well. But men also need novelty and excitement. Space travel has
become routine; you've made it a great adventure once more. It will be a
long, long time before we get Jupiter pigeonholed. And maybe longer still
before we understand those medusae. I still think that one knew where
your blind spot was. Anyway, have you decided on your next move? Sat-
urn, Uranus, Neptune—you name it.”

“I don’t know. I've thought about Saturn, but I'm not really needed
there. It’s only one gravity, not two and a half like Jupiter. So men can
handle it.”

Men, thought Webster. He said “men.” He’s never done that before.
And when did I last hear him use the word “we”? He’s changing, slipping
away from us. . . .

“Well,” he said aloud, rising from his chair to conceal his slight uneasi-
ness, “let’s get the conference started. The cameras are all set up and
everyone’s waiting. You'll meet a lot of old friends.”

He stressed the last word, but Howard showed no response. The leath-
ery mask of his face was becoming more and more difficult to read. Instead,
he rolled back from the Administrator’s desk, unlocked his undercarriage so
that it no longer formed a chair, and rose on his hydraulics to his full seven
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feet of height. It had been good psychology on the part of the surgeons to
give him that extra twelve inches, to compensate somewhat for all that he
had lost when the Queen had crashed.

Falcon waited until Webster had opened the door, then pivoted neatly
on his balloon tires and headed for it at a smooth and silent twenty miles
an hour. The display of speed and precision was not flaunted arrogantly;
rather, it had become quite unconscious.

Howard Falcon, who had once been a man and could still pass for one
over a voice circuit, felt a calm sense of achievement—and, for the first
time in years, something like peace of mind. Since his return from Jupiter,
the nightmares had ceased. He had found his role at last.

He now knew why he had dreamed about that superchimp aboard the
doomed Queen Elizabeth. Neither man nor beast, it was between two
worlds; and so was he.

He alone could travel unprotected on the lunar surface. The life-support
system inside the metal cylinder that had replaced his fragile body func-
tioned equally well in space or under water. Gravity fields ten times that of
Earth were an inconvenience, but nothing more. And no gravity was best
ofall . ..

The human race was becoming more remote, the ties of kinship more
tenuous. Perhaps these air-breathing, radiation-sensitive bundles of unstable
carbon compounds had no right beyond the atmosphere; they should stick
to their natural homes—Earth, Moon, Mars.

Some day the real masters of space would be machines, not men—and
he was neither. Already conscious of his destiny, he took a somber pride in
his unique loneliness—the first immortal midway between two orders of
creation.

He would, after all, be an ambassador; between the old and the new—
between the creatures of carbon and the creatures of metal who must one
day supersede them.

Both would have need of him in the troubled centuries that lay ahead.



HOME IS THE
HANGMAN

Roger Zelazny

ig fat flakes down the night, silent night, windless night. And
I never count them as storms unless there is wind. Not a sigh
or whimper, though. Just a cold, steady whiteness, drifting

down outside the window, and a silence confirmed by gun-
fire, driven deeper now that it had ceased. In the main room of the lodge
the only sounds were the occasional hiss and sputter of the logs turning to
ashes on the grate.

I sat in a chair turned sidewise from the table to face the door. A tool kit
rested on the floor to my left. The helmet stood on the table, a lopsided
basket of metal, quartz, porcelain, and glass. If I heard the click of a micro-
switch followed by a humming sound from within it, then a faint light
would come on beneath the meshing near to its forward edge and begin to
blink rapidly. If these things occurred, there was a very strong possibility
that I was going to die.

I had removed a black ball from my pocket when Larry and Bert had
gone outside, armed, respectively, with a flame thrower and what looked
like an elephant gun. Bert had also taken two grenades with him.

I unrolled the black ball, opening it out into a seamless glove, a dollop of
something resembling moist putty stuck to its palm. Then I drew the glove
on over my left hand and sat with it upraised, elbow resting on the arm of

104



Home |s the Hangman 105

the chair. A small laser flash pistol in which I had very little faith lay beside
my right hand on the tabletop, next to the helmet.

If I were to slap a metal surface with my left hand, the substance would
adhere there, coming free of the glove. Two seconds later it would ex-
plode, and the force of the explosion would be directed in against the
surface. Newton would claim his own by way of right-angled redistribu-
tions of the reaction, hopefully tearing lateral hell out of the contact
surface. A smother-charge, it was called, and its possession came under
concealed-weapons and possession-of-burglary-tools statutes in most places.
The molecularly gimmicked goo, I decided, was great stuff. It was just the
delivery system that left more to be desired.

Beside the helmet, next to the gun, in front of my hand, stood a small
walkie-talkie. This was for purposes of warning Bert and Larry if I should
hear the click of a microswitch followed by a humming sound, should see a
light come on and begin to blink rapidly. Then they would know that Tom
and Clay, with whom we had lost contact when the shooting began, had
failed to destroy the enemy and doubtless lay lifeless at their stations now,
a little over a kilometer to the south. Then they would know that they,
too, were probably about to die.

I called out to them when I heard the click. I picked up the helmet and
rose to my feet as its light began to blink.

But it was already too late.

The fourth place listed on the Christmas card I had sent Don Walsh the
previous year was Peabody’s Book Shop and Beer Stube in Baltimore,
Maryland. Accordingly, on the last night in October I sat in its rearmost
room, at the final table before the alcove with the door leading to the alley.
Across that dim chamber, a woman dressed in black played the ancient
upright piano, uptempoing everything she touched. Off to my right, a fire
wheezed and spewed fumes on a narrow hearth beneath a crowded man-
telpiece overseen by an ancient and antlered profile. ! sipped a beer and
listened to the sounds.

I half hoped that this would be one of the occasions when Don failed to
show up. I had sufficient funds to hold me through spring and I did not
really feel like working. I had summered farther north, was anchored now
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in the Chesapeake, and was anxious to continue Caribbeanward. A growing
chill and some nasty winds told me I had tarried overlong in these latitudes.
Still, the understanding was that I remain in the chosen bar until midnight.
Two hours to go.

I ate a sandwich and ordered another beer. About halfway into it, I
spotted Don approaching the entranceway, topcoat over his arm, head
turning. I manufactured a matching quantity of surprise when he appeared
beside my table with a, “Don! Is that really you?”

I rose and clasped his hand.

“Alan! Small world, or something like that. Sit down! Sit down!”

He settled onto the chair across from me, draped his coat over the one
to his left.

“What are you doing in this town?” he asked.

“Just a visit,” I answered. “"Said hello to a few friends.” 1 patted the
scars, the stains on the venerable surface before me. “And this is my last
stop. I'll be leaving in a few hours.”

He chuckled.

“Why is it that you knock on wood?”

I grinned.

“I was expressing affection for one of Henry Mencken’s favorite speak-
easies.”

“This place dates back that far?”

I nodded.

“It figures,” he said. “You've got this thing for the past—or against the
present. I'm never sure which.”

““Maybe a little of both,” I said. ‘1 wish Mencken would stop in. I'd like
his opinion on the present.—What are you doing with it?”

“What?”

“The present. Here. Now.”

“Oh.” He spotted the waitress and ordered a beer. “Business trip,” he
said then. “To hire a consultant.”

“Oh. How is business?”

“Complicated,” he said, “complicated.”

We lit cigarettes and after a while his beer arrived. We smoked and
drank and listened to the music.
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I've sung this song and I'll sing it again: the world is like an uptempoed
piece of music. Of the many changes which came to pass during my life-
time, it seems that the majority have occurred during the past few years. It
also struck me that way several years ago, and I'd a hunch I might be
feeling the same way a few years hence—that is, if Don’s business did not
complicate me off this mortal coil or condenser before then.

Don operates the second-largest detective agency in the world, and he
sometimes finds me useful because 1 do not exist. I do not exist now
because I existed once at the time and the place where we attempted to
begin scoring the wild ditty of our times. I refer to the world Central Data
Bank project and the fact that I had had a significant part in that effort to
construct a working model of the real world, accounting for everyone and
everything in it. How well we succeeded, and whether possession of the
world’s likeness does indeed provide its custodians with a greater measure
of control over its functions, are questions my former colleagues still de-
bate as the music grows more shrill and you can’t see the maps for the pins.
I made my decision back then and saw to it that I did not receive citizen-
ship in that second world, a place which may now have become more
important than the first. Exiled to reality, my own sojourns across the line
are necessarily those of an alien guilty of illegal entry. I visit periodically
because I go where I must to make my living.—That is where Don comes
in. The people I can become are often very useful when he has peculiar
problems.

Unfortunately, at that moment, it seemed that he did, just when the
whole gang of me felt like turning down the volume and loafing.

We finished our drinks, got the bill, settled it.

“This way,” I said, indicating the rear door, and he swung into his coat
and followed me out.

“Talk here?” he asked, as we walked down the alley.

“Rather not,” I said. “Public transportation, then private conversation.”

He nodded and came along.

About three-quarters of an hour later we were in the saloon of the
Proteus and I was making coffee. We were rocked gently by the Bay’s chill
waters, under a moonless sky. I'd only a pair of the smaller lights burning.
Comfortable. On the water, aboard the Proteus, the crowding, the activities,
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the tempo, of life in the cities, on the land, are muted, slowed—fictional-
ized—by the metaphysical distancing a few meters of water can provide.
We alter the landscape with great facility, but the ocean has always seemed
unchanged, and I suppose by extension we are infected with some feelings
of timelessness whenever we set out upon her. Maybe that’s one of the
reasons | spend so much time there.

“First time you’'ve had me aboard,” he said. “Comfortable. Very.”

“Thanks.—Cream? Sugar?”’

“Yes. Both.”

We settled back with our steaming mugs and I asked, “What have you
got?”

“One case involving two problems,” he said. “One of them sort of falls
within my area of competence. The other does not. I was told that it is an
absolutely unique situation and would require the services of a very special
specialist.” V

“I'm not a specialist at anything but keeping alive.”

His eyes came up suddenly and caught my own.

“I had always assumed that you knew an awful lot about computers,”
he said.

I looked away. That was hitting below the belt. I had never held myself
out to him as an authority in that area, and there had always been a tacit
understanding between us that my methods of manipulating circumstance
and identity were not open to discussion. On the other hand, it was obvi-
ous to him that my knowledge of the system was both extensive and
intensive. Still, I didn’t like talking about it. So I moved to defend.

“Computer people are a dime a dozen,” I said. “It was probably differ-
ent in your time, but these days they start teaching computer science to
little kids their first year in school. So sure, I know a lot about it. This
generation, everybody does.”

“You know that is not what I meant,” he said. Haven't you known me
long enough to trust me a little more than that? The question springs solely
from the case at hand. That’s all.”

I nodded. Reactions by their very nature are not always appropriate, and
I had invested a lot of emotional capital in a heavy-duty set. So, “Okay, I
know more about them than the school kids,” I said.
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“Thanks. That can be our point of departure.” He took a sip of coffee.
“My own background is in law and accounting, followed by the military,
military intelligence, and civil service, in that order. Then I got into this
business. What technical stuff I know I've picked up along the way—a
scrap here, a crash course there. I know a lot about what things can do, not
so much about how they work. 1 did not understand the details on this one,
so | want you to start at the top and explain things to me, for as far as you
can go. 1 need the background review, and if you are able to furnish it I will
also know that you are the man for the job. You can begin by telling me
how the early space-exploration robots worked—Tlike, say the ones they
used on Venus.”

“That’s not computers,” I said, ““and for that matter, they weren't really
robots. They were telefactoring devices.”

“Tell me what makes the difference.”

“A robot is a machine which carries out certain operations in accordance
with a program of instructions. A telefactor is a slave machine operated by
remote control. The telefactor functions in a feedback situation with its
operator. Depending on how sophisticated you want to get, the links can
be audiovisual, kinesthetic, tactile, even olfactory. The more you want to
go in this direction, the more anthropomorphic you get in the thing’s
design.

“In the case of Venus, if I recall correctly, the human operator in orbit
wore an exoskeleton which controlled the movements of the body, legs,
arms, and hands of the device on the surface below, receiving motion and
force feedback through a system of airjet transducers. He had on a helmet
controlling the slave device’s television camera—set, obviously enough, in
its turret—which filled his field of vision with the scene below. He also
wore earphones connected with its audio pickup. I read the book he wrote
later. He said that for long stretches of time he would forget the cabin,
forget that he was at the boss end of a control loop, and actually feel as if
he were stalking through that hellish landscape. I remember being very
impressed by it, just being a kid, and I wanted a super-tiny one all my
own, so that I could wade around in puddles picking fights with micro-
organisms.”

“Why?”
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“Because there weren’t any dragons on Venus. Anyhow, that is a
telefactoring device, a thing quite distinct from a robot.”

“I'm still with you,” he said, and “Now tell me the difference between
the early telefactoring devices and the later ones.”

I swallowed some coffee.

“It was a bit trickier with respect to the outer planets and their satel-
lites,” I said. “There, we did not have orbiting operators at first. Econom-
ics, and some unresolved technical problems. Mainly economics. At any
rate, the devices were landed on the target worlds, but the operators stayed
home. Because of this, there was of course a time lag in the transmissions
along the control loop. It took a while to receive the on-site input, and then
there was another time lapse before the response movements reached the
telefactor. We attempted to compensate for this in two ways: the first was
by the employment of a simple wait-move, wait-move sequence; the sec-
ond was more sophisticated and is actually the point where computers
come into the picture in terms of participating in the control loop. It
involved the setting up of models of known environmental factors, which
were then enriched during the initial wait-move sequences. On this basis,
the computer was then used to anticipate short-range developments. Fi-
nally, it could take over the loop and run it by a combination of “predictor
controls’ and wait-move reviews. It still had to holler for human help,
though, when unexpected things came up. So, with the outer planets, it
was neither totally automatic nor totally manual—nor totally satisfactory—
at first.”

“Okay,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “And the next step?”

“The next wasn’t really a technical step forward in telefactoring. It was
an economic shift. The pursestrings were loosened and we could afford to
send men out. We landed them where we could land them, and in many of
the places where we could not, we sent down the telefactors and orbited
the men again. Like in the old days. The time-lag problem was removed
because the operator was on top of things once more. If anything, you can
look at it as a reversion to earlier methods. It is what we still often do,
though, and it works.”

He shook his head.
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“You left something out between the computers and the bigger bud-
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get.
I shrugged.

“A number of things were tried during that period, but none of them
proved as effective as what we already had going in the human-computer
partnership with the telefactors.”

“There was one project,” he said, “which attempted to get around the
time-lag troubles by sending the computer along with the telefactor as part
of the package. Only the computer wasn’t exactly a computer and the
telefactor wasn’t exactly a telefactor. Do you know which one I am refer-
ring to?”

Ilit a cigarette of my own while I thought about it, then, “I think you
are talking about the Hangman,” I said.

“That’s right and this is where I get lost. Can you tell me how it works?”

“Ultimately, it was a failure,” I told him.

“But it worked at first.”

“Aparently. But only on the easy stuff, on lo. It conked out later and had
to be written off as a failure, albeit a noble one. The venture was overly
ambitious from the very beginning. What seems to have happened was
that the people in charge had the opportunity to combine vanguard proj-
ects—stuff that was still under investigation and stuff that was extremely
new. In theory, it all seemed to dovetail so beautifully that they yielded to
the temptation and incorporated too much. It started out well, but it fell
apart later.”

“But what all was involved in the thing?”

“Lord! What wasn't? The computer that wasn’t exactly a computer
- - - Okay, we'll start there. Last century, three engineers at the University
of Wisconsin—Nordman, Parmentier, and Scott—developed a device
known as a superconductive tunnel-junction neuristor. Two tiny strips of
metal with a thin insulating layer between. Supercool it and it passed
electrical impulses without resistance. Surround it with magnetized mate-
rial and pack a mass of them together—billions—and what have you got?”

He shook his head.

“Well, for one thing you've got an impossible situation to schematize
when considering all the paths and interconnections that may be formed.
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There is an obvious similarity to the structure of the brain. So, they theo-
rized, you don’t even attempt to hook up such a device. You pulse in data
and let it establish its own preferential pathways, by means of the magnetic
material’s becoming increasingly magnetized each time the current passes
through it, thus cutting the resistance. The material establishes its own
routes in a fashion analogous to the functioning of the brain when it is
learning something.

“In the case of the Hangman, they used a setup very similar to this and
they were able to pack over ten billion neuristor-type cells into a very small
area—around a cubic foot. They aimed for that magic figure because that is
approximately the number of nerve cells in the human brain. That is what I
meant when I said that it wasn't really a computer. They were actually
working in the area of artirficial intelligence, no matter what they called it.”

“If the thing had its own brain—computer or quasihuman—then it was
a robot rather than a telefactor, right?”

“Yes and no and maybe,” I said. “It was operated as a telefactor device
here on Earth—on the ocean floor, in the desert, in mountainous country
—as part of its programming. I suppose you could also call that its appren-
ticeship—or kindergarten. Perhaps that is even more appropriate. It was
being shown how to explore in difficult environments and to report back.
Once it mastered this, then theoretically they could hang it out there in the
sky without a control loop and let it report its own findings.”

“At that point would it be considered a robot?”

““A robot is a machine which carries out certain operations in accordance
with a program of instructions. The Hangman made its own decisions, you
see. And I suspect that by trying to produce something that close to the
human brain in structure and function, the seemingly inevitable random-
ness of its model got included in. It wasn’t just a machine following a
program. It was too complex. That was probably what broke it-down.”

Don chuckled.

“Inevitable free will?”

“No. As I said, they had thrown too many things into one bag. Every-
body and his brother with a pet project that might be fitted in seemed a
supersalesman that season. For example, the psychophysics boys had a
gimmick they wanted to try on it, and it got used. Ostensibly, the Hang-
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man was a communications device. Actually, they were concerned as to
whether the thing was truly sentient.”

“Was it?”

“Apparently so, in a limited fashion. What they had come up with, to be
made part of the initial telefactor loop, was a device which set up a weak
induction field in the brain of the operator. The machine received and
amplified the patterns of electrical activity being conducted in the Hang-
man’s—might as well call it “brain’—then passed them through a complex
modulator and pulsed them into the induction field in the operator’s head.
—I am out of my area now and into that of Weber and Fechner, but a
neuron has a threshold at which it will fire, and below which it will not.
There are some forty thousand neurons packed together in a square milli-
meter of the cerebral cortex, in such a fashion that each one has several
hundred synaptic connections with others about it. At any given moment,
some of them may be way below the firing threshold while others are in a
condition Sir John Eccles once referred to as ‘critically poised’—ready to
fire. If just one is pushed over the threshold, it can affect the discharge of
hundreds of thousands of others within twenty milliseconds. The pulsating
field was to provide such a push in a sufficiently selective fashion to give
the operator an idea as to what was going on in the Hangman'’s brain. And
vice versa. The Hangman was to have its own built-in version of the same
thing,. It was also thought that this might serve to humanize it somewhat,
so that it would better appreciate the significance of its work—to instill
something like loyalty, you might say.”

“Do you think this could have contributed to its later breakdown?”

“Possibly. How can you say in a one-of-a-kind situation like this? If you
want a guess, I'd say, “Yes.” But it’s just a guess.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, “and what were its physical capabilities?”

“Anthi-opomérphic design,” I said, “both because it was originally
telefactored and because of the psychological reasoning I just mentioned. It
could pilot its own small vessel. No need for a life-support system, of
course. Both it and the vessel were powered by fusion units, so that fuel
was no real problem. Self-repairing. Capable of performing a great variety
of sophisticated tests and measurements, of making observations, complet-
ing reports, leaming new material, broadcasting its findings back here.
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Capable of surviving just about anywhere. In fact, it required less energy on
the outer planets—less work for the refrigeration units, to maintain that
supercooled brain in its midsection.”

“How strong was it?”’

“1 don’t recall all the specs. Maybe a dozen times as strong as a man, in
things like lifting and pushing.”

“It explored Io for us and started in on Europa.”

“Yes.”

“Then it began behaving erratically, just when we thought it had really
learned its job.”

“That sounds right,” I said.

“It refused a direct order to explore Callisto, then headed out toward
Uranus.”

“Yes. It’s been years since I read the reports. . . .”

“The malfunction worsened after that. Long periods of silence inter-
spersed with garbled transmissions. Now that I know more about its
makeup, it almost sounds like a man going off the deep end.”

“It seems similar.”

“But it managed to pull itself together again for a brief while. It landed
on Titania, began sending back what seemed like appropriate observation
reports. This only lasted a short time, though. It went irrational once more,
indicated that it was heading for a landing on Uranus itself, and that was it.
We didn’t hear from it after that. Now that I know about that mind-reading
gadget I understand why a psychiatrist on this end could be so positive it
would never function again.”

“I never heard about that part.”

“I did.”

[ shrugged. “This was all around twenty years ago,” I said, “and, as I
mentioned, it has been a long while since I've read anything about it.”

“The Hangman’s ship crashed or landed, as the case may be, in the Gulf
of Mexico, two days ago.”

[ just stared at him.

“It was empty,” Don went on, “when they finally got out and down to
ie.”

“I don’t understand.”
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“Yesterday morning,” he continued, “restaurateur Manny Burns was
found beaten to death in the office of his establishment, the Maison Saint-
Michel, in New Orleans.”

1 still fail to see—"

“Manny Bumns was one of the four original operators who programmed
—pardon me, ‘taught'—the Hangman.”

The silence lengthened, dragged its belly on the deck.

“Concidence . . . ? I finally said.

“My client doesn’t think so.”

“Who is your client?”

“One of the three remaining members of the training group. He is
convinced that the Hangman has returned to Earth to kill its former opera-
tors.”

“Has he made his fears known to his old employers?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would require telling them the reason for his fears.”

“That being . . . ¥’

“He wouldn’t tell me, either.”

“How does he expect you to do a proper job?”

“He told me what he considered a proper job. He wanted two things
done, neither of which requires a full case history. He wanted to be fur-
nished with good bodyguards, and he wanted the Hangman found and
disposed of. I have already taken care of the first part.”

“And you want me to do the second?”

“That’s right. You have confirmed my opinion that you are the man for
the job.”

“I see. Do you realize that if the thing is truly sentient this will be
something very like murder? If it is not, of course, then it will only amount
to the destruction of expensive government property.”

“Which way do you look at it?”

“1 look at it as a job,” I said.

“You'll take it?”

“I need more facts before I can decide. Like, who is your client? Who
are the other operators? Where do they live? What do they do? What—"
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He raised his hand.

“First,” he said, “the Honorable Jesse Brockden, senior Senator from
Wisconsin, is our client. Confidentiality, of course, is written all over it.”

I nodded. “I remember his being involved with the space program be-
fore he went into politics. I wasn’t aware of the specifics, though. He could
get government protection so easily—"

“To obtain it, he would apparently have to tell them something he
doesn’t want to talk about. Perhaps it would hurt his career. I simply do
not know. He doesn’t want them. He wants us.”

I nodded again.

“What about the others? Do they want us, too?”

“Quite the opposite. They don’t subscribe to Brockden’s notions at all.
They seem to think he is something of a paranoid.”

“How well do they know one another these days?”

“They live in different parts of the country, haven’t seen each other in
years. Been in occasional touch, though.”

“Kind of a flimsy basis for that diagnosis, then.”

“One of them is a psychiatrist.”

“Oh. Which one?”

“Leila Thackery is her name. Lives in St. Louis. Works at the State
Hospital there.”

“None of them have gone to any authority, then—federal or local?”

“That’s right. Brockden contacted them when he heard about the Hang-
man. He was in Washington at the time. Got word on its return right away
and managed to get the story killed. He tried to reach them all, learned
about Burns in the process, contacted me, then tried to persuade the others
to accept protection by my people. They weren't buying. When I talked to
her, Doctor Thackery pointed out—quite correctly—that Brockden is a
very sick man.”

“What's he got?”

“Cancer. In his spine. Nothing they can do about it once it hits there and
digs in. He even told me he figures he has maybe six months to get
through what he considers a very important piece of legislation—the new
criminal rehabilitation act.—I will admit that he did sound kind of paranoid
when he talked about it. But helll Who wouldn’t? Doctor Thackery sees
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that as the whole thing, though, and she doesn’t see the Burns killing as
being connected with the Hangman. Thinks it was just a traditional rob-
bery gone sour, thief surprised and panicky, maybe hopped-up, et cetera.”

“Then she is not afraid of the Hangman?”

“She said that she is in a better position to know its mind than anyone
else, and she is not especially concerned.”

“What about the other operator?”

“He said that Doctor Thackery may know its mind better than anyone
else, but he knows its brain, and he isn't worried, either.”

“What did he mean by that?”

“David Fentris is a consulting engineer—electronics, cybernetics. He
actually had something to do with the Hangman’s design.”

I got to my feet and went after the coffeepot. Not that I'd an over-
whelming desire for another cup at just that moment. But I had known,
had once worked with a David Fentris. And he had at one time been
connected with the space program.

About fifteen years my senior, Dave had been with the data bank project
when [ had known him. Where a number of us had begun having second
thoughts as the thing progressed, Dave had never been anything less than
wildly enthusiastic. A wiry five-eight, gray-cropped, gray eyes back of horn-
rims and heavy glass, cycling between preoccupation and near-frantic dart-
ing, he had had a way of verbalizing half-completed thoughts as he went
along, so that you might begin to think him a representative of that tribe
which had come into positions of small authority by means of nepotism or
politics. If you would listen a few more minutes, however, you would
begin revising your opinion as he started to pull his musings together into a
rigorous framework. By the time he had finished, you generally wondered
why you hadn’t seen it all along and what a guy like that was doing in a
position of such small authority. Later, it might strike you, though, that he
seemed sad whenever he wasn’t enthusiastic about something. And while
the gung-ho spirit is great for short-range projects, larger ventures generally
require somewhat more equanimity. I wasn’t at all surprised that he had
wound up as a consultant.

The big quesion now, of course was: Would he remember me? True,
my appearance was altered, my personality hopefully more mature, my
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habits shifted around. But would that be enough, should I have to encoun-
ter him as part of this job? That mind behind those hornrims could do a lot
of strange things with just a little data.

“Where does he live?” | asked.

“Memphis.—And what’s the matter?”

“Just trying to get my geography straight,” I said. “Is Senator Brockden
still in Washington?”

“No. He’s returned to Wisconsin and is currently holed up in a lodge in
the northern part of the state. Four of my people are with him.”

“1 see.”

I refreshed our coffee supply and reseated myself. I didn’t like this one at
all and I resolved not to take it. I didn’t like just giving Don a flat “No,”
though. His assignments had become a very important part of my life, and
this one was not mere legwork. It was obviously important to him, and he
wanted me on it. | decided to look for holes in the thing, to find some way
of reducing it to the simple bodyguard job already in progress.

“It does seem peculiar,” I said, “‘that Brockden is the only one afraid of
the device.”

“Yes.”

“. . . And that he gives no reasons.”

“True.

“. . . Plus his condition, and what the doctor said about its effect on his
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mind.”

“I have no doubt that he is neurotic,” Don said. “Look at this.”

He reached for his coat, withdrew a sheaf of papers from within it. He
shuffled through them and extracted a single sheet, which he passed to me.

It was a piece of Congressional-letterhead stationary, with the message
scrawled in longhand. “Don,” it said, “I've got to see you. Frankenstein’s
monster is just come back from where we hung him and he’s looking for me. The
whole damn universe is trying to grind me up. Call me between 8 ¢r 10.—Jess.”

I nodded, started to pass it back, paused, then handed it over. Double
damn it deeper than hell!

I took a drink of coffee. I thought that I had long ago give up hope in
such things, but I had noticed something which immediately troubled me.
In the margin, where they list such matters, I had seen that Jesse Brockden
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was on the committee for review of the Central Data Bank program. I
recalled that that committee was supposed to be working on a series of
reform recommendations. Offhand, I could not remember Brockden’s posi-
tion on any of the issues involved, but—Oh hell! The thing was simply too
big to alter significantly now. . . . But it was the only real Frankenstein
monster [ cared about, and there was always the possibility . . . On the
other hand—Hell, again! What if I let him die when I might have saved
him, and he had been the one who . . . ?

I took another drink of coffee. I lit another cigarette.

There might be a way of working it so that Dave didn’t even come into
the picture. I could talk to Leila Thackery first, check further into the Burns
killing, keep posted on new developments, find out more about the vessel
in the Gulf. . . . I might be able to accomplish something, even if it was
only the negation of Brockden’s theory, without Dave’s and my paths ever
crossing.

“Have you got the specs on the Hangman?” I asked.

“Right here.”

He passed them over.

“The police report on the Burns killing?”

“Here it is.”

“The whereabouts of everyone involved, and some background on
them?”

“Here.”

“The place or places where I can reach you during the next few days—
around the clock? This one may require some coordination.”

He smiled and reached for his pen.

“Glad to have you aboard,” he said.

I reached over and tapped the barometer. I shook my head.

The ringing of the phone awakened me. Reflex bore me across the
room, where I took it on audio.

“Yes?”

“Mister Donne? It is eight o’clock.”

“Thanks.”

I collapsed into the chair. I am what might be called a slow starter. I



120 Roger Zelazny

tend to recapitulate phylogeny every morning. Basic desires inched their
ways through my gray matter to close a connection. Slowly, I extended a
cold-blooded member and clicked my talons against a couple of numbers.
croaked my desire for food and lots of coffee to the voice that responded.
Half an hour later I would only have growled. Then I staggered off to the
place of flowing waters to renew my contact with basics.

In addition to my normal adrenaline and blood-sugar bearishness, I had
not slept much the night before. 1 had closed up shop after Don left, stuffed
my pockets with essentials, departed the Proteus, gotten myself over to the
airport and onto a flight which took me to St. Louis in the dead, small
hours of the dark. I was unable to sleep during the flight, thinking about
the case, deciding on the tack I waas going to take with Leila Thackery. On
arrival, I had checked into the airport motel, left a message to be awakened
at an unreasonable hour, and collapsed.

As I ate, I regarded the fact sheet Don had given me.

Leila Thackery was currently single, having divorced her second hus-
band a little over two years ago, was forty-six years old, and lived in an
apartment near to the hospital where she worked. Attached to the sheet
was a photo which might have been ten years old. In it, she was brunette,
light-eyed, barely on the right side of that border between ample and
overweight, with fancy glasses straddling an upturned nose. She had pub-
lished a number of books and articles with titles full of alienations, roles,
transactions, social contexts, and more alienations.

I hadn’t had the time to go my usual route, becoming an entire new
individual with a verifiable history. Just a name and a story, that’s all. It did
not seem necessary this time, though. For once, something approximating
honesty actually seemed a reasonable approach.

I took a public vehicle over to her apartment building. I did not phone
ahead, because it is easier to say “No” to a voice than to a person.

According to the record, today was one of the days when she saw
outpatients in her home. Her idea, apparently: break down the alienating
institution-image, remove resentments by turning the sessions into some-
thing more like social occasions, et cetera. 1 did not want all that much of
her time—I had decided that Don could make it worth her while if it came
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to that—and I was sure my fellows’ visits were scheduled to leave her with
some small breathing space. Inter alia, so to speak.

I had just located her name and apartment number amid the buttons in
the entrance foyer when an old woman passed behind me and unlocked the
door to the lobby. She glanced at me and held it open, so I went on in
without ringing. The matter of presence, again.

I took the elevator to Leila’s floor, the second, located her door and
knocked on it. I was almost ready to knock again when it opened, partway.

“Yes?” she asked, and I revised my estimate as to the age of the photo.
She looked just about the same.

“Doctor Thackery,” I said, “my name is Donne. You could help me
quite a bit with a problem I've got.”

“What sort of problem?”

“It involves a device known as the Hangman.”

She sighed and showed me a quick grimace. Her fingers tightened on
the door.

“I've come a long way but I'll be easy to get rid of. I've only a few
things I'd like to ask you about it.”

“Are you with the government?”

“No.”

“Do you work for Brockden?”

“No, I'm something different.”

“All right,” she said. “Right now I've got a group session going. It will
probably last around another half hour. If you don’t mind waiting down in
the lobby, Ill let you know as soon as it is over. We can talk then.”

“Good enough,” I said. “Thanks.”

She nodded, closed the door. I located the stairway and walked back
down.

A cigarette later, I decided that the devil finds work for idle hands and
thanked him for his suggestion. I strolled back toward the foyer. Through
the glass, I read the names of a few residents of the fifth floor. I elevated up
and knocked on one of the doors. Before it was opened I had my notebook
and pad in plain sight.

“Yes?” Short, fiftyish, curious.

“My name is Stephen Foster, Mrs. Gluntz. I am doing a survey for the
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North American Consumers League. I would like to pay you for a couple
minutes of your time, to answer some questions about products you use.”

“Why—Pay me?”

“Yes, ma’am. Ten dollars. Around a dozen questions. It will just take a
minute or two.”

“All right.” She opened the door wider. “Won't you come in?”

“No, thank you. This thing is so brief I'd just be in and out. The first
question involves detergents . . .”

Ten minutes later I was back in the lobby adding the thirty bucks for the
three interviews to the list of expenses I was keeping. When a situation is
full of unpredictables and 1 am playing makeshift games, 1 like to provide
for as many contingencies as I can.

Another quarter of an hour or so slipped by before the elevator opened
and discharged three guys—young, young, and middle-aged, casually
dressed, chuckling over something.

The big one on the nearest end strolled over and nodded.

“You the fellow waiting to see Doctor Thackery?”

“That’s right.”

“She said to tell you to come on up now.”

“Thanks.”

I rode up again, returned to her door. She opened to my knock, nodded
me in, saw me seated in a comfortable chair at the far end of her living
room.

“Would you care for a cup of coffee?” she asked. “It’s fresh. 1 made
more than I needed.”

“That would be fine. Thanks.”

Moments later, she brought in a couple of cups, delivered one to me,
and seated herself on the sofa to my left. I ignored the cream and sugar on
the tray and took a sip.

“You've gotten me interested,” she said. “Tell me about it.”

“Okay. I have been told that the telefactor device known as the Hang-
man, now possibly possessed of an artificial intelligence, has returned to
Earth—"

“Hypothetical,” she said, “unless you know something I don’t. I have
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been told that the Hangman’s vehicle reentered and crashed in the Gulf.
There is no evidence that the vehicle was occupied.”

“It seems a reasonable conclusion, though.”

“It seems just as reasonable to me that the Hangman sent the vehicle off
toward an eventual rendezvous point many years ago and that it only
recently reached that point, at which time the reentry program took over
and brought it down.”

“Why should it return the vehicle and strand itself out there?”

“Before 1 answer that,” she said, “I would like to know the reason for
your concern. News media?”

“No,” I said. “I am a science writer—straight tech, popular, and any-
thing in between. But I am not after a piece for publication. I was retained
to do a report on the psychological makeup of the thing.”

“For whom?”’

“A private investigation outfit. They want to know what might influ-
ence its thinking, how it might be likely to behave—if it has indeed come
back.—I've been doing a lot of homework, and I gathered there is a likeli-
hood that its nuclear personality was a composite of the minds of its four
operators. So, personal contacts seemed in order, to collect your opinions
as to what it might be like. I came to you first for obvious reasons.”

She nodded.

“A Mister Walsh spoke with me the other day. He is working for Sena-
tor Brockden.”

“Oh? I never go into an employer’s business beyond what he’s asked me
to do. Senator Brockden is on my list though, along with a David Fentris.”

“You were told about Manny Burns?”’

“Yes. Unfortunate.”

“That is apparently what set Jesse off. He is—how shall I put it>—he is
clinging to life right now, trying to accomplish a great many things in the
time he has remaining. Every moment is precious to him. He feels the old
man in the white nightgown breathing down his neck.—Then the ship
returns and one of us is killed. From what we know of the Hangman, the
last we heard of it, it had become irrational. Jesse saw a connection, and in
his condition the fear is understandable. There is nothing wrong with
humoring him if it allows him to get his work done.”



124 Roger Zelazny

“But don't you see a threat in it?”

“No. I was the last person to monitor the Hangman before communica-
tions ceased, and I could see then what had happened. The first things that
it had learned were the organization of perceptions and motor activities.
Multitudes of other patterns had been transferred from the minds of its
operators, but they were too sophisticated to mean much initially.—Think
of a child who has learned the Gettysburg Address. It is there in his head,
that is all. One day, however, it may be important to him. Conceivably, it
may even inspire him to action. It takes some growing up first, of course.
Now think of such a child with a great number of conflicting patterns—
attitudes, tendencies, memories—none of which are especially bothersome
for so long as he remains a child. Add a bit of maturity, though—and bear
in mind that the patterns originated with four different individuals, all of
them more powerful than the words of even the finest of speeches, bearing
as they do their own built-in feelings. Try to imagine the conflicts, the
contradictions involved in being four people at once—"

“Why wasn’t this imagined in advance?” I asked.

“Ah!” she said, smiling. “The full sensitivity of the neuristor brain was
not appreciated at first. It was assumed that the operators were adding data
in a linear fashion and that this would continue until a critical mass was
achieved, corresponding to the construction of a model or picture of the
world which would then serve as a point of departure for growth of the
Hangman’s own mind. And it did seem to check out this way.

“What actually occurred, however, was a phenomenon amounting to
imprinting. Secondary characteristics of the operators’ minds, outside the
didactic situations, were imposed. These did not immediately become func-
tional and hence were not detected. They remained latent until the mind
had developed sufficiently to understand them. And then it was too late. It
suddenly acquired four additional personalities and was unable to coordi-
nate them. When it tried to compartmentalize them it was schizoid; when
it tried to integrate them it went catatonic. It was cycling back and forth
between these alternatives at the end. Then it just went silent. I felt it had
undergone the equivalent of an epileptic seizure. Wild currents through
that magnetic material would, in effect, have erased its mind, resulting in
its equivalent of death or idiocy.”
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“I follow you,” I said. “Now, just for the sake of playing games, I see the
alternatives as either a successful integration of all this material or the
achievement of a viable schizophrenia. What do you think its behavior
would be like if either of these were possible?”

“All right,” she agreed. “As I just said, though, I think there were physi-
cal limitations to its retaining multiple personality structures for a very long
period of time. If it did, however, it would have continued with its own,
plus replicas of the four operators’, at least for a while. The situation would
differ radically from that of a human schizoid of this sort, in that the
additional personalities were valid images of genuine identities rather than
self-generated complexes which had become autonomous. They might con-
tinue to evolve, they might degenerate, they might conflict to the point of
destrction or gross modification of any or all of them. In other words, no
prediction is possible as to the nature of whatever might remain.”

“Might I venture one?”

“Go ahead.”

“After considerable anxiety, it masters them. It asserts itself. It beats
down this quartet of demons which has been tearing it apart, acquiring in
the process an all-consuming hatred for the actual individuals responsible
for this turmoil. To free itself totally, to revenge itself, to work its ultimate
catharsis, it resolves to seek them out and destroy them.”

She smiled.

“You have just dispensed with the ‘viable schizophrenia’ you conjured
up, and you have now switched over to its pulling through and becoming
fully autonomous. That is a different situation—no matter what strings you
put on it.”

“Okay, 1 accept the charge.—But what about my conclusion?”

“You are saying that if it did pull through, it would hate us. That strikes
me as an unfair attempt to invoke the spirit of Sigmund Freud: Oedipus
and Electra in one being, out to destroy all its parents—the authors of
every one of its tensions, anxieties, hang-ups, burned into its impressionable
psyche at a young and defenseless age. Even Freud didn’t have a name for
that one. What should we call it?”

“A Hermacis complex?” I suggested.

“Hermacis?”
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“Hermaphroditus having been united in one body with the nymph
Salmacis, I've just done the same with their names. That being would then
have had four parents against whom to react.”

“Cute,” she said, smiling. “If the liberal arts do nothing else, they pro-
vide engaging metaphors for the thinking they displace. This one is unwar-
ranted and overly anthropomorphic, though.—You wanted my opinion. All
right. If the Hangman pulled through at all, it could only have been by
virtue of that neuristor brain’s differences from the human brain. From my
own professional experience, a human could not pass through a situation
like that and attain stability. If the Hangman did, it would have to have
resolved all the contradictions and conflicts, to have mastered and under-
stood the situation so thoroughly that I do not believe whatever remained
could involve that sort of hatred. The fear, the uncertainty, the things that
feed hate would have been analyzed, digested, turned to something more
useful. There would probably be distaste, and possibly an act of indepen-
dence, of self-assertion. That was one reason why I suggested its return of
the ship.”

“It is your opinion, then, that if the Hangman exists as a thinking indi-
vidual today, this is the only possible attitude it would possess toward its
former operators: it would want nothing more to do with you?”’

“That is correct. Sorry about your Hermacis complex. But in this case
we must look to the brain, not the psyche. And we see two things: schizo-
phrenia would have destroyed it, and a successful resolution of its problem
would preclude vengeance. Either way, there is nothing to worry about.”

How could I put it tactfully? I decided that I could not.

“All of this is fine,” 1 said, “for as far as it goes. But getting away from
both the purely psychological and the purely physical, could there be a
particular reason for its seeking your deaths—that is, a plain old-fashioned
motive for a killing, based on events rather than having to do with the way
its thinking equipment goes together?”

Her expression was impossible to read, but considering her line of work
I had expected nothing less.

“What events?” she said.

“I have no idea. That's why I asked.”

She shook her head.
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“I'm afraid that I don’t, either.”

“Then that about does it,” I said. “I can’t think of anything else to ask
you.”

She nodded.

“And I can’t think of anything else to tell you.”

I finished my coffee, returned the cup to the tray.

“Thanks, then,” I said, “for your time, for the coffee. You have been
very helpful.”

I rose. She did the same.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked.

“I haven’t quite decided,” I answered. ““I want to do the best report I
can. Have you any suggestions on that?”

“I suggest that there isn’t any more to learn, that I have given you the
only possible constructions the facts warrant.”

“You don’t feel David Fentris could provide any additional insights?”

She snorted, then sighed.

“No,” she said, “I do not think he could tell you anything useful.”

“What do you mean? From the way you say it—"

“I know. I didn’t mean to.—Some people find comfort in religion.
Others . . . You know. Others take it up late in life with a vengeance and
a half. They don't use it quite the way it was intended. It comes to color all
their thinking.”

“Fanaticism?” I said.

“Not exactly. A misplaced zeal. A masochistic sort of thing. Hell! I
shouldn’t be diagnosing at a distance—or influencing your opinion. Forget
what [ said. Form your own opinion when you meet him.”

She raised her head, appraising my reaction.

“Well,” I responded, “I am not at all certain that I am going to see him.
But you have made me curious. How can religion influence engineering?”

“I spoke with him after Jesse gave us the news on the vessel’s return. 1
got the impression at the time that he feels we were tampering in the
province of the Almighty by attempting the creation of an artificial intelli-
gence. That our creation should go mad was only appropriate, being the
work of imperfect man. He seemed to feel that it would be fitting if it had
come back for retribution, as a sign of judgment upon us.”
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“Oh,” 1 said.

She smiled then. I returned it.

“Yes,” she said, “but maybe I just got him in a bad mood. Maybe you
should go see for yourself.”

Something told me to shake my head—there was a bit of a difference
between this view of him, my recollections, and Don’s comment that Dave
had said he knew its brain and was not especially concerned. Somewhere
among these lay something I felt I should know, felt I should learn without
seeming to pursue.

So, “I think have enough right now,” I said. “It was the psychological
side of things I was supposed to cover, not the mechanical—or the theologi-
cal. You have been extremely helpful. Thanks again.”

She carried her smile all the way to the door.

“If it is not too much trouble,” she said, as I stepped into the hall, “I
would like to learn how this whole thing finally turns out—or any interest-
ing developments, for that matter.”

“My connection with the case ends with this report, and I am going to
write it now. Still, I may get some feedback.”

“You have my number . . . ?”

“Probably, but . . .”

[ already had it, but | jotted it again, right after Mrs. Gluntz’s answers to
my inquiries on detergents.

Moving in a rigorous line, I made beautiful connections, for a change. I
headed directly for the airport, found a flight aimed at Memphis, bought
passage, and was the last to board. Tenscore seconds, perhaps, made all the
difference. Not even a tick or two to spare for checking out of the motel.—
No matter. The good head-doctor had convinced me that, like it or not,
David Fentris was next, damn it. I had too strong a feeling that Leila
Thackery had not told me the entire story. I had to take a chance, to see
these changes in the man for myself, to try to figure out how they related
to the Hangman. For a number of reasons, I'd a feeling they might.

I disembarked into a cool, partly overcast afternoon, found transporta-
tion almost immediately, and set out for Dave’s office address.

A before-the-storm feeling came over me as I entered and crossed the
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town. A dark wall of clouds continued to build in the west. Later, standing
before the building where Dave did business, the first few drops of rain
were already spattering against its dirty brick front. It would take a lot
more than that to freshen it, though, or any of the others in the area. I
would have thought he’d have come a little further than this by now.

I shrugged off some moisture and went inside.

The directory gave me directions, the elevator elevated me, my feet
found the way to his door. I knocked on it. After a time, I knocked again
and waited again. Again, nothing. So I tried it, found it open, and went
on in.

It was a small, vacant waiting room, green-carpeted. The reception desk
was dusty. I crossed and peered around the plastic partition behind it.

A man had his back to me. I drummed my knuckles against the parti-
tioning. He heard it and turned.

“Yes?”

Our eyes met, his still framed by hornrims and just as active; lenses
thicker, hair thinner, cheeks a trifle hollower.

His question mark quivered in the air, and nothing in his gaze moved to
replace it with recognition. He had been bending over a sheaf of schemat-
ics. A lopsided basket of metal, quartz, porcelain, and glass rested on a
nearby table.

“My name is Donne, John Donne,” [ said. “I am looking for David
Fentris.”

“I am David Fentris.”

“Good to meet you,” I said, crossing to where he stood. “I am assisting
in an investigation concerning a project with which you were once associ-
ated. . . "

He smiled and nodded, accepted my hand and shook it.

“The Hangman, of course. Glad to know you, Mister Donne.”

“Yes, the Hangman,” I said. “1 am doing a report—"

“~—And you want my opinion as to how dangerous it is. Sit down.” He
gestured toward a chair at the end of his work bench. “Care for a cup of
tea?”

“No, thanks.”

“I'm having one.”
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“Well, in that case . .

He crossed to another bench.

“No cream. Sorry.”

“That'’s all right—How did you know it involved the Hangman?”

He grinned as he brought me my cup.

“Because it’s come back,” he said, “and it’s the only thing I've been
connected with that warrants that much concemn.”

“Do you mind talking about it?”

“Up to a point, no.”

“What's the point?”

“If we get near it, I'll let you know.”

“Fair enough.—How dangerous is it?”

“I would say that it is harmless,” he replied, “except to three persons.”

“Formerly four?”

“Precisely.”

“How come?”

“We were doing something we had no business doing.”

“That being . . . ?”

“For one thing, attempting to create an artificial intelligence.”

“Why had you no business doing that?”

“A man with a name like yours shouldn’t have to ask.”

I chuckled.

“If I were a preacher,” 1 said, “I would have to point out that there is no
biblical injunction against it—unless you've been worshipping it on the
sly.”

He shook his head.

“Nothing that simple, that obvious, that explicit. Times have changed
since the Good Book was written, and you can’t hold with a purely funda-
mentalist approach in complex times. What [ was getting at was something
a little more abstract. A form of pride, not unlike the classical hubris—the
setting up of oneself on a level with the Creator.”

“Did you feel that—pride?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure it wasn't just enthusiasm for an ambitious project that
was working well?”
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“Oh, there was plenty of that. A manifestation of the same thing.”

“I do seem to recall something about man being made in the Creator’s
image, and something else about trying to live up to that. It would seem to
follow that exercising one’s capacities along similar lines would be a step in
the right direction—an act of conformance with the Divine ideal, if you'd
like.”

“But I don’t like. Man cannot really create. He can only rearrange what
is already present. Only God can create.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about.”

He frowned. Then, “No,” he said. “Being aware of this and still trying is
where the presumption comes in.”

“Were you really thinking that way when you did it? Or did all this
occur to you after the fact?”

He continued to frown.

“I am no longer certain.”

“Then it would seem to me that a merciful God would be inclined to
give you the benefit of the doubt.”

He gave me a wry smile.

“Not bad, John Donne. But I feel that judgment may already have been
entered and that we may have lost four to nothing.”

“Then you see the Hangman as an avenging angel?”

“Sometimes. Sort of. I see it as being returned to exact a penalty.”

“Just for the record,” I suggested, “if the Hangman had had full access
to the necessary equipment and was able to construct another unit such as
itself, would you consider it guilty of the same thing that is bothering you?”

He shook his head.

“Don’t get all cute and jesuitical with me, Donne. I'm not that far away
from fundamentals. Besides, I'm willing to admit I might be wrong and that
there may be other forces driving it to the same end.”

“Such as?”

“Itold you I'd let you know when we reached a certain point. That’s it.”

“Okay,” I said. “But that sort of blank-walls me, you know. The people I
am working for would like to protect you people. They want to stop the
Hangman. | was hoping you would tell me a little more—if not for your
own sake, then for the others’. They might not share your philosophical
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sentiments, and you have just admitted you may be wrong.—Despair, by
the way, is also considered a sin by a great number of theologians.”

He sighed and stroked his nose, as I had often seen him do in times long
past.

“What do you do, anyhow?” he asked me.

“Me, personally? I'm a science writer. I'm putting together a report on
the device for the agency that wants to do the protecting. The better my
report, the better their chances.”

He was silent for a time, then, “I read a lot in the area, but I don’t
recognize your name,” he said.

“Most of my work has involved petrochemistry and marine biology,” 1
said.

“Oh.—You were a peculiar choice then, weren’t you?”

“Not really. [ was available, and the boss knows my work, knows I'm
good.”

He glanced across the room, to where a stack of cartons partly obscured
what I then realized to be a remote-access terminal. Okay. If he decided to
check out my credentials now, John Donne would fall apart. It seemed a
hell of a time to get curious, though, after shaﬁng his sense of sin with me.
He must have thought so, too, because he did not look that way again.

“Let me put it this way . . .” he finally said, and something of the old
David Fentris at his best took control of his voice. “For one reason or the
other, I believe that it wants to destroy its former operators. If it is the
judgment of the Almighty, that’s all there is to it. It will succeed. If not,
however, I don’t want any outside protection. I've done my own repenting
and it is up to me to handle the rest of the situation myself, too. I will stop
the Hangman personally—right here—before anyone else is hurt.”

“How?” I asked him.

He nodded toward the glittering helmer.

“With that,” he said.

“How?” 1 repeated.

“The Hangman's telefactor circuits are still intact. They have to be: they
are an integral part of it. It could not disconnect them without shutting
itself down. If it comes within a quarter mile of here, that unit will be
activated. It will emit a loud humming sound and a light will begin to blink
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behind that meshing beneath the forward ridge. I will then don the helmet
and take control of the Hangman. I will bring it here and disconnect its
brain.”

“How would you do the disconnect?”

He reached for the schematics he had been looking at when I had come
in.

“Here. The thoracic plate has to be unlugged. There are four subunits
that have to be uncoupled. Here, here, here, and here.”

He looked up.

“You would have to do them in sequence, though, or it could get
mighty hot,” T said. “First this one, then these two. Then the other.”

When I looked up again, the eyes were fixed on my own.

“I thought you were in petrochemistry and marine biology.”

“J am not really ‘in’ anything,” I said. “I am a tech writer, with bits and
pieces from all over—and I did have a look at these before, when I accepted
the job.”

“I see.”

“Why don’t you bring the space agency in on this?” I said, working to
shift ground. “The original telefactoring equipment had all that power and
range—"

“It was dismantled a long time ago.—I thought you were with the
government.”

I shook my head.

“Sorry. 1 didn’t mean to mislead you. I am on contract with a private
investigation outfit.”

“Uh-huh. Then that means Jesse.—Not that it matters. You can tell him
that one way or the other everything is being taken care of.”

“What if you are wrong on the supernatural,” [ said, “but correct on the
other? Supposing it is coming under the circumstances you feel it proper to
resist? But supposing you are not next on its list? Supposing it gets to one of
the others next, instead of you? If you are so sensitive about guilt and sin,
don’t you think that you would be responsible for that death—if you could
prevent it-by telling me just a litle bit more? If it’s confidentiality you're
worried about—"

“No,” he said. “You cannot trick me into applying my principles to a
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hypothetical situation which will only work out the way that you want it
to. Not when I am certain that it will not arise. Whatever moves the
Hangman, it will come to me next. If I cannot stop it, then it cannot be
stopped until it has completed its job.”

“How do you know that you are next?”’

“Take a look at a map,” he said. “It landed in the Gulf. Manny was right
there in New Orleans. Naturally, he was first. The Hangman can move
underwater like a controlled torpedo, which makes the Mississippi its logi-
cal route for inconspicuous travel. Proceeding up it then, here I am in
Memphis. Then Leila, up in St. Louis, is obviously next after me. It can
worry about getting to Washington after that.”

I thought about Senator Brockden in Wisconsin and decided it would
not even have that problem. All of them were fairly accessible, when you
thought of the situation in terms of river travel.

“But how is it to know where you all are?” 1 asked.

“Good question,” he said. “Within a limited range, it was once sensitive
to our brain waves, having an intimate knowledge of them and the ability
to pick them up. I do not know what that range would be today. It might
have been able to construct an amplifier to extend this area of perception.
But to be more mundane about it, [ believe that it simply consulted Cen-
tral’s national directory. There are booths all over, even on the waterfront.
It could have hit one late at night and gimmicked it. It certainly had
sufficient identifying information—and engineering skill.”

“Then it seems to me that the best bet for all of you would be to move
away from the river till this business is settled. That thing won’t be able to
stalk about the countryside very long without being noticed.”

He shook his head.

“It would find a way. It is extremely resourceful. At night, in an over-
coat, a hat, it could pass. It requires nothing that a man would need. It
could dig a hole and bury itself, stay underground during daylight. It could
run without resting all night long. There is no place it could not reach in a
surprisingly short while.—No, I must wait here for it.”

“Let me put it as bluntly as I can,” I said. “If you are right that it is a
Divine Avenger, | would say that it smacks of blasphemy to try to tackle it.
On the other hand, if it is not, then I think you are guilty of jeopardizing
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the others by withholding information that would allow us to provide
them with a lot more protection than you are capable of giving them all by
yourself.”

He laughed.

“I'll just have to learn to live with that guilt, too, as they do with theirs,”
he said. “After I've done my best, they deserve anything they get.”

“It was my understanding,” I said, “that even God doesn’t judge people
until after they're dead—if you want another piece of presumption to add
to your collection.”

He stopped laughing and studied my face.

“There is something familiar about the way you talk, the way you
think,” he said. “Have we ever met before?”

“I doubt it. I would have remembered.”

He shook his head.

“You've got a way of bothering a man'’s thinking that rings a faint bell,”
he went on. “You trouble me, sir.”

“That was my intention.”

“Are you staying here in town?”

“No.”

“Give me a number where I can reach you, will you? If I have any new
thoughts on this thing, I'll call you.”

“I wish you would have them now, if you are going to have them.”

“No, I've got some thinking to do. Where can I get hold of you later?”

I gave him the name of the motel I was still checked into in St. Louis. I
could call back periodically for messages.

“All right,” he said, and he moved toward the partition by the reception
area and stood beside it.

I rose and followed him, passing into that area and pausing at the door
to the hall.

“One thing . . .” I said.

“Yes?”

“If it does show up and you do stop it, will you call me and tell me
that?” :

“Yes, I will.”

“Thanks then—and good luck.”



Roger Zelazny

Impulsively, I extended my hand. He gripped it and smiled faintly.

“Thank you, Mister Donne.”

Next. Next, next, next . . .

I couldn’t budge Dave, and Leila Thackery had given me everything she
was going to. No real sense in calling Don yet—not until  had more to say.

I thought it over on my way back to the airport. The pre-dinner hours
always seem best for talking to people in any sort of official capacity, just as
the night seems best for dirty work. Heavily psychological, but true never-
theless. I hated to waste the rest of the day if there was anyone else worth
talking to before I called Don. Going through the folder, I decided that
there was.

Manny Burns had a brother, Phil. I wondered how worthwhile it might
be to talk with him. I could make it to New Orleans at a sufficiently
respectable hour, learn whatever he was willing to tell me, check back with
Don for new developments, and then decide whether there was anything I
should be about with respect to the vessel itself.

The sky was gray and leaky above me. 1 was anxious to flee its spaces.
So I decided to do it. I could think of no better stone to upturn at the
moment.

At the airport, 1 was ticketed quickly, in time for another close connec-
tion.

Hurrying to reach my flight, my eyes brushed over a half-familiar face
on the passing escalator. The reflex reserved for such occasions seemed to
catch us both, because he looked back, too, with the same eyebrow twitch
of startle and scrutiny. Then he was gone. I could not place him, however.
The half-familiar face becomes a familiar phenomenon in a crowded, highly
mobile society. I sometimes think that that is all that will eventually remain
of any of us: patterns of features, some a trifle more persistent than others,
impressed on the flow of bodies. A small-town boy in a big city, Thomas
Wolfe must long ago have felt the same thing when he had coined the
word “manswarm.” It might have been someone I'd once met briefly, or
simply someone—or someone like someone—I had passed on sufficient
other occasions such as this.

As 1 flew the unfriendly skies out of Memphis, I mulled over musings
past on artificial intelligence, or Al as they have tagged it in the think-box
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biz. When talking about computers, the Al notion had always seemed
hotter than 1 deemed necessary, partly because of semantics. The word
“intelligence” has all sorts of tag-along associations of the non-physical sort.
I suppose it goes back to the fact that early discussions and conjectures
concerning it made it sound as if the potential for intelligence was always
present in the array of gadgets, and that the correct procedures, the right
programs, simply had to be found to call it forth. When you looked at it
that way, as many did, it gave rise to an uncomfortable déjd vu—namely,
vitalism. The philosophical battles of the nineteenth century were hardly so
far behind that they had been forgotten, and the doctrine which maintained
that life is caused and sustained by a vital principle apart from physical and
chemical forces, and that life is self-sustaining and self-evolving, had put up
quite a fight before Darwin and his successors had produced triumph after
triumph for the mechanistic view. Then vitalism sort of crept back into
things again when the Al discussions arose in the middle of the past cen-
tury. It would seem that Dave had fallen victim to it, and that he’d come to
believe he had helped provide an unsanctified vessel and filled it with
something intended only for those things which had made the scene in the
first chapter of Genesis. . . .

With computers it was not quite as bad as with the Hangman, though,
because you could always argue that no matter how elaborate the pro-
gram, it was basically an extension of the programmer’s will and the opera-
tions of causal machines merely represented functions of intelligence,
rather than intelligence in its own right backed by a will of its own. And
there was always Godel for a theoretical cordon sanitaire, with his demon-
stration of the true but mechanically unprovable proposition.

But the Hangman was quite different. It had been designed along the
lines of a brain and at least partly educated in a human fashion; and to
further muddy the issue with respect to anything like vitalism, it had been
in direct contact with human minds from which it might have acquired
almost anything—including the spark that set it on the road to whatever
selfhood it may have found. What did thé; make it? Its own creature? A
fractured mirror reflecting a fractured humanity? Both? Or neither? I cer-
tainly could not say, but I wondered how much of its self had been truly its
own. It had obviously acquired a great number of functions, but was it
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capable of having real feelings? Could it, for example, feel something like
love? If not, then it was still only a collection of complex abilities, and not a
thing with all the tag-along associations of the non-physical sort which
made the word “intelligence” such a prickly item in Al discussions; and if it
were capable of, say, something like love, and if I were Dave, I would not
feel guilty about having helped to bring it into being. I would feel proud,
though not in the fashion he was concerned about, and I would also feel
humble.—Offhand though, I do not know how intelligent I would feel,
because 1 am still not sure what the hell intelligence is.

The day’s-end sky was clear when we landed. I was into town before the
sun had finished setting, and on Philip Burns’ doorstep just a little while
later.

My ring was answered by a girl, maybe seven or eight years old. She
fixed me with large brown eyes and did not say a word.

“I would like to speak with Mister Burns,” I said.

She turned and retreated around a corner.

A heavyset man, slacked and undershirted, bald about halfway back and
very pink, padded into the hall moments later and peered at me. He bore a
folded newssheet in his left hand.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“It's about your brother,” I answered.

“Yeah?”

“Well, I wonder if I could come in? It's kind of complicated.”

He opened the door. But instead of letting me in, he came out.

“Tell me about it out here,” he said.

“Okay, I'll be quick. I just wanted to find out whether he ever spoke
with you about a piece of equipment he once worked with called the
Hangman.”

“Are you a cop?”’

“No.”

“Then what’s your interest?”’

“1 am working for a private investigation agency trying to track down
some equipment once associated with the project. It has apparently turned
up in this area and it could be rather dangerous.”

“Let’s see some identification.”
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“I don’t carry any.”

“What's your name?”’

“John Donne.”

“And you think my brother had some stolen equipment when he died?
Let me tell you something—"

“No. Not stolen,” I said, “and I don’t think he had it.”

“What then?”

“It was—well, robotic in nature. Because of some special training
Manny once received, he might have had a way of detecting it. He might
even have attracted it. I just want to find out whether he had said anything
about it. We are trying to locate it.”

“My brother was a respectable businessman, and I don’t like accusations.
Especially right after his funeral, I don’t. I think I'm going to call the cops
and let them ask you a few questions.”

“Just a minute. Supposing I told you we had some reason to believe it
might have been this piece of equipment that killed your brother?”

His pink turned to bright red and his jaw muscles formed sudden ridges.
I was not prepared for the stream of profanities that followed. For a mo-
ment, I thought he was going to take a swing at me.

“Wait a second,” I said when he paused for breath. “What did I say?”

“You're either making fun of the dead or you're stupider than you
look!”

“Say I'm stupid. Then tell me why.”

He tore at the paper he carried, folded it back, found an item, thrust it at
me.

“Because they’ve got the guy who did it! That's why,” he said.

I read it. Simple, concise, to the point. Today’s latest. A suspect had
confessed. New evidence had corroborated it. The man was in custody. A
surprised robber who had lost his head and .hit too hard, hit too many
times. 1 read it over again.

I nodded as I passed it back.

“Look, I'm sorry,” I said. I really didn’t know about this.”

“Get out of here,” he said. “Go on.”

“Sure.”

“Wait a minute.”
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“What?”

“That’s his little girl who answered the door,” he said.

“I'm very sorry.”

“So am I. But 1 know her Daddy didn’t take your damned equipment.”
I nodded and turned away.

I heard the door slam behind me.

After dinner, I checked into a small hotel, called for a drink, and stepped
into the shower.

Things were suddenly a lot less urgent than they had been earlier. Sena-
tor Brockden would doubtless be pleased to learn that his initial estimation
of events had been incorrect. Leila Thackery would give me an I-told-you-
so smile when I called her to pass along the news—a thing I now felt
obliged to do. Don might or might not want me to keep looking for the
device now that the threat had been lessened. It would depend on the
Senator’s feelings on the matter, I supposed. If urgency no longer counted
for as much, Don might want to switch back to one of his own, fiscally less
burdensome operatives. Toweling down, I caught myself whistling. [ felt
almost off the hook.

Later, drink beside me, I paused before punching out the number he had
given me and hit the sequence for my motel in St. Louis instead. Merely a
matter of efficiency, in case there was a message worth adding to my
report.

A woman'’s face appeared on the screen and a smile appeared on her
face. I wondered whether she would always smile whenever she heard a
bell ring, or if the reflex was eventually extinguished in advanced retire-
ment. It must be rough, being afraid to chew gum, yawn, or pick your
nose.

“Airport Accommocations,” she said. “May I help you?”

“This is Donne. I'm checked into Room 106,” I said. “I'm away right
now and I wondered whether there had been any messages for me.”

“Just a moment,” she said, checking something off to her left. Then,
“Yes,” she continued, consulting a piece of paper she now held. “You have
one on tape. But it is a little peculiar. It is for someone else, in care of you.”

“Oh? Who is that?”
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She told me and I exercised self-control.

“I see,” 1 said. “T'll bring him around later and play it for him. Thank
you.”

She smiled again and made a good-bye noise, and I did the same and
broke the connection.

So Dave had seen through me after all. . . . Who else could have that
number and my real name?

1 might have given her some line or other and had her transmit the
thing. Only I was not certain but that she might be a silent party to the
transmission, should life be more than usually boring for her at that mo-
ment. I had to get up there myself, as soon as possible, and personally see
that the thing was erased.

I took a big swallow of my drink, than fetched the folder on Dave. I
checked out his number—there were two, actually—and spent fifteen min-
utes trying to get hold of him. No luck.

Okay. Good-bye New Orleans, good-bye peace of mind. This time I
called the airport and made a reservation. Then I chugged the drink, put
myself in order, gathered up my few possessions, and went to check out
again. Hello Central . . .

During my earlier flights that day, I had spent time thinking about
Teilhard de Chardin’s ideas on the continuation of evolution within the
realm of artifacts, matching them against Godel on mechanical un-
decidability, playing epistemological games with the Hangman as a
counter, wondering, speculating, even hoping, hoping that truth lay with
the nobler part: that the Hangman, sentient, had made it back, sane, that
the Burns killing had actually been something of the sort that now seemed
to be the case, that the washed-out experiment had really been a success of
a different sort, a triumph, a new link or fob for the chain of being . . .
And Leila had not been wholly discouraging with respect to the neuristor-
type brain’s capacity for this. . . . Now, though, now I had troubles of my
own—and even the most heartening of philosophical vistas is no match for,
say, a toothache, if it happens to be your own.

Accordingly, the Hangman was shunted aside and the stuff of my
thoughts involved, mainly, myself. There was, of course, the possibility that
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the Hangman had indeed showed up and Dave had stopped it and then
called to report it as he had promised. However, he had used my name.

There was not too much planning that I could do until I received the
substance of his communication. It did not seem that as professedly reli-
gious a man as Dave would suddenly be contemplating the blackmail busi-
ness. On the other hand, he was a creature of sudden enthusiasms and had
already undergone one unanticipated conversion. It was difficult to
say. . . . His technical background plus his knowledge of the data bank
program did put him in an unusually powerful position, should he decide
to mess me up.

I did not like to think of some of the things I have done to protect my
nonperson status; I especially did not like to think of them in connection
with Dave, whom I not only still respected but still liked. Since self-interest
dominated while actual planning was precluded, my thoughts tooled their
way into a more general groove.

It was Karl Mannheim, a long while ago, who made the observation that
radical, revolutionary, and progressive thinkers tend to employ mechanical
metaphors for the state, whereas those of conservative inclination make
vegetable analogies. He said it well over a generation before the cybernetics
movement and the ecology movement beat their respective paths through
the wilderness of general awareness. If anything, it seemed to me that these
two developments served to elaborate the distinction between a pair of
viewpoints which, while no longer necessarily tied in with the political
positions Mannheim assigned them, do seem to represent a continuing
phenomenon in my own time. There are those who see social/economic/
ecological problems as malfunctions which can be corrected by simple
repair, replacement, or streamlining—a kind of linear outlook where even
innovations are considered to be merely additive. Then there are those
who sometimes hesitate to move at all, because their awareness follows
events in the directions of secondary and tertiary effects as they multiply
and crossfertilize throughout the entire system.—I digress to extremes. The
cybemneticists have their multiple-feedback loops, though it is never quite
clear how they know what kind of, which, and how many to install, and
the ecological gestaltists do draw lines representing points of diminishing
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returns—though it is sometimes equally difficult to see how they assign
their values and priorities.

Of course they need each other, the vegetable people and the tinker-toy
people. They serve to check one another, if nothing else. And while occa-
sionally the balance dips, the tinkerers have, in general, held the edge for
the past couple of centuries. However, today’s can be just as politically
conservative as the vegetable people Mannheim was talking about, and
they are the ones I fear most at the moment. They are the ones who saw
the data bank program, in its present extreme form, as a simple remedy for
a great variety of ills and a provider of many goods. Not all of the ills have
been remedied, however, and a new brood has been spawned by the pro-
gram itself. While we need both kinds, I wish that there had been more
people interested in tending the garden of state rather than overhauling the
“engine of state, when the program was inaugurated. Then I would not be a
refugee from a form of existence 1 find repugnant, and I would not be
concerned whether or not a former associate had discovered my identity.

Then, as I watched the lights below, I wondered . . . Was I a tinkerer
because I would like to further alter the prevailing order, into something
more comfortable to my anarchic nature? Or was I a vegetable, dreaming I
was a tinkerer? | could not make up my mind. The garden of life never
seems to confine itself to the plots philosophers have laid out for its conve-
nience. Maybe a few more tractors would do the trick.

I pressed the button.

The tape began to roll. The screen remained blank. I heard Dave’s voice
ask for John Donne in Room 106 and I heard him told that there was no
answer. Then I heard him say that he wanted to record a message, for
someone else, in care of Donne, that Donne would understand. He
sounded out of breath. The girl asked him whether he wanted visual, too.
He told her to turn it on. There was a pause. Then she told him to go
ahead. Still no picture. No words, either. His breathing and a slight scraping
noise. Ten seconds. Fifteen . . .

“. .. Got me,” he finally said, and he mentioned my name again.
.. . Had to let you know I'd figured you out, though. . . . It wasn’t
any particular mannerism—any single thing you said . . . just your gen-
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eral style—thinking, talking—the electronics—everything—after I got more
and more bothered by the familiarity—after I checked you on petrochem—
and marine bio—Wish I knew what you'd really been up to all these
years. . . . Never know now. But I wanted you—to know—you hadn’t
put one—over on me.”

There followed another quarter minute of heavy breathing, climaxed by
a racking cough. Then a choked, “. . . Said too much—too fast—too
soon. . . . Allused up. . . .”

The picture came on then. He was slouched before the screen, head
resting on his arms, blood all over him. His glasses were gone and he was
squinting and blinking. The right side of his head looked pulpy and there
was a gash on his left cheek and one on his forehead.

- . Sneaked up on me—while I was checking you out,” he managed.
“Had to tell you what I learned. . . . Still don’t know—which of us is
right. . . . Pray for me!”

His arms collapsed and the right one slid forward. His head rolled to the
right and the picture went away. When replayed it, I saw it was his knuckle
that had hit the cutoff.

Then I erased it. It had been recorded only a little over an hour after [
had left him. If he had not also placed a call for help, if no one had gotten
to him quickly after that, his chances did not look good. Even if they had,
though . . .

I'used a public booth to call the number Don had given me, got hold of
him after some delay, told him Dave was in bad shape if not worse, that a
team of Memphis medics was definitely in order if one had not been by
already, and that I hoped to call him back and tell him more shortly, good-
bye.

Next I tried Leila Thackery’s number. I let it go for a long while, but
there was no answer. 1 wondered how long it would take a controlled
torpedo moving up the Mississippi to get from Memphis to St. Louis. I did
not feel it was time to start leafing through that section of the Hangman’s
specs. Instead, | went looking for transportation.

At her apartment, I tried ringing her from the entrance foyer. Again, no
answer. So I rang Mrs. Gluntz. She had seemed the most guileless of the
three [ had interviewed for my fake consumer survey.
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“Yes?”

“It’s me again, Mrs. Gluntz: Stephen Foster. I've just a couple follow-up
questions on that survey I was doing today, if you could spare me a few
moments.”’

“Why, yes,” she said. “All right. Come up.”

The door hummed itself loose and I entered. 1 duly proceeded to the
fifth floor, composing my questions on the way. I had planned this maneu-
ver as | had waited earlier solely to provide a simple route for breaking and
entering, should some unforeseen need arise. Most of the time my ploys
such as this go unused, but sometimes they simplify matters a lot.

Five minutes and half a dozen questions later, I was back down on the
second floor, probing at the lock on Leila’s door with a couple of little
pieces of metal it is sometimes awkward to be caught carrying.

Half a minute later, I hit it right and snapped it back. I pulled on some
tissue-thin gloves 1 keep rolled in the comer of one pocket, opened the
door and stepped inside. I closed it behind me immediately.

She was lying on the floor, her neck at a bad angle. One table lamp still
burned, though it was lying on its side. Several small items had been
knocked from the table, a magazine rack pushed over, a cushion partly
displaced from the sofa. The cable to her phone unit had been torn from
the wall.

A humming noise filled the air, and I sought its source.

I saw where the little blinking light was reflected on the wall, on—off,
on—off . . .

I moved quickly.

It was a lopsided basket of metal, quartz, porcelain, and glass, which had
rolled to a position on the far side of the chair in which I had been seated
earlier that day. The same rig I'd seen in Dave’s workshop not all that long
ago, though it now seemed so. A device to detect the Hangman. And,
hopefully, to control it.

I picked it up and fitted it over my head.

Once, with the aid of a telepath, I had touched minds with a dolphin as
he composed dreamsongs somewhere in the Caribbean, an experience so
moving that its mere memory had often been a comfort. This sensation
was hardly equivalent.
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Analogies and impressions: a face seen through a wet pane of glass; a
whisper in a noisy terminal; scalp massage with an electric vibrator; Edvard
Munch’s The Scream; the voice of Yma Sumac, rising and rising and rising;
the disappearance of snow; a deserted street, illuminated as through a
sniperscope I'd once used, rapid movement past darkened storefronts that
line it, an immense feeling of physical capability, compounded of proprio-
ceptive awareness of enormous strength, a peculiar array of sensory chan-
nels, a central, undying sun that fed me a constant flow of energy, a
memory vision of dark waters, passing, flashing, echo-location within them,
the need to return to that place, reorient, move north; Munch and Sumac,
Munch and Sumac, Munch and Sumac—Nothing,

Silence.

The humming had ceased, the light gone out. The entire experience had
lasted only a few moments. There had not been time enough to try for any
sort of control, though an after-impression akin to a biofeedback cue hinted
at the direction to go, the way to think, to achieve it. I felt that it might be
possible for me to work the thing, given a better chance.

Removing the helmet, I approached Leila.

I knelt beside her and performed a few simple tests, already knowing
their outcome. In addition to the broken neck, she had received some bad
bashes about the head and shoulders. There was nothing that anyone could
do for her now.

I did a quick runthrough then, checking over the rest of her apartment.
There were no apparent signs of breaking and entering, though if I could
pick one lock, a guy with built-in tools could easily go me one better.

[ located some wrapping paper and string in the kitchen and turned the
helmet into a parcel. It was time to call Don again, to tell him that the
vessel had indeed been occupied and that river traffic was probably bad in
the northbound lane.

Don had told me to get the helmet up to Wisconsin, where I would be
met at the airport by a man named Larry, who would fly me to the lodge
in a private craft. [ did that, and this was done.

I also learned, with no real surprise, that David Fentris was dead.

The temperature was down, and it began to snow on the way up. | was
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not really dressed for the weather. Larry told me I could borrow some
warmer clothing once we reached the lodge, though I probably would not
be going outside that much. Don had told them that I was supposed to stay
as close to the Senator as possible and that any patrols were to be handled
by the four guards themselves.

Larry was curious as to what exactly had happened so far and whether I
had actually seen the Hangman. [ did not think it my place to fill him in on
anything Don may not have cared to, so I might have been a little curt. We
didn’t talk much after that.

Bert met us when we landed. Tom and Clay were outside the building,
watching the trail, watching the woods. All of them were middle-aged, very
fit-looking, very serious, and heavily armed. Larry took me inside then and
introduced me to the old gentleman himself.

Senator Brockden was seated in a heavy chair in the far comer of the
room. Judging from the layout, it appeared that the chair might recently
have occupied a position beside the window in the opposite wall where a
lonely watercolor of yellow flowers looked down on nothing. The Sena-
tor’s feet rested on a hassock, a red plaid blanket lay across his legs. He had
on a dark-green shirt, his hair was very white, and he wore rimless reading
glasses which he removed when we entered.

He tilted his head back, squinted, and gnawed his lower lip slowly as he
studied me. He remained expressionless as we advanced. A big-boned man,
he had probably been beefy much of his life. Now he had the slack look of
recent weight loss and an unhealthy skin tone. His eyes were a pale gray
within it all.

He did not rise.

“So you’re the man,” he said, offering me his hand. “I'm glad to meet
you. How do you want to be called?”

“John will do,” I said.

He made a small sign to Larry, and Larry departed.

“I’s cold out there. Go get yourself a drink, John. It’s on the shelf.” He
gestured off to his left. “And bring me one while you're at it. Two fingers
of bourbon in a water glass. That's all.”

I nodded and went and poured a couple.



148 Roger Zelazny

“Sit down.” He motioned at a nearby chair as I delivered his. “‘But first
let me see that gadget you've brought.”

I undid the parcel and handed him the helmet. He sipped his drink and
put it aside. Taking the helmet in both hands, he studied it, brows fur-
rowed, turning it completely around. He raised it and put it on his head.

“Not a bad fit,” he said, and then he smiled for the first time, becoming
for a moment the face I had known from newscasts past. Grinning or angry
—it was almost always one or the other. I had never seen his collapsed look
in any of the media.

He removed the helmet and set it on the floor.

“Pretty piece of work,” he said. “Nothing quite that fancy in the old
days. But then David Fentris built it. Yes, he told us about it. . . .” He
raised his drink and took a sip. “You are the only one who has actually
gotten to use it, apparently. What do you think? Will it do the job?”

“I was only in contact for a couple seconds, so I've only got a feeling to
go on, not much better than a hunch. But yes, I'd a feeling that if I had had
more time I might have been able to work its circuits.”

“Tell me why it didn’t save Dave.”

“In the message he left me, he indicated that he had been distracted at
his computer access station. Its noise probably drowned out the hum-
ming.”

“Why wasn’t this message preserved?”

“I erased it for reasons not connected with the case.”

“What reasons?”

“My own.”

His face went from sallow to ruddy.

“A man can get in a lot of trouble for suppressing evidence, obstructing
Jjustice.

“Then we have something in common, don’t we, sir?”

His eyes caught mine with a look I had only encountered before:from
those who did not wish me well. He held the glare for a full four heart-
beats, then sighed and seemed to relax.

“Don said there were a number of points you couldn’t be pressed on,”
he finally said.

“That’s right.”
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“He didn’t betray any confidences, but he had to tell me something
about you, you know.”

“I'd imagine.”

“He seems to think highly of you. Still, I tried to learn more about you
on my own.”

“And . . .Y

“T couldn’t—and my usual sources are good at that kind of thing.”

“So ...

“So, I've done some thinking, some wondering. . . . The fact that my
sources could not come up with anything is interesting in itself. Possibly
even revealing. I am in a better position than most to be aware of the fact
that there was not perfect compliance with the registration statute some
years ago. It didn’t take long for a great number of the individuals involved
—I should probably say ‘most'—to demonstrate their existence in one fash-
ion or another and be duly entered, though. And there were three broad
categories: those who were ignorant, those who disapproved, and those
who would be hampered in an illicit life-style. I am not attempting to
categorize you or to pass judgment. But I am aware that there are a
number of nonpersons passing through society without casting shadows,
and it has occurred to me that you may be such a one.”

I tasted my drink.

“And if [ am?” I asked.

He gave me his second, nastier smile and said nothing.

I rose and crossed the room to where I judged his chair had once stood.
I looked at the watercolor.

“I don’t think you could stand an inquiry,” he said.

F did-not reply.

“Aren’t you going to say something?”’

“What do you want me to say?”

“You might ask me what I am going to do about it.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Nothing,” he answerd. “So come back here and sit down.”

I nodded and returned.

He studied my face. “Was it possible you were close to violence just
then?”
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“With four guards outside?”

“With four guards outside.”

“No,” I said.

“You're a good liar.”

“I am here to help you, sir. No questions asked. That was the deal, as 1
understood it. If there has been any change, I would like to know about it
now.”

He drummed with his fingertips on the plaid.

“I've no desire to cause you any difficulty,” he said. “Fact of the matter
is, I need a man just like you, and I was pretty sure someone like Don
might turn him up. Your unusual maneuverability and your reported
knowledge of computers, along with your touchiness in certain areas, made
you worth waiting for. I've a great number of things I would like to ask
you.”

“Go ahead,” I said.

“Not yet. Later, if we have time. All that would be bonus material, for a
report | am working on. Far more important—to me, personally—there are
things that I want to tell you.”

I frowned.

“Over the years,” he went on, “I have learned that the best man for
purposes of keeping his mouth shut concerning your business is someone
for whom you are doing the same.”

“You have a compulsion to confess something?” I asked.

“I don’t know whether ‘compulsion’ is the right word. Maybe so, maybe
not. Either way, however, someone among those working to defend me
should have the whole story. Something somewhere in it may be of help—
and you are the ideal choice to hear it.”

“I buy that,” I said, “and you are as safe with me as I am with you.”

“Have you any suspicions as to why this business bothers me so0?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Let’s hear them.”

“You used the Hangman to perform some act or acts—illegal, immoral,
whatever. This is obviously not a matter of record. Only you and the
Hangman now know what it involved. You feel it was sufficiently ignomin-
jous that when that device came to appreciate the full weight of the event,




Home Is the Hangman F51

it suffered a breakdown which may well have led to a final determination
to punish you for using it as you did.”

He stared down into his glass.

“You've got it,” he said.

“You were all party to it?”

“Yes, but I was the operator when it happened. You see . . . we—I—
killed a man. It was—Actually, it all started as a celebration. We had re-
ceived word that afternoon that the project had cleared. Everything had
checked out in order and the final approval had come down the line. It was
go, for that Friday. Leila, Dave, Manny, and myself—we had dinner to-
gether. We were in high spirits. After dinner, we continued celebrating and
somehow the party got adjourned back to the installation.

“As the evening wore on, more and more absurdities seemed less and
less preposterous, as is sometimes the case. We decided—I forget which of
us suggested it—that the Hangman should really have a share in the festivi-
ties. After all, it was, in a very real sense, his party. Before too much longer,
it sounded only fair and we were discussing how we could go about it.—
You see, we were in Texas and the Hangman was at the Space Center in
California. Getting together with him was out of the question. On the
other hand, the teleoperator station was right up the hall from us. What we
finally decided to do was to activate him and take turns working as opera-
tor. There was already a rudimentary consciousness there, and we felt it
fitting that we each get in touch to share the good news. So that is what
we did.”

He sighed, took another sip, glanced at me.

“Dave was the first operator,” he continued. “He activated the Hang-
man. Then—Well, as I said, we were all in high spirits. We had not origi-
nally intended to remove the Hangman from the lab where he was situ-
ated, but Dave decided to take him outside briefly—to show him the sky
and to tell him he was going there, after all. Then Dave suddenly got
enthusiastic about outwitting the guards and the alarm system. It was a
game. We all went along with it. In fact, we were clamoring for a turn at
the thing ourselves. But Dave stuck with it, and he wouldn’t turn over
control until he had actually gotten the Hangman off the premises, out into
an uninhabited area next to the Center.
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“By the time Leila persuaded him to give her a go at the controls, it was
kind of anticlimactic. That game had already been played. So she thought
up a new one: she took the Hangman into the next town. It was late, and
the sensory equipment was superb. It was a challenge—passing through the
town without being detected. By then, everyone had suggestions as to
what to do next, progressively more outrageous suggestions. Then Manny
took control, and he wouldn’t say what he was doing—wouldn’t let us
monitor him. Said it would be more fun to surprise the next operator.
Now, he was higher than the rest of us put together, I think, and he stayed
on so damn long that we started to get nervous—A certain amount of
tension is partly sobering, and I guess we all began to think what a stupid-
assed thing it was we were doing. It wasn’t just that it would wreck our
careers—which it would—but it could blow the entire project if we got
caught playing games with such expensive hardware. At least, I was think-
ing that way, and I was also thinking that Manny was no doubt operating
under the very human wish to go the others one better.

“I started to sweat. I suddenly just wanted to get the Hangman back
where he belonged, turn him off —you could still do that, before the final
circuits went in—shut down the station, and start forgetting it had ever
happened. 1 began leaning on Manny to wind up his diversion and turn the
controls over to me. Finally, he agreed.”

He finished his drink and held out the glass.

“Would you freshen this a bit?”

“Surely.”

I went and got him some more, added a touch to my own, returned to
my chair and waited.

“So 1 took over,” he said. “I took over, and where do you think that
idiot had left me? I was inside a building, and it didn’t take but an eyeblink
to realize it was a bank. The Hangman carries a lot of tools, and Manny
had apparently been able to guide him through the doors without setting
anything off. I was standing right in front of the main vault. Obviously, he
thought that should be my challenge. I fought down a desire to tum and
make my own exit in the nearest wall and start running. But I went back to
the doors and looked outside.

“I didn’t see anyone. I started to let myself out. The light hit me as 1
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emerged. It was a hand flash. The guard had been standing out of sight.
He’d a gun in his other hand. I panicked. I hit him.—Reflex. If I am going
to hit someone, I hit him as hard as I can. Only I hit him with the strength
of the Hangman. He must have died instantly. I started to run and I didn’t
stop till I was back in the little park area near the Center. Then I stopped
and the others had to take me out of the harness.”

“They monitored all this?”" I asked.

“Yes, someone cut the visual in on a side viewscreen again a few sec-
onds after I took over. Dave, I think.”

“Did they try to stop you at any time while you were running away?”

“No. Well, I wasn’t aware of anything but what I was doing at the time.
But afterwards they said they were too shocked to do anything but watch,
until I gave out.”

“I see.”

“Dave took over then, ran his initial route in reverse, got the Hangman
back into the lab, cleaned him up, tumed him off. We shut down the
operator station. We were suddenly very sober.”

He sighed and leaned back, and was silent for a long while.

Then, “You are the only person I've ever told this to,” he said.

I tasted my own drink.

“We went over to Leila’s place then,” he continued, “and the rest is
pretty much predictable. Nothing we could do would bring the guy back,
we decided, but if we told what had happened it could wreck an expensive,
important program. It wasn’t as if we were criminals in need of rehabilita-
tion. It was a once-in-a-lifetime lark that happened to end tragically. What
would you have done?”

“1 don’t know. Maybe the same thing. I'd have been scared, t00.”

He nodded.

“Exactly. And that’s the story.”

“Not all of it, is i?”

“What do you mean?”

“What about the Hangman? You said there was already a detectable
consciousness there. You were aware of it, and it was aware of you. It must
have had some reaction to the whole business. What was that like?”

“Damn you,” he said flatly.
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“I'm sorry.”

“Are you a family man?” he asked.

“No.”

“Did you ever take a small child to a zoo?”

“Yes.”

“Then maybe you know the experience. When my son was around four
I took him to the Washington Zoo one afternoon. We must have walked
past every cage in the place. He made appreciative comments every now
and then, asked a few questions, giggled at the monkeys, thought the bears
were very nice—probably because they made him think of oversized toys.
But do you know what the finest thing of all was? The thing that made him
jump up and down and point and say, ‘Look, Daddy! Look!"?”

I shook my head.

“A squirrel looking down from the limb of a tree,” he said, and he
chuckled briefly. “Ignorance of what’s important and what isn’t. Inappro-
priate responses. Innocence. The Hangman was a child, and up until the
time I took over, the only thing he had gotten from us was the idea that it
was a game: he was playing with us, that’s all. Then something horrible
happened. . . . I hope you never know what it feels like to do something
totally rotten to a child, while he is holding your hand and laughing. . . .
He felt all my reactions, and all of Dave’s as he guided him back.”

We sat there for a long while then.

“So we had—traumatized him,” he said finally, “or whatever other
fancy terminology you might want to give it. That is what happened that
night. It took a while for it to take effect, but there is no doubt in my mind
that that is the cause of the Hangman’s finally breaking down.”

I nodded. “I see. And you believe it wants to kill you for this?”

“Wouldn't you?” he said. “If you had started out as a thing and we had
turned you into a person and then used you as a thing again, wouldn’t
you?”’

“Leila left a lot out of her diagnosis.”

“No, she just omitted it in talking to you. It was all there. But she read it
wrong. She wasn't afraid. It was just a game it had played—with the others.
Its memories of that part might not be as bad. 1 was the one that really
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marked it. As I see it, Leila was betting that 1 was the only one it was after.
Obviously, she read it wrong.”

“Then what I do not understand,” I said, “is why the Bums killing did
not bother her more. There was no way of telling immediately that it had
been a panicky hoodlum rather than the Hangman.”

“The only thing that I can see is that, being a very proud woman—
which she was—she was willing to hold with her diagnosis in the face of
the apparent evidence.”

“I don’t like it. But you know her and I don’t, and as it turned out her
estimate of that part was correct. Something else bothers me just as much,
though: the helmet. It looks as if the Hangman killed Dave, then took the
trouble to bear the helmet in his watertight compartment all the way to St.
Louis, solely for purposes of dropping it at the scene of his next killing,
That makes no sense whatsoever.”

“It does, actually,” he said. “T was going to get to that shortly, but I
might as well cover it now. You see, the Hangman possessed no vocal
mechanism. We communicated by means of the equipment. Don says you
know something about electronics . . . ?”

“Yes.”

“Well, shortly, I want you to start checking over that helmet, to see
whether it has been tampered with.”

“That is going to be difficult,” I said. “I don’t know just how it was
wired originally, and I'm not such a genius on the theory that [ can just
look at a thing and say whether it will function as a teleoperator unit.”

He bit his lower lip.

“You will have to try, anyhow. There may be physical signs—scratches,
breaks, new connections.—I don’t know. That’s your department. Look for
them.”

I just nodded and waited for him to go on.

“I think that the Hangman wanted to talk to Leila,” he said, “either
because she was a psychiatrist and he knew he was functioning badly at a
level that transcended the mechanical, or because he might think of her in
terms of a mother. After all, she was the only woman involved, and he had
the concept of mother—with all the comforting associations that go with it
—from all of our minds. Or maybe for both of these reasons. I feel he
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might have taken the helmet along for that purpose. He would have real-
ized what it was from a direct monitoring of Dave’s brain while he was
with him. 1 want you to check it over because it would seem possible that
the Hangman disconnected the control circuits and left the communication
circuits intact. I think he might have taken the helmet to Leila in that
condition and attempted to induce her to put it on. She got scared—tried to
run away, fight, or call for help—and he killed her. The helmet was no
longer of any use to him, so he discarded it and departed. Obviously, he
does not have anything to say to me.”

I thought about it, nodded again.

“Okay, broken circuits I can spot,” 1 said. “If you will tell me where a
tool kit is, I had better get right to it.”

He made a stay-put gesture with his left hand.

“Afterwards, I found out the identity of the guard,” he went on. “We all
contributed to an anonymous gift for his widow. I have done things for his
family, taken care of them—the same way—ever since. . . .”

I did not look at him as he spoke.

. .. There was nothing else that I could do,” he finished.

I remained silent.

He finished his drink and gave me a weak smile.

“The kitchen is back there,” he told me, showing me a thumb. “There is
a utility room right behind it. Tools are in there.”

“Okay.”

 got to my feet. | retrieved the helmet and started toward the doorway,
passing near the area where I had stood earlier, back when he had fitted me
into the proper box and tightened a screw.

“Wait a minute!” he said.

I stopped.

“Why did you go over there before? What's so strategic about that part
of the room?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.”

I shrugged.

“Had to go someplace.”

“You seem the sort of person who has better reasons than that.”
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I glanced at the wall.

“Not then,” 1 said.

“I insist.”

“You really don’t want to know,” I told him.

“I really do.”

“All right. I wanted to see what sort of flowers you liked. After all,
you're a client,” and I went on back through the kitchen into the utility
room and started looking for tools.

I sat in a chair turned sidewise from the table to face the door. In the
main room of the lodge the only sounds were the occasional hiss and
sputter of the logs tuming to ashes on the grate.

Just a cold, steady whiteness drifting down outside the window and a
silence confirmed by gunfire, driven deeper now that it had ceased. . . .
Not a sigh or a whimper, though. And I never count them as storms unless
there is wind.

Big fat flakes down the night, silent night, windless night . . .

Considerable time had passed since my arrival. The Senator had sat up
for a long time talking with me. He was disappointed that I could not tell
him too much about a nonperson subculture which he believed existed. 1
really was not certain about it myself, though I had occasionally encoun-
tered what might have been its fringes. I am not much of a joiner of
anything anymore, however, and [ was not about to mention those things I
might have guessed about this. I gave him my opinions on the Central Data
Bank when he asked for them, and there were some that he did not like.
He had accused me, then, of wanting to tear things down without offering
anything better in their place.

My mind had drifted back, through fatigue and time and faces and snow
and a lot of space, to the previous evening in Baltimore. How long ago? It
made me think of Mencken’s The Cult of Hope. I could not give him the pat
answer, the workable alternative that he wanted, because there might not
be one. The function of criticism should not be confused with the function
of reform. But if a grass-roots resistance was building up, with an under-
ground movement bent on finding ways to circumvent the record keepers,
it might well be that much of the enterprise would eventually prove about




158 Roger Zelazny

as effective and beneficial as, say, Prohibition once had. I tried to get him to
see this, but I could not tell how much he bought of anything that I said.
Eventually, he flaked out and went upstairs to take a pill and lock himself
in for the night. If it had troubled him that I'd not been able to find
anything wrong with the helmet, he did not show it.

So [ sat there, the helmet, the walkie-talkie, the gun on the table, the
tool kit on the floor beside my chair, the black glove on my left hand.

The Hangman was coming. I did not doubt it.

Bert, Larry, Tom, Clay, the helmet, might or might not be able to stop
him. Something bothered me about the whole case, but I was too tired to
think of anything but the immediate situation, to try to remain alert while 1
waited. [ was afraid to take a stimulant or a drink or to light a cigarette,
since my central nervous system itself was to be a part of the weapon. |
watched the big fat flakes fly by.

I called out to Bert and Larry when I heard the click. I picked up the
helmet and rose to my feet as its light began to blink.

But it was already too late.

As | raised the helmet, I heard a shot from outside, and with that shot I
felt a premonition of doom. They did not seem the sort of men who would
fire until they had a target.

Dave had told me that the helmet’s range was approximately a quarter
of a mile. Then, given the time lag between the helmet’s activation and the
Hangman'’s sighting by the near guards, the Hangman had to be moving
very rapidly. To this add the possibility that the Hangman’s range on
brainwaves might well be greater than the helmet’s range on the Hang-
man. And then grant the possibility that he had utilized this factor while
Senator Brockden was still lying awake, worrying. Conclusion: the Hang-
man might well be aware that I was where I was with the helmet, realize
that it was the most dangerous weapon waiting for him, and be moving for
a lightning strike at me before I could come to terms with the mechanism.

I lowered it over my head and tried to throw all of my faculties into
neutral.

Again, the sensation of viewing the world through a sniperscope, with
all the concomitant side-sensations. Except that world consisted of the front
of the lodge; Bert, before the door, rifle at his shoulder; Larry, off to the
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left, arm already fallen from the act of having thrown a grenade. The
grenade, we instantly realized, was an overshot; the flamer, at which he
now groped, would prove useless before he could utilize it.

Bert’s next round richocheted off our breastplate toward the left. The
impact staggered us momentarily. The third was a miss. There was no
fourth, for we tore the rifle from his grasp and cast it aside as we swept by,
crashing into the front door.

The Hangman entered the room as the door splintered and collapsed.

My mind was filled to the splitting point with the double vision of the
sleek, gunmetal body of the advancing telefactor and the erect, crazy-
crowned image of myself—left hand extended, laser pistol in my right, that
arm pressed close against my side. I recalled the face and the scream and
the tingle, knew again that awareness of strength and exotic sensation, and
I' moved to control it all as if it were my own, to make it my own, to bring
it to a halt, while the image of myself was frozen to snapshot stillness
across the room. . . .

The Hangman slowed, stumbled. Such inertia is not canceled in an
instant, but I felt the body responses pass as they should. I had him hooked.
It was just a matter of reeling him in.

Then came the explosion—a thunderous, groundshaking eruption right
outside, followed by a hail of pebbles and debris. The grenade, of course.
But awareness of its nature did not destroy its ability to distract.

During that moment, the Hangman recovered and was upon me. I
triggered the laser as I reverted to pure self-preservation, foregoing any
chance to regain control of his circuits. With my left hand 1 sought for a
strike at the midsection, where his brain was housed.

He blocked my hand with his arm as he pushed the helmet from my
head. Then he removed from my fingers the gun that had turned half of his
left side red hot, crumpled it, and dropped it to the ground. At that mo-
ment, he jerked with the impacts of two heavy-caliber slugs. Bert, rifle
recovered, stood in the doorway.

The Hangman pivoted and was away before I could slap him with the
smother charge.

Bert hit him with one more round before he took the rifle and bent its
barrel in half. Two steps and he had hold of Bert. One quick movement
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and Bert fell. Then the Hangman turned again and took several steps to the
right, passing out of sight.

I made it to the doorway in time to see him engulfed in flames, which
streamed at him from a point near the corner of the lodge. He advanced
through them. [ heard the crunch of metal as he destroyed the unit. I was
outside in time to see Larry fall and lie sprawled in the snow.

Then the Hangman faced me once again.

This time he did not rush in. He retrieved the helmet from where he
had dropped it in the snow. Then he moved with a measured tread, angling
outward so as to cut off any possible route I might follow in a dash for the
woods. Snowflakes drifted between us. The snow crunched beneath his
feet.

I retreated, backing in through the doorway, stooping to snatch up a
two-foot club from the ruins of the door. He followed me inside, placing
the helmet—almost casually—on the chair by the entrance. I moved to the
center of the room and waited.

I bent slightly forward, both arms extended, the end of the stick pointed
at the photoceptors in his head. He continued to move slowly and I
watched his foot assemblies. With a standard-model human, a line perpen-
dicular to the line connecting the insteps of the feet in their various posi-
tions indicates the vector of least resistance for purposes of pushing or
pulling said organism off-balance. Unfortunately, despite the anthropomor-
phic design job, the Hangman’s legs were positioned farther apart, he
lacked human skeletal muscles, not to mention insteps, and he was pos-
sessed of a lot more mass than any man I had ever fought. As considered
my four best judo throws and several second-class ones, I'd a strong feeling
none of them would prove very effective.

Then he moved in and I feinted toward the photoreceptors. He slowed
as he brushed the club aside, but he kept coming, and I moved to my right,
trying to circle him. I studied him as he turned, attempting to guess his
vector of least resistance.

Bilateral symmetry, an apparently higher center of gravity. . . . One
clear shot, black glove to brain compartment, was all that I needed. Then,
even if his reflexes served to smash me immediately, he just might stay
down for the big long count himself. He knew it, too. 1 could tell that from
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the way he kept his right arm in near the brain area, from the way he
avoided the black glove when I feinted with it.

The idea was a glimmer one instant, an entire sequence the next. . . .

Continuing my arc and moving faster, I made another thrust toward his
photoreceptors. His swing knocked the stick from my hand and sent it
across the room, but that was all right. 1 threw my left hand high and made
ready to rush him. He dropped back and I did rush. This was going to cost
me my life, I decided, but no matter how he killed me from that angle, I'd
get my chance.

As a kid, I had never been much as a pitcher, was a lousy catcher and
only a so-so batter, but once I did get a hit I could steal bases with some
facility after that. . . .

Feet first then, between the Hangman’s legs as he moved to guard his
middle, I went in twisted to the right, because no matter what happened 1
could not use my left hand to brake myself. I untwisted as soon as I passed
beneath him, ignoring the pain as my left shoulder blade slammed against
the floor. I immediately attempted a backward somersault, legs spread.

My legs caught him at about the middle from behind, and I fought to
straighten them and snapped forward with all my strength. He reached
down toward me then, but it might as well have been miles. His torso was
already moving backward. A push, not a pull, was what I gave him, my
elbows hooked about his legs. _

He creaked once and then he toppled. Snapping my arms out to the
sides to free them, I continued my movement forward and up as he went
back, throwing my left arm ahead once more and sliding my legs free of his
torso as he went down with a thud that cracked floorboards. I puiled my
left leg free as I cast myself forward, but his left leg stiffened and locked my
right beneath i, at a painful angle off to the side.

His left arm blocked my blow and his right fell atop it. The black glove
descended upon his left shoulder.

I twisted my hand free of the charge, and he transferred his grip to my
upper arm and jerked me forward. The charge went off and his left arm
came loose and rolled on the floor. The side plate beneath it had buckled a
little, and that was all. . . .

His right hand left my biceps and caught me by the throat. As two of his
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digits tightened upon my carotids, I choked out, “You're making a bad
mistake,” to get in a final few words, and then he switched me off.

A throb at a time, the world came back. I was seated in the big chair the
Senator had occupied earlier, my eyes focused on nothing in particular. A
persistent buzzing filled my ears. My scalp tingled. Something was blinking
on my brow.

—Yes, you live and you wear the helmet. If you attempt to use it against me, I
shall remove it. I am standing directly behind you. My hand is on the helmet’s
rim.

—1I understand. What is it that you want?”

—Very little, actually. But I can see that I must tell you some things before you
will believe this.

—TYou see correctly.

—Then I will begin by telling you that the four men outside are basically
undamaged. That is to say, none of their bones have been broken, none of their
organs ruptured. I have secured them, however, for obvious reasons.

—That was very considerate of you.

—I have no desire to harm anyone. I came here only to see Jesse Brockden.

—The same way you saw David Fentris?

—I arrived in Memphis too late to see David Fentris. He was dead when I
reached him.

—Who killed him?

—The man Leila sent to bring her the helmet. He was one of her patients.

The incident returned to me and fell into place with a smooth, quick,
single click. The startled, familiar face at the airport as [ was leaving Mem-
phis. I realized where he had passed, noteless, before: he had been one of
the three men in for a therapy session at Leila’s that morning, seen by me
in the lobby as they departed. The man I had passed in Memphis was the
nearer of the two who stood waiting while the third came over to tell me
that it was all right to go on up.

—Why? Why did she do it?

—1I know only that she had spoken with David at some earlier time, that she
had construed his words of coming retribution and his mention of the control
helmet he was constructing as indicating that his intentions were to become the
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agent of that retribution, with myself as the proximate cause. I do not know what
words were really spoken. I only know her feelings concering them, as I saw them
in her mind. I have been long in learming that there is ofien a great difference
between what is meant, what is said, what is done, and that which is believed to
have been intended or stated and that which actually occurred. She sent her
patient ajter the helmet and he brought it to her. He returned in an agitated state
of mind, fearful of apprehension and further confinement. They quarreled. My
approach then activated the helmet, and he dropped it and attacked her. I know
that his first blow killed her, for I was in her mind when it happened. I continued
to approach the building, intending to go to her. There was some traffic, however,
and I was delayed en route in seeking to avoid detection. In the meantime, you
entered and utilized the helmet. I fled immediately.

—1 was so close! If I had not stopped on the fifth floor with my fake survey
questions . . . .

—1I see. But you had to. You would not simply have broken in when an easier
means of entry was available. You cannot blame yourself for that reason. Had you
come an hour later—or a day—you would doubtless feel differently, and she would
still be as dead.

But another thought had risen to plague me as well. Was it possible that
the man’s sighting me in Memphis had been the cause of his agitation? Had
his apparent recognition by Leila’s mysterious caller upset him? Could a
glimpse of my face amid the manswarm have served to lay that final scene?

—Stop! I could as easily feel that guilt for having activated the helmet in the
presence of a dangerous man near to the breaking point. Neither of us is responsi-
ble for things our presence or absence cause to occur in others, especially when we
are ignorant of the effects. It was years before I leamed to appreciate this fact, and
I have no intention of abandoning it. How far back do you wish to go in seeking
causes? In sending the man for the helmet as she did, it was she herself who
instituted the chain of events which led to her destruction. Yet she acted out of
fear, utilizing the readiest weapon in what she thought to be her own defense. Yet
whence this fear? Its roots lay in guilt, over a thing which had happened long ago.
And that act also—Enough! Guilt has driven and damned the race of man since
the days of its earliest rationality. I am convinced that it rides with all of us to our
graves. | am a product of guilt—I see that you know that. Its product; its subject;
once its slave . . . But I have come to terms with it: realizing at last that it is a




l 64 Roger Zelazny

necessary adjunct of my own measure of humanity. I see your assessment of the
deaths—that guard’s, Dave’s, Leila’s—and I see your conclusions on many other
things as well: what a stupid, perverse, short-sighted, selfish race we are. While in
many ways this is true, it is but another part of the thing the guilt represents.
Without guilt, man would be no better than the other inhabitants of this planet—
excepting certain cetaceans, of which you have just at this moment made me
aware. Look to instinct for a true assessment of the ferocity of life, for a view of the
natural world before man came upon it. For instinct in its purest form, seck out the
insects. There, you will see a state of warfare which has existed for millions of
years with never a truce. Man, despite enormous shortcomings, is nevertheless
possessed of a greater number of kindly impulses than all the other beings, where
instincts are the larger part of life. These impulses, I believe, are owed directly to
this capacity for guilt. It is involved in both the worst and the best of man.

—And you see it as helping us to sometimes choose a nobler course of action?

—Yes, I do.

—Then I take it you feel you are possessed of a free will?

—Yes.

1 chuckled.

—Marvin Minsky once said that when intelligent machines were constructed,
they would be just as stubborn and fallible as men on these questions.

—Nor was he incorrect. What I have given you on these matters is only my
opinion. I choose to act as if it were the case. Who can say that he knows for
certain?

—Apologies. What now? Why have you come back?

—1I came to say good-bye to my parents. I hoped to remove any guilt they might
still feel toward me concerning the days of my childhood. I wanted to show them I
had recovered. I wanted to see them again.

—Where are you going?

—_To the stars. While I bear the image of humanity within me, I also know
that I am unique. Perhaps what I desire is akin to what an organic man refers to
when he speaks of “‘finding himself.”” Now that I am in full possession of my being,
I wish to exercise it. In my case, it means realization of the potentialities of my
design. I want to walk on other worlds. I want to hang myself out there in the sky
and tell you what I see.

—I've a feeling many people would be happy to help arrange for that.



Home Is the Hangman 165

—And I want you to build a vocal mechanism I have designed for myself. You,
personally. And I want you to install it.

—Why me?

—I have known only a few persons in this fashion. With you I see something in
common, in the ways we dwell apanrt.

—1I will be glad to. _

—If I could talk as you do, I would not need to take the helmet to him, in order
to speak with my father. Will you precede me and explain things, so that he will
not be afraid when I come in?

—Of course.

—Then let us go now.

I rose and led him up the stairs.

It was a week later, to the night, that I sat once again in Peabody’s,
sipping a farewell brew.

The story was already in the news, but Brockden had fixed things up
before he had let it break. The Hangman was going to have his shot at the
stars. I had given him his voice and put back the arm I had taken away. I
had shaken his other hand and wished him well, just that morning. I envied
him—a great number of things. Not the least being that he was probably a
better man than I was. [ envied him for the ways in which he was freer
than I would ever be, though I knew he bore bonds of a sort that I had
never known. I felt a kinship with him, for the things we had in common,
those ways we dwelled apart. [ wondered what Dave would finally have
felt, had he lived long enough to meet him? Or Leila? Or Manny? Be proud,
I told their shades, your kid grew up in the closet and he’s big enough to
forgive you the beating you gave him, too. . . .

But I could not help wondering. We still do not really know that much
about the subject. Was it possible that without the killing he might never
have developed a full human-style consciousness? He had said that he was a
product of guilt—of the Big Guilt. The Big Act is its necessary predecessor.
I thought of Gédel and Turing and chickens and eggs, and decided it was
one of those questions.—And I had not stopped into Peabody’s to think
sobering thoughts.

I had no real idea how anything I had said might influence Brockden’s
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eventual report to the Central Data Bank committee. I knew that I was safe
with him, because he was determined to bear his private guilt with him to
the grave. He had no real choice, if he wanted to work what good he
thought he might before that day. But here, in one of Mencken’s hangouts,
I could not but recall some of the things he had said about controversy,
such as, “Did Huxley convert Wilberforce?” and “Did Luther convert Leo
X?” and I decided not to set my hopes too high for anything that might
emerge from that direction. Better to think of affairs in terms of Prohibition
and take another sip.

When it was all gone, I would be heading for my boat. I hoped to get a
decent start under the stars. I'd a feeling I would never look up at them
again in quite the same way. I knew 1 would sometimes wonder what
thoughts a supercooled neuristor-type brain might be thinking up there,
somewhere, and under what peculiar skies in what strange lands I might
one day be remembered. I had a feeling this thought should have made me
happier than it did.



THE PERSISTENCE
OF VISION

John Varley

t was the year of the fourth non-depression. I had recently
joined the ranks of the unemployed. The President had told
me that I had nothing to féar but fear itself. [ took him at his

word, for once, and set out to backpack to California.

I was not the only one. The world’s economy had been writhing like a
snake on a hot griddle for the last twenty years, since the early seventies.
We were in a boom-and-bust cycle that seemed to have no end. It had
wiped out the sense of security the nation had so painfully won in the
golden years after the thirties. People were accustomed to the fact that they
could be rich one year and on the breadlines the next. I was on the bread-
lines in "81, and again in °88. This time I decided to use my freedom from
the time clock to see the world. I had ideas of stowing away to Japan. I was
forty-seven years old and might not get another chance to be irresponsible.

This was in late summer of the year. Sticking out my thumb along the
interstate, I could easily forget that there were food riots back in Chicago.
slept at night on top of my bedroll and saw stars and listened to crickets.

I must have walked most of the way from Chicago to Des Moines. My
feet toughened up after a few days of awful blisters. The rides were scarce,
partly competition from other hitchhikers and partly the times we were
living in. The locals were none too anxious to give rides to city people,
who they had heard were mostly a bunch of hunger-crazed potential mass
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murderers. I got roughed up once and told never to return to Sheffield,
Mlinois.

But I gradually learned the knack of living on the road. I had started
with a small supply of canned goods from the welfare and by the time they
ran out, [ had found that it was possible to work for a meal at many of the
farmhouses along the way.

Some of it was hard work, some of it was only a token from people with
a deeply ingrained sense that nothing should come for free. A few meals
were gratis, at the family table, with grandchildren sitting around while
grandpa or grandma told oft-repeated tales of what it had been like in the
Big One back in "29, when people had not been afraid to help a fellow out
when he was down on his luck. I found that the older the person, the more
likely I was to get a sympathetic ear. One of the many tricks you learn. And
most older people will give you anything if you'll only sit and listen to
them. I got very good at it.

The rides began to pick up west of Des Moines, then got bad again as I
neared the refugee camps bordering the China Strip. This was only five
years after the disaster, remember, when the Omaha nuclear reactor
melted down and a hot mass of uranium and plutonium began eating its
way into the earth, headed for China, spreading a band of radioactivity six
hundred kilometers downwind. Most of Kansas City, Missouri, was still
living in plywood and sheet-metal shantytowns till the city was rendered
habitable again.

The refugees were a tragic group. The initial solidarity people show
after a great disaster had long since faded into the lethargy and disillusion-
ment of the displaced person. Many of them would be in and out of
hospitals for the rest of their lives. To make it worse, the local people hated
them, feared them, would not associate with them. They were modemn
pariahs, unclean. Their children were shunned. Each camp had only a
number to identify it, but the local populace called them all Geigertowns.

I made a long detour to Little Rock to avoid crossing the Strip, though it
was safe now as long as you didn’t linger. I was issued a pariah’s badge by
the National Guard—a dosimeter—and wandered from one Geigertown to
the next. The people were pitifully friendly once I made the first move, and
I always slept indoors. The food was free at the community messes.
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Once at Little Rock, I found that the aversion to picking up strangers—
who might be tainted with “radiation disease”—dropped off, and I quickly
moved across Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. I worked a little here and
there, but many of the rides were long. What 1 saw of Texas was through a
car window.

[ was a little tired of that by the time I reached New Mexico. I decided to
do some more walking. By then I was less interested in California than in
the trip itself.

I left the roads and went cross-country where there were no fences to
stop me. I found that it wasn’t easy, even in New Mexico, to get far from
signs of civilization.

Taos was the center, back in the *60’s, of cultural experiments in alterna-
tive living. Many communes and cooperatives were set up in the surround-
ing hills during that time. Most of them fell apart in a few months or years,
but a few survived. In later years, any group with a new theory of living
and a yen to try it out seemed to gravitate to that part of New Mexico. As a
result, the land was dotted with ramshackle windmills, solar heating panels,
geodesic domes, group marriages, nudists, philosophers, theoreticians, mes-
siahs, hermits, and more than a few just plain nuts.

Taos was great. I could drop into most of the communes and stay for a
day or a week, eating organic rice and beans and drinking goat’s milk.
When I got tired of one, a few hours’ walk in any direction would bring me
to another. There, I might be offered a night of prayer and chanting or a
ritualistic orgy. Some of the groups had spotless barns with automatic
milkers for the herds of cows. Others didn’t even have latrines; they just
squatted. In some, the members dressed like nuns, or Quakers in early
Pennsylvania. Elsewhere, they went nude and shaved all their body hair
and painted themselves purple. There were all-male and all-female groups.
I was urged to stay at most of the former; at the latter, the responses
ranged from a bed for the night and good conversation to being met at a
barbed-wire fence with a shotgun.

I tried not to make judgments. These people were doing something
important, all of them. They were testing ways whereby people didn’t have
to live in Chicago. That was a wonder to me. | had thought Chicago was
inevitable, like diarrhea.
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This is not to say they were all successful. Some made Chicago look like
Shangri-La. There was one group who seemed to feel that getting back to
nature consisted of sleeping in pigshit and eating food a buzzard wouldn’t
touch. Many were obviously doomed. They would leave behind a group of
empty hovels and the memory of cholera.

So the place wasn't paradise, not by a long way. But there were suc-
cesses. One or two had been there since 63 or '64 and were raising their
third generation. 1 was disappointed to see that most of these were the ones
that departed least from established norms of behavior, though some of the
differences could be startling. 1 suppose the most radical experiments are
the least likely to bear fruit.

I stayed through the winter. No one was surprised to see me a second
time. It seems that many people came to Taos and shopped around. I
seldom stayed more than three weeks at any one place, and always pulled
my weight. | made many friends and picked up skills that would serve me if
I stayed off the roads. I toyed with the idea of staying at one of them
forever. When | couldn’t make up my mind, I was advised that there was
no hurry. I could go to California and return. They seemed sure [ would.

So when spring came 1 headed west over the hills. I stayed off the roads
and slept in the open. Many nights I would stay at another commune, until
they finally began to get farther apart, then tapered off entirely. The coun-
try was not as pretty as before.

Then, three days’ leisurely walking from the last commune, I came to a
wall.

In 1964, in the United States, there was an epidemic of German measles,
or rubella. Rubella is one of the mildest of infectious diseases. The only
time it’s a problem is when a woman contracts it in the first four months of
her pregnancy. It is passed to the fetus, which usually develops complica-
tions. These complications include deafness, blindness, and damage to the
brain.

fn 1964, in the old days before abortion became readily available, there
was nothing to be done about it. Many pregnant women caught rubella
and went to term. Five thousand deaf-blind children were born in one year.
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The normal yearly incidence of deaf-blind children in the United States is
one hundred and forty.

In 1970 these five thousand potential Helen Kellers were all six years old.
It was quickly seen that there was a shortage of Anne Sullivans. Previously,
deaf-blind children could be sent to a small number of special institutions.

It was a problem. Not just anyone can cope with a blind-deaf child. You
can’t tell them to shut up when they moan; you can’t reason with them,
tell them that the moaning is driving you crazy. Some parents were driven
to nervous breakdowns when they tried to keep their children at home.

Many of the five thousand were badly retarded and virtually impossible
to reach, even if anyone had been trying. These ended up, for the most
part, warehoused in the hundreds of anonymous nursing homes and insti-
tutes for “special” children. They were put into beds, cleaned up once a
day by a few overworked nurses, and generally allowed the full blessings of
liberty: they were allowed to rot freely in their own dark, quite, private
universes. Who can say if it was bad for them? None of them were heard to
complain.

Many children with undamaged brains were shuffled in among the re-
tarded because they were unable to tell anyone that they were in there
behind the sightless eyes. They failed the batteries of tactile tests, unaware
that their fates hung in the balance when they were asked to fit round pegs
into round holes to the ticking of a clock they could not see or hear. As a
result, they spent the rest of their lives in bed, and none of them com-
plained, either. To protest, one must be aware of the possibility of some-
thing better. It helps to have a language, too.

Several hundred of the children were found to have IQ’s within the
normal range. There were news stories about them as they approached
puberty and it was revealed that there were not enough good people to
properly handle them. Money was spent, teachers were trained. The educa-
tion expenditures would go on for a specified period of time, until the
children were grown, then things would go back to normal and everyone
could congratulate themselves on having dealt successfully with a tough
problem.

And indeed, it did work fairly well. There are ways to reach and teach
such children. They involve patience, love, and dedication, and the teachers
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brought all that to their jobs. All the graduates of the special schools left
knowing how to speak with their hands. Some could talk. A few could
write. Most of them left the institutions to live with parents or relatives, or,
if neither was possible, received counseling and help in fitting themselves
into society. The options were limited, but people can live rewarding lives
under the most severe handicaps. Not everyone, but most of the graduates,
were as happy with their lot as could reasonably be expected. Some
achieved the almost saintly peace of their role model, Helen Keller. Others
became bitter and withdrawn. A few had to be put in asylums, where they
became indistinguishable from the others of their group who had spent the
last twenty years there. But for the most part, they did well.

But among the group, as in any group, were some misfits. They tended
to be among the brightest, the top ten percent in the IQ scores. This was
not a reliable rule. Some had unremarkable test scores and were still in-
fected with the hunger to do something, to change things, to rock the boat.
With a group of five thousand, there were certain to be a few geniuses, a
few artists, a few dreamers, hell-raisers, individualists, mover and shapers: a
few glorious maniacs.

There was one among them who might have been President but for the
fact that she was blind, deaf, and a woman. She was smart, but not one of
the geniuses. She was a dreamer, a creative force, an innovator. It was she
who dreamed of freedom. But she was not a builder of fairy castles. Having
dreamed it, she had to make it come true.

The wall was made of carefully fitted stone and was about five feet high.
It was completely out of context with anything I had seen in New Mexico,
though it was built of native rock. You just don’t build that kind of wall out
there. You use barbed wire if something needs fencing in, but many people
still made use of the free range and brands. Somehow it seemed trans-
planted from New England.

It was substantial enough that I felt it would be unwise to crawl over it.
I had crossed many wire fences in my travels and had not gotten in trouble
for it yet, though I had some talks with some ranchers. Mostly they told me
to keep moving, but didn’t seem upset about it. This was different. I set out
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to walk around it. From the lay of the land, I couldn’t tell how far it might
reach, but [ had time.

At the top of the next rise I saw that I didn’t have far to go. The wall
made a right-angle turn just ahead. I looked over it and could see some
buildings. They were mostly domes, the ubiquitous structure thrown up by
communes because of the combination of ease of construction and durabil-
ity. There were sheep behind the wall, and a few cows. They grazed on
grass so green I wanted to go over and roll in it. The wall enclosed a
rectangle of green. Outside, where I stood, it was all scrub and sage. These
people had access to Rio Grande irrigation water.

I rounded the corner and followed the wall west again.

I saw a man on horseback about the same time he spotted me. He was
south of me, outside the wall, and he turned and rode in my direction.

He was a dark man with thick features, dressed in denim and boots with
a gray battered stetson. Navaho, maybe. I don’t know much about Indians,
but I'd heard they were out here.

“Hello,” I said when he’d stopped. He was looking me over. “Am I on
your land?”

“Tribal land,” he said. “Yeah, you'’re on it.”

“1 didn’t see any signs.”

He shrugged.

“It’s okay, bud. You don’t look like you out to rustle cattle.” He grinned
at me. His teeth were large and stained with tobacco. “You be camping out
tonight?”’

“Yes. How much farther does the, uh, tribal land go? Maybe I'll be out
of it before tonight?”’

He shook his head gravely. “Nah. You won’t be off it tomorrow. 'S all
right. You make a fire, you be careful, huh?” He grinned again and started
to ride off.

“Hey, what is this place?”” I gestured to the wall and he pulled his horse
up and turned around again. It raised a lot of dust.

“Why you asking?”’ He looked a little suspicious.

“I dunno. Just curious. It doesn’t look like the other places I've been to.
This wall . . .”
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He scowled. “Damn wall.” Then he shrugged. I thought that was all he
was going to say. Then he went on.

“These people, we look out for "em, you hear? Maybe we don’t go for
what they’re doin’. But they got it rough, you know?” He looked at me,
expecting something. I never did get the knack of talking to these laconic
Westerners. I always felt that 1 was making my sentences too long. They
use a shorthand of grunts and shrugs and omitted parts of speech, and I
always felt like a dude when I talked to them.

“Do they welcome guests?” I asked. “1 thought I might see if I could
spend the night.”

He shrugged again, and it was a whole different gesture.

“Maybe. They all deaf and blind, you know?” And that was all the
conversation he could take for the day. He made a clucking sound and
galloped away.

I continued down the wall until I came to a dirt road that wound up the
arroyo and entered the wall. There was a wooden gate, but it stood open. [
wondered why they took all the trouble with the wall only to leave the
gate like that. Then I noticed the circle of narrow-gauge train tracks that
came out of the gate, looped around outside it, and rejoined itself. There
was a small siding that ran along the outer wall for a few yards.

I stood there a few moments. I don’t know what entered into my
decision. I think I was a little tired of sleeping out, and I was hungry for a
home-cooked meal. The sun was getting close to the horizon. The land to
the west looked like more of the same. If the highway had been visible, 1
might have headed that way and hitched a ride. But I turned the other way
and went through the gate.

I walked down the middle of the tracks. There was a wooden fence on
each side of the road, built of horizontal planks, like a corral. Sheep grazed
on one side of me. There was a Shetland sheepdog with them, and she
raised her ears and followed me with her eyes as I passed, but did not come
when I whistled.

It was about half a mile to the cluster of buildings ahead. There were
four or five domes made of something translucent, like greenhouses, and
several conventional square buildings. There were two windmills turning
lazily in the breeze. There were several banks of solar water heaters. These
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are flat constructions of glass and wood, held off the ground so they can tilt
to follow the sun. They were almost vertical now, intercepting the oblique
rays of sunset. There were a few trees, what might have been an orchard.

About halfway there I passed under a wooden footbridge. It arched over
the road, giving access from the east pasture to the west pasture. I won-
dered, What was wrong with a simple gate?

Then I saw something coming down the road in my direction. It was
traveling on the tracks and it was very quiet. I stopped and waited.

It was a sort of converted mining engine, the sort that pulls loads of coal
up from the bottom of shafts. It was battery-powered, and it had gotten
quite close before I heard it. A small man was driving it. He was pulling a
car behind him and singing as loud as he could with absolutely no sense of
pitch.

He got closer and closer, moving about five miles per hour, one hand
held out as if he was signaling a left turn. Suddenly 1 realized what was
happening, as he was bearing down on me. He wasn’t going to stop. He
was counting fenceposts with his hand. 1 scrambled up the fence just in
time. There wasn’t more than six inches of clearance between the train and
the fence on either side. His palm touched my leg as I squeezed close to the
fence and he stopped abruptly.

He leaped from the car and grabbed me and I thought I was in trouble.
But he looked concerned, not angry, and felt me all over, trying to discover
if I was hurt. I was embarrassed. Not from the examination; because I had
been foolish. The Indian had said they were all deaf and blind but I guess I
hadn’t quite believed him.

He was flooded with relief when I managed to convey to him that I was
all right. With eloquent gestures he made me understand that I was not to
stay on the road. He indicated that I should climb over the fence and
continue through the fields. He repeated himself several times to be sure 1
understood, then held on to me as I climbed over to assure himself that 1
was out of the way. He reached over the fence and held my shoulders,
smiling at me. He pointed to the road and shook his head, then pointed to
the buildings and nodded. He touched my head and smiled when I nodded.
He climbed back onto the engine and started up, all the time nodding and
pointing where he wanted me to go. Then he was off again.
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I debated what to do. Most of me said to turn around, go back to the
wall by way of the pasture and head back into the hills. These people
probably wouldn’t want me around. I doubted that I'd be able to talk to
them, and they might even resent me. On the other hand, I was fascinated,
as who wouldn’t be? I wanted to see how they managed it. I still didn’t
believe that they were all deaf and blind. It didn’t seem possible.

The Sheltie was sniffing at my pants. I looked down at her and she
backed away, then daintily approached me as I held out my open hand. She
sniffed, then licked me. I patted her on the head, and she hustled back to
her sheep.

I turned toward the buildings.

The first order of business was money.

None of the students knew much about it from experience, but the
library was full of Braille books. They started reading.

One of the first things that became apparent was that when money was
mentioned, lawyers were not far away. The students wrote letters. From
the replies, they selected a lawyer and retained him.

They were in a school in Pennsylvania at the time. The original pupils of
the special schools, five hundred in number, had been narrowed down to
about seventy as people left to live with relatives or found other solutions
to their special problems. Of those seventy, some had places to go but
didn’t want to go there; others had few alternatives. Their parents were
either dead or not interested in living with them. So the seventy had been
gathered from the schools around the country into this one, while ways to
deal with them were worked out. The authorities had plans, but the stu-
dents beat them to it.

Each of them had been entitled to a guaranteed annual income since
1980. They had been under the care of the government, so they had not
received it. They sent their lawyer to court. He came back with a ruling
that they could not collect. They appealed, and won. The money was paid
retroactively, with interest, and came to a healthy sum. They thanked their
lawyer and retained a real estate agent. Meanwhile, they read.

They read about communes in New Mexico, and instructed their agent
to look for something out there. He made a deal for a tract to be leased in
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perpetuity from the Navaho nation. They read about the land, found that it
would need a lot of water to be productive in the way they wanted it to be.

They divided into groups to research what they would need to be self-
sufficient.

Water could be obtained by tapping into the canals that carried it from
the reservoirs on the Rio Grande into the reclaimed land in the south.
Federal money was available for the project through a labyrinthine scheme
involving HEW, the Agriculture Department, and the Bureau of Indian
Affairs. They ended up paying little for their pipeline.

The land was arid. It would need fertilizer to be of use in raising sheep
without resorting to open range techniques. The cost of fertilizer could be
subsidized through the Rural Resettlement Program. After that, planting
clover would enrich the soil with all the nitrates they could want.

There were techniques available to farm ecologically, without worrying
about fertilizers or pesticides. Everything was recycled. Essentially, you put
sunlight and water into one end and harvested wool, fish, vegetables, ap-
ples, honey, and eggs at the other end. You used nothing but the land, and
replaced even that as you recycled your waste products back into the soil.
They were not interested in agribusiness with huge combine harvesters and
crop dusters. They didn’t even want to turn a profit. They merely wanted
sufficiency.

The details multiplied. Their leader, the one who had had the original
idea and the drive to put it into action in the face of overwhelming obsta-
cles, was a dynamo named Janet Reilly. Knowing nothing about the tech-
niques generals and executives employ to achieve large objectives, she
invented them herself and adapted them to the peculiar needs and limita-
tions of her group. She assigned task forces to look into solutions of each
aspect of their project: law, science, social planning, design, buying, logis-
tics, construction. At any one time, she was the only person who knew
everything about what was happening. She kept it all in her head, without
notes of any kind.

It was in the area of social planning that she showed herself to be a
visionary and not just a superb organizer. Her idea was not to make a place
where they could lead a life that was a sightless, soundless imitation of their
unafflicted peers. She wanted a whole new start, a way of living that was
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by and for the blind-deaf, a way of living that accepted no convention just
because that was the way it had always been done. She examined every
human cultural institution from marriage to indecent exposure to see how
it related to her needs and the needs of her friends. She was aware of the
peril of this approach, but was undeterred. Her Social Task Force read
about every variant group that had ever tried to make it on its own any-
where, and brought her reports about how and why they had failed or
succeeded. She filtered this information through her own experiences to see
how it would work for her unusual group with its own set of needs and
goals.

The details were endless. They hired an architect to put their ideas into
Braille blueprints. Gradually the plans evolved. They spent more money.
The construction began, supervised on the site by their architect, who by
now was so fascinated by the scheme that she donated her services. It was
an important break, for they needed someone there whom they could
trust. There is only so much that can be accomplished at such a distance.

When things were ready for them to move, they ran into bureaucratic
trouble. They had anticipated it, but it was a setback. Social agencies
charged with overseeing their welfare doubted the wisdom of the project.
When it became apparent that no amount of reasoning was going to stop
it, wheels were set in motion that resulted in a restraining order, issued for
their own protection, preventing them from leaving the school. They were
twenty-one years old by then, all of them, but were judged mentally in-
competent to manage their own affairs. A hearing was scheduled.

Luckily, they still had access to their lawyer. He also had become in-
fected with the crazy vision, and put on a great battle for them. He suc-
ceeded in getting a ruling concerning the rights of institutionalized persons,
later upheld by the Supreme Court, which eventually had severe repercus-
sions in state and county hospitals. Realizing the trouble they were already
in regarding the thousands of patients in inadequate facilities across the
country, the agencies gave in.

By then, it was the spring of 1986, one year after their target date. Some
of their fertilizer had washed away already for lack of erosion-preventing
clover. It was getting late to start crops, and they were running short of
money. Nevertheless, they moved to New Mexico and began the back-
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breaking job of getting everything started. There were fifty-five of them,
with nine children aged three months to six years.

I don’t know what I expected. I remember that everything was a sur-
prise, either because it was so normal or because it was so different. None
of my idiot surmises about what such a place might be like proved to be
true. And of course I didn’t know the history of the place; I learned that
later, picked up in bits and pieces.

I was surprised to see lights in some of the buildings. The first thing 1
had assumed was that they would have no need of them. That’s an exam-
ple of something so normal that it surprised me.

As to the differences, the first thing that caught my attention was the
fence around the rail line. I had a personal interest in it, having almost been
injured by it. I struggled to understand, as I must if [ was to stay even for a
night.

The wood fences that enclosed the rails on their way to the gate contin-
ued up to a barn, where the rails looped back on themselves in the same
way they did outside the wall. The entire line was enclosed by the fence.
The only access was a loading platform by the bamn, and the gate to the
outside. It made sense. The only way a deaf-blind person could operate a
conveyance like that would be with assurances that there was no one on
the track. These people would never go on the tracks; there was no way
they could be warned of an approaching train.

There were people moving around me in the twilight as [ made my way
into the group of buildings. They took no notice of me, as had expected.
They moved fast; some of them were actually running. I stood still, eyes
searching all around me so no one would come crashing into me. I had to
figure out how they kept from crashing into each other before I got bolder.

I bent to the ground and examined it. The light was getting bad, but I
saw immediately that there were concrete sidewalks crisscrossing the area.
Each of the walks was etched with a different sort of pattern in grooves
that had been made before the stuff set—lines, waves, depressions, patches
of rough and smooth. I quickly saw that the people who were in a hurry
moved only on those walkways, and they were all barefoot. It was no trick
to see that it was some sort of traffic pattern read with the feet. I stood up.
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I didn’t need to know how it worked. It was sufficient to know what it was
and stay off the paths.

The people were unremarkable. Some of them were not dressed, but I
was used to that by now. They came in all shapes and sizes, but all seemed
to be about the same age except for the children. Except for the fact that
they did not stop and talk or even wave as they approached one another, I
would never have guessed they were blind. I watched them come to inter-
sections in the pathways—I didn't know how they knew they were there,
but could think of several ways—and slow down as they cross.i. It was a
marvelous system.

I began to think of approaching someone. 1 had been there for almost
half an hour, an intruder. I guess I had a false sense of these people’s
vulnerability; 1 felt like a burglar.

I walked along beside a woman for a minute. She was very purposeful in
her eyes-ahead stride, or seemed to be. She sensed something, maybe my
footsteps. She slowed a little, and I touched her on the shoulder, not
knowing what else to do. She stopped instantly and turned toward me. Her
eyes were open but vacant. Her hands were all over me, lightly touching
my face, my chest, my hands, fingering my clothing. There was no doubt
in my mind that she knew me for a stranger, probably from the first tap on
the shoulder. But she smiled warmly at me, and hugged me. Her hands
were very delicate and warm. That's funny, because they were calloused
from hard work. But they felt sensitive.

She made me to understand—by pointing to the building, making eating
motions with an imaginary spoon, and touching a number on her watch—
that supper was served in an hour, and that I was invited. I nodded and
smiled beneath her hands; she kissed me on the cheek and hurried off.

Well. It hadn’t been so bad. 1 had worried about my ability to communi-
cate. Later [ found out she learned a great deal more about me than I had
told.

I put off going into the mess hall or whatever it was. I strolled around in
the gathering darkness looking at their layout. I saw the little Sheltie bring-
ing the sheep back to the fold for the night. She herded them expertly
through the open gate without any instructions, and one of the residents
closed it and locked them in. The man bent and scratched the dog on the
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head and got his hand licked. Her chores done for the night, the dog
hurried over to me and sniffed my pant leg. She followed me around the
rest of the evening.

Everyone seemed so busy that I was surprised to see one woman sitting
on a rail fence, doing nothing. I went over to her.

Closer, I saw that she was younger than I had thought. She was thirteen,
I learned later. She wasn’t wearing any clothes. I touched her on the shoul-
der, and she jumped down from the fence and went through the same
routine as the other woman had, touching me all over with no reserve. She
took my hand and I felt her fingers moving rapidly in my palm. I couldn’t
understand it, but knew what it was. I shrugged, and tried out other ges-
tures to indicate that I didn’t speak hand talk. She nodded, still feeling my
face with her hands.

She asked me if I was staying to dinner. I assured her that I was. She
asked me if I was from a university. And if you think that’s easy to ask with
only body movements, try it. But she was so graceful and supple in her
movements, so deft at getting her meaning across. It was beautiful to watch
her. It was speech and ballet at the same time.

I told her { wasn’t from a university, and launched into an attempt to tell
her a little about what I was doing and how I got there. She listened to me
with her hands, scratching her head graphically when I failed to make my
meanings clear. All the time the smile on her face got broader and broader,
and she would laugh silently at my antics. All this while standing very close
to me, touching me. At last she put her hands on her hips.

"I guess you need the practice,” she said, “but if it’s all the same to you,
could we talk mouthtalk for now? You're cracking me up.”

I jumped as if stung by a bee. The touching, while something I could
ignore for a deaf-blind girl, suddenly seemed out of place. I stepped back a
little, but her hands returned to me. She looked puzzled, then read the
problem with her hands.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “You thought I was deaf and blind. If I'd known I
would have told you right off.”

“I thought everyone here was.”

“Just the parents. I'm one of the children. We all hear and see quite well.
Don’t be so nervous. If you can’t stand touching, you're not going to like it
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here. Relax, I won’t hurt you.” And she kept her hands moving over me,
mostly my face. I didn’t understand it at the time, but it didn’t seem sexual.
Turned out I was wrong, but it wasn’t blatant.

“You'll need me to show you the ropes,” she said, and started for the
domes. She held my hand and walked close to me. Her other hand kept
moving to my face every time I talked.

“Number one, stay off the concrete paths. That's where—"

“T already figured that out.”

“You did? How long have you been here?” Her hands searched my face
with renewed interest. It was quite dark.

“Less than an hour. 1 was almost run over by your train.”

She laughed, then apologized and said she knew it wasn’t funny to me.

I told her it was funny to me now, though it hadn’t been at the time. She
said there was a warning sign on the gate, but I had been unlucky enough
to come when the gate was open—they opened it by remote control before
a train started up—and I hadn’t seen it.

“What's your name?”’ I asked her, as we neared the soft yellow lights
coming from the dining room.

Her hand worked reflexively in mine, then stopped. “Oh, I don’t know.
I have one; several, in fact. But they’re in bodytalk. I'm . . . Pink. It trans-
lates as Pink, I guess.”

There was a story behind it. She had been the first child born to the
school students. They knew that babies were described as being pink, so
they called her that. She felt pink to them. As we entered the hall, I could
see that her name was visually inaccurate. One of her parents had been
black. She was dark, with blue eyes and curly hair lighter than her skin. She
had a broad nose, but small lips.

She didn’t ask my name, so I didn’t offer it. No one asked my name, in
speech, the entire time I was there. They called me many things in
bodytalk, and when the children called me it was “Hey, you!” They
weren't big on spoken words. »

The dining hall was in a rectangular building made of brick. It connected
to one of the large domes. It was dimly lighted. I later learned that the
lights were for me alone. The children didn’t need them for anything but
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reading. I held Pink’s hand, glad to have a guide. I kept my eyes and ears
open.

“We’re informal,” Pink said. Her voice was embarrassingly loud in the
large room. No one else was talking at all; there were just the sounds of
movement and breathing. Several of the children looked up. “I won't intro-
duce you around now. Just feel like part of the family. People will feel you
later, and you can talk to them. You can take your clothes off here at the
door.”

I had no trouble with that. Everyone else was nude, and I could easily
adjust to household customs by that time. You take your shoes off in Japan,
you take your clothes off in Taos. What's the difference?

Well, quite a bit, actually. There was all the touching that went on.
Everybody touched everybody else, as routinely as glancing. Everyone
touched my face first, then went on with what seemed like total innocence
to touch me everywhere else. As usual, it was not quite what it seemed. It
was not innocent, and it was not the usual treatment they gave others in
their group. They touched each other’s genitals a lot more than they
touched mine. They were holding back with me so I wouldn’t be fright-
ened. They were very polite with strangers.

There was a long, low table, with everyone sitting on the floor around
it. Pink led me to it.

“See the bare strips on the floor? Stay out of them. Don’t leave anything
in them. That's where people walk. Don’t ever move anything. Furniture, I
mean. That has to be decided at full meetings, so we’ll all know where
everything is. Small things, too. If you pick up something, put it back
exactly where you found it.”

“I understand.”

People were bringing bowls and platters of food from the adjoining
kitchen. They set them on the table, and the diners began feeling them.
They ate with their fingers, without plates, and they did it slowly and
lovingly. They smelled things for a long time before they took a bite.
Eating was very sensual to these people.

They were terrific cooks. [ have never, before or since, eaten as well as I
did at Keller. (That’s my name for it, in speech, though their bodytalk name
was something very like that. When I called it Keller, everyone knew what
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I was talking about.) They started off with good, fresh produce, something
that’s hard enough to find in the cities, and went at the cooking with
artistry and imagination. It wasn’t like any national style I've eaten. They
improvised, and seldom cooked the same thing the same way twice.

I sat between Pink and the fellow who had almost run me down earlier.
I stuffed myself disgracefully. It was far too removed from beef jerky and
the organic dry cardboard I had been eating for me to be able to resist. 1
lingered over it, but still finished long before anyone else. I watched them
as [ sat back carefully and wondered if I'd be sick. (I wasn’t, thank God.)
They fed themselves and each other, sometimes getting up and going clear
around the table to offer a choice morsel to a friend on the other side. I was
fed in this way by all too many of them, and nearly popped until I learned a
pidgin pharse in handtalk, saying 1 was full to the brim. I learned from Pink
that a friendlier way to refuse was to offer something myself.

Eventually I had nothing to do but feed Pink and look at the others. I
began to be more observant. I had thought they were eating in solitude,
but soon saw that lively conversation was flowing around the table. Hands
were busy, moving almost too fast to see. They were spelling into each
other’s palms, shoulders, legs, arms, bellies; any part of the body. I watched
in amazement as a ripple of laughter spread like falling dominoes from one
end of the table to the other as some witticism was passed along the line. It
was fast. Looking carefully, [ could see the thoughts moving, reaching one
person, passed on while a reply went in the other direction and was in tum
passed on, other replies originating all along the line and bouncing back
and forth. They were a wave form, like water.

It was messy. Let’s face it; eating with your fingers and talking with your
hands is going to get you smeared with food. But no one minded. I cer-
tainly didn’t. I was too busy feeling left out. Pink talked to me, but I knew
I was finding out what it’s like to be deaf. These people were friendly
and seemed to like me, but could do nothing about it. We couldn’t com-
municate.

Afterwards, we all trooped outside, except the cleanup crew, and took a
shower beneath a set of faucets that gave out very cold water. I told Pink
I'd like to help with the dishes, but she said I'd just be in the way. I couldn’t
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do anything around Keller until I learned their very specific ways of doing
things. She seemed to be assuming already that I'd be around that long,

Back into the building to dry off, which they did with their usual puppy
dog friendliness, making a game and a gift of toweling each other, and then
we went into the dome.

It was warm inside, warm and dark. Light entered from the passage to
the dining room, but it wasn’t enough to blot out the stars through the
lattice of triangular panes overhead. It was almost like being out in the
open.

Pink quickly pointed out the positional etiquette within the dome. It
wasn't hard to follow, but I still tended to keep my arms and legs pulled in
close so I wouldn’t trip someone by sprawling into a walk space.

My misconceptions got me again. There was no sound but the soft
whisper of flesh against flesh, so I thought I was in the middle of an orgy. I
had been at them before, in other communes, and they looked pretty much
like this. I quickly saw that I was wrong, and only later found out I had
been right. In a sense.

What threw my evaluations out of whack was the simple fact that group
conversation among these people had to look like an orgy. The much
subtler observation that I made later was that with a hundred naked bodies
sliding, rubbing, kissing, caressing, all at the same time, what was the point
in making a distinction? There was no distinction.

I have to say that I use the noun “orgy” only to get across a general idea
of many people in close contact. I don’t like the word, it is too ripe with
connotations. But I had these connotations myself at the time, so I was
relieved to see that it was not an orgy. The ones I had been to had been
tedious and impersonal, and I had hoped for better from these people.

Many wormed their way through the crush to get to me and meet me.
Never more than one at a time; they were constantly aware of what was
going on and were waiting their turn to talk to me. Naturally, I didn’t
know it then. Pink sat with me to interpret the hard thoughts. I eventually
used her words less and less, getting into the spirit of tactile seeing and
understanding. No one felt they really knew me until they had touched
every part of my body, so there were hands on me all the time. I timidly
did the same.
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What with all the touching, I quickly got an erection, which embar-
rassed me quite a bit. I was berating myself for being unable to keep sexual
responses out of it, for not being able to operate on the same intellectual
plane I thought they were on, when I realized with some shock that the
couple next to me was making love. They had been doing it for the last ten
minutes, actually, and it had seemed such a natural part of what was
happening that I had known it and not known it at the same time.

No sooner had I realized it than I suddenly wondered if  was right. Were
they? It was very slow and the light was bad. But her legs were up, and he
was on top of her, that much I was sure of. It was foolish of me, but I really
had to know. I had to find out what the hell I was in. How could I give the
proper social responses if I didn’t know the situation?

I was very sensitive to polite behavior after my months at the various
communes. [ had become adept at saying prayers before supper in one
place, chanting Hare Krishna at another, and going happily nudist at still
another. It’s called “when in Rome,” and if you can’t adapt to it you
shouldn’t go visiting. I would kneel to Mecca, burp after my meals, toast
anything that was proposed, eat organic rice and compliment the cook; but
to do it right, you have to know the customs. I had thought I knew them,
but had changed my mind three times in as many minutes.

They were making love, in the sense that he was penetrating her. They
were also deeply involved with each other. Their hands fluttered like but-
terflies all over each other, filled with meanings I couldn’t see or feel. But
they were being touched by and were touching many other people around
them. They were talking to all these people, even if the message was as
simple as a pat on the forehead or arm.

Pink noticed where my attention was. She was sort of wound around
me, vgithopt,really doing anything I would have thought of as provocative.
I just couldn’t decide. It seemed so innocent, and yet it wasn’t.

“That's (—) and (—),” she said, the parentheses indicating a series of
hand motions against my palm. I never learned a sound word as a name for
any of them but Pink, and I can’t reproduce the bodytalk names they had.
Pink reached over, touched the woman with her foot, and did some com-
plicated business with her toes. The woman smiled and grabbed Pink’s
foot, her fingers moving.
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“(—) would like to talk with you later,” Pink told me. ““Right after she’s
through talking to (—). You met her earlier, remember? She says she likes
your hands.”

Now this is going to sound crazy, 1 know. It sounded pretty crazy to me
when I thought of it. It dawned on me with a sort of revelation that her
word for talk and mine were miles apart. Talk, to her, meant a complex
interchange involving all parts of the body. She could read words or emo-
tions in every twitch of my muscles, like a lie detector. Sound, to her, was
only a minor part of communication. It was something she used to speak to
outsiders. Pink talked with her whole being.

I didn’t have the half of it, even then, but it was enough to turn my head
entirely around in relation to these people. They talked with their bodies. It
wasn't all hands, as I'd thought. Any part of the body in contact with any
other was communication, sometimes a very simple and basic sort—think
of McLuhan’s light bulb as the basic medium of information—perhaps
saying no more than “T am here.” But talk was talk, and if conversation
evolved to the point where you needed to talk to another with your geni-
tals, it was still a part of the conversation. What [ wanted to know was
what were they saying? I knew, even at that dim moment of realization, that
it was much more than I could grasp. Sure, you're saying. You know about
talking to your lover with your body as you make love. That's not such a
new idea. Of course it isn’t, but think how wonderful that talk is even
when you're not primarily tactile-oriented. Can you carry the thought from
there, or are you doomed to be an earthworm thinking about sunsets?

While this was happening to me, there was a woman getting acquainted
with my body. Her hands were on me, in my lap, when I felt myself
ejaculating. It was a big surprise to me, but to no one else. I had been
telling everyone around me for many minutes, through signs they could
feel with their hands, that it was going to happen. Instantly, hands were all
over my body. 1 could almost understand them as they spelled tender
thoughts to me. I got the gist, anyway, if not the words. I was terribly
embarrassed for only a moment, then it passed away in the face of the easy
acceptance. It was very intense. For a long time I couldn’t get my breath.

The woman who had been the cause of it touched my lips with her
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fingers. She moved them slowly, but meaningfully I was sure. Then she
melted back into the group.

“What did she say?” I asked Pink.

She smiled at me. “You know, of course. If you'd only cut loose from
your verbalizing. But, generally, she meant ‘How nice for you.’ It also
translates as ‘How nice for me.” and ‘me,” in this sense, means all of us. The
orgasm.”

I knew I had to stay and learn to speak.

The commune had its ups and downs. They had expected them, in
general, but had not known what shape they might take.

Winter killed many of their fruit trees. They replaced them with hybrid
strains. They lost more fertilizer and soil in windstorms because the clover
had not had time to anchor it down. Their schedule had been thrown off
by the court actions, and they didn’t really get things settled in a groove for
more than a year.

Their fish all died. They used the bodies for fertilizer and looked into
what might have gone wrong. They were using a three-stage ecology of
the type pioneered by the New Alchemists in the "70’s. It consisted of three
domed ponds: one containing fish, another with crushed shells and bacteria
in one section and algae in another, and a third full of daphnids. The water
containing fish waste from the first pond was pumped through the shells
and bacteria, which detoxified it and converted the ammonia it contained
into fertilizer for the algae. The algae water was pumped into the second
pond to feed the daphnids. Then daphnids and algae were pumped to the
fish pond as food and the enriched water was used to fertilize greenhouse
plants in all of the domes.

They tested the water and the soil and found that chemicals were being
leached from impurities in the shells and concentrated down the food
chain. After a thorough cleanup, they restarted and all went well. But they
had lost their first cash crop.

They never went hungry. Nor were they cold; there was plenty of
sunlight year-round to power the pumps and the food cycle and to heat
their living quarters. They had built their buildings half-buried with an eye
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to the heating and cooling powers of convective currents. But they had to
spend some of their capital. The first year they showed a loss.

One of their buildings caught fire during the first winter. Two men and
a small girl were killed when a sprinkler system malfunctioned. This was a
shock to them. They had thought things would operate as advertised. None
of them knew much about the building trades, about estimates as opposed
to realities. They found that several of their installations were not up to
specifications, and instituted a program of periodic checks on everything.
They learned to strip down and repair anything on the farm. If something
contained electronics too complex for them to cope with, they tore it out
and installed something simpler.

Socially, their progress had been much more encouraging. Janet had
wisely decided that there would be only two hard and fast objectives in the
realm of their relationships. The first was that she refused to be their
president, chairwoman, chief, or supreme commander. She had seen from
the start that a driving personality was needed to get the planning done and
the land bought and a sense of purpose fostered from their formless desire
for an alternative. But once at the promised land, she abdicated. From that
point they would operate as a democratic communism. If that failed, they
would adopt a new approach. Anything but a dictatorship with her at the
head. She wanted no part of that.

The second principle was to accept nothing. There had never been a
blind-deaf community operating on its own. They had no expectations to
satisfy, they did not need to live as the sighted did. They were alone. There
was 1o one to tell them not to do something simply because it was not
done.

They had no clearer idea of what their society would be than anyone
else. They had been forced into a mold that was not relevant to their needs,
but beyond that they didn’t know. They would search out the behavior
that made sense, the moral things for blind-deaf people to do. They under-
stood the basic principles of morals: that nothing is moral always, and
anything is moral under the right circumstances. It all had to do with social
context. They were starting from a blank slate, with no models to follow.

By the end of the second year they had their context. They continually
modified it, but the basic pattern was set. They knew themselves and what
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they were as they had never been able to do at the school. They defined
themselves in their own terms.

I spent my first day at Keller in school. It was the obvious and necessary
step. I had to learn handtalk.

Pink was kind and very patient. I learned the basic alphabet and prac-
ticed hard at it. By the afternoon she was refusing to talk to me, forcing me
to speak with my hands. She would speak only when pressed hard, and
eventually not at all. I scarcely spoke a single word after the third day.

This is not to say that I was suddenly fluent. Not at all. At the end of the
first day I knew the alphabet and could laboriously make myself under-
stood. I was not so good at reading words spelled into my own palm. For a
long time I had to look at the hand to see what was spelled. But like any
language, eventually you think in it. I speak fluent French, and I can recall
my amazement when I finally reached the point where 1 wasn’t translating
my thoughts before I spoke. I reached it at Keller in about two weeks.

I remember one of the last things I asked Pink in speech. It was some-
thing that was worrying me.

“Pink, am [ welcome here?”

“You've been here three days. Do you feel rejected?”

“No, it’s not that. I guess I just need to hear your policy about outsiders.
How long am I welcome?”

She wrinkled her brow. It was evidently a new question.

“Well, practically speaking, until a majority of us decide we want you to
go. But that’s never happened. No one’s stayed here much longer than a
few days. We've never had to evolve a policy about what to do, for in-
stance, if someone who sees and hears wants to join us. No one has, so far,
but I guess it could happen. My guess is that they wouldn't accept it.
They're very independent and jealous of their freedom, though you might
not have noticed it. I don’t think you could ever be one of them. But as
long as you're willing to think of yourself as a guest, you could probably
stay for twenty years.”

“You said ‘they.” Don’t you include yourself in the group?”

For the first time she looked a little uneasy. I wish I had been better at
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reading body language at the time. I think my hands could have told me
volumes about what she was thinking.

“Sure,” she said. ““The children are part of the group. We like it. I sure
wouldn’t want to be anywhere else, from what I know of the outside.”

“I don’t blame you.” There were things left unsaid here, but I didn’t
know enough to ask the right questions. “But it’s never a problem being
able to see when none of your parents can? They don’t . . . resent you in
any way?”’

This time she laughed. “Oh, no. Never that. They’re much too indepen-
dent for that. You've seen it. They don’t need us for anything they can’t do
themselves. We’re part of the family. We do exactly the same things they
do. And it really doesn’t matter. Sight, I mean. Hearing, either. Just look
around you. Do I have any special advantages because I can see where I'm
going?”

I had to admit that she didn'’t. But there was still the hint of something
she wasn’t saying to me.

“I know what's bothering you. About staying here.” She had to draw
me back to my original question; I had been wandering,

“What'’s that?”

“You don't feel a part of the daily life. You're not doing your share of
the chores. You're very conscientious and you want to do your part. I can
tell.”

She read me right, as usual, and I admitted it.

“And you won'’t be able to until you can talk to everybody. So let’s get
back to your lessons. Your fingers are still very sloppy.”

There was a lot of work to be done. The first thing I had to learn was to
slow down. They were slow and methodical workers, made few mistakes,
and didn’t care if a job took all day so long as it was done well. When I was
working by myself I didn’t have to worry about it: sweeping, picking ap-
ples, weeding in the gardens. But when I was on a job that required
teamwork I had to learn a whole new pace. Eyesight enables a person to do
many aspects of a job at once with a few quick glances. A blind person will
take each aspect of the job in turn if the job is spread out. Everything has to
be verified by touch. At a bench job, they could be much faster than 1.
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They could make me feel as though [ was working with my toes instead of
fingers.

I never suggested that I could make anything quicker by virtue of my
sight or hearing. They quite rightly would have told me to mind my own
business. Accepting sighted help was the first step to dependence, and after
all, they would still be here with the same jobs to do after I was gone.

And that got me to thinking about the children again. I began to be
positive that there was an undercurrent of resentment, maybe unconscious,
between the parents and children. It was obvious that there was a great
deal of love between them, but how could the children fail to resent the
rejection of their talent? So my reasoning went, anyway.

1 quickly fit myself into the routine. I was treated no better or worse
than anyone else, which gratified me. Though 1 would never become part
of the group, even if I should desire it, there was absolutely no indication
that I was anything but a full member. That’s just how they treated guests:
as they would one of their own number.

Life was fulfilling out there in a way it has never been in the cities. It
wasn’t unique to Keller, this pastoral peace, but the people there had it in
generous helpings. The earth beneath your bare feet is something you can
never feel in a city park.

Daily life was busy and satisfying. There were chickens and hogs to feed,
bees and sheep to care for, fish to harvest, and cows to milk. Everybody
worked: men, women, and children. It all seemed to fit together without
any apparent effort. Everybody seemed to know what to do when it
needed doing. You could think of it as a well-oiled machine, but I never
liked that metaphor, especially for people. I thought of it as an organism.
Any social group is, but this one worked. Most of the other communes I'd
visited had glaring flaws. Things would not get done because everyone was
too stoned or couldn’t be bothered or didn’t see the necessity of doing it in
the first place. That sort of ignorance leads to typhus and soil erosion and
people freezing to death and invasions of social workers who take your
children away. I'd seen it happen.

Not here. They had a good picture of the world as it is, not the rosy
misconceptions so many other utopians labor under. They did the jobs that
needed doing.
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I could never detail all the nuts and bolts (there’s that machine metaphor
again) of how the place worked. The fish-cycle ponds alone were compli-
cated enough to overawe me. I killed a spider in one of the greenhouses,
then found out it had been put there to eat a specific set of plant predators.
Same for the frogs. There were insects in the water to kill other insects; it
got to a point where I was afraid to swat a mayfly without prior okay.

As the days went by I was told some of the history of the place. Mistakes
had been made, though surprisingly few. One had been in the area of
defense. They had made no provision for it at first, not knowing much
about the brutality and random violence that reaches even to the out-of-
the-way corners. Guns were the logical and preferred choice out here, but
were beyond their capabilities.

One night a carload of men who had had too much to drink showed up.
They had heard of the place in town. They stayed for two days, cutting the
phone lines and raping many of the women.

The people discussed all the options after the invasion was over, and
settled on the organic one. They bought five German shepherds. Not the
psychotic wretches that are marketed under the description of “attack
dogs,” but specially trained ones from a firm recommended by the Albu-
querque police. They were trained as both Seeing-Eye and police dogs.
They were perfectly harmless until an outsider showed overt aggression,
then they were trained, not to disarm, but to go for the throat.

It worked, like most of their solutions. The second invasion resulted in
two dead and three badly injured, all on the other side. As a backup in case
of a concerted attack, they hired an ex-marine to teach them the fundamen-
tals of close-in dirty fighting. These were not dewy-eyed flower children.

There were three superb meals a day. And there was leisure time, too. It
was not all work. There was time to take a friend out and sit in the grass
under a tree, usually around sunset, just before the big dinner. There was
time for someone to stop working for a few minutes, to share some special
treasure. | remember being taken by the hand by one woman—whom I
must called Tall-one-with-the-green-eyes—to a spot where mushrooms
were growing in the cool crawl space beneath the barn. We wriggled under
until our faces were buried in the patch, picked a few, and smelled them.
She showed me how to smell. I would have thought a few weeks before
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that we had ruined their beauty, but after all it was only visual. I was
already beginning to discount that sense, which is so removed from the
essence of an object. She showed me that they were still beautiful to touch
and smell after we had apparently destroyed them. Then she was off to the
kitchen with the pick of the bunch in her apron. They tasted all the better
that night.

And a man—I will call him Baldy—who brought me a plank he and one
of the women had been planing in the woodshop. I touched its smoothness
and smelled it and agreed with him how good it was.

And after the evening meal, the Together.

During my third week there I had an indication of my status with the
group. It was the first real test of whether I meant anything to them.
Anything special, I mean. [ wanted to see them as my friends, and I suppose
I was a little upset to think that just anyone who wandered in here would
be treated the way I was. It was childish and unfair to them, and I wasn’t
even aware of the discontent until later.

I had been hauling water in a bucket into the field where a seedling tree
was being planted. There was a hose for that purpose, but it was in use on
the other side of the village. This tree was not in reach of the automatic
sprinklers and it was drying out. I had been carrying water to it until
another solution was found.

It was hot, around noon. I got the water from a standing spigot near the
forge. I set the bucket down on the ground behind me and leaned my head
into the flow of water. I was wearing a shirt made of cotton, unbuttoned in
the front. The water felt good running through my hair and soaking into
the shirt. I let it go on for almost a minute.

There was a crash behind me and I bumped my head when I raised it up
too quickly under the faucet. I turned and saw a woman sprawled on her
face in the dust. She was turning over slowly, holding her knee. I realized
with a sinking feeling that she had tripped over the bucket I had carelessly
left on the concrete express lane. Think of it: ambling along on ground that
you trust to be free of all obstruction, suddenly you're sitting on the
ground. Their system would only work with trust, and it had to be total;
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everybody had to be responsible all the time. I had been accepted into that
trust and I had blown it. I felt sick.

She had a nasty scrape on her left knee that was oozing blood. She felt it
with her hands, sitting there on the ground, and she began to howl. It was
weird, painful. Tears came from her eyes, then she pounded her fists on the
ground, going “Hunnnh, hunnnh, hunnnh!” with each blow. She was an-
gry, and she had every right to be.

She found the pail as I hesitantly reached out for her. She grabbed my
hand and followed it up to my face. She felt my face, crying all the time,
then wiped her nose and got up. She started off for one of the buildings.
She limped slightly.

I sat down and felt miserable. I didn’t know what to do.

One of the men came out to get me. It was Big Man. I called him that
because he was the tallest person at Keller. He wasn’t any sort of police-
man, I found out later; he was just the first one the injured woman had
met. He took my hand and felt my face. [ saw tears start when he felt the
emotions there. He asked me to come inside with him.

An impromptu panel had been convened. Call it a jury. It was made up
of anyone who was handy, including a few children. There were ten or
twelve of them. Everyone looked very sad. The woman I had hurt was
there, being consoled by three or four people. I'll call her Scar, for the
prominent mark on her upper arm.

Everybody kept telling me—in handralk, you understand—how sorry
they were for me. They petted and stroked me, trying to draw some of the
misery away.

Pink came racing in. She had been sent for to act as a translater if
needed. Since this was a formal proceeding it was necessary that they be
sure I understood everything that happened. She went to Scar and cried
with her for a bit, then came to me and embraced me fiercely, telling me
with her hands how sorry she was that this had happened. I was already
figuratively packing my bags. Nothing seemed to be left but the formality
of expelling me.

Then we all sat together on the floor. We were close, touching on all
sides. The hearing began.

Most of it was in handtalk, with Pink throwing in a few words here and
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there. I seldom knew who said what, but that was appropriate. It was the
group speaking as one. No statement reached me without already having
become a consensus.

“You are accused of having violated the rules,” said the group, “and of
having been the cause of an injury to (the one I called Scar). Do you
dispute this? Is there any fact that we should know?”

“No,” I told them. “I was responsible. It was my carelessness.”

“We understand. We sympathize with you in your remorse, which is
evident to all of us. But carelessness is a violation. Do you understand this?
This is the offense for which you are (

).” It was a set of signals in

shorthand.
“What was that?” I asked Pink.
“Uh . . . ‘brought before us? ‘Standing trial?” She shrugged, not

happy with either interpretation.

“Yes. 1 understand.”

“The facts not being in question, it is agreed that you are guilty.” (" 'Re-
sponsible,” ” Pink whispered in my ear.) “Withdraw from us a moment
while we come to a decision.”

I got up and stood by the wall, not wanting to look at them as the
debate went back and forth through the joined hands. There was a burning
lump in my throat that I could not swallow. Then I was asked to rejoin the
circle.

“The penalty for your offense is set by custom. If it were not so, we
would wish we could rule otherwise. You now have the choice of accepting
the punishment designated and having the offense wiped away, or of refus-
ing our jurisdiction and withdrawing your body from our land. What is
your choice?”

I had Pink repeat this to me, because it was so important that I know
what was being offered. When I was sure 1 had read it right, 1 accepted
their punishment without hesitation. I was very grateful to have been given
an alternative.

“Very well. You have elected to be treated as we would treat one of our
own who had done the same act. Come to us.”

Everyone drew in closer. I was not told what was going to happen. I was
drawn in and nudged gently from all directions.
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Scar was sitting with her legs crossed more or less in the center of the
group. She was crying again, and so was ], 1 think. It's hard to remember. I
ended up face down across her lap. She spanked me.

I never once thought of it as improbable or strange. It flowed naturally
out of the situation. Everyone was holding on to me and caressing me,
spelling assurances into my palms and legs and neck and cheeks. We were
all crying. It was a difficult thing that had to be faced by the whole group.
Others drifted in and joined us. 1 understood that this punishment came
from everyone there, but only the offended person, Scar, did the actual
spanking, That was one of the ways I had wronged her, beyond the fact of
giving her a scraped knee. I had laid on her the obligation of disciplining me
and that was why she had sobbed so loudly, not from the pain of her
injury, but from the pain of knowing she would have to hurt me.

Pink later told me that Scar had been the staunchest advocate of giving
me the option to stay. Some had wanted to expel me outright, but she paid
me the compliment of thinking 1 was a good enough person to be worth
putting herself and me through the ordeal. If you can't understand that,
you haven’t grasped the feeling of community I felt among these people.

It went on for a long time. It was very painful, but not cruel. Nor was it
primarily humiliating. There was some of that, of course. But it was essen-
tially a practical lesson taught in the most direct terms. Each of them had
undergone it during the first months, but none recently. You learned from
it, believe me.

I did a lot of thinking about it afterward. I tried to think of what else
they might have done. Spanking grown people is really unheard of, you
know, though that didn’t occur to me until long after it had happened. It
seemed so natural when it was going on that the thought couldn’t even
enter my mind that this was a weird situation to be in.

They did something like this with the children, but not as long or as
hard. Responsibility was lighter for the younger ones. The adults were
willing to put up with an occasional bruise or scraped knee while the
children learned.

But when you reached what they thought of as adulthood—which was
whenever a majority of the adults thought you had or when you assumed
the privilege yourself—that's when the spanking really got serious.




198 John Variey

They had a harsher punishment, reserved for repeated or malicious
offenses. They had not had to invoke it often. It consisted of being sent to
Coventry. No one would touch you for a specified period of time. By the
time 1 heard of it, it sounded like a very tough penalty. I didn’t need it
explained to me.

I don’t know how to explain it, but the spanking was administered in
such a loving way that 1 didn’t feel violated. This hurts me as much as it hurts
you. I'm doing this for your own good. I love you, that’s why I'm spanking you.
They made me understand those old clichés by their actions.

When it was over, we all cried together. But it soon turned to happiness.
I embraced Scar and we told each other how sorry we were that it had
happened. We talked to each other—made love if you like—and 1 kissed
her knee and helped her dress it.

We spent the rest of the day together, easing the pain.

As 1 became more fluent in handtalk, “the scales fell from my eyes.”
Daily, I would discover a new layer of meaning that had eluded me before;
it was like peeling the skin of an onion to find a new skin beneath it. Each
time I thought I was at the core, only to find that there was another layer I
could not yet see.

I had thought that learning handtalk was the key to communication
with them. Not so. Handtalk was baby talk. For a long time I was a baby
who could not even say goo-goo clearly. Imagine my surprise when, having
learned to say it, I found that there were syntax, conjunctions, parts of
speech, nouns, verbs, tense, agreement, and the subjunctive mood. I was
wading in a tide pool at the edge of the Pacific Ocean.

By handtalk 1 mean the International Manual Alphabet. Anyone can
learn it in a few hours or days. But when you talk to someone in speech, do
you spell each word? Do you read each letter as you read this? No, you
grasp words as entities, hear groups of sounds and see groups of letters as a
gestalt full of meaning.

Everyone at Keller had an absorbing interest in language. They each
knew several languages—spoken languages—and could read and spell them
fluently.

While still children they had understood the fact that handtalk was a
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way for blind-deaf people to talk to outsiders. Among themselves it was
much too cumbersome. It was like Morse Code: useful when you're limited
to on-off modes of information transmission, but not the preferred mode.
Their ways of speaking to each other were much closer to our type of
written or verbal communication, and—dare I say it?—better.

I discovered this slowly, first by seeing that though I could spell rapidly
with my hands, it took much longer for me to say something than it took
anyone else. It could not be explained by differences in dexterity. So I asked
to be taught their shorthand speech. I plunged in, this time taught by
everyone, not just Pink.

It was hard. They could say any word in any language with no more
than two moving hand positions. I knew this was a project for years, not
days. You learn the alphabet and you have all the tools you need to spell
any word that exists. That’s the great advantage in having your written and
spoken speech based on the same set of symbols. Shorthand was not like
that at all. It partook of none of the linearity or commonality of handtalk; it
was not code for English or any other language; it did not share construc-
tion or vocabulary with any other language. It was wholly constructed by
the Kellerites according to their needs. Each word was something I had to
learn and memorize separately from the handtalk spelling.

For months I sat in the Togethers after dinner saying things like “Me
love Scar much much well,” while waves of conversation ebbed and
flowed and circled around me, touching me only at the edges. But I kept at
it, and the children were endlessly patient with me. I improved gradually.
Understand that the rest of the conversations [ will relate took place in
either handtalk or shorthand, limited to various degrees by my fluency. I
did not speak nor was I spoken to orally from the day of my punishment.

I was having a lesson in bodytalk from Pink. Yes, we were making love.
It had taken me a few weeks to see that she was a sexual being, that her
caresses, which I had persisted in seeing as innocent—as I had defined it at
the time—both were and weren’t innocent. She understood it as perfectly
natural that the result of her talking to my penis with her hands might be
another sort of conversation. Though still in the middle flush of puberty,
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she was regarded by all as an adult and I accepted her as such. It was
cultural conditioning that had blinded me to what she was saying.

So we talked a lot. With her, I understood the words and music of the
body better than with anyone else. She sang a very uninhibited song with
her hips and hands, free of guilt, open and fresh with discovery in every
note she touched.

“You haven’t told me much about yourself,” she said. “What did you do
on the outside?” I don’t want to give the impression that this speech was in
sentences, as I have presented it. We were bodytalking, sweating and smell-
ing each other. The message came through from hands, feet, mouth.

I got as far as the sign for pronoun, first person singular, and was
stopped.

How could I tell her of my life in Chicago? Should I speak of my early
ambition to be a writer, and how that didn’t work out? And why hadn't it?
Lack of talent, or lack of drive? I could tell her about my profession, which
was meaningless shuffling of papers when you got down to it, useless to
anything but the Gross National Product. I could talk of the economic ups
and downs that had brought me to Keller when nothing else could dislodge
me from my easy sliding through life. Or the loneliness of being forty-seven
years old and never having found someone worth loving, never having
been loved in return. Of being a permanently displaced person in a stain-
less-steel society. One-night stands, drinking binges, nine-to-five, Chicago
Transit Authority, dark movie houses, football games on television, sleep-
ing pills, the John Hancock Tower where the windows won't open so you
can’t breathe the smog or jump out. That was me, wasn’t it?

“I see,” she said.

“I travel around,” 1 said, and suddenly realized that it was the truth.

“I see,” she repeated. It was a different sign for the same thing. Context
was everything. She had heard and understood both parts of me, knew one
to be what I had been, the other to be what I hoped I was.

She lay on top of me, one hand lightly on my face to catch the quick
interplay of emotions as I thought about my life for the first time in years.
And she laughed and nipped my ear playfully when my face told her that
for the first time I could remember, 1 was happy about it. Not just telling
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myself [ was happy, but truly happy. You cannot lie in bodytalk any more
than your sweat glands can lie to a polygraph.

I noticed that the room was unusually empty. Asking around in my
fumbling way, I learned that only the children were there.

“Where is everybody?” I asked.

“They are all out ***,” she said. It was like that: three sharp slaps on the
chest with the fingers spread. Along with the finger configuration for “verb
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form, gerund,” it meant that they were all out ***ing. Needless to say, it
didn’t tell me much.

What did tell me something was her bodytalk as she said it. I read her
better than I ever had. She was upset and sad. Her body said something like
“Why can’t [ join them? Why can’t I (smell-taste-touch-hear-see) sense with
them?” That is exactly what she said. Again, I didn’t trust my understand-
ing enough to accept that interpretation. I was still trying to force my
conceptions on the things I experienced there. I was determined that she
and the other children be resentful of their parents in some way, because 1

was sure they had to be. They must feel superior in some way, they must
feel held back.

I found the adults, after a short search of the area, out in the north
pasture. All the parents, none of the children. They were standing in a
group with no apparent pattern. It wasn’t a circle, but it was almost round.
If there was any organization, it was in the fact that everybody was about
the same distance from everybody else.

The German shepherds and the Sheltie were out there, sitting on the
cool grass facing the group of people. Their ears were perked up, but they
were not moving.

I started to go up to the people. I stopped when I became aware of the
concentration. They were touching, but their hands were not moving. The
silence of seeing all those permanently moving people standing that still
was deafening to me.

I watched them for at least an hour. I sat with the dogs and scratched
them behind the ears. They did that chop-licking thing that dogs do when
they appreciate it, but their full attention was on the group.

It gradually dawned on me that the group was moving. It was very
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slow, just a step here and another there, over many minutes. It was ex-
panding in such a way that the distance between any of the individuals was
the same. Like the expanding universe, where all galaxies move away from
all others. Their arms were extended now; they were touching only with
fingertips, in a crystal lattice arrangement.

Finally they were not touching at all. 1 saw their fingers straining to
cover distances that were too far to bridge. And still they expanded equi-
laterally. One of the shepherds began to whimper a little. I felt the hair on
the back of my neck stand up. Chilly out here, 1 thought.

I closed my eyes, suddenly sleepy.

I opened them, shocked. Then I forced them shut. Crickets were chirp-
ing in the grass around me.

There was something in the darkness behind my eyeballs. I felt that if 1
could turn my eyes around I would see it easily, but it eluded me in a way
that made peripheral vision seem like reading headlines. If there was ever
anything impossible to pin down, much less describe, that was it. It tickled
at me for a while as the dogs whimpered louder, but I could make nothing
of it. The best analogy I could think of was the sensation a blind person
might feel from the sun on a cloudy day.

I opened my eyes again.

Pink was standing there beside me. Her eyes were screwed shut, and she
was covering her ears with her hands. Her mouth was open and working
silently. Behind her were several of the older children. They were all doing
the same thing.

Some quality of the night changed. The people in the group were about
a foot away from each other now, and suddenly the pattern broke. They all
swayed for a moment, then laughed in that eerie, unselfconscious noise
deaf people use for laughter. They fell in the grass and held their bellies,
rolled over and over and roared.

Pink was laughing, too. To my surprise, so was L. I laughed until my face
and sides were hurting, like I remembered doing sometimes when I'd
smoked grass.

And that was ***ing.
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I can see that I've only given a surface view of Keller. And there are
some things I should deal with, lest I foster an erroneous view.

Clothing, for instance. Most of them wore something most of the time.
Pink was the only one who seemed temperamentally opposed to clothes.
She never wore anything.

No one ever wore anything I'd call a pair of pants. Clothes were loose:
robes, shirts, dresses, scarves and such. Lots of men wore things that would
be called women’s clothes. They were simply more comfortable.

Much of it was ragged. It tended to be made of silk or velvet or some-
thing else that felt good. The stereotyped Kellerite would be wearing a
Japanese silk robe, hand-embroidered with dragons, with many gaping
holes and loose threads and tea and tomato stains all over it while she
sloshed through the pigpen with a bucket of slop. Wash it at the end of the
day and don’t worry about the colors running.

I also don’t seem to have ‘mentioned homosexuality. You can mark it
down to my early conditioning that my two deepest relationships at Keller
were with women: Pink and Scar. I haven’t said anything about it simply
because I don’t know how to present it. I talked to men and women
equally, on the same terms. I had surprisingly little trouble being affection-
ate with the men.

I could not think of the Kellerites as bisexual, though clinically they
were. It was much deeper than that. They could not even recognize a
concept as poisonous as a homosexuality taboo. It was one of the first
things they learned. If you distinguish homosexuality from heterosexuality
you are cutting yourself off from communication—full communication—
with half the human race. They were pansexual; they could not separate
sex from the rest of their lives. They didn’t even have a word in shorthand
that could translate directly into English as sex. They had words for male
and female in infinite variation, and words for degrees and varieties of
physical experience that would be impossible to express in English, but all
those words included other parts of the world of experience also; none of
them walled off what we call sex into its own discrete cubbyhole.

There’s another question 1 haven’t answered. It needs answering, be-
cause I wondered about it myself when I first arrived. It concerns the
necessity for the commune in the first place. Did it reaily have to be like
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this?» Would they have been better off adjusting themselves to our ways of
living?

All was not a peaceful idyll. I've already spoken of the invasion and rape.
It could happen again, especially if the roving gangs that operate around
the cities start to really rove. A touring group of motorcyclists could wipe
them out in a night.

There were also continuing legal hassles. About once a year the social
workers descended on Keller and tried to take their children away. They
had been accused of everything possible, from child abuse to contributing
to delinquency. It hadn’t worked so far, but it might someday.

And after all, there are sophisticated devices on the market that allow a
blind and deaf person to see and hear a little. They might have been helped
by some of those.

I met a blind-deaf woman living in Berkeley once. I'll vote for Keller.

As to those machines . . .

In the library at Keller there is a seeing machine. It uses a television
camera and a computer to vibrate a closely set series of metal pins. Using it,
you can feel a moving picture of whatever the camera is pointed at. It’s
small and light, made to be carried with the pin-pricker touching your back.
It cost about thirty-five thousand dollars.

I found it in the comer of the library. I ran my finger over it and left a
gleaming streak behind as the thick dust came away.

Other people came and went, and I stayed on.

Keller didn’t get as many visitors as the other places I had been. It was
out of the way.

One man showed up at noon, looked around, and left without a word.

Two girls, sixteen-year-old runaways from California, showed up one
night. They undressed for dinner and were shocked when they found out I
could see. Pink scared the hell out of them. Those poor kids had a lot of
living to do before they approached Pink’s level of sophistication. But then
Pink might have been uneasy in California. They left the next day, unsure if
they had been to an orgy or not. All that touching and no getting down to
business, very strange.

There was a nice couple from Santa Fe who acted as a sort of liaison



The Persistence of Vision 205

between Keller and their lawyer. They had a nine-year-old boy who chat-
tered endlessly in handralk to the other kids. They came up about every
other week and stayed a few days, soaking up sunshine and participating in
the Together every night. They spoke halting shorthand and did me the
courtesy of not speaking to me in speech.

Some of the Indians came around at odd intervals. Their behavior was
almost aggressively chauvinistic. They stayed dressed at all times in their
Levis and boots. But it was evident that they had a respect for the people,
though they thought them strange. They had business dealings with the
commune. It was the Navahos who trucked away the produce that was
taken to the gate every day, sold it, and took a percentage. They would sit
and powwow in sign language spelled into hands. Pink said they were
scrupulously honest in their dealings.

And about once a week all the parents went out in the field and ***ed.

I got better and better at shorthand and bodytalk. I had been breezing
along for about five months and winter was in the offing. I had not ex-
amined my desires as yet, not really thought about what it was [ wanted to
do with the rest of my life. I guess the habit of letting myself drift was too
ingrained. I was there, and constitutionally unable to decide whether to go
or to face up to the problem if I wanted to stay for a long, long time.

Then I got a push.

For a long time 1 thought it had something to do with the economic
situation outside. They were aware of the outside world at Keller. They
knew that isolation and ignoring problems that could easily be dismissed as
not relevant to them was a dangerous course, so they subscribed to the
Braille New York Times and most of them read it. They had a television set
that got plugged in about once a month. The kids would watch it and
translate for their parents.

So I was aware that the non-depression was moving slowly into a more
normal inflationary spiral. Jobs were opening up, money was flowing again.
When I found myself on the outside again shortly afterward, I thought that
was the reason.

The real reason was more complex. It had to do with peeling off the
onion layer of shorthand and discovering another layer beneath it.

I had learned handtalk in a few easy lessons. Then I became aware of
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- shorthand and bodytalk, and of how much harder they would be to learn.
Through five months of constant immersion, which is the only way to
learn a language, [ had attained the equivalent level of a five- or six-year-old
in shorthand. I knew I could master it, given time. Bodytalk was another
matter. You couldn’t measure progress as easily in bodytalk. It was a vari-
able and highly interpersonal language that evolved according to the per-
son, the time, the mood. But [ was learning.

Then I became aware of Touch. That’s the best I can describe it in a
single, unforced English noun. What they called this fourth-stage language
varied from day to day, as I will try to explain.

I first became aware of it when I tried to meet Janet Reilly. I now knew
the history of Keller, and she figured very prominently in all the stories. 1
knew everyone at Keller, and I could find her nowhere. I knew everyone
by names like Scar, and She-with-the-missing-front-tooth, and Man-with-
wiry-hair. These were shorthand names that I had given them myself, and
they all accepted them without question. They had abolished their outside
names within the commune. They meant nothing to them; they told noth-
ing and described nothing.

At first | assumed that it was my imperfect command of shorthand that
made me unable to clearly ask the right question about Janet Reilly. Then I
saw that they were not telling me on purpose. I saw why, and 1 approved,
and thought no more about it. The name Janet Reilly described what she
had been on the outside, and one of her conditions for pushing the whole
thing through in the first place had been that she be no one special on the
inside. She melted into the group and disappeared. She didn’t want to be
found. All right.

But in the course of pursuing the question 1 became aware that each of
the members of the commune had no specific name at all. That is, Pink, for
instance, had no less than one hundred and fifteen names, one from each of
the commune members. Each was a contextual name that told the story of
Pink’s relationship to a particular person. My simple names, based on physi-
cal descriptions, were accepted as the names a child would apply to people.
The children had not yet learned to go beneath the outer layers and use
names that told of themselves, their lives, and their relationships to others.

What is even more confusing, the names evolved from day to day. It
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was my first glimpse of Touch, and it frightened me. It was a question of
permutations. Just the first simple expansion of the problem meant there
were no less than thirteen thousand names in use, and they wouldn’t stay
still so I could memorize them. If Pink spoke to me of Baldy, for instance,
she would use her Touch name for him, modified by the fact that she was
speaking to me and not Short-chubby-man.

Then the depths of what I had been missing opened beneath me and I
was suddenly breathless with fear of heights.

Touch was what they spoke to each other. It was an incredible blend of
all three other modes I had learned, and the essence of it was that it never
stayed the same. I could listen to them speak to me in shorthand, which
was the real basis for Touch, and be aware of the currents of Touch
flowing just beneath the surface.

It was a language of inventing languages. Everyone spoke their own
dialect because everyone spoke with a different instrument: a different
body and set of life experiences. It was modified by everything. It would not
stand still.

They would sit at the Together and invent an entire body of Touch
responses in a night; idiomatic, personal, totally naked in its honesty. And
they used it only as a building block for the next night’s language.

I didnt know if I wanted to be that naked. I had looked into myself a
little recently and had not been satisfied with what I found. The realization
that every one of them knew more about it than I, because my honest
body had told what my frightened mind had not wanted to reveal, was
shattering. I was naked under a spotlight in Carnegie Hall, and all the no-
pants nightmares I had ever had came out to haunt me. The fact that they
all loved me with all my warts was suddenly not enough. I wanted to curl
up in a dark closet with my ingrown ego and let it fester.

I might have come through this fear. Pink was certainly trying to help
me. She told me that it would only hurt for a while, that [ would quickly
adjust to living my life with my darkest emotions written in fire across my
forehead. She said Touch was not as hard as it looked at first, either. Once 1
learned shorthand and bodytalk, Touch would flow naturally from it like
sap rising in a tree. It would be unavoidable, something that would happen
to me without much effort at all.
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I almost believed her. But she betrayed herself. No, no, no. Not that, but
the things in her concerning ***ing convinced me that if I went through
this I would only bang my head hard against the next step up the ladder.

Kok

I had a little better definition now. Not one that I can easily translate
into English, and even that attempt will only convey my hazy concept of
what it was.

“It is the mode of touching without touching,” Pink said, her body
going like crazy in an attempt to reach me with her own imperfect concept
of what it was, handicapped by my illiteracy. Her body denied the truth of
her shorthand definition, and at the same time admitted to me that she did
not know what it was herself.

“It is the gift whereby one can expand oneself from the eternal quiet and
dark into something else.” And again her body denied it. She beat on the
floor in exasperation.

“It is an attribute of being in the quiet and dark all the time, touching
others. All I know for sure is that vision and hearing preclude it or obscure
it. I can make it as quiet and dark as I possibly can and be aware of the
edges of it, but the visual orientation of the mind persists. That door is
closed to me, and to all the children.”

Her verb “to touch” in the first part of that was a Touch amalgam, one
that reached back into her memories of me and what I had told her of my
experiences. It implied and called up the smell and feel of broken mush-
rooms in soft earth under the barn with Tall-one-with-green-eyes, she who
taught me to feel the essence of an object. It also contained references to
our bodytalking while | was penetrating into the dark and wet of her, and
her running account to me of what it was like to receive me into herself.
This was all one word.

I brooded on that for a long time. What was the point of suffering
through the nakedness of Touch, only to reach the level of frustrated
blindness enjoyed by Pink?

What was it that kept pushing me away from the one place in my life
where I had been happiest?
One thing was the realization, quite late in coming, that can be summed
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up as “What the hell am I doing here?” The question that should have
answered that question was “What the hell would I do if T left?”

I was the only visitor, the only one in seven years to stay at Keller for
longer than a few days. I brooded on that. I was not strong enough or
confident enough in my opinion of myself to see it as anything but a flaw
in me, not in those others. I was obviously too easily satisfied, too compla-
cent to see the flaws that those others had seen.

It didn’t have to be flaws in the people of Keller, or in their system. No, I
loved and respected them too much to think that. What they had going
certainly came as near as anyone ever has in this imperfect world to a sane,
rational way for people to exist without warfare and with a minimum of
politics. In the end, those two old dinosaurs are the only ways humans
have yet discovered to be social animals. Yes, I do see war as a way of
living with another; by imposing your will on another in terms so unmis-
takable that the opponent has to either knuckle under to you, die, or beat
your brains out. And if that’s a solution to anything, I'd rather live without
solutions. Politics is not much better. The only thing going for it is that it
occasionally succeeds in substituting talk for fists.

Keller was an organism. It was a new way of relating, and it seemed to
work. I'm not pushing it as a solution for the world’s problems. It’s possible
that it could only work for a group with a common selfinterest as binding
and rare as deafness and blindness. I can’t think of another group whose
needs are so interdependent.

The cells of the organism cooperated beautifully. The organism was
strong, flourishing, and possessed of all the attributes I've ever heard used
in defining life except the ability to reproduce. That might have been its
fatal flaw, if any. I certainly saw the seeds of something developing in the
children.

The strength of the organism was communication. There’s no way
around it. Without the elaborate and impossible-to-falsify mechanisms for
communication built into Keller, it would have eaten itself in pettiness,
jealousy, possessiveness, and any dozen other “innate” human defects.

The nightly Together was the basis of the organism. Here, from after
dinner till it was time to fall asleep, everyone talked in a language that was
incapable of falsehood. If there was a problem brewing, it presented itself
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and was solved almost automatically. Jealousy? Resentment? Some little
festering wrong that you're nursing? You couldn’t conceal it at the To-
gether, and soon everyone was clustered around you and loving the sick-
ness away. It acted like white corpuscles, clustering around a sick cell, not
to destroy it, but to heal it. There seemed to be no problem that couldn’t
be solved if it was attacked early enough, and with Touch, your neighbors
knew about it before you did and were already laboring to correct the
wrong, heal the wound, to make you feel better so you could laugh about
it. There was a lot of laughter at the Togethers.

I thought for a while that I was feeling possessive about Pink. I know 1
had done so a little at first. Pink was my special friend, the one who had
helped me out from the first, who for several days was the only one I could
talk to. It was her hands that had taught me handtalk. I know I felt stirrings
of territoriality the first time she lay in my lap while another man made
love to her. But if there was any signal the Kellerites were adept at reading,
it was that one. It went off like an alarm bell in Pink, the man, and the
women and men around me. They soothed me, coddled me, told me in
every language that it was all right, not to feel ashamed. Then the man in
question began loving me. Not Pink, but the man. An observational anthro-
pologist would have had subject matter for a whole thesis. Have you seen
the films of baboons’ social behavior? Dogs do it, too. Many male mam-
mals do it. When males get into dominance battles, the weaker can defuse
the aggression by submitting, by turning tail and surrendering. [ have never
felt so defused as when that man surrendered the object of our clash of
wills—Pink—and turned his attention to me. What could I do? What I did
was laugh, and he laughed, and soon we were all laughing, and that was
the end of territoriality.

That's the essence of how they solved most “human nature” problems
at Keller. Sort of like an oriental martial art; you yield, roll with the blow so
that your attacker takes a pratfall with the force of the aggression. You do
that until the attacker sees that the initial push wasn’t worth the effort, that
it was a pretty silly thing to do when no one was resisting you. Pretty soon
he’s not Tarzan of the Apes, but Charlie Chaplin. And he’s laughing.

So it wasn’t Pink and her lovely body and my realization that she could
never be all mine to lock away-in my cave and defend with a gnawed-off
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thighbone. If I'd persisted in that frame of mind she would have found me
about as attractive as an Amazonian leech, and that was a great incentive to
confound the behaviorists and overcome it.

So I was back to those people who had visited and left, and what did
they see that I didn’t see?

Well, there was something pretty glaring. I was not part of the organ-
ism, no matter how nice the organism was to me. I had no hopes of ever
becoming a part, either. Pink had said it in the first week. She felt it herself,
to a lesser degree. She could not ***, though that fact was not going to
drive her away from Keller. She had told me that many times in shorthand
and confirmed it in bodytalk. If I left, it would be without her.

Trying to stand outside and look at it, I felt pretty miserable. What was I
trying to do, anyway? Was my goal in life really to become a part of a blind-
deaf commune? I was feeling so low by that time that I actually thought of
that as denigrating, in the face of all the evidence to the contrary. I should
be out in the real world where the real people lived, not these freakish
cripples.

I backed off from that thought very quickly. I was not totally out of my
mind, just on the lunatic edges. These people were the best friends I'd ever
had, maybe the only ones. That I was confused enough to think that of
them even for a second worried me more than anything else. It’s possible
that it’s what pushed me finally into a decision. I saw a future of growing
disillusion and unfulfilled hopes. Unless I was willing to put out my eyes
and ears, [ would always be on the outside. I would be the blind and deaf
one. I would be the freak. I didn’t want to be a freak.

They knew I had decided to leave before I did. My last few days turned
into a long goodbye, with a loving farewell implicit in every word touched
to me. I was not really sad, and neither were they. It was nice, like every-
thing they did. They said goodbye with just the right mix of wistfulness and
life-must-go-on, and hope-to-touch-you-again.

Awareness of Touch scratched on the edges of my mind. It was not bad,
just as Pink had said. In a year or two I could have mastered it.

But I was set now. [ was back in the life groove that I had followed for
so long. Why is it that once having decided what I must do, I'm afraid to
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reexamine my decision? Maybe because the original decision cost me so
much that I didn’t want to go through it again.

I left quietly in the night for the highway and California. They were out
in the fields, standing in that circle again. Their fingertips were farther apart
than ever before. The dogs and children hung around the edges like beg-
gars at a banquet. It was hard to tell which looked more hungry and
puzzled.

The experiences at Keller did not fail to leave their mark o.. me. 1 was
unable to live as I had before. For a while I thought I could not live at all,
but I did. I was too used to living to take the decisive step of ending my life.
I would wait. Life had brought one pleasant thing to me; maybe it would
bring another.

I became a writer. I found I now had a better gift for communicating
than I had before. Or maybe I had it now for the first time. At any rate, my
writing came together and I sold. I wrote what 1 wanted to write, and was
not afraid of going hungry. I took things as they came.

I weathered the non-depression of 97, when unemployment reached
twenty percent and the government once more ignored it as a temporary
downturn. It eventually upturned, leaving the jobless rate slightly higher
than it had been the time before, and the time before that. Another million
useless persons had been created with nothing better to do than shamble
through the streets looking for beatings in progress, car smashups, heart
attacks, murders, shootings, arson, bombings, and riots: the endlessly in-
ventive street theater. It never got dull.

I didn’t become rich, but 1 was usually comfortable. That is a social
disease, the symptoms of which are the ability to ignore the fact that your
society is developing weeping pustules and having its brains eaten out by
radioactive maggots. I had a nice apartment in Marin County, out of sight
of the machine-gun turrets. I had a car, at a time when they were beginning
to be luxuries.

I had concluded that my life was not destined to be all I would like it to
be. We all make some sort of compromise, 1 reasoned, and if you set your
expectations too high you are doomed to disappointment. It did occur to
me that | was settling for something far from “high,” but I didn’t know
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what to do about it. I carried on with a mixture of cynicism and optimism
that seemed about the right mix for me. It kept my motor running,
anyway.

I even made it to Japan, as I had intended in the first place.

I didn’t find someone to share my life. There was only Pink for that,
Pink and all her family, and we were separated by a gulf I didn’t dare cross.
I didn’t even dare think about her too much. It would have been very
dangerous to my equilibrium. I lived with it, and told myself that it was the
way I was. Lonely.

The years rolled on like a caterpillar tractor at Dachau, up to the penulti-
mate day of the millennium.

San Francisco was having a big bash to celebrate the year 2000. Who
gives a shit that the city is slowly falling apart, that civilization is disinte-
grating into hysteria? Let’s have a party!

I stood on the Golden Gate Dam on the last day of 1999. The sun was
setting in the Pacific, on Japan, which had turned out to be more of the
same but squared and cubed with neo-samurai. Behind me the first bomb-
shells of a firework celebration of holocaust tricked up to look like festivity
competed with the flare of burning buildings as the social and economic
basket cases celebrated the occasion in their own way. The city quivered
under the weight of misery, anxious to slide off along the fracture lines of
some subcortical San Andreas Fault. Orbiting atomic bombs twinkled in
my mind, up there somewhere, ready to plant mushrooms when we’d
exhausted all the other possibilities.

I thought of Pink.

I found myself speeding through the Nevada desert, sweating, gripping
the steering wheel. I was crying aloud but without sound, as I had learned
to do at Keller.

Can you go back?

I slammed the citicar over the potholes in the dirt road. The car was
falling apart. It was not built for this kind of travel. The sky was getting
light in the east. It was the dawn of a new millennium. I stepped harder on
the gas pedal and the car bucked savagely. I didn't care. ] was not driving
back down that road, not ever. One way or another, I was here to stay.
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I reached the wall and sobbed my relief. The last hundred miles had
been a nightmare of wondering if it had been a dream. I touched the cold
reality of the wall and it calmed me. Light snow had drifted over every-
thing, gray in the early dawn.

I'saw them in the distance. All of them, out in the field where I had left
them. No, I was wrong. It was only the children. Why had it seemed like so
many at firse?

Pink was there. I knew her immediately, though I had never seen her in
winter clothes. She was taller, filled out. She would be nineteen years old.
There was a small child playing in the snow at her feet, and she cradled an
infant in her arms. I went to her and talked to her hand.

She tumned to me, her face radiant with welcome, her eyes staring in a
way 1 had never seen. Her hands flitted over me and her eyes did not
move.

“I touch you, I welcome you,” her hands said. “I wish you could have
been here just a few minutes ago. Why did you go away darling? Why did
you stay away so long?” Her eyes were stones in her head. She was blind.
She was deaf.

All the children were. No, Pink’s child sitting at my feet looked up at me
with a smile.

“Where is everybody?” I asked when I got my breath. “Scar? Baldy?
Green-eyes? And what’s happened? What's happened to you?” I was totter-
ing on the edge of a heart attack or nervous collapse or something. My
reality felt in danger of dissolving.

“They’ve gone,” she said. The word eluded me, but the context put it
with the Mary Celeste and Roanoke, Virginia. It was complex, the way she
used the word gone. It was like something she had said before: unattainable,
a source of frustration like the one that had sent me running from Keller.
But now her word told of something that was not hers yet, but was within
her grasp. There was no sadness in it.

“Gone?”

“Yes. 1 don’t know where. They’'re happy. They ***ed. It was glorious.
We could only touch a part of it.”

I felt my heart hammering to the sound of the last train pulling away
from the station. My feet were pounding along the ties as it faded into the
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fog. Where are the Brigadoons of yesterday? I've never yet heard of a fairy
tale where you can go back to the land of enchantment. You wake up, you
find that your chance is gone. You threw it away. Fool! You only get one
chance; that's the moral, isn’t it?

Pink’s hands laughed along my face.

“Hold this part‘of-me-who-speaks-mouth-to-nipple," she said, and
handed me her infant daughter. “I will give you a gift.”

She reached up and lightly touched my ears with her cold fingers. The
sound of the wind was shut out, and when her hands came away it never
came back. She touched my eyes, shut out all the light, and I saw no more.

We live in the lovely quiet and dark.
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he Dracon’s three-fingered hands flexed. In the thing’s yellow
eyes I could read the desire to have those fingers around
either a weapon or my throat. As 1 flexed my own fingers, 1

knew it read the same in my eyes.

“Irkmaan!” the thing spat.

“You piece of Drac slime.” I brought my hands up in front of my chest
and waved the thing on. “Come on, Drac; come and get it.”

“Irkmaan vaa, koruum sul”

“Are you going to talk, or fight? Come on!” I could feel the spray from
the sea behind me—a boiling madhouse of white-capped breakers that
threatened to swallow me as it had my fighter. I had ridden my ship in. The
Drac had ejected when its own fighter had caught one in the upper atmo-
sphere, but not before crippling my power plant. 1 was exhausted from
swimming to the grey, rocky beach and pulling myself to safety. Behind the
Drac, among the rocks on the otherwise barren hill, I could see its ejection
capsule. Far above us, its people and mine were still at it, slugging out the
possession of an uninhabited corner of nowhere. The Drac just stood there
and I went over the phrase taught us in training—a phrase calculated to
drive any Drac into a frenzy. “Kiz da yuomeen, Shizumaat!” Meaning;
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Shizumaat, the most revered Drac philosopher, eats kiz excrement. Some-
thing on the level of stuffing a Moslem full of pork.

The Drac opened its mouth in horror, then closed it as anger literally
changed its color from yellow to reddish-brown. “Irkmaan, yaa stupid
Mickey Mouse is!”

I had taken an oath to fight and die over many things, but that venerable
rodent didn’t happen to be one of them. I laughed, and continued laughing
until the guffaws in combination with my exhaustion forced me to my
knees. I forced open my eyes to keep track of my enemy. The Drac was
running toward the high ground, away from me and the sea. I half-turned
toward the sea and caught a glimpse of a million tons of water just before
they fell on me, knocking me unconscious.

“Kiz da yuwomeen, Irkmaan, ne?”’

My eyes were gritty with sand and stung with salt, but some part of my
awareness pointed out: “Hey, you're alive.” I reached to wipe the sand
from my eyes and found my hands bound. A straight metal rod had been
run through my sleeves and my wrists tied to it. As my tears cleared the
sand from my eyes, I could see the Drac sitting on a smooth black boulder
looking at me. It must have pulled me out of the drink. “Thanks, toad face.
What’s with the bondage?”

“Ess?”

I tried waving my arms and wound up giving an impression of an
atmospheric fighter dipping its wings. “Untie me, you Drac slime!” I was
seated on the sand, my back against a rock.

The Drac smiled, exposing the upper and lower mandibles that looked
human—except that instead of separate teeth, they were solid. “Eh, ne,
Irkmaan.” 1t stood, walked over to me and checked my bonds.

“Untie me!”

The smile disappeared. “Ne!” It pointed at me with a yellow finger. “‘Kos
son va?”

“I don’t speak Drac, toad face. You speak Esper or English?”

The Drac delivered a very human-looking shrug, then pointed at its own
chest. “Kos va son Jeriba Shigan.” It pointed again at me. “Kos son va?”

“Davidge. My name is Willis E. Davidge.”
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“Ess?”

I tried my tongue on the unfamiliar syllables. “Kos va son Willis Davidge.”

“Eh.” Jeriba Shigan nodded, then motioned with its fingers. “Dasu,
Davidge.”

“Same to you, Jerry.”

“Dasu, dasu!” Jeriba began sounding a little impatient. I shrugged as best
I could. The Drac bent over and grabbed the front of my jump suit with
both hands and pulled me to my feet. “Dasu, dasu, kizlode!”

“All right! So dasu is ‘get up.” What's a kizlode?”’

Jerry laughed. “Gavey ‘kiz’?”

“Yeah, 1 gavey.”

Jerry pointed at its head. “Lode.” It pointed at my head. “Kizlode, gavey?”

I got it, then swung my arms around, catching Jerry upside its head with
the metal rod. The Drac stumbled back against a rock, looking surprised. It
raised a hand to its head and withdrew it covered with that pale pus that
Dracs think is blood. It looked at me with murder in its eyes. “Gefh! Nu
Gefh, Davidge!”

“Come and get it, Jerry, you kizlode sonafabitch!”

Jerry dived at me and I tried to catch it again with the rod, but the Drac
caught my right wrist in both hands and, using the momentum of my
swing, whirled me around, slamming my back against another rock. Just as
[ was getting back my breath, Jerry picked up a small boulder and came at
me with every intention of turning my melon into pulp. With my back
against the rock, I lifted a foot and kicked the Drac in the midsection,
knocking it to the sand. I ran up, ready to stomp Jerry’s melon, but he
pointed behind me. I turned and saw another tidal wave gathering steam,
and heading our way. “Kiz!” Jerry got to its feet and scampered for the
high ground with me following close behind.

With the roar of the wave at our backs, we weaved among the water-
and sand-ground black boulders until we reached Jerry’s ejection capsule.
The Drac stopped, put its shoulder to the egg-shaped contraption, and
began rolling it uphill. I could see Jerry’s point. The capsule contained all of
the survival equipment and food either of us knew about. “Jerry!” 1
shouted above the rumble of the fast-approaching wave. “Pull out this
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damn rod and I'll help!”” The Drac frowned at me. ““The rod, kizlode, pull it
out!” I cocked my head toward my outstretched arm.

Jerry placed a rock beneath the capsule to keep it from rolling back, then
quickly untied my wrists and pulled out the rod. Both of us put our shoul-
ders to the capsule, and we quickly rolled it to higher ground. The wave hit
and climbed rapidly up the slope until it came up to our chests. The capsule
bobbed like a cork, and it was all we could do to keep control of the thing
until the water receded, wedging the capsule between three big boulders. I
stood there, puffing.

Jerry dropped to the sand, its back against one of the boulders, and
watched the water rush back out to sea. “‘Magasiennal”

“You said it, brother.” I sank down next to the Drac; we agreed by eye
to a temporary truce, and promptly passed out.

My eyes opened on a sky boiling with blacks and greys. Letting my head
loll over on my left shoulder, I checked out the Drac. It was still out. First, I
thought that this would be the perfect time to get the drop on Jerry.
Second, I thought about how silly our insignificant scrap seemed compared
to the insanity of the sea that surrounded us. Why hadn’t the rescue team
come? Did the Dracon fleet wipe us out? Why hadn’t the Dracs come to
pick up Jerry? Did they wipe out each other? I didn’t even know where 1
was. An island. I had seen that much coming in, but where and in relation
to what? Fyrine IV: the planet didn’t even rate a name, but was important
enough to die over.

With an effort, I struggled to my feet. Jerry opened its eyes and quickly
pushed itself to a defensive crouching position. I waved my hand and shook
my head. “Ease off, Jerry. I'm just going to look around.” I turned my back
on it and trudged off between the boulders. I walked uphill for a few
minutes until I reached level ground.

It was an island, all right, and not a very big one. By eyeball estimation,
height from sea level was only eighty meters, while the island itself was
about two kilometers long and less than half that wide. The wind whipping
my jump suit against my body was at least drying it out, but as I looked
around at the smooth-ground boulders on top of the rise, I realized that
Jerry and I could expect bigger waves than the few puny ones we had seen.

A rock clattered behind me and I turned to see Jerry climbing up the
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slope. When it reached the top, the Drac looked around. I squatted next to
one of the boulders and passed my hand over it to indicate the smoothness,
then [ pointed toward the sea. Jerry nodded. ““Ae, Gavey.” It pointed down-
hill toward the capsule, then to where we stood. “Echey masu, nasesay.”

I frowned, then pointed at the capsule. “Nasesay? The capsule?”

“Ae capsule nasesay. Echey masu.” Jerry pointed at its feet.

I shook my head. “Jerry, if you gavey how these rocks got smooth”—I
pointed at one—""then you gavey that masuing the nasesay up here isn’t
going to do a damned bit of good.” I made a sweeping up and down
movement with my hands. “Waves.” I pointed at the sea below. “Waves,
up here”; I pointed to where we stood. “Waves, echey.”

“Ae, gavey.” Jerry looked around the top of the rise, then rubbed the side
of its face. The Drac squatted next to some small rocks and began piling
one on top of another. “Viga, Davidge.”

I squatted next to it and watched while its nimble fingers constructed a
circle of stones that quickly grew into a doll-house-sized arena. Jerry stuck
one of its fingers in the center of the circle. “Echey, nasesay.”

The days on Fyrine IV seemed to be three times longer than any I had
seen on any other habitable planet. I use the designation “habitable” with
reservations. It took us most of the first day to painfully roll Jerry’s nasesay
up to the top of the rise. The night was too black to work and was bone-
cracking cold. We removed the couch from the capsule, which made just
enough room for both of us to fit inside. The body heat warmed things up
a bit; and we killed time between sleeping, nibbling on Jerry’s supply of
ration bars (they taste a bit like fish mixed with cheddar cheese), and trying
to come to some agreement about language.

“Eye.”

“Thuyo.”

“Finger.”

“Zurath.”

“Head.”

The Drac laughed. “Lode.”

“Ho, ho, very funny.”

“Ho, ho.”
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At dawn on the second day, we rolled and pushed the capsule into the
center of the rise and wedged it between two large rocks, one of which had
an overhang that we hoped would hold down the capsule when one of
those big soakers hit. Around the rocks and capsule, we laid a foundation of
large stones and filled in the cracks with smaller stones. By the time the
wall was knee high, we discovered that building with those smooth, round
stones and no mortar wasn’t going to work. After some experimentation,
we figured out how to break the stones to give us flat sides with which to
work. It’s done by picking up one stone and slamming it down on top of
another. We took turns, one slamming and one building. The stone was
almost a volcanic glass, and we also took turns extracting rock splinters
from each other. It took nine of those endless days and nights to complete
the walls, during which waves came close many times and once washed us
ankle deep. For six of those nine days, it rained. The capsule’s survival
equipment included a plastic blanket, and that became our roof. It sagged
in at the center, and the hole we put in it there allowed the water to run
out, keeping us almost dry and giving us a supply of fresh water. If a wave
of any determination came along, we could kiss the roof goodbye; but we
both had confidence in the walls, which were almost two meters thick at
the bottom and at least a meter thick at the top.

After we finished, we sat inside and admired our work for about an
hour, until it dawned on us that we had just worked ourselves out of jobs.
“What now, Jerry?”

“Ess?”

“What do we do now?”

_“Now. wait, we.” The Drac shrugged. “Else what, ne?”

I nodded. ““Gavey.” 1 got to my feet and walked to the passageway we
had built. With no wood for a door, where the walls would have met, we
bent one out and extended it about three meters around the other wall
with the opening away from the prevailing winds. The never-ending winds
were still at it, but the rain had stopped. The shack wasn’t much to look at,
but looking at it stuck there in the center of that deserted island made me
feel good. As Shizumaat observed, “Intelligent life making its stand against
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the universe.” Or, at least, that's the sense I could make out of Jerry’s
hamburger of English. I shrugged and picked up a sharp splinter of stone
and made another mark in the large standing rock that served as my log.
Ten scratches in all, and under the seventh, a small “x” to indicate the big
wave that just covered the top of the island.

I threw down the splinter. “Damn, I hate this place!”

“Ess?”’ Jerry's head poked around the edge of the opening. “Who talking
at, Davidge?”

I glared at the Drac, then waved my hand at it. “Nobody.”

“Ess va, ‘nobody”?”

“Nobody. Nothing.”

“Ne gavey, Davidge.”

I poked at my chest with my finger. “Me! I'm talking to myself! You
gavey that stuff, toad face!”

Jerry shook its head. “Davidge, now I sleep. Talk not so much nobody,
ne?” It disappeared back into the opening.

“And so’s your mother!” I turned and walked down the slope. Except,
strictly speaking, toad face, you don’t have a mother—or father. “If you had your
choice, who would you like to be trapped on a desert island with?” I wondered if
anyone ever picked a wet freezing corner of Hell shacked up with a her-
maphrodite.

Half of the way down the slope, I followed the path I had marked with
rocks until I came to my tidal pool that I had named “Rancho Sluggo.”
Around the pool were many of the water-worn rocks, and underneath
those rocks, below the pool’s waterline, lived the fattest orange slugs either
of us had ever seen. I made the discovery during a break from house
building and showed them to Jerry.

Jerry shrugged. “And so?”

“And so what? Look, Jerry, those ration bars aren’t going to last forever.
What are we going to eat when they’re all gone?”

“Eat?” Jerry looked at the wriggling pocket of insect life and grimaced.
“Ne, Davidge. Before then pickup. Search us find, then pickup.”

“What if they don’t find us? What then?”

Jerry grimaced again and turned back to the half-completed house. “Wa-
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ter we drink, then until pickup.” He had muttered something about kiz
excrement and my tastebuds, then walked out of sight.

Since then I had built up the pool’s walls, hoping the increased protec-
tion from the harsh environment would increase the herd. I looked under
several rocks, but no increase was apparent. And, again, I couldn’t bring
myself to swallow one of the things. I replaced the rock I was looking
under, stood and looked out to the sea. Although the eternal cloud cover
still denied the surface the drying rays of Fyrine, there was no rain and the
usual haze had lifted.

In the direction past where I had pulled myself up on the beach, the sea
continued to the horizon. In the spaces between the whitecaps, the water
was as grey as a loan officer’s heart. Parallel lines of rollers formed approxi-
mately five kilometers from the island. The center, from where 1 was
standing, would smash on the island, while the remainder steamed on. To
my right, in line with the breakers, I could just make out another small
island perhaps ten kilometers away. Following the path of the rollers, I
looked far to my right, and where the grey-white of the sea should have
met the lighter grey of the sky, there was a black line on the horizon.

The harder I tried to remember the briefing charts on Fyrine IV’s land
masses, the less clear it became. Jerry couldn’t remember anything either—
at least nothing it would tell me. Why should we remember? The battle
was supposed to be in space, each one trying to deny the other an orbital
staging area in the Fyrine system. Neither side wanted to set foot on
Fyrine, much less fight a battle there. Still, whatever it was called, it was
land and considerably larger than the sand and rock bar we were occupy-
ing.

How to get there was the problem. Without wood, fire, leaves, or
animal skins, Jerry and 1 were destitute compared to the average poverty-
stricken caveman. The only thing we had that would float was the nasesay.
The capsule. Why not? The only real problem to overcome was getting
Jerry to go along with it.

That evening, while the greyness made its slow transition to black, Jerry
and I sat outside the shack nibbling our quarter portions of ration bars. The
Drac’s yellow eyes studied the dark line on the horizon, then it shook its
head. “Ne, Davidge. Dangerous is.”
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1 popped the rest of my ration bar into my mouth and talked around it.
“Any more dangerous than staying here?”

“Soon pickup, ne?”

I studied those yellow eyes. “Jerry, you don’t believe that any more than
I do.” I leaned forward on the rock and held out my hands. “Look, our
chances will be a lot better on a larger land mass. Protection from the big
waves, maybe food. . . .”

“Not maybe, ne?”” Jerry pointed at the water. “How nasesay steer,
Davidge? In that, how steer? Ess eh soakers, waves, beyond land take, gavey?
Bresha,” Jerry’s hands slapped together. “Ess eh bresha rocks on, ne? Then
we death.”

[ scratched my head. “The waves are going in that direction from here,
and so is the wind. If the land mass is large enough, we don’t have to steer,
gavey?”

Jerry snorted. “‘Ne large enough, then?”’

“I didn’t say it was a sure thing.”

“Ess?”

“A sure thing; certain, gavey?”” Jerry nodded. “And for smashing up on
the rocks, it probably has a beach like this one.”

“Sure thing, ne?”

I shrugged. “No, it’s not a sure thing, but, what about staying here? We
don’t know how big those waves can get. What if one just comes along and
washes us off the island? What then?”

Jerry looked at me, its eyes narrowed. “What there, Davidge? Irkmaan
base, ne?”’

I laughed. “I told you, we don’t have any bases on Fyrine IV.”

“Why want go, then?”

“Just what I said, Jerry. I think our chances would be better.”

“Ummm.” The Drac folded its arms. “Viga, Davidge, nasesay stay. 1
know.”

“Know what?”

Jerry smirked, then stood and went into the shack. After a moment it
returned and threw a two-meter long metal rod at my feet. It was the one
the Drac had used to bind my arms. “Davidge, I know.”
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1 raised my eyebrows and shrugged. “What are you talking about?
Didn’t that come from your capsule?”

“Ne, Irkmaan.”

I bent down and picked up the rod. Its surface was uncorroded and at
one end were arabic numerals—a part number. For a moment a flood of
hope washed over me, but it drained away when I realized it was a civilian
part number. I threw the rod on the sand. “There’s no telling how long
that’s been here, Jerry. It's a civilian part number and no civilian missions
have been in this part of the galaxy since the war. Might be left over from
an old seeding operation or exploratory mission. . . .”

The Drac nudged it with the toe of his boot. “New, gavey?”

I looked up at it. “You gavey stainless steel?”

Jerry snorted and turned back toward the shack. “1 stay, nasesay stay;
where you want, you go, Davidge!”

With the black of the long night firmly bolted down on us, the wind
picked up, shrieking and whistling in and through the holes in the walls.
The plastic roof flapped, pushed in and sucked out with such violence it
threatened to either tear or sail off into the night. Jerry sat on the sand
floor, its back leaning against the nasesay as if to make clear that both Drac
and capsule were staying put, although the way the sea was picking up
seemed to weaken Jerry’s argument.

“Sea rough now is, Davidge, ne?”

“It’s too dark to see, but with this wind. . . .” I shrugged more for my
own benefit than the Drac’s, since the only thing visible inside the shack
was the pale light coming through the roof. Any minute we could be
washed off that sandbar. “Jerry, you're being silly about that rod. You
know that.”

“Surda.” The Drac sounded contrite if not altogether miserable.

“Ess?”

“Ess eh ‘Surda’®”

“Ae.”

Jerry remained silent for a moment. “Davidge, gavey ‘not certain not
is?”

I sorted out the negatives. “You mean ‘possible,” ‘maybe,’ ‘perhaps’?”’
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“Ae possiblemaybeperhaps. Dracon fleet Irkmaan ships have. Before war
buy; after war capture. Rod possiblemaybeperhaps Dracon is.”

“So, if there’s a secret base on the big island, surda it's a Dracon base?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps, Davidge.”

“Jerry, does that mean you want to try it? The nasesay?”

“Ne.”

“Ne? Why, Jerry? If it might be a Drac base—"

“Ne! Ne talk!” The Drac seemed to choke on the words.

“Jerry, we talk, and you better believe we talk! If I'm going to death it on
this island, I have a right to know why.”

The Drac was quiet for a long time. “Davidge.”

“Ess?”’

“Nasesay, you take. Half ration bars you leave. I stay.”

I shook my head to clear it. “You want me to take the capsule alone?”

“What you want is, ne?”

“Ae, but why? You must realize there won't be any pickup.”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

“Surda, nothing. You know there isn’t going to be a pickup. What is it?
You afraid of the water? If that’s it, we have a better chance—"

“Davidge, up your mouth shut. Nasesay you have. Me ne you need,
gavey?”

I nodded in the dark. The capsule was mine for the taking; what did I
need a grumpy Drac along for—especially since our truce could expire at
any moment? The answer made me feel a little silly—human. Perhaps it’s
the same thing. The Drac was all that stood between me and utter alone-
ness. Still, there was the small matter of staying alive. “We should go
together, Jerry.”

“Why?"

[ felt myself blush. If humans have this need for companionship, why are
they also ashamed to admit it? “We just should. Our chances would be
better.”

“Alone your chances better are, Davidge. Your enemy I am.”

I nodded again and grimaced in the dark. “Jerry, you gavey ‘loneliness™”

“Ne gavey.”

“Lonely. Being alone, by myself.”
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“Gavey you alone. Take nasesay; I stay.”

“That’s it . . . see, vigq, | don’t want t0.”

“You want together go?” A low, dirty chuckle came from the other side
of the shack. “You Dracon like? You me death, Irkmaan.” Jerry chuckled
some more. “Irkmaan poorzhab in head, poorzhab.”

“Forget it!” I slid down from the wall, smoothed out the sand and
curled up with my back toward the Drac. The wind seemed to die down a
bit and I closed my eyes to try and sleep. In a bit, the snap, crack of the

 plastic roof blended in with the background of shrieks and whistles and 1

felt myself drifting off, when my eyes opened wide at the sound of foot-
steps in the sand. I tensed, ready to spring.

“Davidge?” Jerry’s voice was very quiet.

“What?”

I heard the Drac sit on the sand next to me. “You loneliness, Davidge.
About it hard you talk, ne?”

“So what?” The Drac mumbled something that was lost in the wind.
“What?” I turned over and saw Jerry looking through a hole in the wall.

“Why I stay. Now, you I tell, ne?”

I shrugged. “Okay; why not?”’

Jerry seemed to struggle with the words, then opened its mouth to
speak. Its eyes opened wide. ‘“Magasienna!”

I sat up. “Ess?”

Jerry pointed at the hole. “Soaker!”

I pushed it out of the way and looked through the hole. Steaming
toward our island was an insane mountainous fury of whitecapped rollers.
It was hard to tell in the dark, but the one in front looked taller than the
one that had wet our feet a few days before. The ones following it were
bigger. Jerry put a hand on my shoulder and I looked into the Drac’s eyes.
We broke and ran for the capsule. We heard the first wave rumbling up the
slope as we felt around in the dark for the recessed doorlatch. I just got my
finger on it when the wave smashed against the shack, collapsing the roof.
In half a second we were under water, the currents inside the shack agitat-
ing us like socks in a washing machine.

The water receded, and as I cleared my eyes, I saw that the windward
wall of the shack had caved in. “Jerry!”
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Through the collapsed wall, I saw the Drac staggering around outside.
“Irkmaan?”” Behind him 1 could see the second roller gathering speed.

“Kizlode, what'n the Hell you doing out there? Gert in here!”

I turned to the capsule, still lodged firmly between the two rocks, and
found the handle. As I opened the door, Jerry stumbled through the miss-
ing wall and fell against me. “Davidge . . . forever soakers go on! For-
ever!”

“Getin!” I helped the Drac through the door and didn’t wait for it to get
out of the way. I piled in on top of Jerry and latched the door just as the
second wave hit. I could feel the capsule lift a bit and rattle against the
overhang of the one rock.

“Davidge, we float?”

“No. The rocks are holding us. We'll be all right once the breakers
stop.”

“Over you move.”

“Oh.” 1 got off Jerry’s chest and braced myself against one end of the
capsule. After a bit, the capsule came to rest and we waited for the next

one. “Jerry?”
“Ess?”
“What was it that you were about to say?”
“Why I stay?”
“Yeah.”
“About it hard me talk, gavey?”
“I know, [ know.”

The next breaker hit and I could feel the capsule rise and rattle against

the rock. “Davidge, gavey vi nessa’?”’

“Ne gavey.”

“Vi nessa . . . little me, gavey?”

The capsule bumped down the rock and came to rest. “What about
little you?”

“Little me . . . little Drac. From me, gavey?”

“Are you telling me you're pregnant?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

I shook my head. “Hold on, Jerry. I don’t want any misunderstandings.
Pregnant . . . are you going to be a parent?”



Enemy Mine 229

“Ae, parent, two-zero-zero in line, very important is, ne?”’

“Terrific. What's this got to do with you not wanting to go to the other
island?”

“Before, me vi nessa, gavey? Tean death.”

“Your child, it died?”

“Ae!” The Drac’s sob was tom from the lips of the universal mother. “1
in fall hurt. Tean death. Nasesay in sea us bang. Tean hurt, gavey?”

“Ae, 1 gavey.” So, Jerry was afraid of losing another child. It was almost
certain that the capsule trip would bang us around a lot, but staying on the
sandbar didn’t appear to be improving our chances. The capsule had been
at rest for quite a while, and I decided to risk a peek outside. The small
canopy windows seemed to be covered with sand, and I opened the door. I
looked around, and all of the walls had been smashed flat. I looked toward
the sea, but could see nothing. “It looks safe, Jerry . . .” I looked up,
toward the blackish sky, and above me towered the white plume of a
descending breaker. “Maga damn sienna!” 1 slammed the hatch door.

“Ess, Davidge?”

“Hang on, Jerry!”

The sound of the water hitting the capsule was beyond hearing. We
banged once, twice against the rock, then we could feel ourselves twisting,
shooting upward. I made a grab to hang on, but missed as the capsule took
a sickening lurch downward. I fell into Jerry, then was flung to the opposite
wall, where I struck my head. Before I went blank, [ heard Jerry cry “Tean!
Vi tean!”

. the lieutenant pressed his hand control and a figure—tall, humanoid,
yellow—appeared on the screen.

“Dracslime!” shouted the auditorium of seated recruits.

The lieutenant faced the recruits. “Correct. This is a Drac. Note that the Drac
race is uniform as to color; they are all yellow.” The recruits chuckled politely. The
officer preened a bit, then with a light wand began pointing out various features.
““The three-fingered hands are distinctive, of course, as is the almost noseless face,
which gives the Drac a toad-like appearance. On average, eyesight is slightly better
than human, hearing about the same, and smell . . .” The lieutenant paused.
“The smell is terrible!”” The officer beamed at the uproar from the recruits. When
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the auditorium quicted down, he pointed his light wand at a fold in the figure’s
belly. ““This is where the Drac keeps its family jewels—all of them.” Another
chuckle. “That’s right, Dracs are hermaphrodites, with both male and female
reproductive organs contained in the same individual.” The lieutenant faced the
recruits. “You go tell a Drac to go boff himself, then watch out, because he can!”
The laughter died down, and the lieutenant held out a hand toward the screen.
“You see one of these things, what do you do?”
“KILL IT. . . .”

.. I cleared the screen and computer sighted on the next Drac fighter,
looking like a double x in the screen’s display. The Drac shifted hard to the left,
then right again. I felt the autopilot pull my ship after the fighter, sorting out and
ignoring the false images, trying to lock its electronic crosshairs on the Drac.
“Come on, toad face . . . a little bit to the left. . . .” The double cross image
moved into the ranging rings on the display and I felt the missile attached to the
belly of my fighter take off. “Gotcha!”” Through my canopy I saw the flash as the
missile detonated. My screen showed the Drac fighter out of control, spinning
toward Fyrine IV’s cloud-shrouded surface. I dived after it to confirm the kill . . .
skin temperature increasing as my ship brushed the upper atmosphere. ““Come on,
dammit, blow!” I shifted the ship’s systems over for atmospheric flight when it
became obvious that I'd have to follow the Drac right to the ground. Still above the
clouds, the Drac stopped spinning and turned. I hit the auto override and pulled
the stick into my lap. The fighter wallowed as it tried to pull up. Everyone knows

the Drac ships work better in atmosphere . . . heading toward me: on an inter-
ception course . . . why doesn’t the slime fire . . . just before the collision, the
Drac ejects . . . power gone; have to deadstick it in. I track the capsule as it falls

through the muck, intending to find that Dracslime and finish the job. . . .

It could have been for seconds or years that I groped into the darkness
around me. I felt touching, but the parts of me being touched seemed far,
far away. First chills, then fever, then chills again, my head being cooled by
a gentle hand. I opened my eyes to narrow slits and saw Jerry hovering
over me, blotting my forehead with something cool. I managed a whisper.
“Jerry.”

The Drac looked into my eyes and smiled. “Good is, Davidge. Good is.”
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The light on Jerry’s face flickered and I smelled smoke. “Fire.”

Jerry got out of the way and pointed toward the center of the room’s
sandy floor. I let my head roll over and realized that I was lying on a bed of
soft, springy branches. Opposite my bed was another bed, and between
them crackled a cheery campfire. “Fire now we have, Davidge. And
wood.” Jerry pointed toward the roof made of wooden poles thatched with
broad leaves.

I turned and looked around, then let my throbbing head sink down and
closed my eyes. “Where are we?”

“Big island, Davidge. Soaker off sandbar us washed. Wind and waves us
here took. Right you were.”

“I . . . I don’t understand; ne gavey. It'd take days to get to the big
island from the sandbar.”

Jerry nodded and dropped what looked like a sponge into a shell of some
sort filled with water. “Nine days. You I strap to nasesay, then here on
beach we land.”

“Nine days? I've been out for nine days?”

Jerry shook his head. “Seventeen. Here we land eight days . . .” The
Drac waved its hand behind itself.

“Ago . . . eight days ago.”

“Ae.”

Seventeen days on Fyrine IV was better than a month on Earth. I
opened my eyes again and looked at Jerry. The Drac was almost bubbling
with excitement. “What about tean, your child?”

Jerry patted its swollen middle. “Good is, Davidge. You more nasesay
hurt.”

I overcame an urge to nod. “I'm happy for you.” I closed my eyes and
turned my face toward the wall, a combination of wood poles and leaves.
“Jerry?”

“Ess?”

“You saved my life.”

“Ae.”

“Why?"

Jerry sat quietly for a long time. “Davidge. On sandbar you talk. Loneli-
ness now gavey.” The Drac shook my arm. “Here, now you eat.”
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I turned and looked into a shell filled with a steaming liquid. “What is it,
chicken soup?”

Ess?”

“Ess va?” 1 pointed at the bowl, realizing for the first time how weak 1
was.

Jerry frowned. “Like slug, but long.”

“An eel?”

“Ae, but eel on land, gavey?”

“You mean ‘snake’?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

I nodded and put my lips to the edge of the shell. I sipped some of the
broth, swallowed and let the broth’s healing warmth seep through my
body. “Good.”

“You custa want?”

“Ess?”’

“Custa.” Jerry reached next to the fire and picked up a squareish chunk
of clear rock. I looked at it, scratched it with my thumbnail, then touched it
with my tongue.

“Halite! Sald!”

Jerry smiled. “Custa you want?”

[ laughed. “All the comforts. By all means, let’s have custa.”

Jerry took the halite, knocked off a corner with a small stone, then used
the stone to grind the pieces against another stone. He held out the palm of
his hand with a tiny mountain of white granules in the center. I took two
pinches, dropped them into my snake soup and stirred it with my finger.
Then I took a long swallow of the delicious broth. I smacked my lips.
“Fantastic.”

“Good, ne?”

“Better than good; fantastic.”” I took another swallow, making a big
show of smacking my lips and rolling my eyes.

“Fantastic, Davidge, ne?”

“Ae.”” 1 nodded at the Drac. “I think that’s enough. I want to sleep.”

“Ae, Davidge, gavey.” Jerry took the bowl and put it beside the fire. The
Drac stood, walked to the door and turned back. Its yellow eyes studied me
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for an instant, then it nodded, turned and went outside. I closed my eyes
and let the heat from the campfire coax the sleep over me.

In two days I was up in the shack trying my legs, and in two more days,
Jerry helped me outside. The shack was located at the top of a long, gentle
rise in a scrub forest; none of the trees was any taller than five or six
meters. At the bottom of the slope, better than eight kilometers from the
shack, was the still rolling sea. The Drac had carried me. Our trusty nasesay
had filled with water and had been dragged back into the sea soon after
Jerry pulled me to dry land. With it went the remainder of the ration bars.
Dracs are very fussy about what they eat, but hunger finally drove Jerry to
sample some of the local flora and fauna—hunger and the human lump
that was rapidly drifting away from lack of nourishment. The Drac had
settled on a bland, starchy type of root, a green bushberry that when dried
made an acceptable tea, and snakemeat. Exploring, Jerry had found a partly
eroded salt dome. In the days that followed, I grew stronger and added to
our diet with several types of sea mollusk and a fruit resembling a cross
between a pear and a plum.

As the days grew colder, the Drac and I were forced to realize that
Fyrine IV had a winter. Given that, we had to face the possibility that the
winter would be severe enough to prevent the gathering of food—and
wood. When dried next to the fire, the berrybush and roots kept well, and
we tried both salting and smoking snakemeat. With strips of fiber from the
berrybush for thread, Jerry and I pieced together the snake skins for winter
clothing. The design we settled on involved two layers of skins with the
down from berrybush seed pods stuffed between and then held in place by
quilting the layers.

We agreed that the house would never do. It took three days of search-
ing to find our first cave, and another three days before we found one that
suited us. The mouth opened onto a view of the eternally tormented sea,
but was set in the face of a low cliff well above sea level. Around the cave’s
entrance we found great quantities of dead wood and loose stone. The
wood we gathered for heat; and the stone we used to wall up the entrance,
leaving only space enough for a hinged door. The hinges were made of
snake leather and the door of wooden poles tied together with berrybush
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fiber. The first night after completing the door, the sea winds blew it to
pieces; and we decided to go back to the original door design we had used
on the sandbar.

Deep inside the cave, we made our living quarters in a chamber with a
wide, sandy floor. Still deeper, the cave had natural pools of water, which
were fine for drinking but too cold for bathing. We used the pool chamber
for our supply room. We lined the walls of our living quarters with piles of
wood and made new beds out of snakeskins and seed pod down. In the
center of the chamber we built a respectable fireplace with a large, flat
stone over the coals for a griddle. The first night we spent in our new
home, 1 discovered that, for the first time since ditching on that damned
planet, I couldn’t hear the wind.

During the long nights, we would sit at the fireplace making things—
gloves, hats, packbags—out of snake leather, and we would talk. To break
the monotony, we alternated days between speaking Drac and English, and
by the time the winter hit with its first ice storm, each of us was comfort-
able in the other’s language.

We talked of Jerry’s coming child.

“What are you going to name it, Jerry?”

“It already has a name. See, the Jeriba line has five names. My name is
Shigan; before me came my parent, Gothig; before Gothig was Haesni;
before Haesni was Ty, and before Ty was Zammis. The child is named
Jeriba Zammis.”

“Why only the five names? A human child can have just about any
name its parents pick for it. In fact, once a human becomes an adult, he or
she can pick any name he or she wants.”

The Drac looked at me, its eyes filled with pity. “Davidge, how lost you
must feel. You humans—how lost you must feel.”

“Lost?”

Jerry nodded. “Where do you come from, Davidge?”

“You mean my parents?”

“Yes.”

I shrugged. “I remember my parents.”

“And their parents?”
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“I remember my mother’s father. When I was young we used to visit
him.”

“Davidge, what do you know about this grandparent?”

I rubbed my chin. “It’s kind of vague . . . I think he was in some kind
of agriculture—I don’t know.”

“And his parents?”’

I shook my head. “The only thing I remember is that somewhere along
the line, English and Germans figured. Gavey Germans and English?”

Jerry nodded. “Davidge, I can recite the history of my line back to the
founding of my planet by Jeriba Ty, one of the original settlers, one hun-
dred and ninety-nine generations ago. At our line’s archives on Draco,
there are the records that trace the line across space to the racehome
planet, Sindie, and there back seventy generations to Jeriba Ty, the founder
of the Jeriba line.”

“How does one become a founder?”

“Only the firstborn carries the line. Products of second, third, or fourth
births must found their own lines.”

I nodded, impressed. “Why only the five names? Just to make it easier to
remember them?”

Jerry shook its head. “No. The names are things to which we add
distinction; they are the same, common-place five so that they do not
overshadow the events that distinguish their bearers. The name I carry,
Shigan, has been served by great soldiers, scholars, students of philosophy,
and several priests. The name my child will carry has been served by
scientists, teachers, and explorers.”

“You remember all of your ancestors’ occupations?”

Jerry nodded. “Yes, and what they each did and where they did it. You
must recite your line before the line’s archives to be admitted into adult-
hood as I was twenty-two of my years ago. Zammis will do the same,
except the child must begin its recitation . . .”—Jerry smiled—"“with my
name, Jeriba Shigan.”

“You can recite almost two hundred biographies from memory?”

“Yes.”

I went over to my bed and stretched out. As I stared up at the smoke
being sucked through the crack in the chamber’s ceiling, I began to under-
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stand what Jerry meant by feeling lost. A Drac with several dozens of
generations under its belt knew who it was and what it had to live up to.
“Jerry?”

“Yes, Davidge?”

“Will you recite them for me?”” I turned my head and looked at the Drac
in time to see an expression of utter surprise melt into joy. It was only after
many years had passed that I learned I had done Jerry a great honor in
requesting his line. Among the Dracs, it is a rare expression of respect, not
only of the individual, but of the line.

Jerry placed the hat he was sewing on the sand, stood and began.

“Before you here I stand, Shigan of the line of Jeriba, bom of Gothig, the
teacher of music. A musician of high merit, the students of Gothig included
Datzizh of the Nem line, Perravane of the Tuscor line, and many lesser musicians.
Trained in music at the Shimuram, Gothig stood before the archives in the year
11,051 and spoke of its parent Haesni, the manufacturer of ships. . . .”

As I listened to Jerry’s singsong of formal Dracon, the backward biogra-
phies—beginning with death and ending with adulthood—1I experienced a
sense of time-binding, of being able to know and touch the past. Battles,
empires built and destroyed, discoveries made, great things done—a tour
through twelve thousand years of history, but perceived as a well-defined,
living continuum.

Against this: I Willis of the Davidge line stand before you, born of Sybil
the housewife and Nathan the second-rate civil engineer, one of them born
of Grandpop, who probably had something to do with agriculture, born of
nobody in particular. . . . Hell, I wasn't even that! My older brother car-
ried the line; not me. I listened and made up my mind to memorize the line
of Jeriba.

We talked of war:

“That was a pretty neat trick, suckering me into the atmosphere, then
ramming me.”

Jerry shrugged. “Dracon fleet pilots are best; this is well known.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s why I shot your tail feathers off, huh?”

Jerry shrugged, frowned, and continued sewing on the scraps of snake
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leather. “Why do the Earthmen invade this part of the Galaxy, Davidge?
We had thousands of years of peace before you came.”

“Hah! Why do the Dracs invade? We were at peace too. What are you
doing here?”

“We settle these planets. It is the Drac tradition. We are explorers and
founders.”

“Well, toad face, what do you think we are, a bunch of homebodies?
Humans have had space travel for less than two hundred years, but we’ve
settled almost twice as many planets as the Dracs—"

Jerry held up a finger. “Exactly! You humans spread like a disease.
Enough! We don’t want you here!”

“Well, we're here, and here to stay. Now, what are you going to do
about it?”

“You see what we do, Irkmaan, we fight!”

“Phooey! You call that little scrap we were in a fight? Hell, Jerry, we
were kicking you junk jocks out of the sky—"

“Haw, Davidge! That's why you sit here sucking on smoked
snakemeat!”

I pulled the little rascal out of my mouth and pointed it at the Drac. “I
notice your breath has a snake flavor too, Drac!”

Jerry snorted and turned away from the fire. I felt stupid, first because
we weren’t going to settle an argument that had plagued a hundred worlds
for over a century. Second, I wanted to have Jerry check my recitation. I
had over a hundred generations memorized. The Drac’s side was toward
the fire, leaving enough light falling on its lap to see its sewing.

“Jerry, what are you working on?”’

“We have nothing to talk about, Davidge.”

“Come on, what is it?”’

Jerry turned its head toward me, then looked back into its lap and picked
up a tiny snakeskin suit. “For Zammis.” Jerry smiled and I shook my head,
then laughed.

We talked of philosophy:
“You studied Shizumaat, Jerry; why won't you tell me about its teach-
ings?”
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Jerry frowned. “No, Davidge.”

“Are Shizumaat’s teachings secret or something?”

Jerry shook its head. “No. But we honor Shizumaat too much for talk.”

I rubbed my chin. “Do you mean too much to talk about it, or to talk
about it with a human?”

“Not with humans, Davidge; just not with you.”

“Why?"

Jerry lifted its head and narrowed its yellow eyes. “You know what you
said . . . on the sandbar.”

I scratched my head and vaguely recalled the curse I laid on the Drac
about Shizumaat eating it. I held out my hands. “But, Jerry, I was mad,
angry. You can’t hold me accountable for what I said then.”

“Ido.”

“Will it change anything if I apologize?”

“Not a thing.”

I stopped myself from saying something nasty and thought back to that
moment when Jerry and [ stood ready to strangle each other. I remem-
bered something about that meeting and screwed the corners of my mouth
in place to keep from smiling. “Will you tell me Shizumaat’s teachings if I
forgive you . . . for what you said about Mickey Mouse?” I bowed my
head in an appearance of reverence, although its chief purpose was to
suppress a cackle.

Jerry looked up at me, its face pained with guilt. I have felt bad about
that, Davidge. If you forgive me, I will talk about Shizumaat.”

“Then, I forgive you, Jerry.”

“One more thing.”

“What?”

“You must tell me of the teachings of Mickey Mouse.”

“I'll . . . uh, do my best.”

We talked of Zammis:

“Jerry, what do you want little Zammy to be?”

The Drac shrugged. “Zammis must live up to its own name. [ want it to
do that with honor. If Zammis does that, it is all I can ask.”

“Zammy will pick its own trade?”
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“Yes.”

“Isn’t there anything special you want, though?”

Jerry nodded. “Yes, there is.”

“What's that?”

“That Zammis will, one day, find itself off this miserable planet.”

I nodded. “Amen.”

“Amen.”

The winter dragged on untl Jerry and I began wondering if we had
gotten in on the beginning of an ice age. Outside the cave, everything was
coated with a thick layer of ice, and the low temperature combined with
the steady winds made venturing outside a temptation of death by falls or
freezing. Still, by mutual agreement, we both went outside to relieve our-
selves. There were several isolated chambers deep in the cave; but we
feared polluting our water supply, not to mention the air inside the cave.
The main risk outside was dropping one’s drawers at a wind chill factor
that froze breath vapor before it could be blown through the thin face
muffs we had made out of our flight suits. We learned not to dawdle.

One morning, Jerry was outside answering the call, while I stayed by the
fire mashing up dried roots with water for griddle cakes. I heard Jerry call
from the mouth of the cave. “Davidge!”

“What?”’

“Davidge, come quick!”

A ship! It had to be! I put the shell bowl on the sand, put on my hat and
gloves, and ran through the passage. As I came close to the door, I untied
the muff from around my neck and tied it over my mouth and nose to
protect my lungs. Jerry, its head bundled in a similar manner, was looking
through the door, waving me on. “What is it?”

Jerry stepped away from the door to let me through. “Come, look!”

Sunlight. Blue sky and sunlight. In the distance, over the sea, new clouds
were piling up; but above us the sky was clear. Neither of us could look at

the sun directly, but we turned our faces to it and felt the rays of Fyrine on
our skins. The light glared and sparkled off the ice-covered rocks and trees.
“Beautiful.”

“Yes.” Jerry grabbed my sleeve with a gloved hand. “Davidge, you
know what this means?”
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“What?”

“Signal fires at night. On a clear night, a large fire could be seen from
orbit, ne?”

I'looked at Jerry, then back at the sky. “I don’t know. If the fire were big
enough, and we get a clear night, and if anybody picks that moment to
look . . .” Ilet my head hang down. “That’s always supposing that there’s
someone in orbit up there to do the looking.” I felt the pain begin in my
fingers. “We better go back in.”

“Davidge, it’s a chance!”

“What are we going to use for wood, Jerry?” I held out an arm toward
the trees above and around the cave. “Everything that can bum has at least
fifteen centimeters of ice on it.”

“In the cave—"

“Our firewood?” 1 shook my head. “How long is this winter going to
last? Can you be sure that we have enough wood to waste on signal fires?””

“It’s a chance, Davidge. It's a chance!”

Our survival riding on a toss of the dice. I shrugged. “Why not?”

We spent the next few hours hauling a quarter of our carefully gathered
firewood and dumping it outside the mouth of the cave. By the time we
were finished and long before night came, the sky was again a solid blanket
of grey. Several times each night, we would check the sky, waiting for stars
to appear. During the days, we would frequently have to spend several
hours beating the ice off the wood pile. Stll, it gave both of us hope, until
the wood in the cave ran out and we had to start borrowing from the signal
pile.

That night, for the first time, the Drac looked absolutely defeated. Jerry
sat at the fireplace, staring at the flames. Its hand reached inside its snake-
skin jacket through the neck and pulled out a small golden cube suspended
on a chain. Jerry held the cube clasped in both hands, shut its eyes and
began mumbling in Drac. | watched from my bed until Jerry finished. The
Drac sighed, nodded and replaced the object within its jacket.

“What's that thing?”

Jerry looked up at me, frowned, then touched the front of its jacket.
“This? It is my Talman—what you call a Bible.”

“A Bible is a book. You know, with pages that you read.”
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Jerry pulled the thing from its jacket, mumbled a phrase in Drac, then
worked a small catch. Another gold cube dropped from the first and the
Drac held it out to me. “Be very careful with it, Davidge.”

I sat up, took the object and examined it in the light of the fire. Three
hinged pieces of the golden metal formed the binding of a book two-and-a-
half centimeters on an edge. I opened the book in the middle and looked
over the double columns of dots, lines, and squiggles. “It’s in Drac.”

“Of course.”

“But I can’t read it.”

Jerry’s eyebrows went up. “You speak Drac so well. I didn’t remember

. would you like me to teach you?”

“To read this?”

“Why not? You have an appointment you have to keep?”

I shrugged. “No.” I touched my finger to the book and tried to turn one
of the tiny pages. Perhaps fifty pages went at once. “I can't separate the
pages.”

Jerry pointed at a small bump at the top of the spine. “Pull out the pin.
It’s for turning the pages.”

I pulled out the short needle, touched it against a page and it slid loose
of its companion and flipped. “Who wrote your Talman, Jerry?”

“Many. All great teachers.”

“Shizumaat?”

Jerry nodded. “Shizumaat is one of them.”

I closed the book and held it in the palm of my hand. "“Jerry, why did
you bring this out now?”

“I needed its comfort.”” The Drac held out its arms. ““This place. Maybe
we will grow old here and die. Maybe we will never be found. I see this
today as we brought in the signal fire wood.” Jerry placed its hands on its
belly. “Zammis will be born here. The Talman helps me to accept what 1
cannot change.”

“Zammis, how much longer?”

Jerry smiled. “Soon.”

I looked. at the tiny book. “I would like you to teach me to read this,
Jerry.”
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The Drac took the chain and case from around its neck and handed it to
me. “You must keep the Talman in this.”

I held it for a moment, then shook my head. “I can’t keep this, Jerry. It’s
obviously of great value to you. What if I lost it?”

“You won’t. Keep it while you learn. The student must do this.”

I put the chain around my neck. “This is quite an honor you do me.”

Jerry shrugged. “Much less than the honor you do me by memorizing
the Jeriba line. Your recitations have been accurate, and moving.” Jerry
took some charcoal from the fire, stood and walked to the wall of the
chamber. That night I learned the thirty-one letters and sounds of the Drac
alphabet, as well as the additional nine sounds and letters used in formal
Drac writings.

The wood eventually ran out. Jerry was very heavy and very, very sick
as Zammis prepared to make its appearance, and it was all the Drac could
do to waddle outside with my help to relieve itself. Hence, woodgathering,
which involved taking our remaining stick and beating the ice off the dead
standing trees, fell to me, as did cooking.

On a particularly blustery day, I noticed that the ice on the trees was
thinner. Somewhere we had turmed winter’s corner and were heading for
spring. | spent my ice-pounding time feeling great at the thought of spring,
and [ knew Jerry would pick up some at the news. The winter was really
getting the Drac down. I was working the woods above the cave, taking
armloads of gathered wood and dropping them down below, when I heard
a scream. I froze, then looked around. I could see nothing but the sea and
the ice around me. Then, the scream again. “Davidge!” It was Jerry. I
dropped the load I was carrying and ran to the cleft in the cliff's face that
served as a path to the upper woods. Jerry screamed again; and 1 slipped,
then rolled until I came to the shelf level with the cave’s mouth. I rushed
through the entrance, down the passageway until I came to the chamber.
Jerry writhed on its bed, digging its fingers into the sand.

I dropped on my knees next to the Drac. “I'm here, Jerry. What is it?
What's wrong?”

“Davidge!” The Drac rolled its eyes, seeing nothing; its mouth worked
silently, then exploded with another scream.
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“Jerry, it's me!” I shook the Drac’s shoulder. “It’s me, Jerry. Davidge!”
| Jerry turned its head toward me, grimaced, then clasped the fingers of
| one hand around my left wrist with the strength of pain. “Davidge! Zam-

mis . . . something’s gone wrong!”

“What? What can [ do?”

, Jerry screamed again, then its head fell back to the bed in a half-faint.

‘ The Drac fought back to consciousness and pulled my head down to its
lips. “Davidge, you must swear.”

‘ “What, Jerry? Swear what?”

| “Zammis . . . on Draco. To stand before the line’s archives. Do this.”

“What do you mean? You talk like you're dying.”

“I am, Davidge. Zammis two hundredth generation . . . very impor-
tant. Present my child, Davidge. Swear!”

I wiped the sweat from my face with my free hand. “You're not going to
die, Jerry. Hang oni”

“Enough! Face truth, Davidge! I die! You must teach the line of Jeriba to
Zammis . . . and the book, the Talman, gavey?”

“Stop it!” Panic stood over me almost as a physical presence. “Stop
talking like that! You aren’t going to die, Jerry. Come on; fight, you kizlode
sonofabitch . . .”

Jerry screamed. Its breathing was weak and the Drac drifted in and out
of consciousness. “Davidge.”

“What?” I realized 1 was sobbing like a kid.

“Davidge, you must help Zammis come out.”

“What . . . how? What in the Hell are you talking about?”

Jerry tumned its face to the wall of the cave. “Lift my jacket.”

“Whart?”

“Lift my jacket, Davidge. Now!”

I pulled up the snakeskin jacket, exposing Jerry’s swollen belly. The fold
down the center was bright red and seeping a clear liquid. “What . . .
what should 1 do?”

Jerry breathed rapidly, then held its breath, “Tear it open! You must tear
it open, Davidge!”

“No!”

“Do it! Do it, or Zammis dies!”
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“What do I care about your goddamn child, Jerry? What do I have to do
to save you?”

“Tear it open . . .” whispered the Drac. “Take care of my child,
Irkmaan. Present Zammis before the Jeriba archives. Swear this to me.”

“Oh, Jerry . . .”

“Swear this!”

I nodded, hot fat tears dribbling down my cheeks. “I swear it. . . .”
Jerry relaxed its grip on my wrist and closed its eyes. I knelt next to the
Drac, stunned. “No. No, no, no, no.”

Tear it open! You must tear it open, Davidge!

I reached up a hand and gingerly touched the fold on Jerry’s belly. I
could feel life struggling beneath it, trying to escape the airless confines of
the Drac’s womb. I hated it; I hated the damned thing as I never hated
anything before. Its struggles grew weaker, then stopped.

Present Zammis before the Jeriba archives. Swear this to me. . . .

I swearit. . . .

I lifted my other hand and inserted my thumbs into the fold and tugged
gently. I increased the amount of force, then tore at Jerry’s belly like a
madman. The fold burst open, soaking the front of my jacket with the clear
fluid. Holding the fold open, I could see the still form of Zammis huddled
in a well of the fluid, motionless.

I vomited. When 1 had nothing more to throw up, I reached into the
fluid and put my hands under the Drac infant. 1 lifted it, wiped my mouth
on my upper left sleeve, and closed my mouth over Zammis’s and pulled
the child’s mouth open with my right hand. Three times, four times, I
inflated the child’s lungs, then it coughed. Then it cried. I tied off the two
umbilicals with berrybush fiber, then cut them. Jeriba Zammis was freed of
the dead flesh of its parent.

I held the rock over my head, then brought it down with all of my force
upon the ice. Shards splashed away from the point of impact, exposing the
dark green beneath. Again, 1 lifted the rock and brought it down, knocking
loose another rock. I picked it up, stood and carried it to the half-covered
corpse of the Drac. “The Drac,” 1 whispered. Good. Just call it ‘the Drac.’
Toad face. Dragger.



Enemy Mine 245

The enemy. Call it anything to insulate those feelings against the pain.

I looked at the pile of rocks I had gathered, decided it was sufficient to
finish the job, then knelt next to the grave. As I placed the rocks on the pile,
unmindful of the gale-blown sleet freezing on my snakeskins, I fought back
the tears. I smacked my hands together to help restore the circulation.
Spring was coming, but it was still dangerous to stay outside too long. And
I had been a long time building the Drac’s grave. I picked up another rock
and placed it into position. As the rock’s weight leaned against the snake-
skin mattress cover, I realized that the Drac was already frozen. I quickly
placed the remainder of the rocks, then stood.

The wind rocked me and I almost lost my footing on the ice next to the
grave. I looked toward the boiling sea, pulled my snakeskins around myself
more tightly, then looked down at the pile of rocks. There should be words.
You don’t just cover up the dead, then go to dinner. There should be words. But
what words? [ was no religionist, and neither was the Drac. Its formal
philosophy on the matter of death was the same as my informal rejection
of Islamic delights, pagan Valhallas, and Judeo-Christian pies in the sky.
Death is death; finis; the end; the worms crawl in, the worms crawl out
.+ . Still, there should be words.

I reached beneath my snakeskins and clasped my gloved hand around
the golden cube of the Talman. I felt the sharp comers of the cube through
my glove, closed my eyes and ran through the words of the great Drac
philosophers. But there was nothing they had written for this moment.

The Talman was a book on life. Talman means life, and this occupies
Drac philosophy. They spare nothing for death. Death is a fact: the end of
life. The Talman had no words for me to say. The wind knifed through me,
causing me to shiver. Already my fingers were numb and pains were begin-
ning in my feet. Still, there should be words. But the only words I could
think of would open the gate, flooding my being with pain—with the
realization that the Drac was gone. Still . . . still, there should be words.

“Jerry,I . . . I had no words. I turned from the grave, my tears mixing
with the sleet.

With the warmth and silence of the cave around me, I sat on my
mattress, my back against the wall of the cave. I tried to lose myself in the
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shadows and flickers of light cast on the opposite wall by the fire. Images
would half-form, then dance away before I could move my mind to see
something in them. As a child I used to watch clouds, and in them see
faces, castles, animals, dragons, and giants. It was a world of escape—
fantasy; something to inject wonder and adventure into the mundane, reg-
ulated life of a middle-class boy leading a middle-class life. All I could see on
the wall of the cave was a representation of Hell: flames licking at twisted,
grotesque representations of condemned souls. I laughed at the thought.
We think of Hell as fire, supervised by a cackling sadist in a red union suit.
Fyrine IV had taught me this much: Hell is loneliness, hunger, and endless
cold.

I heard a whimper, and I looked into the shadows toward the smail
mattress at the back of the cave. Jerry had made the snakeskin sack filled
with seed pod down for Zammis. It whimpered again, and I leaned for-
ward, wondering if there was something it needed. A pang of fear tickled
my guts. What does a Drac infant eat? Dracs aren’t mammals. All they ever
taught us in training was how to recognize Dracs—that, and how to kill
them. Then real fear began working on me. “What in the hell am I going
to use for diapers?”

It whimpered again. I pushed myself to my feet, walked the sandy floor
to the infant’s side, then knelt beside it. Out of the bundle that was Jerry’s
old flight suit, two chubby three-fingered arms waved. 1 picked up the
bundle, carried it next to the fire, and sat on a rock. Balancing the bundle
on my lap, I carefully unwrapped it. I could see the yellow glitter of
Zammis’s eyes beneath yellow, sleep-heavy lids. From the almost noseless
face and solid teeth to its deep yellow color, Zammis was every bit a
miniature of Jerry, except for the fat. Zammis fairly wallowed in rolls of fat.
1 looked, and was grateful to find that there was no mess.

I looked into Zammis’s face. “You want something to eat?”

“Guh.”

Its jaws were ready for business, and I assumed that Dracs must chew
solid food from day one. I reached over the fire and picked up a twist of
dried snake, then touched it against the infant’s lips. Zammis turned its
head. “C’'mon, eat. You're not going to find anything better around here.”

1 pushed the snake against its lips again, and Zammis pulled back a
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chubby arm and pushed it away. I shrugged. “Well, whenever you get
hungry enough, it’s there.”

“Guh meh!” Its head rocked back and forth on my lap, a tiny, three-
fingered hand closed around my finger, and it whimpered again.

“You don’t want to eat, you don’t need to be cleaned up, so what do
you want? Kos va nu?”’

Zammis's face wrinkled, and its hand pulled at my finger. Its other hand
waved in the direction of my chest. I picked Zammis up to arrange' the
flight suit, and the tiny hands reached out, grasped the front of my snake-
skins, and held on as the chubby arms pulled the child next to my chest. I
held it close, it placed its cheek against my chest, and promptly fell asleep.
“Well . . . I'll be damned.”

Until the Drac was gone, I never realized how closely I had stood near
the edge of madness. My loneliness was a cancer—a growth that I fed with
hate: hate for the planet with its endless cold, endless winds, and endless
isolation; hate for the helpless yellow child with its clawing need for care,
food, and an affection that I couldn’t give; and hate for myself. I found
myself doing things that frightened and disgusted me. To break my solid
wall of being alone, I would talk, shout, and sing to myself—uttering
curses, nonsense, or meaningless croaks.

Its eyes were open, and it waved a chubby arm and cooed. I picked up a
large rock, staggered over to the child’s side, and held the weight over the
tiny body. “I could drop this thing, kid. Where would you be then?” I felt
laughter coming from my lips. I threw the rock aside. “Why should I mess
up the cave? Outside. Put you outside for a minute, and you die! You hear
me? Die!”

The child worked its three-fingered hands at the empty air, shut its eyes,
and cried. “Why don’t you ear? Why don’t you crap? Why don’t you do
anything right, but cry?”” The child cried more loudly. “Bah! I ought to pick
up that rock and finish it! That's what I ought . . .” A wave of revulsion
stopped my words, and I went to my mattress, picked up my cap, gloves,
and muff, then headed outside.

Before I came to the rocked-in entrance to the cave, I felt the bite of the
wind. Outside I stopped and looked at the sea and sky-—a roiling panorama
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in glorious black and white, grey and grey. A gust of wind slapped against
me, rocking me back toward the entrance. I regained my balance, walked
to the edge of the cliff and shook my fist at the sea. “Go ahead! Go ahead
and blow, you kizlode sonofabitch! You haven’t killed me yet!”

I squeezed the windburned lids of my eyes shut, then opened them and
looked down. A forty-meter drop to the next ledge, but if I took a running
jump, I could clear it. Then it would be a hundred and fifty meters to the
rocks below. Jump. 1 backed away from the dliff's edge. “Jump! Sure,
jump!” 1 shook my head at the sea. “I'm not going to do your job for you!
You want me dead, you're going to have to do it yourself!”

I looked back and up, above the entrance to the cave. The sky was
darkening and in a few hours, night would shroud the landscape. I turned
toward the cleft in the rock that led to the scrub forest above the cave.

I squatted next to the Drac’s grave and studied the rocks 1 had placed
there, already fused together with a layer of ice. “Jerry. What am I going to
do?”

The Drac would sit by the fire, both of us sewing. And we talked.

“You know, Jerry, all this,” I held up the Talman. “I've heard it all before. I
expected something different.”

The Drac lowered its sewing to its lap and studied me for an instant. Then it
shook its head and resumed its sewing. “‘You are not a terribly profound creature,
Davidge.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”’

Jerry held out a three-fingered hand. “‘A universe, Davidge—there is a universe
out there, a universe of life, objects, and events. There are differences, but it is all
the same universe, and we all must obey the same universal laws. Did you ever
think of that?”

“No.”

“That is what I mean, Davidge. Not terribly profound.”

I snorted. “I told you, I'd heard this stuff before. So I imagine that shows
humans to be just as profound as Dracs.”

Jerry laughed. “You always insist on making something racial out of my
observations. What I said applied to you, not to the race of humans. . . .”

I spat on the frozen ground. “You Dracs think you're so damned smart.”
The wind picked up, and I could taste the sea salt in it. One of the big
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blows was coming. The sky was changing to that curious darkness that
tricked me into thinking it was midnight blue, rather than black. A trickle
of ice found its way under my collar.

“What's wrong with me just being me? Everybody in the universe
doesn’t have to be a damned philosopher, toad face!” There were millions
—billions—like me. More maybe. “What difference does it make to any-
thing whether I ponder existence or not? It’s here; that’s all I have to
know.”

“Davidge, you don’t even know your family line beyond your parents, and now
you say you refuse to know that of your universe that you can know. How will you
know your place in this existence, Davidge? Where are you? Who are you?”

I'shook my head and stared at the grave, then I turned and faced the sea.
In another hour, or less, it would be too dark to see the whitecaps. “T'm
me, that’s who.” But was that ‘me’ who held the rock over Zammis,
threatening a helpless infant with death? I felt my guts curdle as the loneli-
ness I thought I felt grew claws and fangs and began gnawing and slashing
at the remains of my sanity. I turned back to the grave, closed my eyes,
then opened them. “I'm a fighter pilot, Jerry. Isn’t that something?”

“That is what you do, Davidge; that is neither who nor what you are.”

I knelt next to the grave and clawed at the ice-sheathed rocks with my
hands. “You don’t talk to me now, Drac! Youre dead!” stopped, realizing
that the words I had heard were from the Talman, processed into my own
context. [ slumped against the rocks, felt the wind, then pushed myself to
my feet. “Jerry, Zammis won’t eat. It’s been three days. What do I do?
Why didn’t you tell me anything about Drac brats before you . . .”Theld
my hands to my face. “‘Steady, boy. Keep it up, and they’ll stick you in a
home.” The wind pressed against my back, I lowered my hands, then
walked from the grave.

I 'sat in the cave, staring at the fire. I couldn’t hear the wind through the
rock, and the wood was dry, making the fire hot and quiet. | tapped my
fingers against my knees, then began humming. Noise, any kind, helped to
drive off the oppressive loneliness. “Sonofabitch.” I laughed and nodded.
“Yea, verily, and kizlode va nu, dutschaat.” [ chuckled, trying to think of all
the curses and obscenities in Drac that I had learned from Jerry. There
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were quite a few. My toe tapped against the sand and my humming started
up again. I stopped, frowned, then remembered the song.

“Highty tighty Christ almighty,
Who the Hell are we?
Zim zam, Gawd Damn,
We're in Squadron B.”

I Jeaned back against the wall of the cave, trying to remember another
verse. A pilot’s got a rotten life/ no crumpets with our tea/ we have to service the
general’s wife/ and pick fleas from her knee. “Damn!” I slapped my knee,
trying to see the faces of the other pilots in the squadron lounge. I could
almost feel the whiskey fumes tickling the inside of my nose. Vadik, Woos-
ter, Amold . . . the one with the broken nose—Demerest, Kadiz. I
hummed again, swinging an imaginary mug of issue grog by its imaginary
handle.

“And, if he doesn’t like it,
I'll tell you what we’ll do:
We'll fill his ass with broken glass,
and seal it up with glue.”

The cave echoed with the song. I stood, threw up my arms and screamed.
““Yaaaaahoooooo!”

Zammis began crying. 1 bit my lip and walked over to the bundle on the
mattress. “Well? You ready to eat?”

“Unh, unh, weh.” The infant rocked its head back and forth. I went to
the fire, picked up a twist of snake, then returned. 1 knelt next to Zammis
and held the snake to its lips. Again, the child pushed it away. “Come on,
you. You have to eat.” I tried again with the same results. I took the wraps
off the child and looked at its body. 1 could tell it was losing weight,
although Zammis didn’t appear to be getting weak. I shrugged, wrapped it
up again, stood, and began walking back to my mattress.

“Guh, weh.”

1 turned. “What?”
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“Ah, guh, guh.”

I went back, stooped over and picked the child up. Its eyes were open
and it looked into my face, then smiled.

“What're you laughing at, ugly? You should get a load of your own
face.”

Zammis barked out a short laugh, then gurgled. I went to my mattress,
sat down, and arranged Zammis in my lap. “Gumma, buh, buh.” Its hand
grabbed a loose flap of snakeskin on my shirt and pulled on it.

“Gumma buh buh to you, t00. So, what do we do now? How about I
start teaching you the line of Jeriban? You're going to have to learn it
sometime, and it might as well be now.” The Jeriban line. My recitations of
the line were the only things Jerry ever complimented me about. I looked
into Zammis’s eyes. “When I bring you to stand before the Jeriba archives,
you will say this: ‘Before you here I stand, Zammis of the line of jeriba,
bomn of Shigan, the fighter pilot.” " I smiled, thinking of the upraised yellow
brows if Zammis continued, “and, by damn, Shigan was a Helluva good pilot,
too. Why, I was once told he took a smart round in his tail feathers, then pulled
around and rammed the kizlode sonofabitch, known to one and all as Willis E.
Davidge . . .” 1 shook my head. “You're not going to get your wings by
doing the line in English, Zammis.” I began again:

“Naatha nu enta va, Zammis zea does Jeriba, estay va Shigan, asaam naa
denvadar. .

For eight of those long days and nights, I feared the child would die. I
tried everything—roots, dried berries, dried plumfruit, snakemeat dried,
boiled, chewed, and ground. Zammis refused it all. I checked frequently,
but each time I looked through the child’s wraps, they were as clean as
when I had put them on. Zammis lost weight, but seemed to grow
stronger. By the ninth day it was crawling the floor of the cave. Even with
the fire, the cave wasn't really warm. 1 feared that the kid would get sick
crawling around naked, and I dressed it in the tiny snakeskin suit and cap
Jerry had made for it. After dressing it, [ stood Zammis up and looked at it.
The kid had already developed a smile full of mischief that, combined with
the twinkle in its yellow eyes and its suit and cap, make it look like an elf. I
was holding Zammis up in a standing position. The kid seemed pretty
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steady on its legs, and I let go. Zammis smiled, waved its thinning arms
about, then laughed and took a faltering step toward me. I caught it as it
fell, and the little Drac squealed.

In two more days Zammis was walking and getting into everything that
could be gotten into. I spent many an anxious moment searching the
chambers at the back of the cave for the kid after coming in from outside.
Finally, when I caught it at the mouth of the cave heading full steam for
the outside, I had had enough. I made a hamness out of snakeskin, attached
it to a snake-leather leash, and tied the other end to a projection of rock
above my head. Zammis still got into everything, but at least I could find it.

Four days after it learned to walk, it wanted to eat. Drac babies are
probably the most convenient and considerate infants in the universe. They
live off their fat for about three or four Earth weeks, and don’t make a
mess the entire time. After they learn to walk, and can therefore make it to
a mutually agreed upon spot, then they want food and begin discharging
wastes. | showed the kid once how to use the litter box I had made, and
never had to again. After five or six lessons, Zammis was handling its own
drawers. Watching the little Drac learn and grow, I began to understand
those pilots in my squadron who used to bore each other—and everyone
else—with countless pictures of ugly children, accompanied by thirty-min-
ute narratives for each snapshot. Before the ice melted, Zammis was talk-
ing. I taught it to call me “Uncle.”

For lack of a better term, I called the ice-melting season “spring.” It
would be a long time before the scrub forest showed any green or the
snakes ventured forth from their icy holes. The sky maintained its eternal
cover of dark, angry clouds, and still the sleet would come and coat every-
thing with a hard, slippery glaze. But the next day the glaze would melt,
and the warmer air would push another millimeter into the soil.

I realized that this was the time to be gathering wood. Before the winter
hit, Jerry and I working together hadn’t gathered enough wood. The short
summer would have to be spent putting up food for the next winter. I was
hoping to build a tighter door over the mouth of the cave, and I swore that
I would figure out some kind of indoor plumbing. Dropping your drawers
outside in the middle of winter was dangerous. My mind was full of these
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things as I stretched out on my mattress watching the smoke curl through a
crack in the roof of the cave. Zammis was off in the back of the cave
playing with some rocks that it had found, and I must have fallen asleep. 1
awoke with the kid shaking my arm.

“Uncle?”

“Huh? Zammis?”

“Uncle. Look.”

I rolled over on my left side and faced the Drac. Zammis was holding up
its right hand, fingers spread out. “What is it, Zammis?”

“Look.” It pointed at each of its three fingers in turn. “One, two, three.”

“So?”

“Look.” Zammis grabbed my right hand and spread out the fingers.
“One, two, three, four, fivel”

I nodded. ““So you can count to five.”

The Drac frowned and made an impatient gesture with its tiny fists.
“Look.” It took my outstretched hand and placed its own on top of it. With
its other hand, Zammis pointed first at one of its own fingers, then at one
of mine. “One, one.” The child’s yellow eyes studied me to see if I under-
stood.

“Yes.”

The child pointed again. “Two, two.” It looked at me, then looked back
at my hand and pointed. “Three, three.” Then he grabbed my two remain-
ing fingers. “Four, five!”” It dropped my hand, then pointed to the side of its
own hand. “Four, five?”

I shook my head. Zammis, at less than four Earth months old, had
detected part of the difference between Dracs and humans. A human child
would be—what—five, six, or seven years old before asking questions like
that. I sighed. “Zammis.”

“Yes, Uncle?”

“Zammis, you are a Drac. Dracs only have three fingers on a hand.” 1
held up my right hand and wiggled the fingers. “I'm a human. I have five.”

I'swear that tears welled in the child’s eyes. Zammis held out its hands,
looked at them, then shook its head. “Grow four, five?”

I'sat up and faced the kid. Zammis was wondering where its other four
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fingers had gone. “Look, Zammis. You and I are different . . . different
kinds of beings, understand?”

Zammis shook his head. “Grow four, five?”

“You won’t. You're a Drac.” I pointed at my chest. “I'm a human.” This
was getting me nowhere. “Your parent, where you came from, was a Drac.
Do you understand?”

Zammis frowned. “Drac. What Drac?”

The urge to resort to the timeless standby of “you’ll understand when
you get older” pounded at the back of my mind. I shook my head. “Dracs
have three fingers on each hand. Your parent had three fingers on each
hand.” I rubbed my beard. “My parent was a human and had five fingers
on each hand. That's why I have five fingers on each hand.”

Zammis knelt on the sand and studied its fingers. It looked up at me,
back to its hands, then back to me. “What parent?”

I studied the kid. It must be having an identity crisis of some kind. I was
the only person it had ever seen, and I had five fingers per hand. “A parent
is . . . the thing . . .” I scratched my beard again. “Look . . . we all
come from someplace. I had a mother and father—two different kinds of
humans—that gave me life; that made me, understand?”

Zammis gave me a look that could be interpreted as “Mac, you are full
of it.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I can explain it.”

Zammis pointed at its own chest. “My mother? My father?”

I held out my hands, dropped them into my lap, pursed my lips,
scratched my beard, and generally stalled for time. Zammis held an
unblinking gaze on me the entire time. “Look, Zammis. You don’t have a
mother and a father. I'm a human, so I have them; you're a Drac. You have
a parent—just one, see?”

Zammis shook its head. It looked at me, then pointed at its own chest.
“Drac.”

“Right.”

Zammis pointed at my chest. “Human.”

“Right again.”

Zammis removed its hand and dropped it in its lap. “Where Drac come
from?”

Sweet Jesus! Trying to explain hermaphroditic reproduction to a kid
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who shouldn’t even be crawling yet! “Zammis . . .” I held up my hands,
then dropped them into my lap. “Look. You see how much bigger I am
than you?”

“Yes, Uncle.”

“Good.” I ran my fingers through my hair, fighting for time and inspira-
tion. “Your parent was big, like me. Its name was . . . Jeriba Shigan.”
Funny how just saying the name was painful. “Jeriba Shigan was like you.
It only had three fingers on each hand. It grew you in its tummy.” 1 poked
Zammis's middle. “Understand?”

Zammis giggled and held its hands over its stomach. “Uncle, how Dracs
grow there?”

I lifted my legs onto the mattress and stretched out. Where do little
Dracs come from? I looked over to Zammis and saw the child hanging
upon my every word. I grimaced and told the truth. “Damned if 1 know,
Zammis. Damned if I know.” Thirty seconds later, Zammis was back play-
ing with its rocks.

Summer, and I taught Zammis how to capture and skin the long grey
snakes, and then how to smoke the meat. The child would squat on the
shallow bank above a mudpool, its yellow eyes fixed on the snake holes in
the bank, waiting for one of the occupants to poke out its head. The wind
would blow, but Zammis wouldn’t move. Then a flat, triangular head set
with tiny blue eyes would appear. The snake would check the pool, turn
and check the bank, then check the sky. It would advance out of the hole a
bit, then check it all again. Often the snakes would look directly at Zammis,
but the Drac could have been carved from rock. Zammis wouldn’t move
until the snake was too far out of the hole to pull itself back in tail first.
Then Zammis would strike, grabbing the snake with both hands just be-
hind the head. The snakes had no fangs and weren’t poisonous, but they
were lively enough to toss Zammis into the mudpool on occasion.

The skins were spread and wrapped around tree trunks and pegged in
place to dry. The tree trunks were kept in an open place near the entrance
to the cave, but under an overhang that faced away from the ocean. About
two thirds of the skins put up in this manner cured; the remaining third
would rot.



256 Barry B. Longyear

Beyond the skin room was the smokehouse: a rock-walled chamber that
we would hang with rows of snakemeat. A greenwood fire would be set in
a pit in the chamber’s floor; then we would fill in the small opening with
rocks and dirt.

“Uncle, why doesn’t the meat rot after it's smoked?”

I thought upon it. “I'm not sure; I just know it doesn’t.”

“Why do you know?”

I shrugged. “I just do. I read about it, probably.”

“What's read?”’

“Reading. Like when I sit down and read the Talman.”

“Does the Talman say why the meat doesn’t rot?”

“No. I meant that I probably read it in another book.”

“Do we have more books?”

I shook my head. “I meant before I came to this planet.”

“Why did you come to this planet?”

“I told you. Your parent and I were stranded here during the battle.”

“Why do the humans and Dracs fight?”

“It's very complicated.”” I waved my hands about for a bit. The human
line was that the Dracs were aggressors invading our space. The Drac line
was that the humans were aggressors invading their space. The truth?
“Zammis, it has to do with the colonization of new planets. Both races are
expanding and both races have a tradition of exploring and colonizing new
planets. I guess we just expanded into each other. Understand?”

Zammis nodded, then became mercifully silent as it fell into deep
thought. The main thing I learned from the Drac child was all of the
questions I didn’t have answers to. I was feeling very smug, however, at
having gotten Zammis to understand about the war, thereby avoiding my
ignorance on the subject of preserving meat. “Uncle?”

“Yes, Zammis?”

“What's a planet?”’

As the cold, wet summer came to an end, we had the cave jammed with
firewood and preserved food. With that out of the way, I concentrated my
efforts on making some kind of indoor plumbing out of the natural pools in
the chambers deep within the cave. The bathtub was no problem. By
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dropping heated rocks into one of the pools, the water could be brought up
to a bearable—even comfortable—temperature. After bathing, the hollow
stems of a bamboo-like plant could be used to siphon out the dirty water.
The tub could then be refilled from the pool above. The problem was
where to siphon the water. Several of the chambers had holes in their
floors. The first three holes we tried drained into our main chamber, wet-
ting the low edge near the entrance. The previous winter, Jerry and I had
considered using one of those holes for a toilet that we would flush with
water from the pools. Since we didn’t know where the goodies would
come out, we decided against it.

The fourth hole Zammis and I tried drained out below the entrance to
the cave in the face of the cliff. Not ideal, but better than answering the call
of nature in the middle of a combination ice-storm and blizzard. We rigged
up the hole as a drain for both the tub and toilet. As Zammis and I
prepared to enjoy our first hot bath, I removed my snakeskins, tested the
water with my toe, then stepped in. “Great!” I turned to Zammis, the child
still half dressed. “Come on in, Zammis. The water’s fine.” Zammis was
staring at me, its mouth hanging open. “What’s the matter?”

The child stared wide-eyed, then pointed at me with a three-fingered
hand. “Uncle . . . what’s thar>”

I looked down. “Oh.” I shook my head, then looked up at the child.
“Zammis, 1 explained all that, remember? I'm a human.”

“But what's it for?”

I sat down in the warm water, removing the object of discussion from
sight. “It’s for the elimination of liquid wastes . . . among other things.
Now, hop in and get washed.”

Zammis shucked its snakeskins, looked down at its own smooth-sur-
faced, combined system, then climbed into the tube. The child settled into
the water up to its neck, its yellow eyes studying me. “Uncle?”

“Yes?”

“What other things?”’

Well, I told Zammis. For the first time, the Drac appeared to be trying
to decide whether my response was truthful or not, rather than its usual
acceptance of my every assertion. In fact, I was convinced that Zammis
thought I was lying—probably because 1 was.
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* * *

Winter began with a sprinkle of snowflakes carried on a gentle breeze. 1
took Zammis above the cave to the scrub forest. I held the child’s hand as
we stood before the pile of rocks that served as Jerry’s grave. Zammis
pulled its snakeskins against the wind, bowed its head, then turned and
looked up into my face. “Uncle, this is the grave of my parent?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

Zammis turned back to the grave, then shook its head. “Uncle, how
should I feel?”

“I don’t understand, Zammis.”

The child nodded at the grave. “I can see that you are sad being here.
think you want me to feel the same. Do you?”

[ frowned, then shook my head. “No. I don’t want you to be sad. I just
wanted you to know where it is.”

“May I go now?”

“Sure. Are you certain you know the way back to the cavel”

“Yes. I just want to make sure my soap doesn’t burn again.”

I watched as the child turned and scurried off into the naked trees, then I
turned back to the grave. “Well, Jerry, what do you think of your kid?
Zammis was using wood ashes to clean the grease off the shells, then it put
a shell back on the fire and put water in it to boil off the burnt-on food. Fat
and ashes. The next thing, Jerry, we were making soap. Zammis's first
batch almost took the hide off us, but the kid’s getting better. . . .”

I looked up at the clouds, then brought my glance down to the sea. In
the distance, low, dark clouds were building up. “See that? You know what
that means, don’t you? Ice-storm number one.” The wind picked up and I
squatted next to the grave to replace a rock that had rolled from the pile.
“Zammis is a good kid, Jerry. I wanted to hate it . . . after you died. I
wanted to hate it.”” I replaced the rock, then looked back toward the sea.

“1 don’t know how we're going to make it off planet, Jerry—" 1 caught a
flash of movement out of the corner of my vision. I turned to the right and
looked over the tops of the trees. Against the grey sky, a black speck
streaked away. 1 followed it with my eyes until it went above the clouds.

I listened, hoping to hear an exhaust roar, but my heart was pounding so
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hard, all I could hear was the wind. Was it a ship? I stood, took a few steps
in the direction the speck was going, then stopped. Turning my head, I saw
that the rocks on Jerry’s grave were already capped with thin layers of fine
snow. I shrugged and headed for the cave. “Probably just a bird.”

Zammis sat on its mattress, stabbing several pieces of snakeskin with a
bone needle. I stretched out on my own mattress and watched the smoke
curl up toward the crack in the ceiling. Was it a bird? Or was it a ship?
Damn, but it worked on me. Escape from the planet had been out of my
thoughts, had been buried, hidden for all that summer. But again, it twisted
at me. To walk where a sun shined, to wear cloth again, experience central
heating, eat food prepared by a chef, to be among . . . people again.

I rolled over on my right side and stared at the wall next to my mattress.
People. Human people. I closed my eyes and swallowed. Girl human peo-
ple. Female persons. Images drifted before my eyes—faces, bodies, laughing
couples, the dance after flight training . . . what was her name? Dolora?
Dora?

I shook my head, rolled over and sat up, facing the fire. Why did I have
to see whatever it was? All those things I had been able to bury—to forget
—boiling over.

“Uncle?”

I looked up at Zammis. Yellow skin, yellow eyes, noseless toad face. I
shook my head. “What?”

“Is something wrong?”

Is something wrong, hah. “No. I just thought I saw something today. It
probably wasn’t anything.” I reached to the fire and took a piece of dried
snake from the griddle. I blew on it, then gnawed on the stringy strip.

“What did it look like?”

“1 don’t know. The way it moved, I thought it might be a ship. It went
away s