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The Killing Machi ne
By Jack Vance
Book 2 in the "Denmon Prince" Series

From "How the Pl anets Trade," by |gnace Wdl eckt:

Cosnopol i s, Septenber, 1509

In all comercial comunities, the preval ence or ab-

sence of counterfeit noney, spurious bills of exchange,
forged notes-of-hand, or any of a dozen other artifices to
augnment the value of blank paper is a matter of great con-
cern. Across the Q kurene, precise duplication and repro-
duci ng machines are readily avail able; and only neticul ous
saf eguards preclude the chronic debasenent of our cur-

rency. These safeguards are three: first, the single negotia-
ble currency is the Standard Value Unit, or SVU, notes for
whi ch, in various denom nations, are issued only by the

Bank of Sol, the Bank of Rigel, and the Bank of Vega. Sec-
ond, each genuine note is characterized by a 'quality of au-
thenticity.' Third, the three banks make w dely avail able the
so-called fake-nmeter. This is a pocket device that, when a
counterfeit note is passed through a slot, sounds a warning
buzzer. As all small boys know, attenpts to di sassenble the
fake-nmeter are futile; as soon as the case is damaged, it
destroys itself.

Regarding the 'quality of authenticity' there is naturally

a good deal of speculation. Apparently in certain key areas,

a particular nol ecular configuration is introduced, resulting
in a standard reactance of sonme nature: electrical capacity?
magnetic perneability? photo-absorption or refl ectance?

i sotopic variation? radioactive doping? a conbi nati on of
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some or all of these qualities? Only a handful of persons
know and they won't tell

Gersen first encountered Kokor Hekkus at the age of nine.

Crouchi ng behind an ol d barge, he watched sl aughter, pillage, en-

sl avement. This was the historic Munt Pleasant Massacre, notable
for the unprecedented cooperation of the five so-called Denon
Princes. Kirth Gersen and his grandfather survived; five nanes be-
came as familiar to Gersen as his own: Attel Ml agate, Vtole Fa-

| ushe, Lens Larque, Howard Al an Treesong, Kokor Hekkus. Each

had his distinctive quality. Ml agate was insensate and grim Viole
Fal ushe gloried in sybaritical refinements, Lens Larque was a meg-

al omani ac, Howard Al an Treesong a chaoticist. Kokor Hekkus was

the nost nercurial, fantastic, and inaccessible, the nost daring and
inventive. A few folk had reported their inpressions: uniformy they
found him affable, restless, unpredictable, and infected with what

m ght have seened utter nmadness, except for his denonstrable con-
trol and strength. As to his appearance, all had different opinions.
He was, by popul ar repute, imortal.

Gersen's second encounter with Kokor Hekkus occurred in the
course of a routine mssion Beyond, and was indecisive-or so it
seenmed at the time. In early April of 1525, Ben Zaum an officia
of the IPCC, * arranged a clandestine interview with Gersen and
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proposed a stint of "weaseling"-that is to say, an I PCC investi -

gation Beyond. Gersen's own affairs had come to a standstill; he
was bored and restless, and so agreed at least to listen to the prop-
osi tion.

The job, as Zaum explained it, was sinplicity itself. The | PCC

had been commi ssioned to locate a certain fugitive: "Call him'M.
Hoskins,' " said Zaum So urgently required was M. Hoskins that

at least thirty operatives were being despatched to various sectors
of the Beyond. Gersen's job would be to survey the inhabited | o-
calities of a certain planet: "Call it 'Bad World,' " said Zaum wth
a knowi ng grin. CGersen must either |ocate M. Hoskins or establish

as a definite certainty7 that he had not set foot on Bad Wrld.

Gersen reflected a nonment. Zaum who reveled in nystifica-

*I PCC-Intenorld Police Coordination Conpany in theory, a private organization pro-

viding the police systens of the G kunene specialized consultation, a central information
file, cnm nol ogical |aboratories, in practice, a supergovernnental agency occasionally func-
tioning as a lawin itself
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tion, on this occasion seemed to be outdoing hinself. Patiently
Gersen began to chip away at the exposed part of the iceberg, hop-
ing to float new areas into view. "Wiy only thirty weasels? To do
the Job right, you'd need a thousand."

Zaum s wi se expression gave himthe senbl ance of a | arge bl ond

ow . "We've been able to narrow the area of search. | can say this
much, Bad World is one of the likelier spots-which is why | want
you to take it on. | can't overenphasize how inmportant all this is."

Gersen decided he didn't want the job. Zaum had det er nmi ned-

or was under orders-to nmmintain as nuch reticence as possible.
Wrking in the dark irritated Gersen, distracted him and so re-
duced his effectiveness-which neant that he m ght not return
fromthe Beyond. Gersen wondered how to turn down the job wth-
out alienating Ben Zaum and so drying up a pipeline into the | PCC
"What if | found M. Hoskins?" he asked.

"You have four options, which I'lIl name in order of decreasing
desirability. Bring himto Al phanor alive. Bring himto Al phanor
dead. Infect himwi th one of your horrible Sarkoy mi nd-drugs. Kill
hi moutright."

"I"mno assassin."

"This is nore than sinple assassination! This is-confound it,

I"mnot permtted to explain in detail. But it's truly urgent, | assure
you of this!"

"l don't disbelieve you," said Gersen. "Still, | won't-in fact,
can't-kill w thout knowi ng why. You'd better get sonmeone el se."

Under normal circunstances, Zaum woul d have term nated the
interview, but he persisted. Gersen thereby was given to understand
that either qualified weasels were hard to cone by or that Zaum
regarded his services highly.

"If noney is any object,"” said Zaum "I think | can arrange-"

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...Prince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (2 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:13 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

"I think I"lIl pass this one up."

Zaum nade a hal f-serious display of beating his forehead with

his fists. "Gersen-you' re one of the few nen whose conpetence
I"msure of. This is a nurderously delicate operation-if, of course,
M. Hoskins visits Bad Wrld, which | nyself think is likely. "Il
tell you this much: Kokor Hekkus is involved. If he and this M.
Hoski ns nmake contact-" He flung up his hands.

CGersen mmi ntained his attitude of disinterest, but now all was
changed. "Is M. Hoskins a crininal?"
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Zaum s bl and brow creased in disconfiture. "I can't go into
details."

"In that case, how do you expect nme to identify hinP"

"You'll get photographs and physical characteristics; this should
suffice. The job is perfectly sinple. Find the man: kill him confuse
him or bring himback to Al phanor."

Gersen shrugged. "Very well. But since |I'mindispensabl e
want nore noney."

Zaum made a peevish conplaint or two. "Now as to definite
arrangements: when can you | eave?"

"Tonmorrow. "
"You still keep your spacecraft?"
"If you call the Model 9B Locater a spacecraft."”

"It gets you there and back, and it's suitably inconspicuous.
Where is it docked?"

"At Avente Spaceport, Area C, Bay 10."

Zaum nmade a note. "Tonorrow go to your spaceship, make

departure. The ship will be provisioned and fuel ed- The nonitor
will be coded to Bad Wirld. You will find a folder with information
regarding M. Hoskins in your Star Directory. You need only per-
sonal effects-weapons and the |ike."

"How long am| to search Bad Worl d?"

Zaum heaved a deep sigh. "I wish | could tell you. |I wish I
knew what was going on. ... If you don't find himw thin a nonth
after arrival, it's probably too late. If we only knew for sure where

he was going, what were his notivations.
"l gather he's not a known crimnal then."

"No. He's lived a long, useful life. Then he was approached by
a man named Seuman OGtwal, who we suspect to be an agent of
Kokor Hekkus. M. Hoskins, according to his wife, thereupon
seenmed to go to pieces."”

"Extortion? Bl acknmail ?"

"I'n these circunstances-inpossible."
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Cersen was able to elicit no nore information

Arriving at Avente Spaceport somewhat before noon of the fol-

| owi ng day, Gersen found matters as Zaum had stated. Boarding

the spartan little spacecraft, he went first to the Star Directory,
where he found a manil a envel ope contai ni ng phot ographs, plus a
printed description. M. Hoskins was shown in various costunes,
headgear, and skin-toning. He appeared a man in his late maturity,
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with a big | oose body, affable large eyes, a wide nouth with heavy
teeth, a small rapaci ous nose. M. Hoskins was an Earthman: so

much was clear fromhis clothes and skin-toning, which were gen-
erally similar but different in detail to those of Al phanor. Gersen
put the folder aside, reluctantly decided against a visit to Earth,
where he probably could identity M. Hoskins. Such a detour would
take too much tine-and undoubtedly get himinto the | PCC s

bl ackbook. He made a final check of the boat, called Port Contro
for departure processing.

Hal f an hour |ater, Al phanor was a shining orb astern. Gersen

engaged the nonitor, and watched as the nose of the boat swept

across the sky, finally to point in a direction sixty degrees off the
basel i ne between Ri gel and Sol

The Jarnell Coverdrive now seized the ship, or, nobre accu-
rately, created conditions where a few pounds of thrust caused near-
instantaneity of transfer

Ti me passed. Random photons curling and seepi ng through the

Jarnell | am nae entered the ship, to allow the outside universe to
be seen: stars by the hundreds and thousands, drifting past |ike
sparks on the wi nd. Gersen kept a careful astrogational record, fix-
ing on Sol, Canopus, and Rigel. Presently the ship crossed the sep-
aration between the O kunene and the Beyond, and now | aw,

order, civilization had no formal existence. Projecting the line of
travel, Gersen finally was able to identify Bad Wrld: Carina LO
461 1V in the Star Directory, Bissomis End in the term nol ogy of
Beyond. Henry Bi ssom was seven- hundred-years dead; the world,

or at |east the region surrounding the principal town Skouse, was
now the preserve of the Wndle fanmily. Bad Wrld was no m s-

noner, thought Gersen; in fact, should he put down at Skouse with-
out good reason-of fhand he coul d think of none-he would

wi thout fail be picked up by the |Iocal platoon of the Deweaseling
Corps.* He would be rigorously questioned. After which, if he were
| ucky, he would be allowed ten nminutes to | eave the planet. Ifwea-
seling were suspected, he would be killed. Gersen thought harsh

t hought s concerning Ben Zaum and hi s overel aborate secrecy. Had

he known his destination, he might conceivably have set up some

ki nd of cover.

The single intei-world organi zation of Belond, existing only to identify and destroy un-
dercover agents of the | PCC

17S THE DRMON PRI NCES

Ahead a greenish-yellow star of no great lumnosity clung to

the crosshairs, waxing brighter and larger. Presently the intersplit
ki cked off; ether collapsing in upon the ship sighed and shuddered
through all the atons of ship and Gersen himself: a sound to set
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the teeth on edge, but which perhaps wasn't even real

The ol d Mbdel 9B coasted through space. Nearby hung Bis-

soms End-Bad Wrld. It was a smallish planet, cold at the poles,
with a chain of |ow nmountains formng a cincture of the equator
like a weld joining the two hem spheres. To north and south ran
belts of sea, shallow ng somewhere near 50 degrees |atitude to bay-
ous and jungles, beyond which were swanps and norasses all the

way to the permafrost.

On a windy plateau sat the town Skouse, an irregular huddl e of

di ngy stone buildings. Gersen was puzzled. Wy would M. Hos-

kins want to cone to Bissonmls End? Far nore pleasant refuges

exi sted- Brinktown was al nbst gay.. . . But he was taking too nmuch
for granted: M. Hoskins might never cone near Bissom s End,

with the whole mssion a nare's nest; indeed, Zaum had enphasi zed
as much.

Gersen exami ned the planet under the macroscope, finding lit-

tle of interest. The equatorial nountains were dusty and barren,
the oceans were gray and nottled with the shadows of | ow scuddi ng
clouds. He turned his attention back to Skouse, a town of perhaps
three or four thousand popul ati on. Nearby was a scorched field
bordered by sheds and warehouses; evidently the spaceport. No-
where were | uxurious nmansions or castles to be seen, and Cersen
renenbered that the Wndles inhabited caves in the nountains
behind the town. A hundred nmiles to east and west, evidences of
habitation finally dwi ndled to wilderness. There was a single other
town, beside a dock extending into the North Ccean. Nearby was

a netal -processing plant, so CGersen deduced fromslag tailings and
several large buildings. Elsewhere the planet showed no signs of
hurman occupati on.

If he could not visit Skouse overtly, he nust do so surrepti-
tiously. He picked out an isolated ravine, waited till evening shad-
ows crossed the area, then settled as swiftly as possible.

He spent an hour adjusting to the atnobsphere, then stepped

out into the night. The air was cool; like that of alnobst every planet
it had a distinctive tang, to which the nostrils quickly becone
dulled: in this case a bitter chemical exhalation m xed with some-
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thing Iike burnt spice, the one apparently derived fromthe soil, the
other fromthe native vegetation

CGersen invested hinself with various tools of the weasel trade,
wi nched down his platformflyer, set forth to the west.

The first night Gersen reconnoitered Skouse. The streets were un-
paved and aim ess; there was a conmi ssary, several warehouses, a
garage, three churches, two tenples, and a trammvay with spindly

tracks | eading down toward the ocean. He |located the inn; a square
three-story structure built of stone, fiber panels, and tinber. Skouse
was a dull town, exuding a sense of boredom sl uggishness, and

i gnorance; Gersen assunmed the population to have little nore status
than serfdom

He concentrated his attention on the inn, where M. Hoskins,
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if he were present, would alnpbst certainly take up residence. He
was unable to find a window to | ook through; the stone walls re-
sisted his eavesdrop microphone. And he dared not speak to any of
the patrons who at various tines during the night staggered out
and away through the twisting streets of Skouse.

The second night he had no better success. However, across

fromthe inn, he found a vacated structure: apparently at one time
a machi ne-shop or fabricating plant, but now given over to dust

and small white insects unnervtngly |like mnuscul e nonkeys. Here
Gersen ensconced hinmsel f and through the entirety of the greenish-
yel | ow day kept watch upon the inn. The life of the town noved

past hinm dour nen and stolid wonmen wearing dark jackets, |oose
flappi ng trousers of brown or maroon, black hats with upturned
brims, went about their affairs. They spoke in a broad flat dialect
that Gersen could never hope to inmtate; so died a tentative plan
to secure native-style garnments and enter the inn. In the late after-
noon, strangers canme into town: spacenen by their costumes, from

a ship that apparently had only Just |anded. Gersen fought off
drowsiness with an antisleep pill. As soon as the sun descended,
bringing a nmud-colored twilight, he left his hiding place and hur-
ried through the dimstreets to the spaceport. Sure enough, a |large
cargo-ship had put in and was now di schargi ng bal es and crates
fromits hold. Even as Gersen watched, three nenbers of the crew
left the ship, crossed the floodlit fore-area, showed passes to the
guard at the w cket, and turned down the road toward town.

180
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Gersen joined them He gave them "Good evening,"” which

they returned with civility, and inquired the name of their ship.
"The lvan Garfang® he was told, "out of Chal cedon.”

" Chal cedon, Earth?"

"The same."
The youngest of the group asked, "What kind of a town is

Skouse? Any fun to be had?"

"None," said Gersen. "There's an inn, and very little else. It's
a dull town and |'m anxious to depart. Are you carrying passen-
gers?"

"Aye, we've one aboard, and room for four nore. Five, should
M. Hosey disenbark, as | believe is his plan. Though for what
pur pose he conmes here-" the youth shook his head in inconpre-
hensi on.

So, thought Gersen, it was to be as easy as that. Wo could

M. Hosey be but M. Hoskins? And now, where did Kokor Hekkus

fit into the picture? He led the three spacenen to the inn and
entered with them by all appearances their shipmte and, so, secure
agai nst deweasel er suspi cion

Gersen cenented the association by calling for a round of
drinks. There was nothing to be had but beer, which was thin and
sour, and a white pungent arrack

The interior of the inn was cheerful enough, with the tradi-
tional bar, and fire blazing in the fireplace. A barmaid wearing a

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...Prince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (6 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:13 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

linp red snock and straw slippers served the drinks. The youngest
of the spacenen, who called hinself Carlo, nade overtures, to
which the maid responded with a | ook of unconprehendi ng con-
fusion.

"Leave her alone," advised the ol dest of the spacenen whose
name was Bude. "She's not all there." He tapped his forehead sig-
nificantly.

"All the way we come, to the back of Beyond," grunbled Carl o,
"and the first woman we spy is a half-wt."

"Leave her for M. Hosey," suggested Haivy, the remaining
spaceman. "If he disenbarks, he'll have a long, dull time of it."

"Some sort of scientist?" asked Gersen. "Or a journalist? They
someti nes choose to visit odd places.”

"Devil knows what he is," said Carlo. "He hasn't spoken nore
than two words the entire trip."

The conversation changed. Gersen would have liked to talk
THE KJLIJNG I\' L4CH NE
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more of M. Hosey, but dared not ask questions, which Beyond
al rost always inplied a sinister afternmath.

A nunber of locals had entered the inn, and stood before the
fire drinking pints of beer at a gulp, and talking in their flat voices.
Gersen took the bartender aside and inquired regarding accom

nmodat i on.

The bartender shook his head. "It's been so | ong since we've

housed anyone that our beds are all stale. You'll do better back on
your ship."

Gersen | ooked across the roomto Carlo, Bude, and Hal vy.

They showed no di sposition for imrnent departure. He turned
back to the bartender. "Is there sonmeone to run an errand to the
ship for me?"

"There's a boy in the back who m ght oblige."
"I"ll speak to him"

The boy was duly summoned: a bl ank-faced youth, the son of

the bartender. Gersen tipped himliberally and nmade hi mrepeat
three tines the nessage he wi shed delivered. "I'mto ask for M.
Hosey and say he's wanted at the inn i mediately."

"Correct. Be quick now, and there rmay be nore noney for
you. Renenber, give the nessage to none but M. Hosey hinself."

The boy departed. Gersen waited a nonent, then sauntered
fromthe inn, and followed the boy to the spaceport, keeping well
to the rear.

The boy was known to the guard at the spaceport, and after a
word or two was allowed onto the field- Gersen approached as cl ose
as he dared, and standing in the shadow of a tall bush watched and

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...Prince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (7 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:13 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

wai t ed.

Several minutes passed. The boy energed fromthe ship-

al one. Gersen grunted in di sappoi ntnent. Wen the boy cane out
into the road, Gersen accosted him Startled, the boy yel ped and
sprang away.

"Come back here," said Gersen. "Did you see M. Hosey?"
"Yes sir, so | did."

Gersen brought out a photograph of M. Hoskins, flashed a
light. "This gentleman here?"

The bov squinted. "Yes sir. The very sane.”
"And what did he say?"

The boy gl anced sidewi se, whites of his eyes gleani ng. "He
asked if | knewBilly Wndle."

182
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"Billy Wndle, eh?"

"Yes sir. And of course | don't. Billy Wndle's a hornagaunt.

He said to tell you, if you were Billy Wndle, to cone to the ship.
I said no, vou were a spaceman. And he said he'd deal with none

but Billy Wndle hinself and in person."

"l see. And what's a hornmagaunt ?"

"That's what we call them here. Maybe on your world you' ve
a different nane. They're the fol k who soak up other folk's lives
and then go off to |ive on Thanber."

"Billy Wndle |ives on Thanber?"

The bov nodded earnestly. "It's a real world, never think dif-
ferent. | know, because the hormagaunts live there."

Gersen smiled. "As well as dragons and fairies and ogres and
Underlings."

The boy said dolefully, "You don't believe ne."

Gersen brought forth nore noney. "Return to M. Hosey. Tel
himthat Billy Wndle waits for himin the road, and bring hi mout
here to ne."

The boy's eyes rolled in ane. "Are you Billy Wndl e?"
"Never mind who | am Go give M. Hosey the message."

The boy returned to the ship. Five minutes later, he canme down
the gangranp foll owed by M. Hosey-who was quite definitely
M. Hoskns. They set forth across the field.

But now* floating down through the dark sky came a whirling

di sk of red and blue lights, which swooped and settled to the
ground. It was a sunptuous flying car. decorated in the nost el ab-
orate fashion, with colored lunes, golden scrolls, and fluttering
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fronds of green and gold. The rider was a slim |ong-Iegged nan

wi th nmuscul ar shoul ders, as flanboyantly dressed as his boat. Hs
face was tinted bl ack-brown; his features were flexible, regular,
yout hful; he wore a tight turban of white cloth with a pair of ro-
gui sh tassel s hanging by his right ear. He was charged with nervous
vitality; junmping to the ground, he seemed to bounce.

The boy and M. Hoskins had halted; the newconer wal ked

swiftly across the field. He spoke to M. Hoskins, who seenmed sur-
prised and gestured questioningly toward the road. This nust be

Billy Wndl e, thought Gersen, gritting his teeth in frustration. Billy
W ndl e gl anced toward the road, then nade an inquiry of M. Hos-

kins, who reluctantly seened to assent, and tapped his pouch. But

in the sane notion he produced a weapon, which he displayed to
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Billy Wndle in a nervous trucul ent fashion, as if to enphasize that
he trusted no one. Billy Wndle merely | aughed.

Where di d Kokor Hekkus enter the picture? Was Billy Wndl e

one of his agents? There was a sinple and direct way to find out.
The guard at the gate was watching the confrontation with fasci-
nated attention. He did not hear Gersen cone up behind him he
felt nothing as Gersen struck hima deft blow, which instantly in-
duced unconsci ousness. Gersen donned the guard's cap and cape,

mar ched officiously toward Billy Wndle and M. Hoskins. They
were engaged in a transfer: each held an envelope. Billy Wndle

gl anced toward Gersen, waved himback toward the gate, but Ger-
sen continued to approach, trying to appear obsequious. "Back to
your post, guard,"” snapped Billy Wndle. "Leave us to our affairs.”
There was sonething inexpressibly dire in the poise of his head.

"Pardon nme, sir," said Gersen. He junped forward, clubbed at
Billy Wndl e's gorgeous headgear with his projac. As Billy Wndl e
staggered and fell, Gersen raked M. Hoskins' armwith a | ow
charge jolt, jarring | oose his weapon.

M. Hoskins cried out in pain and astoni shnent. Gersen

scooped up Billy Wndle's envel ope, reached for that which M.
Hoski ns held. M. Hoskins staggered back, then as Gersen raised
his projac, halted.

Gersen shoved himtoward Billy Wndle's air-car. "Quick. Get
aboard. O ['Il punish you."

M. Hoskins' |egs were rubbery; lurching and tottering, he
moved at a shanbling trot to the air-car. As he clinbed aboard, he
tried to stuff the envelope into his shirt; Gersen reached, snatched;

the envel ope tore; there was a brief struggle and Gersen held half
the envel ope, with the other half somewhere on the ground under

the boat. Billy Wndle was staggering to his feet. Gersen could
del ay no longer. The air-car controls were standard; he thrust the
lift-armfar across. Billy Wndle shouted sonething Gersen could

not hear, then, as the air-car slanted up, brought forth his projac,
fired. The bolt sang past Cersen's ear, cut diagonally across M.
Hoski ns' head. CGersen fired back as the air-car swung across the
sky, but the range was | ong and he nerely kicked up a bl aze of

| ambent dust.
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H gh above Skouse, he swerved, flew west, settled beside his
spaceboat. He carried the corpse of M. Hoskins aboard, and aban-
doni ng the bedi zened air-car, took the Mdel 9B into space. He
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engaged the intersplit and now was safe: no known human effort
could intercept him M ssion acconplished in a workmanlike fash-
ion, wthout undue exertion: M. Mslens killed and en route to

Al phanor, as per instructions. In short, sheer routine. Gersen
shoul d have been pleased, but this was not the case. He had | earned
not hi ng, succeeded with nothing; nothing except the paltry business
for which he had been sent to Bissonms End. Kokor Hekkus had

been involved in the affair; with M. Hoskins dead, Gersen would
never know why or how.

The corpse was a problem Gersen dragged it into the rear
| ocker, shut the door on it.

He brought forth the envel ope he had taken fromBilly Wndl e,
opened it. Wthin was a sheet of pink paper on whi ch soneone had
witten in florid purple ink. The message was titled: How to becone
a horrmagaunt. Gersen raised his eyebrows: Jest? Sonehow he did

not think so. Gersen read the instructions with a small frisson of
horror tickling at his neck. They were unpl easant.

Aging is pursuivant to a condition in which the ichors of
yout h have been exhausted: so much is inherently obvious.
The hormagaunt will desire to replenish himself with these

i nval uabl e elixirs fromthe npst obvious source: the persons
of those who are young. The process is expensive unless

one has access to a sufficient nunber of such persons, and
in this case he proceeds in the follow ng fashion

I nstructions foll owed:

Fromthe bodies of living children, the hornmagaunt nust
procure certain glands and organs, prepare extracts, from
whi ch a waxy nodul e might ultimately be derived. This
nodul e i nplanted in the hormagaunt's pineal gland forfends
age.

Gersen put the letter aside, and inspected the fragnent he had
wrenched from M. Hoskins. It read:

-crinps, or nore properly, bands of density. These ap-
parently occur at random though in practice they are so
casual as to be inperceptible. The critical spacing is in
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terns of the square root of the first eleven prines. The
occurrence of six or nmore such crinps at any of the des-
i gnated | ocations will validate-

Gersen found the reference i nconprehensible, but vastly intriguing:

what had M. Hoskins known so valuable that it m ght be traded
on an even basis for the secret of perpetual youth?
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He exani ned again the horrid directions for beconm ng a hor-
magaunt, and wondered if they were sound. Then he destroyed
both sets of instructions.

At Avente Spaceport, he called Ben Zaum byvi si phone. "1'm back."

Zaumrai sed his eyebrows. "So soon?"

"There was no reason to del ay.

Thirty mnutes | ater Zaum and Gersen met in the vestibule to

the spaceport's waiting room "Where is M. Hoskins?" Along with
the delicate enphasis on the Hoskins, he gave Gersen a | ook of
narrow i nquiry.

"You'll need a hearse. He's been dead for sone tine. Since
before | left Bad World-as you identified it."

"Did he-what were the circunstances?"

"He and a man called Billy Wndle had struck some sort of a
bargai n, but they could not cone to terms. Wndle seenmed very
di sappointed and killed M. Hoskins. | managed to recover the
body. "

Zaum gave Gersen a glance of mild suspicion. "Did any papers
change hands? In other words, did Wndle derive any information
from Hoski ns?"

"You're sure of this?"

"Absol utely."
Zaum was still not conpletely at ease. "This is all you have to
report?"

"Isn't it enough? You have M. Hoskins, which is what you
want ed. "

Zaum licked his lips, glanced at Gersen fromthe corners of his
eyes. "You found no papers on his body?"

"No. And | want to ask you a question."

Zaum heaved a deep dissatisfied sigh. "Very well. If possible,
I"1'l answer."

THE DEMON PRI NCES
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"You nentioned Kol cor Hekkus. How does he cone into the
matter?"

Zaum del i berated a nonment, scratching his chin. "Kokor Hek-
kus is a man of many identities. One of themis, or so we have been
informed, Billy Wndle."

Gersen nodded sadly. "I feared as much. ... | missed ny op-
portunity. It may never conme again. . . . Do you know what a hor-
magaunt i s?"
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"A what ?"

"A hormagaunt. It seenms to he an immortal creature who lives

on Thanber."

In a measured voice Zaumsaid, "1 don't know what a horna-

gaunt is and all 1 know about Thanmber is 'set your course by the
old Dog Star till faring past the verge extrene, dead ahead shi nes

Thanber's gl eaml - however the song goes."

"You forgot the line after 'old Dog Star': 'A point to the north

of Achernar.'

"No matter," said Zaum "I never found the Land of Oz ei-
ther." He sighed lugubriously. "I suspect that you're not telling ne
the whole story. But-"

"But what ?"
"Be discreet."
"Ch i ndeed."

"And be sure that if you thwarted Kokor Hekkus in one of his
schenmes you will neet himagain. He never repays a favor and never
forgets a wong."

From Introduction to The Denon Princes, by Caril Car-
phen (El ucidarian Press, New Wexford, Al oysius,

Vega) :

It may well be asked how, from so many thieves, Kkid-

napers, pirates, slavers, and assassins within- and beyond the
Pal e, one can isolate five individuals and identify them as
"Denon Princes.' The author, while conceding to a certain
degree of arbitrariness, can nevertheless in good conscience
define the criteria that in his nmind establish the Five as
arch-fiends and overlords of evil

First: the Denon Princes are typified by grandeur.

Consi der the manner in which Kokor Hekkus gained his
cognoren ' The Killing Machine,' or Attel Mal agate's
"plantation' on Gabhorne Planet (a civilization of his own
definition), or Lens Larque's astoundi ng monunent to him
self, or Vtole Falushe's Pal ace of Love. Certainly these are
not the works of ordinary nmen, nor the results of ordinary
vi ces (though Viole Falushe is said to be physically vain,
and in certain exploits of Kokor Hekkus there is the
quaintly horrid quality of a small boy's experiments with an
i nsect).

Second: these nmen are constructive geni uses, notivated

not by nalice, perversity, greed, or msanthropy, but by
vi ol ent inner purposes, which are for the nost part
shrouded and obscure. Wiy does Howard Al an Treesong

glory in chaos? What are the goals of the inscrutable Atte
Mal agate, or that fascinating flanboyant Kokor Hekkus?

188 THE DEMON PRI NCES

Third: each of the Denon Princes is a nystery; each
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i nsists on anonynity and facel essness. Even to cl ose asso-
ciates these men are unknown; each is friendless, |oveless
(we can safely discount the self-indul gences of the sybarit-
ical Viole Falushe).

Fourth: and obverse to the aforementioned, is a quality

best to be described as absolute pride, absolute self-
sufficiency. F.ach considers the relationship between hinself
and t he bal ance of humanity as no nore than a confron-

tation of equals.

Fifth: and anple initself, |I cite the historic conclave of
1500 at Snmde's Tavern (to be discussed in Chapter One)
where the five acknow edged t hensel ves, grudgi ngly per-
haps, as peers, and denned their various areas of interest.
I psi di xeunt!

Such was Gersen's second encounter with Kokor Hekkus. The
aftermath was a period of depression, during which Gersen spent

| ong norni ngs and afternoons on the Avente Espl anade, gazing out
over the Thaumaturge Ccean. For a period, he had considered a
return to Bissonmis End-but the project seenmed rash and al nost
certainly pointless: Kokor Hekkus would not stay |long at Bissonis
End. Gersen nust sonmehow make a new contact.

This was a resolve easier to formthan to inplenment. Hair-

rai sing anecdotes by the dozen circul ated regardi ng Kokor Hekkus,
but specific information was rare. The reference to Thamber was
new, but Gersen gave it small consideration: it could hardly be
more than the fantasy of an imagi native boy.

Ti me passed-a week, two weeks. Kokor Hekkus received nen-

tion in the news as the presunptive kidnaper of a Copus, Pi Cas-
siopeia VIII, nercantilist. Gersen was nmildly surprised; the Denon
Princes sel dom ki dnaped for ransom

Two davs | ater came news of another ki dnaping, the scene on
thi s occasi on being the Hakluz Muntains of Orpo, Pi Cassiopeia

VI1; the victima wealthy packer of sour-spore. Again Kokor Hek-
kus was reputedly involved: indeed only the possible participation
of Kokor | |ekkus made the not unconmon crines notewort hy.

Gersen's third encounter with Kokor Hekkus arose directly, if
deviously, as a result of the kidnapings; and indeed the ki dnapi ngs
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thensel ves foll owed as a reverse or backhanded consequence to
Gersen's success at Skouse.

The chain of events was expedited by chance. One m dnorning

Gersen sat on a bench hal fway al ong the Espl anade; an el derly nan,
with the pal e blue skin-toning, black jacket, and beige trousers of
m ddl e-cl ass gentility, took a seat on the other end of the bench.
Sone mnutes later he muttered an expletive, threw aside his news-
paper, and | ooking toward Gersen expressed indignation in regard
to the | aw essness of the times. "Another kidnaping, another in-
nocent person whi sked off to I nterchange! Wiy cannot these

crimes be halted? What is the constabul ary about? They warn per-
sons of means to caution. What a sorry condition!"

Gersen expressed whol e-hearted agreenent, but said that he
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knew no effective solution to the problem other than making ill ega
the private ownership of spacecraft.

"Wly not?" denmanded the old man. "I possess no spaceship,

nor do | feel the need to do so. At best they are instrunments of
frivolity and ostentation; at worst they facilitate the conm ssion of
crime, and especially kidnaping. Look you-" he tapped the news-

paper "-ten Kkidnapings, all nade possible by the spaceship!"”

"Ten?" asked Gersen in surprise. "So many?"

"Ten in the last two weeks, all persons of extrene wealth and

worth. The ransons go Beyond, to enrich rascals; it is noney dis-
sipated in space, a loss to us all!" He went on to remark that noral
val ues had deteriorated since his youth; that respect for |aw and
order had reached an all-time nadir; that only the nost inept or

unl ucky crimnal suffered for his acts. To exenplify his convictions,
he cited a man he had seen only the day previously, a man whom

he recogni zed as an associ ate of the notorious Kokor Hekkus, who

al nost certainly was responsible for at |east one of the kidnapings.

Gersen expressed shock and surprise. Was the old man sure of
his facts?

"Yes indeed! There is no doubt whatever! | never forget a face,
even though, as in this case, it has been eighteen years."

Gersen's interest began to wane; the old nman continued re-
gardl ess. Certainly, thought Gersen-or alnpbst certainly-this old
man coul d not be a plant by Kokor Hekkus.

"-at Pontefract on Al oystus, where | served as Chief Notator
of the Inquisition. He appeared before the Gul dounerie, and, as
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recall, displayed a remarkably insolent attitude, considering the
gravity of the charges "

"And what were these7" Gersen asked

"Di shursion with intent to suborn ransackment, illicit posses-

sion of antiquities, and revilery Hi s arrogance was justified, for he
evaded all punishnent save adnonition It was evident that Kokor
Hekkus had intim dated the panel "

"And you saw this man yesterday3"

"Beyond question He passed ne on the Route Shdeway, pro-
ceeding north toward Sail maker Beach. If by sheer chance | notice
this single unregenerate, calculate the nunber of those | fail to

observe

"A serious situation," Gersen declared. "This man shoul d be
pl aced under observation You do not renenber his nane5"

"No What if | did3 By all odds it is neither the name he used
then nor the name he uses now. "

"He has a distinctive appearance3"
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The old man frowned "Not notably His ears are rather |arge,

as is his nose. His eyes are round and cl ose together He is not so
old as | However | have heard that the fol k of the Fomal haut pl anet
mature |ate, owing to the nature of their food, which clabbers the
bile "

"Ah He was a Sandusker "

"He asserted as much, in an extraordinary fashion | can only
descri be as vainglory "

Gersen | aughed politely. "You have a renarkable nmenory You
think then that this Sandusk crimnal lives in Sail maker Beach3"

"Wy not3 It is where such unorthodox folk tend to coll ect

"True enough " After a few further remarks, Gersen rose to
his feet and took his | eave

The Route Slideway ran north, paralleling the Esplanade, then
curved through the LoSasso Tunnel to terninate at Mansh Square

in Sail maker Beach CGersen was noderately well acquainted with

the area, standing in the square and | ooking up toward Mel noy

Hei ghts, he could al nost see the house where Hi|l demar Dasce at

one tinme had resided And Gersen's thoughts for a noment becane
tinged with nel ancholy . He brought hinmself back to the matter
at hand Traci ng down a nanel ess Sandusker It was a probl em

rather different fromthat of |ocating Beauty Dasce, who once seen
coul d never be forgotten

THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE
191

Surroundi ng the square were | ow thick-walled structures of co-

qui na concrete, color-washed white, |avender, pale-blue, pink In
the Rigel-hght they glowed as if incandescent, emitting tones and
overtones of color, the wi ndows and doorways by contrast show ng
the nost intense and utter of blacks Al ong one side of the square
ran an arcade housi ng shops and booths catering principally to tour-
i sts Sail maker Beach with its enclaves of off-world peoples, each
with its typical shops and restaurants, was |ike nowhere else in the
O kumene, with the possible exception of one or two districts on
Earth At a kiosk, Gersen bought a Guide to Sail naker Beach It

contai ned no nention of a Sandusker quarter He returned to the

ki osk The proprietress was a short, fat, in fact al nbst gl obul ar,
worman with skin tinted chal k-green perhaps a Kroknol e | np.

Gersen asked, "Were do the Sanduskers quarter themnsel ves3"

The worman consi dered "Not many Sanduskers that | know of
Down the foot of Ard Street you'll find a few Been requested there
because the wind blows the snmell of the victuals out to sea "

"Where is their food-shop3"

"Should you call it food | call it rubbish You' re not a San-
dusker3 No. | see not It's there on Ard Street. Turn down through
there-see the two crypt-nen in the black cl oaks3 Ri ght past where
they stand that's Ard Street Hold your nose "

Gersen returned the Guide to Sail maker Beach, which at once
was pl aced back in stock Gersen crossed the square, stepped around
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the two pale nen in long black cloaks, and entered Ard Street: an
alley rather than a street, running on a slight downhill slant all the
way to the water In the first block were tea houses and curtai ned
game-roons exudi ng a rather pleasant odor of incense Then Ard

Street passed through a drab section infested by small sl oe-eyed
children wearing long gold ear chains, red and green shirts to the
navel, and little el se Then approaching the waterfront, Ard Street

wi dened, to becorme a small court at the sea wall Gersen suddenly
under st ood the pertinence of the advice given himby the fat wonan
of the kiosk The air of Ard Court smelled richly indeed, with a
heavy sweet-sour organic reek that distended the nostrils. Cersen
gri maced and went to the shop fromwhich the odors seened to

emanat e Taking a deep breath and bowi ng his head, he entered

To right and |left were wooden tubs, containing pastes, |iquids, and
subnerged solids, overhead hung rows of withered bl ue-green ob-
jects the size of a man's fist At the rear, behind a counter stacked

192
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with linp pink sausages stood a cl own-faced youth of twenty, wear-
ing a patterned black and brown snock, a black vel vet headker chi ef.
He | eaned upon the counter without spirit or vitality, and without
expressi on watched Gersen sidle past the tubs.

"You're a Sandusker?" asked GCersen

"What el se?" This was spoken in a tone Gersen could not iden-
tify, a conplex nood of nany discords: sad pride, whinsical malice,
insolent humlity. The youth asked, "You wi sh to eat?"

Gersen shook his head. "I amnot of your religion."
"Ha ho!" said the youth. "You know Sandusk then?"
"Only at second-hand."

The youth smiled. "You nust not believe that old foolish story,
that we Sanduskers are religious fanatics who eat vile food rather
than flagellate ourselves. It is quite incorrect. Come now. Are you
a fair man?"

Gersen considered. "Not unusually so."

The youth went to one of the tubs, dipped up a wad of glisten-
i ng bl ack-crusted maroon paste. "Taste! Judge for yourself! Use
your mouth rather than your nose!"

Gersen gave a fatalistic shrug, tasted. The inside of his nouth
seened first to tingle, then expand. Hi s tongue coiled back in his
t hroat .

"Wl | ?" asked the youth.

"If anything," said Gersen at last, "it tastes worse than it
snmells. "

The youth sighed. "Such is the general consensus."

Gersen rubbed his nmouth with the back of his hand. "Do you
know al | the Sanduskers of the nei ghborhood?"
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"l do."

"I seek a tall man with eyes slightly crossed, who has |ost a
finger, with hair leaving the rear of his head like a conet's tail."

The youth smiled placidly. "H s nanme?"
"l do not know. "

"That would seemto be Powel Darling. He has returned to
Sandusk. "

"I see. Wll, no natter. The noney will revert to the provincial
treasury."

"Sad. What noney is this?"

"A bequest to two Sanduskers who obliged an eccentric old
THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE
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worman. The other is no |onger conveniently at hand, or so I am
told."

"And who is the other?"
"I amtold that he departed Al phanor |ast nonth."
"I ndeed?" The youth seened to rum nate. "Wio could it be?"

"Again | do not know his name. A nman of late niddle age with
| arge ears, a large nose, and eyes closely spaced."

"That m ght be Dolver Cound. But he is still here.”

"What! Are you certain?"

"Ch yes. Go to the sea-wall, knock at the second door to the
left."
"Thank you."

"It is customary to pay for delicacies consuned on the prem
ises."

Gersen parted with a coin, and left the shop. The air in Ard
Court seemed al npst fresh

The sea-wall ran perpendicular to Ard Street; twenty feet bel ow

the ocean, translucent and shot |like a star sapphire with Rigel-rays,
eased up and down. GCersen turned |left and halted at the second

door: the entrance to a narrowfronted cottage of the usual |unpy
coqui na concrete

Gersen rapped at the door. Fromwithin cane a halting step
The door slowy opened; Dol ver Cound | ooked forth; a nman somne-
what ol der and heavier than Gersen had expected, with a round
flushed face and cyanotic |ips. "Yes?"

Gersen stepped forward. "I'Il conme in, if | may." Cound uttered
a disnmal bleat of protest, but gave way. Gersen | ooked around the
room They were al one. The furnishings were dingy; a worn purple
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and red rug covered the floor, and on the cooker steaned Dol ver
Cound's noon neal. Gersen's nostrils twitched involuntarily.

Cound, recovering his poise, took a deep breath and thrust out
his chest. "What is the nmeaning of this intrusion? Wit or whom
do you seek?"

Gersen gave hima | ook of hard contenpt. "Dol ver Cound-
for eighteen years you have evaded the puni shnent due your
crimes.”

"What's this?"

Gersen brought forth an identification tablet, sinmlar to an
| PCC bl azer, with his photograph under a translucent seven-
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poi nted star. He touched it to his forehead; the star flashed into
I'ight. Dolver Cound watched in | oose-nouthed fascination

"I am a nmenber of the Executive Armof the New Di spensation

at Pontefract, Alovsius, Vega Third. Ei ghteen years ago you en-
countered a faulty trial before the @uldouncrie. 1 now declare you
under restraint. You must return for a new hearing."

Cound stamered excitedly, and finally in a high-pitched voice
cried, "You have no jurisdiction, no authority' Further | am not
the man you seek!"

"No? Who nust | apprehend? Kokor Hekkus?"

Cound licked his purple lips, glanced toward the door. "Co.
Never return. | want nothing to do with you."

"What of Kokor Hekkus?"
"Speak no such nanes to ne!"

"It is either you or he who nmust settle the score. At the nonent
he is unavail able. You nust conme. | give you ten mnutes to pack."

"Ri di cul ous! Nonsense! Sheer bal derdash!"”

Gersen shifted his proJac into plain sight, fixed Cound with a
hard stare. Cound, suddenly bluff and hearty, said, "Cone now
Let us consider a nonment, to | earn where you have nade your

m stake. Sit! This is our custom W\\ you drink?"

"Sandusk brew? Thank you: no."
"l can serve less tasty stuff: Sea Province arrack!"
Gersen nodded. "Very well."

Cound went to a shelf, took down a bottle, a tray, a pair of

gl asses, poured drinks. Gersen stretched, yawned as if inattentive.
Cound very7 slowy brought forward the tray, took one of the

gl asses. Gersen took the other, scrutinized the clear |iquid, seeking
the faint roil which whuld indicate the presence of another |iquid,
or grains of undissolved powder. Cound watched slyly. He woul d

take suspicion for granted, thought Gersen, and woul d expect a
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change of gl asses.

"Drink!" said Cound and raised his glass. Gersen watched him
with interest. Cound put clown the glass untouched.

"Do you not care to drink?" Gersen took his glass, mngled the
two drinks, returned the glass to Cound. "Drink first."

"Never before a guest. | would feel shane."

"l cannot drink before my host. But no matter; we will both
drink during the trip to Pontefract. Since you do not care to pack,
| et us be off."
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Cound's face crunpled and sagged with woe. "I will go no-
where with you. You cannot force me. | aman old man; not in the

best of health. Have you no pity?"
"It's either you or Kokor Hekkus; these are ny instructions."

Cound | ooked toward the door. "Do not speak that nane!" he
said in an agoni zed croak

"Tell nme what you know of him™"
"Never."

"Then conme. Bid Rigel farewell; your sun henceforth will be
Vega. "

"l did nothing! Do you know no reason?"

"Tell me what you know of Kokor Hekkus. We woul d prefer
himto you."

Cound drew a deep breath, closed his eyes. "So be it," he said
at last. "If | tell you all | know, nust | still return to Al oysius?"

"l prom se nothing."

Cound sighed. "What | knowis little enough. For two

hours he asserted the casual quality of his association wth Kokor
Hekkus: "I was fal sely accused; even the Qul dounerie panel cane
to realize this!"

"Al'l surviving nmenbers of this panel are under punitive re-
straint: we are taking a cunul ati ve vengeance. Conme now. the truth!
I amfar fromsatisfied"

Cound eventually slunped into a chair and decl ared hi nsel f

ready to tal k. First however he professed a need for certain notes
and nenoranda. He went to fetch papers froma drawer, but

brought forth a weapon. Gersen, waiting with projac ready, blasted
it fromhis hand. Cound turned slowy, eyes round and wet. He
swung his nunb arm staggered to a seat, and now spoke without
further evasion. |Indeed, he becane verbose, al nost explosive with
information, as if inhibition had been conpletely dissol ved. Yes,
ei ghteen years ago he had assi sted Kokor Hekkus in certain oper-
ations on Al oysius and el sewhere. Kokor Hekkus had been anxi ous

to obtain certain antiquities. On Al oysius they had raided Creary
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Castl e, Bodel sey Abbey, and the Houl Museum During the latter
operation, Cound had been apprehended by the Sons of Justice; but
Kokor Hekkus nade certain arrangenents, and the Qul dounerie

panel disnissed Cound with an admonition. Thereupon his asso-
ciation with Kokor Hekkus becane | ess active, dissolving ten years
ago.

196 THP; DF. MON PRI NCES

Gersen pressed for details. Cound waved his arns hel pl essly.

"What is his appearance? He is a man, like us all. There is nothing
about himto describe. He is of average size, of good physique, of
unknown age. H's voice is soft, though when he is angry, it cones

as if he were talking through a tube froma far world. He is a strange
man: polite when it pleases him nore often indifferent. He is fas-
cinated by beautiful objects, by antiquity, and by intricate nmachines.
You know how he derived his nane?"

"This is a story | have never heard."

"It nmeans 'Killing Machine' in the | anguage of a secret world

far out Beyond. This world had been settled in ancient days, then

| ost and forgotten until Kokor Hekkus rediscovered it. To punish

the folk of an eneny town, he built a giant metal executioner, which
split bodies in half with an ax. As dreadful as the ax was the scream
the metal ogre emtted with ever)' stroke. And thereafter Kokor
Hekkus was so known. . . . This is all | know"

"A pity you cannot tell nme howto |locate him" said Gersen
"Ei ther you or he nust answer to the authorities at Pontefract."

Cound sat back, linp as a broken bladder. "I have told all," he
munbl ed. "What can be served by visiting vengeance upon me?
W1l the antiques be restored?"

"Justice nust be satisfied. Unless you can deliver Kokor Hekkus
into nmy hands, you nust pay for your Joint m sdeeds."

"How can | provide Kokor Hekkus?" asked Cound in the drea-
riest of voices. "I hesitate even to speak his nane."

"Who are his associ at es?"

"I don't know. It has been years since last | saw him In those

days-" Cound paused.
oWl ]t
Cound licked his blue lips. "It could be of no interest to the

Pontefract authorities."”

"H be the judge of that."

Cound heaved a deep sigh. "I cannot tell you."
"Way not ?"
Cound rmade a small, hopel ess gesture. "I do not want to be

killed in sonme horrible fashion."
"VWhat do you think awaits you at Pontefract?"
"No! | cannot talk further."

"You have been able to conquer these apprehensions during
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the | ast hour."
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"BEverything | told you is a matter of public know edge,” said
Cound i ngenuously.

CGersen smled, and rose to his feet. "Cone."

Cound rmade no nove. Finally he said in a |ow voice, "I knew
three nen who worked with Kokor Hekkus. There was Ermin

Strank, Rob Castilltgan, and a nman they called Honbaro. Strank
was native to the Concourse, which planet | do not know. Castil-
ligan was from Vega's Boniface. | know not hi ng about Honbaro."

"Have you seen themrecently?"
"Certainly not."
"You have phot ographs?"

Cound woul d admit to none, and sat watching in Iinp resent-
ment as Gersen noved here and there around the room investi-
gating the obvious spots where Cound m ght keep nenentos. After
a monent or two Cound said spitefully, "If you knew anythi ng of
Sandusk, you woul d expect no photographs. We face the future,
not the past."

Gersen desisted fromhis search. Cound was squinting at him
reflectively; during Gersen's search he had taken time to think
"May | ask, what is your rank?"

"Speci al agent."
"You are no Al oysian. \Were is your throat-hol e?"
"No matter."

"I'f you go around asking questions about Kokor Hekkus, even-
tually he will find out about it."

"Tell himyourself, if you have a mind to."

Cound uttered a short bark of a laugh. "No, no, ny |ad. Even
if I knew where to conplain, | would not. | want no nore acquain-
tance with terror."

Gersen said thoughtfully, "I shall now take all your noney, and
throw your vile food into the sea.”

"What ?" Cound's face once nore becane | achrynose.

Gersen went to the door. "You're a miserable lunp of abso-
lutely nothing: not even worth the effort of punishing. | go now.
Consi der yourself fortunate."

Gersen departed the house, returned up Ard Street to Marish
Square, rode the slideway south to Avente. He was by no neans
happy with the results of his day's work. There was further know -
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edge in Dolver Cound, had he either craft or cruelty sufficient to
extract it. Wat had he | earned?

Kokor Hekkus had been so named by the folk of a secret
pl anet .

Ten years ago, three nmen naned Erm n Strank, Honbaro,
and Rob Castilligan had served Kokor Hekkus.

Kokor Hekkus was fascinated by intricate nachi nes; he
cherished beauty; he valued the works of antiquity.

Gersen had | odgi ngs on a high floor of the Credenze Hotel. On

the day following his interview with Dol ver Cound, he arose before
Ri gel had cleared the Catiline Hlls, stained his skin the currently
f ashi onabl e grayed-buff, dressed in somber dark green, departed the
hotel by a side entrance. In the subway system he voided all pos-
sibility of tracker or stick-tight, then took hinself to Cort Tower
Station. An elevator lifted himto the foyer, where he transferred
to a small one-man capsule. As the door slid shut, a voice inquired
hi s name and destination. Gersen supplied the information and

added his | PCC C earance Code. There were no further questions;

the car lofted himthirty floors high, noved himlaterally, dis-
charged himinto the office of Ben Zaum This was a two-room

suite beside the tower's transparent west wall, with an all-inclusive
vi ew south over the city and down the coast to Renpb. Shelves al ong
another wall held a variety of trophies, curios, weapons, and worl d-
gl obes. By the evidence of his office, Zaumwas a man high in the

I PCC organi zati on; how high Gersen did not precisely know the

title "Mandator, Unbria Division" mght nean nuch or little.

Zaum greeted Cersen with cautious cordiality. "You' re here

| ooking for work, | take it. How do you spend all your noney?
Wnen? Hardly a nmonth ago you were paid fifteen thousand
SVU-"

"l need no noney. To be candid, | want information."

"Free? O do you want to conm ssion us?"
"Wl at's information regardi ng Kokor Hekkus worth?"

Zaum s wi de blue eyes narrowed innnitesinmally- "To us or from
o

us

"I'n both directions.”

Zaumreflected. "He's currently on the red list.. . . Oficially
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we don't even know whether he's alive or dead, unl ess soneone
gives us a comm ssion."

St andard whi nsy once nore, which Gersen acknow edged with
a polite smle. "Yesterday | learned the derivation of his nane."

Zaum nodded of f handedly. "1've heard the tale. Rather grisly.
M ght well be fact. Incidentally, to keep you from going stale"-
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he opened a drawer-"the deweaselers tripped up a man on Pal o,

and turned himover to Kokor Hekkus. He was returned to us in

a condition | won't describe. Kokor Hekkus al so sent a nessage."
Zaumread froma slip of paper. " 'A weasel perforned an unpar-
donabl e act at Skouse. The creature you have herewith is fortunate
in conparison with the weasel of Skouse. If he is a brooding man,

| et himconme Beyond and announce hinself. | swear that the next
twenty weasels captured will thereupon go free.' "

Gersen gave a sickly grin. "He is angry."

"Extrenely angry, extremely vindictive." Zaum hesitated a no-
ment. "I wonder-well, if he would keep his prom se?"

Gersen rai sed his eyebrows. "You suggest that | turn nyself
over to Kokor Hekkus?"

"Not precisely, not exactly-well, think of it like this: it would
be one man's life for twenty, and weasels are hard to come by-"

"Only the inept are deweasel ed,"” said Gersen. "Your organi-

zation is the sounder for their loss.” He reflected a nonent. "But
your suggestion has a certain merit. Wiy not identify yourself as
the man who pl anned the operation, and ask if he will spare fifty
men for the two of us?"

Zaum wi nced. "You can't be serious. What is your interest in
Kokor Hekkus?"

"That of an altruistic citizen."

Zaum arranged and rearranged several old striped bits of
bronze on his desk. "I'manother. Wat's your informtion?"

There was nothing to be gai ned by evasiveness, which Zaum
woul d be certain to sense. "Yesterday | heard three nanes-nen
who wor ked for Kokor Hekkus ten years ago. They may or nay
not be in your files."

"What are the names?"

"BErmin Strank. Rob Castilligan. Honmbaro."

"Race? Worl d? Nationality?"

<t! don't know. "

Zaum yawned, stretched, |ooked out across Avente. The day
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was sunny but full of wind; far out over the Thaumaturge Ccean
hung great tunbles of cumulus. After a nonent of placid reflection,
Zaum swung back around to his desk. "I've nothing rmuch better

to do at the nonent."

He touched various pads at the consol e beside his desk. The
wal | opposite vibrated with a mllion flickers of white Iight, then
flashed to inpart a nessage

KRM N STRANK
ltem1l of 5 entries
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with a coded set of physical characteristics below To the left ap-
peared a photograph with a list of aliases; to the right was a resune
of Ermin Strank's (Item1) life and wks. A native of Quanti que,

si xth planet of Al phard the Lonely, a specialist in snuggling con-
traband drugs into the Wakwana |slands, Ernmin Strank (ltem 1)

had never left his native planet. "The wong Strank," said Cersen

Ermn Strank (ltem 2) appeared. Superinposed in di mpink was
the informati on: Deceased, and the date March 10, |')15

Ermin Strank (Item 3) had his habitat far across the QO kunene,

on Vadilov, single planet of Sabik, or Eta Ophiuchi. He was cur-
rently active as a receiver of stolen goods. Like Ermn Strank (Item
1) he had never traveled far fromhis native world, except for two
years at Durban on Earth in the apparently legitimte capacity of

war ehouse- wor ker .

Ermin Strank (Item4) was a short spindly knob-headed man of

early mddl e age, red-haired, of truculent nien, incarcerated at Kil -
| arney, Vega System s penal satellite, where he had spent the pre-

Vi ous si x years

"That's the man," said Gersen

Zaum nodded briskly. "An associate of Kokor Hekkus, you
say?"

"So | understand."

Zaum t ouched pads on his console. Ermn Strank's (ltem 4)
resune was augrmented by the notation: Reportedly associate of Kokor
Hekkus.

Zaum | ooked questioninglv at Gersen. "Anything nore on
St rank?"

"I think not."
Next on the screen appeared a succession of Honbaros, the
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nmost |ikely of which had di sappeared from view ei ght years previ-
ously and was presuned dead,

The files boasted eight Rob Castilligans. The Rob Castilligan
who had robbed Creary Castle, Bodel sey Abbey and Houl Miseum
anong ot her prem ses, was deary Item 2. There was a recent no-
tation to the resume that brought Gersen to attention: five days
previously, in the Garreu Province of Scythia, halfway around Al -
phanor, he had been arrested for conplicity in a kidnaping.

"A versatile fellow, this Castilligan," remarked Zaum "You're
interested in the kidnaping?"

Gersen acknow edged as nuch; Zaum brought details to the

screen. Seized had been the two children of Duschane Audnar, a

Ni nety-fourth Degree fellow of the Institute, reputedly of great
weal th. They had been sailing on a lake with their tutor. A surface
gli der swooped across the water, halting beside the boat. The chil -
dren were taken, the tutor escaped by diving fromthe boat and

swi mri ng away under water. He had summoned the constabul ary,
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whi ch had acted with great efficiency. Rob Castilligan had been
appr ehended al nost i nmedi ately, but two other nen had won free
with the children. The father, Duschane Audmar, had renmi ned

al oof, taking no interest in the affair. The children presunably
woul d be taken to Interchange, where they m ght be recovered

upon "rescission" of their "fees" (to use the special Jargon of In-
t erchange).

Zaum s interest was now fully aroused. He sat back, inspected
Gersen with open curiosity. "I take it that you're acting for Aud-
mar ?"

CGersen shook his head. "A fellow of the Institute? You shoul d
know better."

Zaum shrugged. "He's only N nety-fourth Degree. He night
be waiting for a few nore degrees before he goes divine."

"If he were Sixty or Seventy, perhaps. N nety-four is pretty
hi gh. "

Zaum had t hought to detect evasiveness in Gersen. "Then
you're not interested in this kidnaping?"

"I"minterested. But this is the first |'ve heard of it.

Zaum s lips pursed swiftly in and out. "The question comes to
m nd, of course... ."

He was specul ating, so Gersen realized, upon the possible in-
202 THE DKMON PRI NCKS

vol venment of Kokor Hekkus in the matter. He turned to the con-
sol e pads. "Let's see what Castilligan has to say."

There was a delay of rive mnutes while Zaum spoke to vari ous
menbers of the Garreu Province Constabul ary, another two

m nutes while Castilligan was brought forward and pl aced before

the screen. He was a dapper, handsone man, with a snooth easy-

nat ured face, sleek black hair varni shed against his scalp. H's skin-
tone had been washed off; his skin was a marnoreal white. His

manner was polite, even cordial, as if he were an honored guest

rat her than prisoner at the Garreu Carcery. Zaum i ntroduced him
self, Gersen remmined to the side, beyond the scope of the out-Iens.
Castilligan seened anused at the attention he was receiving.
"Zaum of the Ipsys. Al on account of poor little ne." He spoke
with the engaging lilt of a Boniface Bogtrotter. "Wl Il then, what
can | do for you, beyond baring ny life's secrets?"

"That will suffice," said Zaumdrily. "How di d you happen to
be caught ?"

"Folly. | should have departed Al phanor with the others. But |
chose to remain. The Beyond bores me. I'ma man with a taste for
the niceties."

"You'll be quite nicely taken care of."

Castilligan shook his head, with detached and i npersonal re-

gret. "Yes, it's a shane. | could apply for nodification, except that
| enjoy nyself the way | am vices and all. |1'd be a tiresone fell ow
nodi fied."
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"Your option, of course," said Zaum "Still, it's not too bad, if
you happen to enjoy the open air."

"No," said Castilligan earnestly. "I've thought it all out, and

it's too nuch |like death. Dear engagi ng Rob Castilligan disappears

and with himall joie de tivre, all the light of the world; then in
stunps tiresone honest Robert Meachum Castilligan, dull as dish-

wat er, who wouldn't steal neat for his starving grandnother. Wth

any luck I'll be back fromthe satellite in five years or perhaps |ess."

"Evidently you plan to cooperate with the authorities?"

Castilligan winced inpudently. "As little as | decently can, and
still get my gold star."

"Who were your confederates in the Audmar ki dnapi ng?"

"Conme, sir. You can't expect a nman to tattle on his cronies.
Have you never heard of honor anong thieves?"

THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE
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"Don't talk about honor," said Zaum "You're no better than
the rest of us."

Castilligan admitted as nmuch. "In fact, | have already bared ny
soul to the constabulary."

"The names of your confederates?"
"August Wey, Pyger Syney."
"Kokor Hekkus did not participate directly?"

Castilligan's nmouth indented suddenly at the corners. Once
nmore he essayed whi nsy. "Now then-why ever should you nen-
tion a nanme like that? W're talking reality."

"I thought | heard you nention gold stars for your record."

"Indeed | did!" declared Castilligan. "But not a gold weath
for my gravestone.”

"Suppose, " said Zaum casual |y, "that through your assistance
we | aid our hands on Kokor Hekkus. Can you imagine the |ovely
gold star? You'd be elected Honorary Director of the I|IPCC "

Castilligan blinked sidelong, chewed thoughtfully on his
tongue. "You have a comm ssion agai nst Kokor- Hekkus?"

"BEven if we don't, we could hold himfor the highest bidder
and earn a fortune. There's fifty-five planets wanting the col or of
Kokor Hekkus' insides."

Castilligan bared white teeth in a sudden dazzling grin. "Well,
truth to tell, I've nothing to hide, because nothing I know could
of fend Kokor Hekkus. He is as you know, and | can't change the
picture."

"Where i s he now?"
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"Beyond, or so | should think."
"He worked with you on the Audmar ki dnapi ng?"

"He did not, unless he called hinself another nane. In truth,
I've never seen Kokor Hekkus as a nan. It's always been 'Rob, do
this' and 'Rob, do that' by one or another stealthy neans. It's a
secretive creature, this Kokor Hekkus."

"In the old days, you plundered nuseuns and the |ike. WIiy?"

"Because | was paid to do so. He wanted antiquities, and noth-
ing would do but that daring Rob nust rob the sources. Long ago,
of course. My sal ad days, so to speak."

"Wl at of these other kidnapings? How nany have you wor ked
on?"

Castilligan made a delicate face. "I don't care to say. It m ght
prejudice nmy record."

204 THE DEMON PRI NCES
"Very well. How many do you know of ?"

"Recently, about fourteen. By recently | mean in the |ast
mont h. "

“Fourteen!”

Castilligan smled his gay smle. "Yes, it's a going concern. |'ve
asked nysel f why and wherefore, but"-he shrugged-"who am I
to read the mnd of Kokor Hekkus? No doubt he, |ike everyone

el se, needs noney."

Zaum turned Gersen a side-gl ance, stopped the audi o pickup
Gersen said, "What el se does he know concerni ng Kokor Hekkus?"

Zaum rel ayed the question. The prisoner put on a fretful face.
"You play dammably fast and | oose with nmy health. Suppose | told
you enough that Kokor Hekkus were inconveni enced-be sure
know not hi ng of the sort, but assume so-do you think His Horrors
woul d feel kindly toward me? He woul d |l earn the dark side to mny
soul, he would ply ne with fears and terrors and all the very ills
dread the nost. A man nust have some regard for his skin; if he
does not, who will?"

"Needl ess to say, what you tell us will not be comunicated to
Kokor Hekkus," said Zaum snoot hly.

"Bah! So you say. A man sits beside you this very instant; | saw
you | ook at him For all either of us can say, it is Kokor Hekkus
hi nsel f who shares your office."

"You don't seriously believe this,"

Again Castilligan's nood changed. "No. | do not. Kokor Hek-
kus is Beyond, or so | believe, spending the vast suns he has earned
this last nmonth or two."

" Spendi ng how? For what ?"
"As to that, | can't say. Kokor Hekkus is ol d-sone say three

hundred years, sone four hundred-but he maintains a young

file:/lIC|/3278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...Prince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (27 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:13 PM]



file://IC|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Jack %620V ance%620-%620Demon%20Prince%202%20-%20T he%620K i11ing%20M achine.txt
man' s energy. There is no | ack of enthusiasmto the man."

After a short pause, Zaum asked: "If you are not acquainted
wi t h Kokor Hekkus-how can you know of this?"

"l have heard hi mspeak. | have heard himplan. | have heard
himcurse. He is changeable, fickle, elusive as a Bernal flane-

mai den. He is conpletely generous, conpletely cruel-in both

cases because he knows no one's nmind but his own. He is a terrible
eneny, not a bad naster. | talk of himlike this because it can do
hi mno harm and may help me. But | would never risk offending

him He invents new and special terrors for this very purpose. Yet,
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should 1 serve himwell, he will build me a castle and make ne
Robert, Baron Castilligan."

"And where will he performthis romantic fantasy?" sneered
Zaum

"Beyond. "

"Beyond, " grunbled Zaum "Al ways Beyond. Sornedaywe wil |
sweep past the Pale and make an end to Beyond."

"You will never succeed. There will always be a Beyond."

"Never mnd. What el se do you know of Kokor Hekkus?"

"I know he will be kidnaping other rich nmen's sons and daugh-
ters. He has said as nuch; he needs a vast sum of nobney and needs
it at once."

3

From Chapter 1, "The Astro-physical Background," in
Peopl es of the Concourse, by Streck and Chernitz:

It is Rigel, that nagnificent star anbng stars, whose
prodi gi ous lum nosity and spaci ous Zone of Habitability has
af forded the Concourse its existence. |Inpossible not to
marvel at the sheer grandeur of the systenml Think of it!

Twent y-si x sal ubrious worlds swinging in stately thousand-
year orbits around the dazzling white sun, at a nean radius
of thirteen billion mles, not to nmention the six oft-ignored
pl anets of the incandescent |nner Belt, and Bl ue Conpan-

ion, a fortieth of a light-year to the side

But the very circunstances that make the Concourse

what it is provide one of the galaxy's nost tantalizing nys-
teries. Rigel is deemed by nost authorities a young star,
ranging in age froma fewmllion to a billion years. How
then to explain the Concourse, which when Sir Julian Hove
arrived, already displayed twenty-six mature biol ogica

compl exes? By the tinme-scale of terrestrial evolution, Con-
course life is several billion years ol d-assum ng such life
to be autocht honous.

But is such an assunption warranted? Wile the flora
and fauna of each planet differ markedly, there are at the
sanme time a nunber of suggestive simlarities-alnost as if
Concourse life, long, long ago, had a common origin.
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There are as many theories to the situation as theorists.
The dean of nodern cosnol ogi sts, A N der Poul son, has
i ngeni ously proposed a situation where Rigel, Blue Com

THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE

pani on, and pl anets condensed froma gas already rich in
hydrocarbons, thereby giving life a headstart, so to speak
O hers, indulging in fanciful nights, have wondered if the
pl anets of the Concourse were not conveyed hither and es-
tablished in these optimumorbits by a now dead race of
vast scientific achievenment. The regularity and spaci ng of
the orbits, the near-uniformsize of the Concourse planets,
as contrasted with the disparities of the Inner Wrlds, give
such specul ations a nmeasure of plausibility. Wiy? Wen?
How? Who? The Hexadelts? Who carved Mnunent Ciff

on Xi Puppis X? Wio |l eft the inconprehensible necha-
nismin Mystery Gotto of Earth's Mon? Fascinating rid-

dl es yet to be answered.

Xavi ar Skol canp, Over-Centennial Fellow of the Insti-
tute, in a discursive mood, discusses Institute attitudes with
a journalist:

"Humanity is old, civilization new. the nesh of cogs is

by no nmeans snmpoth-and this is as it should be. Never

should a nman enter a building of glass or netal, or a space-
ship, or a submarine, without a small shock of astonishnent;

never should he avoid an act of passion without a snall

sense of effort. ... W of the Institute receive an intensive
hi storical inculcation; we know the nen of the past, and we
have projected dozens of possible future variations, which,

wi t hout exception, are repul sive. Man, as he exi sts now,

with all his faults and vices, a thousand gloriously irrationa
conprom ses between two thousand sterile absolutes-is

optimal. O so it seems to us who are nen."

Far mer haul ed before constabul ary court after attack
upon t he person of Bose Coggi ndell, Fellow of the Institute,
54t h Degree, in self-justification

"These chaps have it easy. They |ean back in their

chairs and say, 'Suffer, you'll love it. Do it the hard way.
Sweat.' They'd like ne to hitch ny wife to a plow, the way
it used to be done. So | showed himwhat | thought of what
he calls 'detachnent.' "

208 THE DEMON PRI NCES
Justice (after fining farmer 75 SVWU)

"A detached attitude toward the problens of others is
not illegal."

O the seven Al phanor continents, Scythia was the |largest, the
nmost sparsely popul ated, and in the opinion of the folk of Unbria,
Lusitania and Lycia, the nmost bucolic. Garreu Province, fronting
the Mystic Ccean and backed up into the Mdrgan Muntains, was

the nost isolated region of Scythia.

To Taube, a drowsy sun-struck village on the shores of Jermn
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Bay, came Gersen in the bi-weekly air-ship fromthe provincial
capital Marquari. In the whole town, he found but a single vehicle
to be rented: an ancient glide-car with rumbling bearings and a
tendency to sl ew sideways downsl ope. Gersen inquired directions,
clinmbed aboard the car, and set forth along the inland road. Up a
I ong sl ope he clinbed, with the shinmmering Rigel-light drowning
the | andscape in brilliance.

For a space, the road wound back and forth through vineyards,
orchards of gnarled fruit trees, patches of blue-green kale and ar-
tichoke, thickets of native berries. Here and there were farmcot-
tages, each with its parasol roof absorbing Rigel energy. The road
swung up over a low ridge; Gersen halted to take his bearings. To
the south spread the ocean, the foreland sloping up fromthe bay,
the spatter of dun and pink and white that was Taube. In the bl aze
of light, all the colors of the | andscape were unreal pastels, shim
mering and danci ng. Ahead the road swung over to a | evel area,

where Gersen saw the villa of Duschane Audmar, N nety-fourth

Degree Fellow of the Institute. It was a ranbling structure of stone
and sun-bl eached tinber, shaded by a pair of enormous oaks and a
native gi nkgo

Gersen wal ked up the driveway, lifted and let fall a huge bronze
knocker in the shape of a lion's paw. After a long wait the door was
opened by a handsone young worman wearing a peasant snock.

"l have conme to speak to Duschane Audnmar," said Gersen

The wonman surveyed himthoughtfully. "May | inquire your
busi ness?"

"I''"l'l have to take that up with Lord Audmar hi nself.

She shook her head slowy. "I don't think he'll see you. There
have been donestic difficulties and Duschane Audmar is not re-
ceiving."
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"My visit concerns these difficulties."

The wonman's expression changed to sudden wi |l d hope. "The
chil dren? They have been returned? Ch tell ne!"

"I"'msorry-but not to ny know edge." Gersen took a note-
book from his pocket, tore off a leaf, wote: Kirth Gersen, Ilth
Degree, to discuss Kokor Hekkns. "Take that to him"

The wonman read the note, wi thout a word departed within.

Presently she was back. "Cone." Gersen followed her along a

dimhall to a vaulted roomwi th bare white plaster walls. Here sat
Audmar with a pad of white paper, a quill pen, a cut-glass bottle of
mul berry-col ored i nk. The paper was bl ank except for a single |ine

in the | ooping heavily shaded cursive affected by high fellows of the
Institute. Audmar was a rather short man, square-shoul dered, firm

fl eshed. He had crisp well-shaped features: a snall straight nose,
narrow bl ack eyes glittering like oil, a conpressed nmouth over a
cleft chin. He greeted Gersen evenly, put aside paper, pen and ink
"Where did you cone into El even?"

"At Ansterdam on Earth."
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"That woul d be under Carmand's control."
"No. It was von Bl eek, just previous to Carnand."

"Hrfm You were young. Wiy did you not proceed? After
El even, there is no great difficulty until the Twenty-seventh."

"l could not subnerge ny personal goals to those of the Insti-
tute. "

"And as to these goal s?"

Gersen shrugged. "They are unconplicated, primtive enough
to satisfy a Centennial, but centripetal."*

Audnmar' s eyebrows rose into skeptical arcs, but he dropped the
subj ect. "Wiy do you wish to discuss Kokor Hekkus?"

"It is a subject in which we both are interested."
Audmar nodded curtly. "An interesting nman, agreed."
"Last week he ki dnaped your children."

Audmar sat silently for thirty seconds. It was clear that he had
not known the identity of the kidnaper. "Wl at is the basis for this
st at ement ?"

"l have had an adnission fromthe man who was captured: Rob
Castilligan, nowin the carcery."

"Centripetal tending toward centralization or codification, by extension, tending to a kind
of fussy officiousness Institute )argon
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"Your status is official7"

"No | have no status
"Conti nue. "

"Presunably you desire the safe return of the children "

Audmar smiled thinly "Presunption

Gersen ignored the anbiguity "Have you received notice of
how to effect their safe return3"

"By ransom The nessage canme two days ago
"WIIl you pay it3"
"No " Audnar's voice was soft and easy

Gersen had expected nothing el se Centennials and near-

Centennials were forced to maintain inpassivity to any and all ex-
ternal pressures Shoul d Duschane Audmar ransom his chil dren, he
woul d thereby admit to pliability, he would thus lay hinself and
the Institute open to exterior persuasion The policy was well -
known, for the tenth tine Gersen wondered why Duschane Audmnar

had been nol ested Had he on sone earlier occasion revealed flex-
ibility3 Had the kidnapers nerely bl undered3
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Cersen asked, "You knew that Kokor Hekkus was i nvol ved3"
"No "
"Now that you know, will you take steps against hinB"

Audmar gave a small petulant shrug, as if Gersen should realize
that punitive measures were as flagrant an instability as paying ran-
som

"To be conpletely candid," said Gersen, "I have reason to re-
gard Kokor Hekkus as an eneny | amnot restricted as you are, |
can inplenent ny feelings "

In Audmar's eyes appeared a qui ck gl eam of something |ike
envy, but he only gave his head a polite inclination

"I come to you for information," said Gersen, "and, | hope,
what ever cooperation you see fit to provide "

"This will be very little, or none," said Audmar

"Still, you are human and you nust |ove your children Cer-

tainly you do not wish to see themsold into slavery, as they wll
be"

Audmar smiled, a bitter tremulous snmle "I am human, Kirth

Gersen, probably nore savage and prinitive in ny humanity than
yourself But | ama N nety-fourth, | have too nuch strength,

must be careful how | apply it Hence-" He nade a gesture in-
dicating a whol e conpl ex of ideas
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"Stasi s3" suggested Gersen

Audmar forbore to answer the ube He said c\enly, "Regarding
Kokor Hekkus | know nothing-or at |east no nore than what is
common know edge "

"Currently," said Gersen, "he seens the nost active of the
Denon Princes He creates vast msery "

"He is a vile creature "

"Do }ou know why Kokor Hekkus took your chil dren3"
"l presume to obtain noney "

"How nuch ransom does he ask3"

"A hundred mllion SVU "

Gersen, startled, had nothing to say Audmar smiled grimy
"Not that my little Daro and Wx aren't worth as much and a great
deal nore "

"You could pay this nmuch3"

"I'f I chose. Mney is no problem" Audnmar turned back toward
the pad and the quill pen, Gersen sensed that his patience was
wearing thin "In this last nonth," said CGersen, "Kokor Hekkus
has ki dnaped at |east twenty persons, perhaps nore This was the
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| ast reckoning nade by the |PCC before | left Avente The victins
are all people of great wealth and power "

"Kokor Hekkus becomes rash," said Audmar indifferently

"Exactly What are his purposes3 Wiy, suddenly, does he need
such vast suns of noney3"

Audmar's interest was aroused Then, sensing the direction of
the argunent, he darted Gersen a sudden sharp gl ance

Gersen said, "Kokor Hekkus seens to have sone | arge pro)ect
inmnd. | don't think he plans to retire "

"Not after two hundred and ei ghty-two years

It occurred to CGersen that Audmar knew rather nore concern-

i ng Kokor Hekkus than he pretended "It seens that Kokor Hekkus
has expenses of two billion SVU-assumi ng that all the ransons

run as high as the one assessed agai nst you Why does he need the
money3 |s he building a fleet of warships3 Is he reconstructing a
pl anet3 I's he founding a university3"

Audmar heaved a deep wi stful sigh "You believe he has some
| arge and possibly dystrophic end in view3"

"Why el se woul d he suddenly require so nmuch noney3"
Audmar frowned, shook his head fretfully "It would be a shane
212 THE DEMON PRI NCES

to thwart Kokor Hekkus. But fromny point of view, and also In-
stitute policy. " H's voice dw ndl ed to nothing.

"They are at Interchange3"
"Yes. "

"Perhaps you are unfamiliar with Interchange procedure. First

travel time is calculated, to which fifteen days is added; during this
period only the so-called party of primary interest nmay rescind the
fee After this tinme el apses, anyone who wi shes may do so. If | had

a hundred mllion SVU, | could do so."

Audmar studied hima nonment. "Wy should you wi sh to do

"I want to know why Kokor Hekkus needs so much noney. |
want to | earn many things about Kokor Hekkus.™

"Your notives, | take it, are not dispassionate curiosity3"

"My notives are beside the point. What | can do is this. |f |

were to conme into possession of a hundred nmillion SVU, plus ny
expenses, | would proceed to Interchange and, as a free agent, take
custody of your children. Incidentally, how old are they3"

"Daro is nine, Wx is seven."

"Meanwhile | would try to ascertai n Kokor Hekkus' notives,
his goals, and his current whereabouts."

"And t hen?"
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"After learning as nuch as possible, | would bring you your
children and if you were interested, report to you what | had
| earned. "

Audmar's face was utterly expressionless. "Wat is your current
addr ess?"

"l am at the Hotel Credenze, in Avente."

Audmar rose to his feet. "Very well. You are an El eventh. You
know what nust be done. Find why Kokor Hekkus needs this |arge
sum of money. He is an inventive and inagi nati ve man-a const ant
source of wonder. The Institute finds himrenmarkabl e and regards
certain by-products of his evil rewarding. | can say no nore."

Gersen left the roomw thout further ado. In the quiet main
hall, he found the woman who had admitted him She turned him

a gl ance of searching inquiry. Gersen asked, "You are the nother
of the children7"

She made no direct answer. "Are they-are they well?"

"I would think so. WII| you give ne photographs3"

She went to a shelf. The boy was smling, the girl was grave.
THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE 213

The woman could not trust herself to speak al oud, and so spoke in
a hal f-whisper. "Wl at will happen to then8"

Gersen suddenly realized that she took himto be a represen-
tative of the kidnapers. Hovi did one disclaimsuch an inputation

before it had been spoken3 He said awkwardly, "I know very little
of the matter; that is, I'mnot personally involved. But | hope that
somehow. " The only words he could think of were either mean-

ingless or overly explicit.

She went on. "I know how it is, that we nust detach oursel ves.
But it seens hardly fair to the little ones. If there were sone-
thing I could do. "

"T don't like to raise your hopes," said Gersen, "but perhaps
your children will be returned.”

She said sinmply, "I will be grateful."

Gersen went fromthe cool dimhouse, out into the sudden

bl aze of the garden. The afternoon was quiet; when he started the
old slide-car, the runble of the engine seened intrusively | oud.
Gersen was glad to put the house of Duschane Audmar behind him

For all its magnificent prospect, for all the charmof its design, it
was a house of silence and sternly repressed enotion, where anger

and grief nust be borne msecret. "Wiich is why | never went into
Twel fth," Gersen told hinself.

Three days later, a package was delivered to Gersen at the Cre-
denze Hotel. Opening it he found within eighteen packets of fresh
Bank of Rigel notes, totaling one hundred and one nillion SVU
Gersen tested themwith his fake-neter: all were genuine.

Gersen i medi ately checked out of his hotel, rode by subway
to the spaceport, where his battered old 9B Locator awaited him
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An hour |ater, he had departed Rigel and was in space
4

From The Moral Essence of Civilization, by Calvin V.
Cal vert:

In a sense the explosion of man across the gal axy nust

be considered a regression of civilization. On Earth, after
many thousand years of effort, nen had devel oped a con-
sensus as to what constituted good and evil. Wen nen
departed Earth, they left behind this consensus as well..

From Human Institutions, by Prade (Textbook, tenth
and el eventh grades):

I nterchange is another of the strange accommodati ons
necessary to the functioning of what we have terned "the
total nechanism" It is a fact that kidnaping for ransomis

a conmon crime, owing to the ease by which escape via
spaceship can be effected. In the past, the system for paying
ransom often broke down, owing to the hatreds and sus-
picions inevitably generated, and many boys and girls were
never returned to their homes. Hence the necessity for In-
terchange, which is to be found on Sasani, a planet in the
near Beyond, and functions as a broker between ki dnaper

and t hose paying ransom | nterchange guarantees good

faith in the transaction. The ki dnaper receives his noney

m nus the Interchange fee; the victimis restored safely to
his honme... . Interchange is officially denounced but prac-
tically tolerated; since it is believed that conditions would
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be far worse in its absence. COccasionally certain groups dis-
cuss the feasibility of comm ssioning the |PCC to stage a
raid upon Interchange; sonehow nothing ever cones of it.

I nterchange was a cluster of buildings at the base of a rocky hillock
inthe Da'ar-Rizm a desert of the planet Sasani, Aquila GB 1201;

IV, to use the geocentric nonenclature still favored by the Star
Directory. At one tine in the far past, an intelligent race had peopl ed
at least the two north continents of Sasani, for here were to be

found the crunble of nonunmental castles and keeps.

Private spacecraft were banned fromthe Da'ar-Rizm and a ring

of cannon enpl acenent enforced the structure. Persons enpl oying

the facilities of Interchange were required to |l and at N chae on the
shore of the shallow Cal opsid Sea, board an airship for Sul Arsam
no nore than a station in the desert-then ride a jolting surface

car across twenty mles of desert to Interchange

When Gersen arrived at Sul Arsam a cold drizzle was danp-

ening the desert soil, and even as he wal ked fromairstrip to depot,
vivid patches of |ichen appeared. Hal fway al ong the path, a snall
humm ng obj ect struck his cheek and i medi ately set to work tear-
ing at his skin. Gersen cursed, slapped, brushed it away. He noticed
his fell ow passengers simlarly engaged, and al so discerned a sly
smle on the face of the depot attendant, who wore what appeared

to be an ultra-sonic bug-repeller

Wth five other passengers, Cersen waited in the depot: no
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nmore than a long shed with screened sides. The drizzle becane a
brief drenching downpour, then halted and suddenly sunlight struck
down at the desert, raising wisps of vapor. The |ichen erupted
spores in little pink spurts.

The shuttl e-bus appeared, a |unbering crude contraption on

four big wheels. It parked an al nost purposefully inconvenient two
hundred feet fromthe depot; flapping hands and running to avoid
the insects, Gersen and the other five took thensel ves aboard.

For half an hour, the bus bunped and jerked across the barrens;

then in the distance appeared Interchange: |ow concrete structures
around a tunble of crunbling red sandstone. A grove of feathery
yel l ow, brown, and red trees covered the top of the hill, where three
or four cottages were visible.

The bus runbled into a conpound, halted; the passengers
alighted and were directed by yellow arrows into a reception room

216 THE DEMON PRI NCES

Behi nd a counter, naking entries in a manual, sat a snmall sallow
clerk with white hair carefully waxed up around a gray skull-cap,
the front of which displayed the Interchange enblem a pair of

cl asped hands. Waving the group to seats, he continued with his
work. Finally, closing the nmanual with a snap, he | ooked up, pointed
a finger.

"You, sir. | will attend to you, if you will conme forward."

The individual selected was a saturni ne bl ack-haired nman wear -
ing the tight black jacket and white breeches of Bernal. The clerk
brought forward a form "Your nanme?"

"Rank A guin 92, File Mettier 6."

"You wi sh to redeem whon®?"

"Rank Sett 44, File Mettier 7."

"The fee to be rescinded?"

"Twel ve thousand five hundred SVU."

"You are agent, principal, or nonconmtted? 1
"l am agent."

"Very well. Produce the fee, if you please."

The noney was brought forward; the clerk counted it with

great care, passed it through the slot of a fake-nmeter, and so con-
vinced himself of its authenticity. He wote a receipt, requested a
counter-recei pt, which the Bernal ese refused to supply until the
redeened i ndi vi dual was brought before him The clerk sat back at
this display of waywardness, inspected the Bernal ese narrowy. "You
fail to conprehend, sir. The watchword at Interchange is integrity.
The fact that | allow you to produce your noney is sufficient guar-
antee that the guest whose fee you are rescinding is at hand, and
in good condition. By your hesitancy and suspicion, you not only
asperse our reputation but also tarnish the luster of your own qual -

file:/lIC|/3278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E...Prince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (36 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:13 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

itye"

The Bernal ese shrugged, uninpressed by the clerk's peroration
Nevert hel ess he signed the counter-receipt. The cl erk nodded
stiffly, touched a button, and an attendant in a red jacket came to
conduct the Bernalese to a waiting room

The cl erk shook his head di sparagingly, pointed arbitrarily at

anot her of the visitors: this a stocky scowing man wth dark- buff
skin-tone, wearing the nore or |ess standardi zed spaceman's garb,
such as Gersen's own, which gave no clue as to his place of origin.

The clerk was not inpressed by his truculent men. "Name?"
"None of your affair."
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The clerk once again | eaned back in his chair. "Eh now? Wat's
this? | require your name, sir."

"Call me M. Inconnu."

The clerk glared. "This organi zati on operates w thout guile or
circunvention and appreciates a simlar attitude in our business as-
soci ates. Very well, then, M. '"Inconnu.' " Wth a flourish the clerk
wote. "W is the guest whose fees you are rescindi ng?"

"I"'mransom ng a prisoner!"” roared the stocky man. "Here's
your cursed loot, let's have ny nephew back!"

The clerk pursed his lips in primdisapproval. "I will expedite
this affair, because such is our policy. Your nephew is who?"

"Cader, Lord Satterbus. Bring himforth and be qui ck about
it."

The clerk half-lowered his eyelids, sunmoned an attendant.

"Lord Satterbus, Suite 14, for this gentleman, please." He nade an
airy flourish, as if dispelling a bad odor, and pointed. "You, sir. |
will deal with you next."

The third man was sl ender and diffident; he wore satin-green
skin-tone, the enbroidered jacket, the ruffled gaiters currently fash-
i onabl e at Mountain WIlds on I mage, one of the Concourse planets.

He wanted to conduct his business in a confidential fashion, for he

| eaned over the clerk and spoke in a |l owpitched nutter-a man-
nerismthe clerk woul d have none of. Draw ng hinself back, he
excl ai med, "Wbn't you speak up, sir, | can hardly hear what you

say."

The man's diffidence was of no great durability. He lost his
tenper. "There is no reason why this discreditabl e dealing nust be
so public! You should provide booths for those of us with sensibil -

ity!"

"Now then, sir," declared the clerk, "you m stake us. You nust

not expect to slink in here as if you were visiting a brothel. Qur
service is of the highest respectability. W act as an escrow insti -
tution, conpletely inpartial, representing all interests, in trust and
probity. So now, sir, speak your business openly."
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The man flushed, his skin-toning becom ng a muddy gray. "In
that case, since you are so open and sincere, tell me this: who owns
this business? Wi gets the profits?”

"This subject is not at all relevant to our present business,"
responded the clerk
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"Neither is nmy nane and address. Cone now, speak up, since
you brimwith so much veracity!"

"It is anple to know that this is a corporate body, owned and
managed bv several groups."

"Bah! "'

Eventual ly the man paid his noney and was taken away. GCersen

was sel ected next. He gave his nanme, declared hinmself uncommt-

ted: in other words, an independent entrepreneur who night

choose to "rescind the fee"-the usage seemed a special euphem sm

of Interchange-of a guest who had outstayed the fifteen-day pe-

riod of prime redenption, presumably in order to ask a high ransom
and thus turn a profit. The clerk nodded curtly. "These are our
current 'availables.' " He gave Gersen a sheet listing several dozen
nanes with the corresponding rescission fees. Gersen ran his eye
down the list. Near the top he saw

Audmar, Daro; 9, male
Wx; 7, female

Resci ssi on: SVU 100, 000, 000.

A few spaces bel ow he found

Cromarty, Bella; 15, female

Resci ssi on: SVU 100, 000, 000.

and further:

Darbassin, Oeg; 4, male

Resci ssi on: SVU 100, 000, 000.

and t hen:

Eperj e-Tokav, Alusz |phigenia; 20, female
Resci ssi on: SVU 10, 000, 000, 000.

Gersen read the figures, blinked. A typographical error? Ten billion
SVU? An unheard-of ransom an inpossible sum A hundred ml -

Iion was unprecedented, though here on this |list-he glanced
down-were seven or eight guests with fees established at SVU

100, 000, 000. An enormous anount of noney but still only a hun-
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dredth of ten billion. Sonething very strange here. Wo coul d be
expected to pay ten billion SVU? It was a figure beyond the budgets

of most planets, let alone individuals. Gersen inspected the list fur-
ther. After the eight guests valued at SVU 100, 000, 000, there was
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only one other valued at nore than SVU 100, 000. This was:
Patch, Myron; 56, nale
Resci ssion: SVU 427, 685.

The clerk who, while Gersen consulted the list, had busied hinself
wi th anot her custoner, now returned. "Do any of our 'avail abl es'
meet your i medi ate needs?"

"Naturally I want to make a personal inspection," said CGersen,
"but from sheer curiosity, is the figure 'SvVU 10, 000, 000, 000" cor-
rect, or is it a msprint?"

"It is correct, sir. At Interchange we dare nmake no mi stakes."
"If 1 may ask, who sponsors this young | ady? On whose behal f
do you act?"

The clerk bridled. "As you nust know, unless specifically au-
thorized to do so, we must reserve this information."

"I see. Well, what about the Audmar itemfor a hundred ml -
lion, the Cromarty, the Darbassin, the Floy, the Hel ariope, and the
ot hers? WIi o sponsors then?"

"W have not been authorized to release this information."

Gersen nodded. "Very well. I'Il take a | ook around."

"One nore matter, sir. In connection with the Eperje-Tokay

item we cannot allow nere gratification of curiosity. Before you
may even inspect this '"available,' you nust nake a deposit of ten
thousand SVU, said sumto apply to the rescission fee."

"I"'mnot interested to that extent," said Gersen

"As you wish." The clerk summpned an attendant, who |ed

Gersen fromthe reception room along a corridor that presently
opened into a courtyard. Here the attendant paused. "Wich itens
in particular would you like to inspect?”

Gersen considered the man. Fromhis flat intonations he was

an Earthman, or possibly native to one of the worlds Beyond. He
was about Gersen's own age, or perhaps younger, with hulking

st ooped shoul ders, an affable, heavy-featured face toned pal e yel-
low. A cap with the Interchange enblem sat on top a | uxuriant crop
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of waw vell ow hair that swooped behind the ears and hack in a
drake's tail.

Gersen said in a thoughtful voice, "As you know |'m uncom
mtted. "

"Yes, sir.

"I have a few SVU to invest where it will do the npbst good
You nust know what | nean."

The attendant was not quite sure; still he nodded sagely.

"You can help ne considerably," said Gersen. "I'msure you
know nore concerning the individual itens than you tell the usua
custoner. If you direct ne along the road to profit, then it is only
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fair that | share with you."

The attendant was clearly intrigued by the direction of Gersen's
thinking. "This all seenms eninently sensible-provided of course

that conpany rules are observed. These are strict, and the penalties
are correspondingly rigorous.”

"There is no question of anything not conpletely aboveboard."
Gersen brought forth a pair of hundred-SVU notes. "There will
be several nore, depending on how nuch information you can pro-
vi de. "

"I can talk for hours; many strange events have occurred at
I nterchange. But let us proceed. If | understand you rightly, you
wi sh to inspect each of the guests who are currently avail abl e?"

"Correct."

"Very well. In this direction are the Cass E cubicles, for guests
whose friends and | oved ones are unable to rescind them and who
nowto speak frankly-nerely await a slaver's offer. Accommo-
dations range upward to the so-called Inperial Gardens on top of
the hill. Guests nust keep to their quarters during the norning

i nspection hours, hut during the afternoon are allowed recreation
of choice, and in the evening there is the social period. Sone of
our guests find the experience relaxing and own to a sense of grat-
itude toward their sponsors."

Gui ded by the now verbose attendant, Gersen examn ned the

m serabl e specinens in the Cass E cubicles, then those in C asses
D and C. Before each cubicle hung a placard, with information
regarding the inmate's nane, status,, and rescission fee. The atten-
dant, who was named Arnand Koshi el, pointed out various bar-

gai ns, possible profit-makers and | ong-shot speculations: "-totally
incredible. Look at him ol dest son of Tywald Fitzbittick, the
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ri chest quarryman of Boniface. Wat's forty thousand SVU to hin®
He'd go a hundred thousand w thout denur. If | had the sum I'd
buy the fellow nyself. It's absolute certainty!"

"Why has not Tywald Fitzbittick rescinded the youth for forty
t housand?"

Koshi el shook his head in perplexity. "He's a busy man; perhaps
the thrust of business has distracted him But sooner or later, mark
my words, he'll be here, and noney will flow like water."

"Very likely."

Koshi el pointed out several other guests in simlar circum

stances and expressed puzzl ement when Gersen renmi ned det ached

and nonconmittal. "I tell you, too nuch deliberation sonetines

| eads to disappointnment. For instance, there, that very cubicle
housed a handsone young wonan whose father was dilatory. The

sponsor | owered the rescission fee to nine thousand SVU and yes-
terday a noncommitted buyer-1 believe a Sardani politan-ar-

ranged redenption. And-would you believe it-just as the papers

were signed, the father arrived, but was perforce disappointed, since
the buyer declared hinself satisfied- An unpl easant scene ensued."

Gersen agreed that procrastination sometines resulted in in-
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conveni ence.

"I'n nmy opinion," declared Koshiel, "the O kurmene Conference
shoul d appropriate a sumanple to neet all rescission expenses.
Way not? Most of the guests are residents of the O kunmene. Such
an arrangenent would facilitate the entire program and there
woul d be considerably | ess unpl easant ness and deprivation,"

Gersen suggested that kidnapers m ght thereby be encouraged,
and Koshiel admtted the possibility. "On the other hand, the sit-
uati on now exi sting has aspects that puzzle me."

"1 ndeed?"

"You are acquainted with the Trans-Gal actic | nsurance and
Guaranty Conpany? They have offices in many of the large cities.”

"l have heard the nane."

"They specialize in kidnap insurance; in fact | believe they sel
perhaps 60 or 70 percent of all such insurance, for the principa
reason that their rates are low. Wy are their rates | ow? Because
their clients are sel dom ki dnaped, while the clients of their com
petitors inevitably find their way to Interchange. | have frequently
specul ated that either TransGalactic owns |Interchange, or Inter-
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change owns TransGal actic. An indiscreet thought, perhaps, but
there it is."

"I ndi screet, perhaps, but interesting. . . . And why not? The two
enterprises certainly seemto dovetail."

"Exactly ny way of thinking... . Yes, many odd events occur
at I nterchange."”

They canme to a Class B apartnent, which housed Daro and

W x Audrmar. "Now here's a jolly little couple," said Arnand Ko-

shiel. "The rescission, of course, is far too high: these two are worth
perhaps twenty or thirty thousand, depending on your taste. Their

time of prine rescission is up, they are 'available,' but naturally no
one in his right nind would pay so restrictive a fee."

Gersen watched the two children through the one-way w ndow.

They sat listlessly; Daro reading, Wx jerking at a |loop of string.
They were much alike, slender, dark-haired, with the |um nous gray
eyes of their father.

Gersen turned away. "QOdd. Wiy shoul d anyone post so high
a rescission fee? And | notice several other guests with sinlarly
hi gh redenptions. Wat is the story here?"

Koshiel licked his lips, blinked, |ooked furtively over his shoul -
der. "I should not inmpart this information since it concerns the
identity of a sponsor, but | amsure this particular sponsor is quite
indifferent. He is the fanobus Kokor Hekkus."

Gersen feigned surprise. "Wat? Kokor Hekkus the Killing
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Machi ne?"

"The same. He has al ways given us a certain ambunt of busi -

ness, but at the nonent it seens that he dominates the entire en-
terprise. In the last two nonths, he has brought twenty-six itens
to Interchange, and all-save one-he values at a hundred mllion
SVU. And in nost cases he collects. These children are sponsored
by Kokor Hekkus."

"But why?" marvel ed Gersen. "Does he have sone grand pro-
ject in mnd?"

Koshiel grinned a cryptic grin. "Yes indeed. Yes, yes, indeed.

"And thereby hangs a tale,' as the nonkey said while describing the
cat's rear-quarters." Again Koshiel glanced furtively to all sides
"You may know sonet hi ng of Kokor Hekkus-"

"Who doesn't?"

"-anmong his characteristics is devotion to the aesthetic ideal
It seens that Kokor Hekkus has fallen madly in love with a girl
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who-1 assure you-is the loveliest vision of the universe. She is
nonpareil!"

"How do you know t hi s?"

"Patience. This girl, far fromreturning the affection of Kokor
Hekkus, finds herself appalled and nauseated by the thought of him
Where can she flee? How can she hide hersel f? The gal axy is too
smal | . Kokor Hekkus is indefatigable; he will seek her no matter
where she takes herself. There is no haven for this delightful crea-
ture-save one. |Interchange. Not even Kokor Hekkus dares to vi-

olate the rules of Interchange. First, he would never be allowed the
use of its facilities; second, the Interchange managenment woul d
spare no effort in punishing him Kokor Hekkus perhaps scorns

peril, but he is not rash. So this girl acts as her own sponsor. She
establishes her rescission fee at ten billion SVU; indeed, she w shed
to set it higher, at a thousand billion, but this was not all owed.

"So now W have this |udicrous circunstance, the girl serene
and secure in the Inperial Gardens at Interchange, while Kokor
Hekkus sweats and reeks in the extremty of passion. And indeed,
he will not be denied. He | acks the cash; sonewhere he nmust find
ten billion SVU."

"l begin to understand," said Gersen

"Kokor Hekkus is by no means baffled," Koshiel declared with
verve. "He fights fire with fire. The girl has used the appointnents

of Interchange to thwart hiny he will use the sane to gain his wll.
Ten billion is a large nunber, but it is only a hundred tinmes a
hundred nmillion. So now Kokor Hekkus ranges the O kunene, kid-

napi ng the | oved ones of the hundred weal thiest folk alive! On the
day that the hundredth pays the hundred mllion, Kokor Hekkus

will claimthe person of AJusz |phigenia Eperje-Tokay, for she is
"available." "

"A highly romantic individual, this Kokor Hekkus-in every
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sense of the word," said Gersen.

Koshiel did not notice the siccant quality to Gersen's remark.

"I ndeed! Think of it! She nust wait, day after day, watching the
figure of ten billion becone smaller and snaller. Already he has
collected for twenty of the guests he has sponsored; every day sees
the arrival of nore. And meanwhile the girl can do nothing; she is
caught in her own trap."

"Hmf. A sorry situation-at |east fromthe standpoint of the
young | ady. Her hone is where?"
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Koshi el shook his head. "As to thdt, | hear onl\ runor-indeed

the source of all mv information The runor in this case is beyond

the belief of sensible men |ike ourselves She is said to have decl ared
hersel f a native of Never-Never |and the planet rhanber'"

"Thanber 3" Gersen was indeed surprised Thanber, the world

of nmyth, of witches and sea-serpents, gallant knights, and nagic

forests, was the locale of children's fairy' tales. Also, he recalled with
a sudden tingle, the honme of hormagaunts’

"Thanber indeed' " exclaimed Koshie! with a | augh and an ex-
pressive gesture "It now occurs to ne that if you have ten billion
SVU and vast courage, here woul d be an excellent specul ation' Ko-
kor Hekkus, if he must kidnap the scions of another hundred

weal thy folk, would certainly pay your price'"

"Just ny luck to rescind this nonpareil, then have her sicken
and di e on ny hands. Kokor Hekkus and | would both be bereft'"

As they spoke, they had been wandering along the row of O ass

B and Class A apartments Koshiel paused, pointed in at a mddle-
aged man who seened to be drawing a diagramin a notebook

"Here," said Koshiel, "is Myron Patch, another guest sponsored by
Kokor Hekkus At a rescission of 427,685 SVU, highly overpriced,

if you ask nme. Unlike the girl from Thanber'" He gave Gersen a

| asci vious wi nk and nudge of the el bow.

Gersen frowned in at Myron Patch-an undi stingui shed fell ow

of medium stature, plunp, with an easy good-natured countenance
The rescission fee aroused his interest Wy 427,685 precisely5 Be-
hind the figure, behind the enforced visit of Myron Patch to Inter-
change was a story He asked Koshiel, "Can | talk to this man?"

"Certainly, he is "available.' If you think you can mul ct Kokor
Hekkus of a sumin extent of-what is it3 427,68> SVU, a ridicul ous
figure-by all neans go to it."

"The apartnments are naturally equi pped with spy-cells and mi -
crophones”"

"No," said Koshiel, "and for a very good reason- there is noth-
ing to be gained by listening "

"Neverthel ess," said Gersen, "we will take precautions Let ne
speak to the man."

Koshi el touched the button that, by ringing a snmall chine, ap-
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prised the guest in question that his attention was required Myron
Patch | ooked up, came slowy to the front of the apartnment Koshi el
inserted a key into a socket, a panel snapped aside, Myron Patch
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| ooked forth at Gersen, at first with hope, and then perplexity. Cer-
sen took Koshiel by the shoul ders, moved himclose to the panel,
turned himso that he faced into the apartnment. "Now sing. loudly."

Koshi el grinned foolishly. "I know only lullabies fromny
yout h. "

"Sing lullabies then, but loudly and with | egato

Koshi el began to yelp a discordant song. Gersen notioned to
the even nore perpl exed Patch. "Stand cl ose."

Patch pressed his face close to the panel. Gersen asked, "Wy
are you hereb"

Patch's nouth drooped. "It's a long story."
"Tell me in as few words as possible.”

Pat ch sighed nournfully. "I am an engi neer and nmanuf act urer.

I undertook a conplicated )ob for a certain man-a crimnal, | now
know himto be. W disagreed; he seized ny person and brought

me here. The ransomrepresents the noney under dispute.”

Koshiel started a new song. Gersen asked, "The crimnal is
Kokor Hekkus5"

Myron Pat ch nodded dol eful ly.
"Do you know hi m personal | y?"

Pat ch said sonething that Gersen could not understand for the
fervor of Koshiel's lullaby. Patch repeated: "I said | know his agent,
who comes often to Kroknole,"

"Can you nake contact with the agent5"”

"On Kroknol e, yes Not here,”

"Very well. I will rescind your fee." Gersen tapped Koshiel's
shoul der. "You may stop. W return to the office."

"You are finished3 There are others to see: bargains, true bar-
gai ns!"

Cersen hesitated. "Can | see the wonman whom Kokor Hekkus
i s pursuing?”

Koshi el shook his head. "Not unless you pay ten thousand SVU

for the privilege- In essence she refuses to see anyone: even em
pl oyees like nyself, who would be happy to relieve her tedium and
rel ax her understandabl e tensions."

"Very well then." Gersen produced another three hundred
SVU, which Koshiel, bedazzled and dreany after so nuch tal k of
mllions and billions, pocketed with a nurmur of unenthusiastic
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thanks. "We return to the office."
From Popul ar Handbook to the Planets, 303rd Edition
(1292);
Krokinole: third | argest planet of the Rigel

Concourse, fourteenth in orbital order.
Pl anet ary Constants:

Diameter: 9,450 miles
Mass: 1.23
Mean day: 22 hours, 16 mnutes, 48.9

seconds, etc.

General Renmarks: Sonetines considered the nost

beautiful of all the Concourse planets, Krokinole may with
justice claimto be the nmost diverse, both geographically
and ethnically. There are two | arge continents: Borkland
and Sankl and; six smaller continents: Cunberland, Layl and,
Gardena, Mergenthal er, Hopl and, and Skakerl and.

Each of these boasts dozens of natural nmarvels. At ran-

dom may be nentioned the Crystal Pinnacles of Bize Par-

ish, the Card River Falls of D nker Parish, both in
Cunberland; the 1 lole through the Wrld of North State,

Sankl and; the Undersea Forest off the coast of |ksenmand,
Skaker| and; Munt Jovah in the Hi ghlands of Gardena, the

tall est nountain (42,102 feet above sea level) of all the Con-
cour se.

The flora and fauna are conpl ex and hi ghly devel oped.
The near-extinct Super-beasts, once masters of the planet,
di splay nore than a rudinmentary intelligence, as evidenced
bv their uni que semaphore conmuni catory system (to cal
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it a "language" is to commit semantic mayhem), their boats,
baskets, ornamental knots, and conmittee organization

The human popul ation of Krokinole is as varied as the
topography; again the diversity can only be indicated. Skak-
erland was first settled by a schismatic cult of the Skakers
who went to A liphane; in the Hi ghlands of Gardena dwell

the remarkabl e I nps. Cunberland is hone to the talented

and i ndustrious Whitel ocks; while the Drui d Banquers wan-
der the tundras of North Hopland. Qther races are the Ar-
cadi ans, Batthal ese, Singhels, Oporto Fishernmen, Jansenists,
Anci ent Al ans, and nany nore.

Returni ng from Sasani aboard Gersen's Mdel 9B Locater, M-

ron Patch explained in greater detail his dealings with Kokor Hek-
kus, and indeed el aborated upon the whol e course of his life.
Oiginally a native of Earth, Patch had been a victimof the Tex-
ahoma Riots, and considered hinself lucky to escape with his life.
He arrived on Krokinole penniless, accepted work as a barnacl e-
scraper for the Card Estuary Docki ng Conpany, presently estab-
lished a small nmachi ne shop at Pacris, the Witel ock capital
Prospering and expandi ng, in the course of eighteen years, Patch
had becone owner and manager of the Patch Engi neering WrKks,
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the | argest such enterprise of Cunberland. He had al so achi eved a
reputation for versatility and ingenuity, to such a degree that when
Seuman Gtwal brought hima set of bizarre specifications, Patch

was intrigued but not surprised.

Seuman OGtwal, as Patch described him was a man sonmewhat

younger than hinmself, with a strikingly ugly face distinguished by a
| ong down-curvi ng nose that alnost seened to neet a sharp up-

tilted chin.

Seuman Gtwal had attenpted no subterfuge. He identified him

sel f as an agent of Kokor Hekkus, and had appeared content when
Patch declared hinmself willing to work for the devil hinself, pro-
vi ded his noney passed silently through the fake-neter.

Wth the relationship established on a realistic footing O wa
produced his plans. He wanted Patch to design and construct a

wal king fort in the senblance of a nonster centipede, seventy-six
feet long and twelve feet high. The nechani smwas to consist of

ei ght een segnents, each equipped with a pair of legs. The fort, as
Seuman Gtwal ternmed it, nust be able to nove at a speed of at
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| east forty mles per hour on synchronized, snoothly operating |egs.
It nmust be able to spurt liquid fire fromits tongue, exude noxious
gas, and tire energy beans through ports in its head. Patch decl ared
hi nsel f capabl e of contriving the nmechanism and, with natural in-
terest, inquired its purpose. Seuman Gwal at first seened dis-

pl eased, then expl ai ned Kokor Hekkus' fascination with intricate

and nacabre machi nes. Kokor Hekkus, Owal went on to say, had
recently been victimzed by an obstreperous group of savages, and
the fort "would speak to themin a | anguage they understood."

Warnming to his subject, Owal favored Patch with a | engthy

di squisition on his subject of terror. According to Owal, terror was
of two varieties: the instinctive and the conditioned. To produce a
maxi mum ef fect, both types should be excited simultaneously; ei-

ther al one was capabl e of being contained. Kokor Hekkus' nethod

was to identify and anal yze these factors; then, in his application,
he selected and intensified the factors of naxi num potency.

"One cannot frighten a fish with talk of drowning!" declared
Seuman G wal .

The exposition continued for half an hour, with Patch becom

ing increasingly unconfortable. After Gwal had departed, he wes-
tled long and hard with his conscience over the norality of building
t he mechani cal horror

Here Gersen inquired, "Did you ever suspect that Seunan
O wal mght be Kokor Hekkus hinsel f?"

"Ch indeed, until one day Kokor Hekkus hinself stepped into
the shop. He did not resenble Seuman Gtwal in the |east."

"Describe him if you will."

Patch frowned. "This is difficult. He has no renarkabl e char-
acteristics. He is about your stature, he is agile and nervous, his
head is neither large nor small, his features are regular and well -
spaced. He wears sonber skin-tone and garments in the style of

the Whitel ock elders. H's manner is subdued, alnobst over-
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courteous, but it is not convincing nor is it intended to convince.
Al the while, as he speaks softly and listens attentively, his eyes
gl eam and one knows he is thinking of the strange sights he has
seen and the odd deeds he has done."

There was an interruption now fromthe two children, who

wi shed to have Rigel pointed out to them Gersen indicated the
white bl aze dead ahead, then returned to Patch who continued with
the description of his nmental turnoil. He had suffered, so he de-
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dared, the m | range of qual ns, m sgivings and apprehensions, but
at |l ast decided to be guided by two considerations: first, he had
al ready conprom sed hinself, especially since noney had been ad-
vanced to him to the sumof SVU 427,685; and second, if he did
not build the machine, there were a dozen other shops that would
do so. So work progressed, even though Patch was uneasily aware
that he assisted in the creation of an evil device.

Gersen listened without comment, and in fact felt no great dis-
approbation. Patch seened an inoffensive individual who had the
m sfortune to lack an automatic morality.

Construction continued; the fort neared conpl eti on. Kokor

Hekkus now made hi s appearance, for the purpose of inspection

Miuch to Patch's dismay he declared hinself profoundly dissatisfied-
He derided the |l eg action, which he characterized as awkward and
obvi ously nonorganic. In his opinion, the fort "would not deceive

a child!" Patch, at first appalled, gradually recovered his wits. He
brought forward the specifications and denonstrated that he had
performed to the letter of his instructions. Nowhere and at no time
had he been supplied unanbi guous information regarding | eg no-

tion. Kokor Hekkus was unnoved. He declared the object totally
unaccept abl e and dermanded that Patch make suitabl e changes.

Patch angrily di savowed responsibility: he would gl adly make
changes but he must ask nore noney. Kokor Hekkus drew back in
outrage. He made a harsh cutting gesture with his hand to signify
that Patch had gone too far. Patch, he declared, had not fulfilled
his contract, which was thereby void; he demanded return of al
moneys advanced: nanely SVU 427, 685. Patch refused, whereupon

Kokor Hekkus bowed and depart ed-

Patch arnmed hinmself but to no avail; four days |ater he was set
upon by three men, beaten in a thorough but disinterested manner,
hustl ed into a spaceboat, conveyed to |Interchange where his ransom
was set at SVU 427,685. Patch had neither friends, relatives, nor
busi ness associates; owing to certain debts incurred in the process
of expansion, forced sale of his engineering shop would bring no
more than SVU 200, 000. He had given up hope of redenption,

and had resigned hinself to slavery. Then Gersen had appeared.
Patch hesitantly inquired Gersen's notives. He felt boundl ess grat-
i tude, he recognized Gersen's generosity, but surely there was nore
to the situation than this.

Gersen felt no inpulse to confide in Patch. "Assune,"” he said,
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"that | am acquainted with the Patch Engi neering and Construction
Conpany, that | consider the ransom as constituting payment for
a 51 percent interest in the organization."
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Patch rather forlornly declared hinself satisfied with the ar-
rangenent. "Do you wi sh formal acknow edgnent of partnership?”

"You might wite a nenorandumto the effect. Essentially I

want control over conpany policy for an indefinite period, not to
exceed five years. As to profits | have no i medi ate need of noney
and you may apply all such to repaynent of the sum advanced."

Patch was not too pleased with the schene, but had no basis

for argunent. A sudden thought canme to him and he rubbed his

face nervously. "By any chance, do you intend to have further deal -
ings with Kokor Hekkus?"

"Since you ask-yes."

Patch licked his lips, "Allow nme at once to register a 49 percent
negative vote. If, in your mind, there is even a 2 percent m sgiving,
the negative votes will defeat this reckless ambition."

Gersen grinned. "All 51 percent cries out in favor of recovering
from Kokor Hekkus noney illegally extorted from conpany funds."

Patch bowed his head. "So be it."

Ri gel flared across the sky. Gersen | ocated Al phanor; Daro and

W x becane effervescent with excitenent. Gersen watched them

wyly. As soon as they returned to the dimold house in the sun-
struck hills above Taube, they would rush to the arns of their father
and not her; the kidnaping, the inprisonment, the voyage hone

woul d becorme vague, Gersen would be forgotten.. . . Cersen

mused upon the vagaries of fate that had nolded himinto a-

ruefully he supplied the word-a nononani ac. Wat if, by some
fantastic set of circunstances, he succeeded in avengi ng the Munt

Pl easant cataclysmupon all five of the Denpbn Princes-what then?
Wul d he be able to retire, to buy country land, to woo and wed,

to breed children? O would the role of nemesis have becone such

an ingrained element in his nature that never could he draw back,
never could he know of evil nen without wanting to take their lives?
It was all too possible. And, sadly, the inpetus would conme not
fromindignation or noral outrage, but fromreflex, a passionless
reaction; and the only satisfaction to be derived would be that of
fulfilling a m nor physiol ogical need, such as bel ching or scratching
an itch.

As al ways, such reflections drove Gersen into a fit of nelan-
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choly, and during the remai nder of the voyage, he was even nore
terse and gruff than ever. The children inspected hi mwonderingly
though wi thout fear, for they had | earned at least to trust him

Down to Al phanor, down to the continent Scythia, down to the
antiquated Garreu Province spaceport at Marquari. Here Gersen
conmuni cat ed by vi si phone with Duschane Audnar, whose face

was vaguel y haggard; Gersen guessed that he had given nuch in-
trospection to Gersen's nission. He inquired briefly as to the health
of his children and accepted Gersen's reassurance with a curt nod.

There was no air-service between Marquari and Taube, and

spaceshi ps were proscribed except at the spaceports. Gersen herded
the eager children aboard the coast dispatch-ship, a broad-beaned
vessel with cargo bel ow and passengers above, which required a day
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and a night to make the five-hundred-mle run down the coast to
Taube. Here he hired the ancient glide-car and runbled up the

| ong slope to the manse of Duschane Audmar. The children junped
fromthe car and ran pell-nell, w thout a backward gl ance for Ger-
sen, into the arms of their nother, who stood, waiting in the open
doorway. Her face worked with the effort to hold back tears, and
Gersen was consci ous of an enptiness within hinself, for he had
cone to feel affection for the children. He entered the house, and
now, secure in their hone, Daro and Wx ran up, hugged and ki ssed
hi m

Audmar cane forth, conducted himto the austere room where
they had first spoken. Gersen nmade his accounting,

"Kokor Hekkus needs ten billion SVU He hopes to raise this
anount by extorting a hundred nmillion froma hundred of the
weal t hiest folk of the O kunene. He has attained perhaps a third
of his goal, and noney is rapidly comng in. He desires the noney
in order to ransom a young worman who to evade hi m has taken
refuge at Interchange under a rescission fee often billion SVU."

"Hmf," said Audmar. "This woman nust be extravagantly
attractive for Kokor Hekkus to value her at this figure."

"So it would seemal though any object valued at this figure

must be inherently desirable," said Gersen. "I would have inspected
t he woman, but she, functioning as her own sponsor, charges ten
thousand SVU a | ook, presumably in order to discourage the cu-
riosity of such as nyself."

Duschane Audmar nodded. "The information may or may not
be worth a hundred mllion SVUto the Institute, from which the
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money naturally comes My children are hack with ne, | am of
course grateful for this, but | tear that | have allowed ny enotions
to interfere with rm reason, | fear that | have conproni sed nysel f"

Gersen nade no coment | lis private opinion was to the same
effect Still, the Institute had only itself to blanme, should it choose,
it undoubtedly could destroy Kokor Hekkus "A second matter of

i nterest The young woman's name is Al usz | phigenia Eper)e-
Tokay She is native to the planet Thanber, or so she clains

"Thanber'" Audnmar at |last was interested "Is this a serious
avowal or facetiousness”'

"l believe that she nakes a serious claimto this effect

"Interesting Even if all cockalorum" lie | ooked sidew se at
Gersen "You have sonmething else to tell mer"

"You gave ne a certain anmpbunt ot expense noney | used part

of it in a manner | considered pertinent which is to say, | bought
a controlling interest in the Patch Engi neeri ng and Construction
Conpany of Patns on Kroknole "

Audmar nodded graciously "It was the obvious thing to do

"The opportunity occurred at |Interchange Myron Patch was
sponsored by Kokor Hekkus, with a rescission of 427,685 SVU
The figure interested ne, | made inquiry, and when Patch stated
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that he was able to establish contact with Kokor Hekkus, | re-
deenmed him taking the partnership as security "

Audmar rose to his feet, wal ked to the door, returned with a
tray containing cordials

"1 find," said Gersen, "that Myron Patch has been building a
mechani cal nonster for Kokor Hekkus a wal king fort mthe shape
of a centipede of eighteen segnents "

Audrmar sipped his cordial, held the glass aloft, eyed the rose

and violet glintngs. "You need not account for the noney," he

said "It has paid for a fewitems of interesting information, and as
an incidental concomtant brought two pleasant children back to

their home " He finished his cordial, set the glass down with a click
Gersen, understanding nore fromwhat was | eft unsaid than what

was said, rose to his feet, took his |eave

Patns, capital of the Cumberl and \ssoci ated Parishes, ranbled and
sprawl ed for nmiles along the Card River Estuary, with residentia
suburbs al ong the shores of Ock Eake There were nany thousand-
year-old structures in the Od Quarter three- and four-story buil d-
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mgs of rough black brick, narrow fronted, with tall narrow w ndows
and hi gh pitched gabl es. Upnver, in seven-hundred-year-old New
Town, stood the fanous River Arches el even nonunental river-
straddling structures of a type unknown el sewhere mthe hunman

uni ver se Ei ght-hundred-feet high they stood truncated triangles

wi th two-hundred-foot arches carved fromthe base Each was iden-
tical save for color, each housed shops, studios, service areas in the
| egs, with apartments for the urban elite above Between the arches
of New Town and the black brick structures of AOd Quarter spread

a dingy industrial area, and here was Myron Patch's shop In mn-
gl ed eagerness, irresolution, pride, anxiety, and wounded dignity,
he escorted Gersen to the main entrance It was a nore inposing
operation than Gersen had expected, occupying an area two-
hundred-feet long by a hundred-feet wide, with parts and nateria
st orage above Patch was depressed to find the shop | ocked and
silent "It would seemthat in a tinme of stress, one's enpl oyees
woul d pitch in, keep the wheels rolling, so to speak, or even nake
sonme attenpt to rescind the fees of their enployer. Over a hundred
men and wonen derived their livelihood fromme, and not one so
much as made inquiry fromthe Interchange representative'"

"Presumably they were all occupi ed m seeki ng new enpl oy-
ment, " Gersen suggest ed-

"Be that as it may, | amnot gratified " Patch flung the doors

wi de, ushered Gersen into the cavernous interior, pointed to the
section that had been walled off fromthe main plant "Seuman

O wal insisted on absolute secrecy,” Patch explained. "I used only
trusted enpl oyees, and then, at Gtwal's insistence, | put them
through a hypnotic process mwhich | ordered themto forget
everything they saw in Wrkshop B after they passed through the
door Also," he said nmusingly, "while they were in the hypnotic
condition | added the suggestion that they work with greater zea
and accuracy, that they feel neither thirst, hunger, |oquacity, nor
fatigue during the working hours, and | nust say that for a space
have never seen such an adnmirable set of workers | was about to
extend the plan to the entire working force when | was ki dnaped,
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i ndeed ny first thought was that | had encountered bravos from
the Fabricators' Protective Guild " He | ed Gersen across the shop,
past various forges, cutters, nolds, welding ngs, and lathes, to a
door placarded with the universal synbol for KEEP OUT a red
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palmprint. Patch ran his finders over the code buttons to the |ock
"Since you are a partner, there can be no secrets fromyou."

"Precisely," said Gersen

The door slid aside, the two passed through an anteroominto

Wor kshop B. There was the wal king fort. Patch's habit of mild
under st at enent had not prepared Gersen for the ferocious aspect

of the device. The head was equi pped with six scythe-like mandi bl es
and a collar of |ong barbed prongs. The eye was a single faceted
band; the ingestion orifice was a conical maw at the top of the head
with a pair of jointed arns at each side. Behind were the ei ghteen
segnents, each suspended froma pair of high-rising jointed |egs,
these encased in a rugose yellow skin. At the far stern was a nubbin
Ii ke a second head, equipped with an eye and anot her set of barbed
prongs. The torso had not yet been finished and still exhibited a
metal lic sheen.

"What do you think of it?" asked Patch anxiously, as if hoping
for vindication or endorsement.

"Hi ghly inpressive," said Gersen, and Patch seemed sati sfi ed.
"I"d like to know what he wants it for."

"Watch." Patch nmounted the head of the object, using the

prongs as a | adder. He stepped into the maw and di sappeared. GCer-

sen was alone in the roomw th the seventy-six-foot engine of fright.
It could spew poison fromits prongs, dart fire fromits eyes. A
sweep of the mandible could slash through a tree-trunk. Gersen

| ooked right and left, then retired into the anteroom Patch seened

a good fellow, sincerely grateful, but why put tenptation in his way?

He positioned hinself in the anteroom where he coul d not be

seen fromthe head, and watched. Patch had started the energy
system the object insensibly had conme alive. The head gave a shake,
the prongs rattled, the nandi bl es clicked. Fromvents at the side of
the head cane a wild wailing scream Gersen stood quivering. The
scream di ed. Now t he object noved, the |l egs of alternate segnents
rising and sw ngi ng ahead while the others thrust back

Backward and forward noved the device, the jointed | egs work-

ing smoothly if a trifle stiffly. Now the metal centipede halted,
pranced sidew se; a step, two steps, three steps. Then the near side
of legs seened to collapse; the object toppled, fell with a clanging

thud against the wall. Gersen would have been crushed had he re-
mai ned in the shop. Unavoi dabl e, doubtless-a flaw in the nmachin-
ery, a clumsiness on the part of the operator. . . . Fromthe topside
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maw scramnbl ed Patch, round face pale and clamy, eyes big with
consternation. Gersen, watching fromthe anteroom would have
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sworn that his concern was real, that Patch was horrified by the
t hought of what he night see. Patch junped to the floor, peered
back and forth under the hulk. "Gersen! Gersen!"

"Behind you," said Gersen. Patch junped around, and if the
relief on his face were not genuine, then, Gersen thought, the mm
i ng- pads had | ost a great perfornmer.

Pat ch gasped his thankful ness that Gersen was safe. The phas-

i ng mechanismfor the starboard bank of legs had failed; it was a
deficiency that he had not previously recognised. Not that it nmade
any great difference one way or the other, since now the object
must be scrapped.

He I ed the way back into the main shop, |ocked the door behind

them "Tonmorrow," he said, "it's back to work. | don't know what
has happened to my old custoners, hut | always satisfied themin
the past and perhaps they will bring their business back to us."

Gersen stood | ooking across to Wrkshop B. "Exactly what
faults did Kokor Hekkus find unacceptabl e?”

Patch made a wy face. "The leg action. He said it did not

produce the effect he desired. The notion was too stiff and rigid.
Only a soft supple | ooping notion would serve. | pointed out the
difficulties and the expense of such a system indeed | doubt if a
dur abl e mechani sm coul d be worked out, considering the mass of

the fort and the terrain to be traversed, which |I understand is ex-
trenely rugged."”

"My idea is this," said Gersen. "Kokor Hekkus extracted al npst
half a million SVU fromus. | want to get that noney back."

Patch smiled a sad tremulous smile. "W should be wiser to

ignore him W do not need his class of trade. Let bygones be
bygones, that is the wise course. Cone! Into the office. W will go
over the accounts."”

"No," said Gersen. "I plan to | eave these matters entirely in

your hands. In the nmatter of the walking fort, however, | feel that
we nust regain our noney. And we can do it in a safe, legitimate
fashion."

"Il owr" Patch asked dubi ously.

"We nmust nodify the fort so that it functions to suit Kokor
Hekkus. Then we will sell it to himfor the full original price."

"Possibly. But there are difficulties. He may not now require
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the fort. O he may not have the noney. O -even nore |ikely-
we won't be able to nodify the device to suit him™"

Gersen reflected. "Sonmewhere |'ve seen a neans to overcone

the difficulty. . . . Across the O kunene is Vanello, sonething of a
resort world for the region back of Scorpio. At one of the religious
festivals, a platformsupported by a long flexible stemraises a priest-
ess dressed in flower petals. Another simlar platformraises a table

supporting certain synbolic objects-as | recall, a book, a beaker,
and a hurman skull. No natter. The priestess perforns rites while
the stens tw ne about each other. | learned that the stens are built
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up of several dozen smaller tubes, each containing a magnetic

slurry: iron powder in a viscous liquid. Reacting to fields fromin-
ternal w ndings, these tubes selectively contract with great force.
By proper circuitry any contortion of the tubes is possible. It seens
to ne that this systemmght be applied to the | egs of the wal king

fort."
Patch scratched his small round chin. "If what you say is cor-
rect, | aminclined to agree."

"First we will want to consult Seuman Owal to assure oursel ves
t hat Kokor Hekkus still needs the fort."

Pat ch heaved a deep sigh, raised his arns, let themflap down
to his sides. "So be it-though | would rather deal with adders."

But when Patch called the hotel that Seunan G wal was wont
to patronize, he found that M. Owal was not currently in resi-
dence, and the date of his return was indefinite.

Patch heard the news with vast relief. Only at Gersen's pronpt-
ing did he leave his name and the request that M. Qwal call as
soon as possi bl e.

The hotel clerk's face vani shed; Patch becane cheerful once
again. "After all we have no need for their filthy noney, derived
fromthe nost vicious crinmes inmaginable! Perhaps we can sell the
nonster as a curio, or even nount seats on the back and advertise
it as an eccentric charabanc. Have no fear, Kirth Gersen! Your
nmoney is secure!"

"I"'mnot interested in the noney," said Gersen. "I want Kokor
Hekkus. "

Patch evidently considered this an odd or even perverse incli-
nati on. "For what purpose?"

"I want to kill him' said Gersen, then regretted his | apse from
taciturnity.

From " Kokor Hekkus the Killing Machine," Chapter
IV of The Dermon Prntes, by Caril Carphen (El usidarian
Press, New Wexford, Al oysius, Vega):

| f Ml agate the Whe can be characterized by the single

word "grim and Howard Al an Treesong .by "inconpre-
hensi bl e," then Lens Larque, Viole Falushe, and Kokor

Hekkus all lay claimto the word "fantastic." Which one
exceeds the other two in "fantasy"? It is an anusing if prof-
itless specul ation. Consider Viole Falushe's Palace of Love,
Lens Larque's nonunent, the vast and incredi bl e outrages
Kokor Hekkus has visited upon humanity: such extrava-

gances are inpossible to conprehend, |let alone conpare. It
is fair to say, however, that Kokor Hekkus has captured the
popul ar i magi nation with his grotesque and eerie hunor.

Let us listen to what he has to say in an abstract fromthe
famous tel ephoned address, The Theory and Practice of Ter-
ror, to the students of Cervantes University:

to produce the maxi mum effect, one nust identify

and intensify those basic dreads already existing within the
subject. It is a nistake to regard the fear of death as the
nmost extrene fear. | find a dozen other types to be nore
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poi ghant, such as:

"The fear of inability to protect a cherished dependent.
"The fear of disesteem

"The fear of noisome contact.

"The fear of being nmade afraid.

"My goal is to produce a 'nightrmare' quality of fright,
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and to maintain it over an appreciable duration. A night-
mare is the result of the under-mnd exploring its nost
sensitive areas, and so serves as an index for the operator
Once an apparently sensitive area is |ocated, the operator

to the best of his ingenuity enploys neans to enphasize,

to dramatize this fear, then augnent it by orders of mag-
nitude. If the subject fears heights, the operator takes him
to the base of a tall cliff, attaches himto a slender, obviously
fragile or frayed cord, and slowy raises himup the face of
the cliff, not too far and not too close to the face. Scale
must be enphasi zed, together with the tantalizing but in-
feasible possibility of clinging to the vertical surface. The
lifting mechani sm should be arranged to falter and jerk. To

i ntensify claustrophobic dread, the subject is conveyed into
a pit or excavation, inserted head-forenpost into a narrow
and constricted runnel that slants downward, and occasion-
ally changes direction by sharp and cranpi ng angl es.

Wher eupon the pit or excavation is filled and subject nust
proceed ahead, for the nobst part in a dowward direction."

Seuman Gtwal made no appearance during the first nonth, nor

yet the second. During this time. Patch called his enpl oyees back

to work, solicited business, and presently the Patch Engi neering and
Construction Conpany was once nore in full clangorous sw ng.

Gersen took upon hinself the nodification of the walking fort.

He communi cated with the local office of the UTCS,* nentioned

the annual Floration Rite at Vanello, described the sinuous supports
to the forty-five sepalic platforns, and mnutes |later received a port-
folio of tables, graphs, schematics, and material specifications. He
took these to Patch, who scrutinized them nodded sagely, said,

"Ah, yes. ... Ah yes.... Ah yes. ..." After which he heaved a do-

| orous sigh. "And so at vast expense, we perfect this ridicul ous hur-

| othrumbo to find that neither Seuman Qwal nor Kokor Hekkus

nor anyone else will pay for it-what then?"

"We'||l sue," said CGersen

Patch snorted, returned to a study of the data Gersen had set
before him Finally he said grudgingly, "The systemis clearly fea-
sible, and will definitely be nore flexible than the jointed | egs.

"Uni versal Technical Consultative Service.
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However the design of the phasing nodes, the coupling to the nod-
ulators, and the nodul ators thensel ves are far beyond ny capabili -
ties. . . . There is a highly conpetent group of cybernetic engineers-
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as | see it, this is basically a cybernetic problema hundred yards up
the street, and | suggest that we contract the whole natter over to
t hem "

"As you w sh."

Two nonths later, Seuman Otwal had not appeared. After ve-

henment protest, Patch comruni cated once nore with the Hal kshire
Hotel, but Seuman Gtwal had not been seen. Gersen began to fee
spasns of uneasi ness and cast about for another neans to nmake

contact with Kokor Hekkus. The fort itself-so he reasoned-by

its very nature should provide information. He went to the files and
brought forth the entire set of plans, specifications, and correspon-
dence, spread all before him

Nowher e appeared any categorical identification of the planet
on which the netal nonster was intended to function

Gersen began all over again, seeking this tine for some indirect
indication to Planet X, for information inplicit in other data.

There was no nmention of air-conditioning equipnment; evidently
the at nosphere was standard or near-standard.

In the specifications, a section read:

The vehicle nust, under full |oad, be able to traverse sl opes
of up to 40° (assumi ng adequate footing) at a speed not |ess
than ten mles per hour; to negotiate easily and certainly
broken ground, such as a field of irregularly-shaped rock
fragments up to six feet in dianeter; to pass across cre-
vasses, gaps, or ditches up to twenty feet w de.

El sewhere a notation stated

Energy requirenents have been cal cul ated on the basts of 75
percent thernodynam c efficiency with an over-performance
factor of 100 percent.

Gersen set to work with slide-rule, calcultte, and integraph. He
knew t he mass of the fort, he knew the energy required to prope
the vehicle up a 40° slope at a speed of ten niles an hour. From
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this informati on and the over-performance factor, he could cal cu-
|late the surface gravity of Planet X-which came to a value of 0 84
standard, inplying a dianeter of between 7,000 and 8,000 mil es.

So far, so good, but hardly definitive informati on Again Gersen
studi ed the specifications They were extrenely exact, and all owed
no elasticity, with fourteen col or sketches depicting the fort from
all sides The object was to be enanel ed mvarious shades of bl ack,
dark brown, pink, and chal k-blue Even the enanels and pignents

were specified by nmeans of graphs showi ng wavel ength plotted

agai nst refl ectance One variabl e had not been indicated, nused
Gersen the color of the inpinging |ight Thoughtfully, he called

in the plant's col or engi neer, and requested a set of plaques en-
anel ed m accordance with the graph

Wil e he waited Gersen investigated another idea The speci -
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fications were so exact as to suggest sinilarity or identity to an
actual living creature The creature woul d be awesone i ndeed, but
this was consistent with the phil osophy of Kokor Hekkus. He pre-
pared a precis detailing the characteristics of the fort, which he
submitted to the UTCS Twelve minutes later, he received a report
to the effect that no creature of these taxonom c indexes could be
|l ocated in the standard references, bestiaries, nonographs, or ex-
pl oration notices Many worl ds hosted creatures with points of sim
ilarity: this was a matter of common know edge- The planet I|dora,
Sadal Suud XI, exhibited a segnented water-worm ranging to

thirty feet in length, on Earth were various mniature species, the
Kr oknol e Hi ghl ands was home to the noxi ous roof-runner There

was, stated the report, a curiously apt reference man old vol une
of children's tales Legends of O d Thanber-here Gersen bent sud-
denly over the sheet The exerpt read

Easi ng and squeezing, gliding and sliding, walking and
stal king down the nmountain it cones on thirty-six supple
hooks' Dreadful and dire is the creature in its unhurried
haste, as long as the length of twelve dead victins'

"Now we are lost,"” cried Princess Sozanella, "Shall we
succunb to the nonster or give ourselves to the horrid
Taddo trolls”"

"Hope' Hold to hope'" Dantinet whispered. "For this
is the ancient foe of the trolls' It turns its black face away,
to | ook upon the Taddo' It rears to showits blue belly, the
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color of putridity The trolls whinper and scream but too
late' And the nonster tosses theminto its maw Now we

hast en away, through the gl oons and passages, for once the
Dread has perforned a benefit'"

Gersen slowy put down the report Thanmber' Another reference

to the world of nyth' Xavar Manki nell o, the col or engineer,
came in with tabs enanel ed to Kokor Hekkus' specifications Ger-
sen, with as rmuch inpatience as he ever allowed hinmsel f, arranged
them besi de the depicted fort There was an obvi ous difference
Manki nel | o bent anxi ously over the desk "There's been no m stake,
| took great pains "

Gersen studied the tiles "Assumng that this is so, what color
light will bring the tiles to the sane colors as the sketch®""

Manki nel | o considered "The tiles are unquestionably cool er
than the sketch Let's step into the lab "

In the laboratory, Mankinello put the tiles under a col or gen-
erator "Presumably you're interested in standard i ncandescence

"Standard starlight | suppose that's close to the same thing "

"Somewhat different, due to the stellar atnospheres But | can
easily code for the stellar progression Let's start w th about
4,0000 " He turned a wheel, flicked a switch, checked with a com
parator "Close " He turned the wheel "There it is 4,350°." He

gl anced through a port. "See for yourself"

Gersen peered through the opening The tiles were now i den-
tical to the colors of the sketch "Color tenperature 4,350° d ass
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K?"

"Il tell you exactly Manki nel l o consulted a reference. "d ass

(Bu

Gersen took sketch, tiles, returned to the room he had pre-

enpted for his office. Facts were accunul ating. The pl anet in ques-
tion attended a G star, and was characterized by a gravity of

0 84G References to the | egendary world Thanber had occurred

wi th peculiar frequency Gersen call ed UTCS, requested a

search for references to the |ocation-hypothetical, fictional, nyth-
ical, hysterical, or otherw se-of the |ost world Thanber Hal f an

hour later, a folder was delivered to himw th several dozen extracts
There was little of interest, the nost circunstantial information
being contained in a traditional bit of school-yard doggere
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Set a course fromthe old Dog Star
A point to the north of Achernar;

Sl ei ght your ship to the verge extrene
And dead ahead shi nes Thanber's gl eam

The information contained in the first two |ines mght be appli ed,
but thereafter the directions were nmeani ngl ess. There was no nore
information to be derived froma study of the fort. Gersen deci ded
that he had come to a dead end. Somewhere in space hung a world
wher e Kokor Hekkus planned to take a netal nonster. This world

m ght be honme to Al usz |phigenia Eperje-Tokay who val ued hersel f
at ten billion SVU This world might be the Thamber of myth.

But there was no way of knowi ng,

Myron Pat ch appeared in the doorway. H's round face was taut
and accusing. For a nmonent he | ooked at Gersen, then said in a
portentous voice, "Seuman O wal is here.”

Fromthe Preface to A Concise Histofy of the QO kunene,
by Al bert B. Hall:

Human evolution . .. has never gone in a snmooth fl ow,

but always in a cyclical pulse, which, as history is scanned,
seens al nost convul sive. The tribes mngle and nerge to
forma race, then cones a tinme of expulsion, of mgration,
isolation, differentiation into new tribes.

For nmore than a thousand years, this latter process has

been on the ascendant, as the human race has swept across
space. lsolation, special conditions, inbreeding have created
dozens of new racial subtypes. But now there is stasis in the
G kunene, with many com ngs and goings, and it seemns

that perhaps the pendulumis about to sw ng back

But only in the QO kunene! Folk still fare beyond, ever
outward. Never has isolation been nore easy, never has
personal freedom been so cheap

The eventualities? Anyone's guess is good. The O ku-

mene may be forced to expand. O her QG kunenes nay

cone into existence. Conceivably men may collide with the
real m of another race, for there is abundant evidence that
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ot her space-traveling peoples have gone before us, how and
why to di sappear no one can say.

"Where is Seuman Qtwal ?" Gersen asked. "Here in the shop?"

"No. Here in Patris. He wonders why | left the message.”
Pat ch' s expressi on becane nore accusing than ever. "I didn't know
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what to say... . Huniliating to deal politely with a man who has
wonged you... . Swallow ng ashes. "

"VWhat did you say?"

Patch made a hel pl ess gesture. "Wat could | say? Except the
truth. That we had worked out a neans to alter the fort."

<' _Wel ?u

"The reference naturally was to the Patch Engi neeri ng and
Construction Conpany."

"Did he seem i nterested?"

Pat ch gave a grudging nod. "He clains to have new instructions
fromhis superiors. He will be here shortly."

Gersen sat thinking. Seuman Otwal might or m ght be one of

Kokor Hekkus' various identities; Kokor Hekkus m ght or m ght

not be aware that the weasel of Skouse was Kirth Gersen. He rose
to his feet. "W en Seuman Owal cones, receive himin your office.
I ntroduce ne as-as Howard Wall, plant manager, or chief engi-

neer, something of the sort. Don't be surprised by anything | say-
or," he added by way of afterthought, "by any change in ny ap-

pear ance. "

Patch gave a stiff assent and turned away. Gersen went to the

mai n washroom where a di spenser offered a sel ection of skin-
tonings. Selecting an exotic duo-tone-purplish-maroon with green

| uster-he changed his color, and parting his hair in the mddle,
conbed it down over his cheeks in the style of the WIiitel ock con-
noi sseur. He had no change of clothes to conplete the transfornma-
tion, and so donned a white |aboratory snock. Still dissatisfied, he
clipped on a pair of gold filigree elf-shells over his ears, together
with a gold nasal ridge that had been forgotten by one of the nore
foppi sh of the engi neers. Bedi zened and fashi onabl e, Gersen now
failed to recognize hinself in the mrror

He crossed the corridor to Patch's suite. The receptionist gave
hi m a wondering | ook; Gersen wal ked past her and into Patch's

of fice. Patch, looking up in startlenment, hastily conceal ed the
weapon he had been inspecting. He rose to his feet, puffed out his
cheeks. "Yes sir? Wiat is your w sh?"

"l am Howard Wall," said CGersen.

" '"Howard Wall'?" Patch frowned heavily. "Do |I know you?
The nane is sonehow fanmiliar."

"I't should be," said Gersen. "lI just nentioned it ten mnutes
ago."
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"Ch. Gersen. Yes indeed." Patch cleared his throat. "You gave
me quite a start." He resuned his seat. "Wy the el aborate rega-
lia?"

"For Seunman Otwal. He doesn't know ne, and 1 don't want
himto."

Patch's face becanme dour. "I dislike catering to the trade of
suspected crimnals; it reflects upon the good name of Patch, and
this is our nost val uable asset.”

Gersen ignored the obvious rejoinder. "Don't forget: | am
Howard Wrall, your production nmanager."

"W atever you like," replied Patch with dignity.

Five mnutes later, the receptionist announced Seuman O wal .

Gersen went to the door, slid it open. Seuman Gtwal cane jauntily
forward. H's skin was strikingly two-toned russet and bl ack; he had
a hi gh-bridged hooked nose, a long sharp jaw and prowIike chin,

he wore tall pointed ear-shells of jet and nacre, which gave his head
a narrow jutting bony |ook. Gersen tried to project upon himthe

i mmge of the man he had confronted on Bissomis End. Was there
simlarity? Conceivably. Owal seermed of generally simlar phy-
sique, but the facial indexes of the two were at variance. Gersen
had heard reports of nalleable flesh, but here was sonething nore
than wadded cheeks or a splayed nose. . .. Seuman Qwal gl anced
inquisitively at Gersen, then at Patch who had risen uncertainly to
his feet. "My general manager," said Patch. "Howard Wall."

O wal nodded politely. "Your custom nust be increasing."

"I was forced to it," grunbled Patch. "Somebody had to | ook
after the business when | was away. | have you to thank for it.

O wal made an airy gesture. "A matter to be forgotten. My

enpl oyer has his foibles; he is by no neans unfair, though he wants
fair value for his generous remuneration. M. Wall knows whom I
represent?"

"Certainly. He understands the need for discretion."
Gersen nodded with the proper degree of solemity.

Seuman Gtwal gave a slight shrug. "Very well, M. Patch.
accept this. So now?"

Patch jerked his thunmb toward Gersen, with rather |ess suavity

than Gersen liked, and spoke with heavy irony: "M. Wall under-
stands the nature of our previous difficulties and has sonme new
i deas. "
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O wal seened not to notice Patch's | ack of enthusiasm "I shal
be glad to listen."

"First a question," said Gersen. "lIs the party you represent stil
interested in the device as specified in the original contract?"
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"Such conceivably m ght be the case,"” said Gwal, "if our re-
quirements are satisfied. My enpl oyer was appall ed by the awkward
motion of the first version. The |l egs noved stiffly, with an angul ar
scissor-like effect.”

"This was the only difficulty?" inquired Gersen

"I't was certainly the nost inportant one. Presumably the object
is built to the well-known quality standards of Patch Engi neering."

"Indeed it is!" declared Patch

"The difficulty then no longer exists," said Gersen. "M. Patch
and | have devised a system by which any required notion can be
progranmed and enforced upon the legs."

"If so, and if the system neets our standards of reliability, then
this is good news indeed."

"W had best consider the matter of reconpense,” said Gersen

"Here | speak for M. Patch, of course. He wants the full sum of
the original contract, plus the cost of nodifications and the norma
percentage of profit."

O wal considered a nonent. "M nus, of course, those devel -
opnental funds al ready advanced. SVU 427,685,1 believe to be the

i *
sum

Patch began to sputter. Owal could not restrain a faint snle.

"There have been additional expenses," said Gersen. "To a to-

tal of SVU 437,685. This nust be included in the total reckoning."
O wal started to protest, but Gersen held up his hand. "W do not
care to argue this point. W are prepared to deliver the nmechani sm
but we insist upon paynent, which is as | stated it. O course, if
your principal w shes to make further representations, we shall be
glad to listen to himin person.”

O wal gave a cool laugh. "No matter: | agree. My principal is
anxi ous to take delivery."

"Still-and no denigration intended-we would prefer to dea
with your principal, in order to mnimze all msunderstanding."”

"I npossible. He is involved el sewhere. But why be concerned
over trifles? | have full power to act on his behalf."

Pat ch began to nmake restl ess novenents; his prerogatives were
rut hl essly being accroached by this so-called partner, whose only
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contribution to Patch Engi neering and Construction was the re-
sci ssion at Interchange. Gersen kept one eye on Patch and one on
O wal ; neither was predictable.

"W accept this," Gersen told Owal. "Now we need anot her
instal | nent of devel opmental noney-approximately half a mllion
SVU. "
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"I npossi ble!" snapped Gwal. "My principal is engaged in an
enterprise where he must concentrate all his resources.”

Patch began to funme. "You pay ne, then you-"

Gersen said hastily, "Assume that the device is conpleted and
ready for delivery: how can we feel confident of collecting our
noney?"

"You have ny personal reassurance," said O wal

"Bah!" barked Patch. "That is not enough! You cheated ne
before, you' d do it again if you had the chance."

O wal | ooked pained and turned to Gersen. "If we fail to neet
our obligations-a ridiculous specul ation-you need only withhold
delivery. Howsinple it all is."

"Wl at would we do then with a thirty-six-Ilegged fort?" asked
Gersen. "No. We nust insist on one-third paynent now, another

third upon approval of the leg action, and the final third upon de-
livery."

"I think they ought to pay punitive danages," nuttered Patch
"Ten thousand isn't enough. It should be a hundred thousand. Two
hundred t housand. My disconfort, nmy anxiety, my-"

W angl i ng continued. Owal denmanded details as to the new

|l eg action; Gersen replied in diffuse terns: "W use flexible nmem
bers shaped precisely to specifications. They are actuated by
hydraul i c tubes of a special variety, controlled by electrical nodu-
|ations of infinite range."

Owal finally gave in. "W could easily take our business to
anot her concern-but tine is of the essence. Wien will you guar-
antee delivery? There nust be a penalty clause in the new contract:

we have already been far too lenient."

Agai n di sputation ensued, and at one point Patch rose to his
feet, leaned forward over his desk to shake his fist; Owal disdain-
fully drew back apace

The matter finally was adjusted. Qtwal insisted upon seeing the
hal f-conpleted fort, and, grunmbling, Patch led the way with Gersen
bringing up the rear. As he wal ked, Gersen studied Gwal's form
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a man with the light sure tread of a panther, broad in the shoul der
narrow of hip-very like Billy Wndle, but also like mllions of
ot her active and muscul ar nen.

Owal was surprised to find technicians already hard at work.
He turned to Gersen with a rueful grin. "You anticipated nmy agree-
ment ?"

"Certainly-after driving the hardest bargain possible."

O wal |aughed. "An accurate appraisal of the situation. You are
a clever nan, M. Wall. Have you ever been Beyond?"

"Never. | am orthodox and unadvent urous."
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"Strange," said Seunman Owal. "There is a certain air, al nost

an emanation, that clings to those who have worked Beyond.

thought | sensed it in you. O course | amoften wong in ny
suppositions.” He turned back to the fort. "Well, everything seens
to be correct, except of course for the surface finish."

"To satisfy our curiosity," said Gersen, "perhaps you can de-
scribe its ultimte purpose.”

"Certainly. My principal spends a good deal of time on a re-

not e pl anet beset with barbarians. When he wi shes to go abroad,
they harass himseverely. He wants security and this the fort wll
provide."

"Then the fort is purely defensive in nature?"

"Of course. My principal is a nuch-nmaligned man. | find him

quite reasonable. He is daring, enterprising, even reckless, and cer-
tainly the nost imaginative man alive-but in all aspects reason-
able.”

Gersen nodded thoughtfully. "I understand that he nmakes an
i magi nati ve use of the force of terror."

"Far better the fear of an act,"” Owal stated, "than the brutal
act itself. Do you not agree?"

"Possibly. But it occurs to me that a man so obsessed with the
abstract notion of terror nmust suffer inordinate terrors on his own
account . "

Owal seened startled. "I had not considered this," he said. "I
think that | agree. An enphatic man lives a hundred |ives; he senses
joys, sorrows, triunphs, despairs and, yes, terrors, beyond the ho-
rizon of the conmon man. He exults greatly, he suffers greatly, he
fears greatly, but never would he arrange matters differently."

"What woul d you consider his suprene fear?"
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"It is no secret; death. He fears nothing else-and in fact has
taken extravagant steps to avoid it."

"You speak with great authority," nmused Gersen. "You know
Kokor Hekkuswel | ?"

"As well as anyone. And of course | aman inaginative man in
my own right."

"I also," declared Patch, "still | do not conduct ny financia
busi ness through Interchange."”

Seuman Gtwal | aughed quietly. "A sad episode that | suggest
we consign to the past, and forget forever."

"Basy for you to say," Patch complained. "You weren't |ocked
up away from your business for over two nonths."

They returned to the office where Owal, rather gloonmly, so

it seenmed, signed a bank voucher on a nunbered account for the
sumof half a mllion SVU, then, once nore gracious, departed.
Gersen i nmedi ately took the noney to the |ocal branch of the Bank
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of Rigel, where the check was verified and the noney credited to
the account of Patch Construction

VWhen he returned to the shop, he found Patch in a belligerent

mood. Patch wanted Gersen to take the advance from Gwal and
relinquish his partnership, but Gersen refused to agree. Patch mut-
tered darkly about agreenents negoti ated under duress, and spoke

of closing the shop until the law set matters straight. Gersen

| aughed at him "You can't close the shop. | own a controlling
interest."

"I didn't realize | was dealing with thugs and bandits,"” blurted

Patch. "I didn't realize that the good nane of Patch Construction
woul d be tainted. Monsters' Mirderers! Terrorists! Thieves! Rob-
bers! Wriat have | let nyself in for?"

"Eventual ly you'll have your shop back," Gersen consol ed him
"And don't forget-there'll be a handsome profit for Patch Con-
struction."

"Unless | get snatched off to Interchange again," said Patch
bl eakly. "I expect nothing better."

Gersen uttered a soft quiet curse, and Patch | ooked in wonder
to see Gersen evince an overt sign of enotion. "Wl at's the trou-
bl e?"

"Somet hing | negl ected, sonething | never considered.”
"And what is that?"
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"I might have put a stick-tight on Seunan Gtwal -or followed
him "

"Why bother7 He stays at the Hal kshire Hotel Seek him
there. ™

"Yes, of course." Gersen went to the visiphone, was connected
with the Hal kshire front desk. He was informed that M. O wal
was not in residence at the nonment, but that a nessage woul d
eventually reach him Gersen turned back to Patch. "Suspicious
rascal. He probably would have ducked ny stick-tight"

Pat ch was now studying Gersen with a new and i ntent expres-
sion. "I knewit all along."

"VWhat ?"
"You're an | psy agent."

Gersen | aughed, shook his head. "I'm)ust ordinary Kirth Cer-
sen "

"How, " asked Patch with a shrewd grin, "can you get the use
of a stick-tight operation if you' re not police or |psy3"

"No great problem if you know the right people. Let's get on
with our nonster."

On the follow ng day, Seuman Qwal called by visiphone to
state that he was | eaving the planet. He would return in perhaps
two nonths, when he hoped to see substantial progress.
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On the day follow ng, there was sensational news. In the course
of one night, five of the wealthiest famlies of Cumberland had
suf fered the kidnaping of one or nore of their menbers. "Such was
Seuman Gtwal 's business on Krolonole," Gersen told Patch

The fort progressed with satisfactory rapidity-a fact that pleased
Patch but troubled Gersen. Either Seuman Owal was Kokor Hek-

kus or he was not If not, how could he be forced to reveal Kokor
Hekkus' whereabouts”® Gersen's best hope was that Kokor Hekkus,

in his own guise, mght once nore visit the shop If not. Gersen
toyed with the idea of a secret capsule aboard the fort in which to
stow away, but rejected the idea- the fort was far too small..

M ght he arrange to accompany the fort as instructor or expert3 If
the fort were truly bound for Thanber, he m ght find hinself ef-
fectually exiled for life, or enslaved

An idea on a different |level occurred to him which during the
next few days he took steps to inplenent The control pul ses from
the fort's cycling nechanismran through a dorsal duct, branching
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off right and left to the relays in each segment Wi ere the duct
passed back across the head, Gersen introduced a cutoff swtch,
activated by cells on either side of the head. If the gas within these
cells were ionized-say by the inmpact of a weak projac beam
electricity flow ng across the cell would open the switch, rendering
the fort immobile for at l|east ten m nutes.

Meanwhi | e the surface enanel s had been applied. The engines

and circuits were checked and adjusted, the |l eg action tested under
various types of cycles and then the fort was adjudged conplete.

In the dimhours of early norning, it was shrouded under canvas,
wal ked out into the street, to be grappled by a freight copter and
conveyed to a wild area at the south of the Bize Parish Barrens for
field trials. Patch proudly sat at the controls, Gersen rode beside
him The fort ranbl ed snoothly over rough ground and shrubs,
clinmbed hills without faltering. Certain mal adjustnments nade them
sel ves known, and were taken note of. A few minutes before noon,
the fort breasted a low ridge and scuttled down into the canp of a
Natural Life Association party. A hundred nature |overs | ooked up
fromtheir noon neal, emtted sinultaneous gasps of horror and
fled screaming over the hills. "Another success," said Gersen. "W
can now with candor guarantee fnghtful ness to Kokor Hekkus.™"

Patch halted the fort, turned it about, drove it back over the
ridge At twilight it was once again draped in canvas, and carried
back to the shop.

Alnmost as if Seuman Owal were clairvoyant, he called on the
followi ng day to request a progress report Patch assured himthat
all went well; that if he so chose he could undertake a test of the
fort on the follow ng day. Owal agreed and once again the fort

was shrouded, trundled out into the predawn stillness, and conveyed
into the badl ands behind the Crystal Pinnacles, with Owal follow
ing in a small nondescript air-car.

Gersen, wearing his nmaroon duo-tone and fashi onabl e ac-
couternents, took the controls, and once again the fort ran snartly
up and down the foothills.
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Weaponry, by the terns of the contract, had not been install ed,
however the gas sacs and odoriferous gl ands had been | oaded with
snoke-gas and col ored water; they spouted and sprayed with pre-
cision and accuracy Owal alighted, stood while the fort trundled
back and forth, then returned to the head conpartnent and took

over the controls. He said very little but his attitude indicated ap-
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proval . Patch, |ikew se silent, was clearly congratulating hinself that
the entire odi ous adventure woul d soon be at an end.

At dusk, the fort once nore was conveyed back to Patris. O wal

Pat ch, and Gersen gathered in Patch's office. Owal wal ked back
and forth as if in deep thought. "The fort seens to perform well
enough, " he said, "but to be perfectly frank, | consider the price
sonmewhat high. | shall recommend to ny principal that he inspect
the mechanismonly if the price is reduced to a reasonabl e and
rational figure."

Patch reel ed back and went red in the face. "Wat!" he roared.
"Do you dare stand here and say that? After all our suffering, al
we' ve been through to produce the damabl e thing?"

Seuman Gtwal inspected Patch coldly. "It serves nothing to
rant. | have expl ai ned ny-"

"The answer is no! Qut of here! Don't conme back till you bring

every cursed coin we have owi ng!" Patch nmarched forward. "Get

out, or I'Il throw you out! Nothing could give nme nore pl easure.

In fact-" he seized Gwal by the shoul der and hustl ed hi m about.

O wa! swayed, sniled serenely toward Gersen, as if in amusenent

for the playful ferocity of a kitten. Patch tugged again; Owal noved
slightly; Patch was flung across the room to strike his head agai nst
his desk and lie blinking. Gwal turned to Gersen. "Wuat of you?

Do you care to try your |uck?"

Gersen shook his head. "I only want to wind up the contract.
Bring your principal for his final inspection, then if he is satisfied,
take delivery. Under no circunstances will we reduce our price; in

fact, we now nust start to charge interest upon the ambunt ow ng."

Seuman Gtwal | aughed, glanced at Patch who was slowy raising
hinself to a sitting position. "You take a strong position. Under
the circunstances | mght do the same. Very well; | amforced to
agree. Wen can the fort be delivered?"

"According to the ternms of our contract, we nust pack it in
foam crate it, and convey it to the spaceport-a matter of three
days after final acceptance and paynent."

Seuman Gtwal bowed. "Very well. | will try to nake contact
with my principal, after which | will render the requisite notifica-
tion." '

"I believe," said Gersen, "that a second paynent is now due."
Pat ch was rubbing his head, staring in virulent hate toward Seuman
O wal .
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"Wiy bother?" said Seuman OGtwal carelessly. "Let us handle
these tiresome financial matters later.”
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Gersen refused to agree. "Wat good is a contract if the terns

are not intended to be binding?" Patch struggled to his feet, noved
with an air of purpose around behind his desk. Gersen stepped

qui ckly past, renoved the projac fromthe hal f-open drawer.

O wal |aughed negligently. "You just saved his life."

"l saved our second paynent," said Gersen, "because | would
have been forced to kill you as well."

"No matter, no matter. Let us not talk of death, horrid to con-
si der nonbei ng! You want your npney: tiresone people. Another
half mllion, | presune?"

"Correct. And a final paynment of-Gersen consulted notes-
"of SVU 681, 490, which will settle accounts in full with Patch Con-

struction."
Owal wal ked slowy back and forth. "I will have to make ar-
rangenments- . .. Three days to crate and foam, you say?"

"That seens a reasonable period.”

"It is too long. Here is how we shall sinplify. Cover the fort

with the tarpaulin; at mdnight walk it out into the street. A freight-
carrier will grapple to it, and take it to our cargo ship, which is by
chance convenient."

"There is one difficulty," said Gersen. "The banks will be
cl osed, and your check cannot be certified."

"I will bring the nmoney in cash, all of it: second and third
paynments together."

Essentially Gersen cared not a whit for the noney; but suddenly

it seermed inportant not to let Seuman OGtwal hoodwi nk Patch Con-
struction a second tine. He forced hinself to consider the situation
froma |larger perspective. He asked cautiously, "Wat of your prin-
ci pal ?"

Seuman Gtwal made an inpatient gesture. "I will take ny
chances with him He is occupied el sewhere and has given e ful
conmpet ence. Cone; what do you say?"

Gersen smled sourly. Was this hawk-faced man Kokor Hek-

kus-or not? Sometinmes it seened indubitably yes, and the next
monent as certainly no. Gersen tenporized. "One nore matter-

that of service. Do you expect us to provide a technical expert?"

"If it becones necessary, you will be notified. But after all, our
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own technical staff is at hand, and indeed is responsible for the
design 1 foresee no need for any such expert "

Patch lurched upright in his chair "Get out," he nuttered
thickly. "Get out, both of you Miurderers, thugs. You too, Wall,
or Gersen, or whatever your nane is | don't know what your gane
is, but get out "

Gersen turned hima casual glance, then ignored him Seuman
O wal seened anmused. Gersen said, "If you want to take delivery
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at midnight, pay into our bank account the full sum due us W

want no cash, to be fake-netered and carried around until the banks
open You and your principal of course are nmen of probity, but
knaves and scoundrels are known to exist As soon as the deposit is
verified, you can take delivery of the fort."

Seuman Gtwal consi dered gravely Then he acqui esced "It
shall be as you wish " He turned a serpent's flick of a glance at his
watch. "There is time Wich is your bank7"

"Bank of Rigel, Patns dd-Town Main "

"I'n half an hour, nore or less, you may nake inquiry At m d-
night I will arrange to take delivery "

Gersen, renenbering, perhaps belatedly, his ostensible role,
turned to Patch. "Does the arrangenent neet your approval, M
Pat ch”"

Pat ch grow ed sonet hi ng indi stinguishable that Gersen and

Seuman Gtwal graciously assuned to be assent, Seuman O wal

bowed and departed Gersen turned to consider Patch, Patch gl ared
back Gersen controlled an inmpul se to rake himover the coals, and
seated hinself "W nust nake plans."

"What is the needs for plans now* As soon as the noney
reaches the bank, | intend to buy you out of Patch Construction if
it takes every last cent, and then be damed to you "

"You show very little gratitude," said Gersen "But for ne
you'd still be sitting in a cell at Interchange "

Pat ch nodded bitterly "You rescinded nmy fee-for purposes of
your own | have no idea what these purposes are, but they have
nothing to do with me As soon as the noney reaches the bank, ['1]

buy you out, 1'll pay any additional sumyou require-wthin rea-
son-and |I'1l say good-bve to you with the utnmost )oy "

"As you wish," said Gersen "I do not care to stay where I am
not wanted \s to the additional sumnmake the total an even half
mllion "
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Patch puffed out his cheeks "That will be em nently satisfac-
tory "

Hal f an hour later, Patch called the area branch of the Bank of
Rigel, inserted his account tab into the credit card slot Yes, he was
told, the sumof SVU 1,181,490 had been deposited to his account,

"In that case," said Patch, "please open an account in the nane
of Kirth Gersen"-he spelled the name-"and deposit to this ac-
count the sum of SVU 500, 000 "

The transaction was perfornmed, both Patch and Gersen affixing
signatures and thunbpnnts to tabs Patch then turned to Gersen

"You will nowwite me a receipt and destroy the partnership agree-
ment . "

Gersen did as requested "Now," said Patch, "you will be good
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enough to | eave the prem ses and never return

"\What ever you say," replied Gersen courteously. "The asso-

ciation has been stimulating | w sh you and Patch Construction
prosperity, and | offer you a final word of advice after the fort has
been delivered, try not to be kidnaped again ""

"Have no fears on that score Patch grinned wolfishly "I'm

not an inventor and an engi neer for nothing. | have devised a pro-
tective harness that will blow the hands and face off anyone who
touches ne, let the kidnapers beware'"

Favorite dictumof Raffles, the amateur cracksnman:

Money lost, little |ost.
Honor | ost, nuch | ost.
Pl uck lost, all | ost.

The ni ght of a Concourse planet was sel dom conpl etely dark. For
those worl ds appropriately placed in orbit, Blue Conpani on served
as a small intense noon: the night sky of all the worlds sparkled
with at | east several sister planets.

Kr oki nol e saw Bl ue Conpani on only as an evening star-a state

of affairs that would persist for yet another hundred years or so,
due to the vast circunference of the orbits of all the Concourse
pl anets and the consequent sluggi sh annual notion; in the case of
Kr oki nol e 1642 years.

Kr oki nol e m dni ght was as dark as any of the Concourse. Patris,

still influenced by the old tine Witelock Injunctionary Proce-

dures, had little to offer in the way of ni ght Hf e; what snall nocturna
revelry there was centered in New Town at the riverside restau-

rants. Ad Cty was dark and danp fromthe estuary mst, with

Pat ch Construction a bright island.

Hal f an hour before m dni ght, Gersen cane quietly along the

enpty streets. Blue Conpanion had | ong departed the sky; street
illumnation consisted of a dimglobe at far intervals, surrounded
by a golden halo of mist. The air snelled of danp brick, the estuary
docks, the nud flats across the estuary: a subtle rnoldering reek
unique to Patris O d Town. Qpposite Patch Construction stood a
row of the tall high-gabled buildings, each with a deeply recessed
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areaway filled with shadow. From one to anot her of these dark

al coves Cersen slipped, approaching the oblong of |ight projected
fromthe open doors of Wrkshop B. He came as cl ose as he

t hought practical, |eaned back against the moldering brick, eased
the various clips and straps supporting his weapons and set hinself
to wait. He wore black, with black skin-tone, black eye-shells to
conceal the gleamof his eyes; standing quiet he was part of the

m sty night; a sinister shape.

Ti me passed. Inside the shop, the forward end of the canvas-

swat hed fort could be seen, and, fromtinme to tinme, a technician.
On one occasion. Patch's burly form appeared in the opening as he
stepped out to peer up into the sky.

Gersen checked the tinme: five minutes to mdnight. He fitted
a pair of night-glasses to his forehead, slipped them down over his
eyes, and instantly the street seened bright, though with unrea
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shadows and tones, the chiarascuro sonetines reversed, sonetines
not. The glare fromthe shop was conpensated by a nutachrone
filter, appearing as a dark blotch. Gersen scanned the sky, but saw
not hi ng.

At a minute before nidnight, Patch again stepped out into the
street. Two heavy projacs ostentatiously hung in holsters at his
wai st and at his throat was cl asped a mnicrophone undoubtedly tuned
to the police enmergency band. Gersen grinned: Patch was taking

no chances- After a suspicious | ook around the sky, Patch returned
within. A minute passed; a long dismal hoot fromthe Merm ana
monunent, the femal e col ossus standi ng knee deep in the sea, sig-
nified mdnight. Hgh in the sky appeared the shape of a freight-
carrier. It settled, then halted in mid-air. Gersen squinted up

t hrough the night-glasses, tentatively brought around his grenade
rifle. The carrier was presunably manned by nmen in the service of
Kokor Hekkus; the gal axy would profit by their deaths. . . . But
where was Kokor Hekkus? And CGersen cursed the uncertainty that
restrained himfrompulling the trigger.

A small air-car appeared. It swooped and, ignoring the traffic

laws of Patris, settled into the street, landing | ess than a hundred
feet from Gersen's hiding place. He pressed far back into the shad-
ows, flipped up the night-glasses, which now would only hinder and
confuse him

Two nen alighted fromthe air-car. Gersen grunted in disap-
poi ntment. Neither was Seuman OGtwal ; neither could possibly be
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Kokor Hekkus. Both were short, conpact, dark-skinned; both wore
tight dark garnments and tight black hoods. They wal ked wi th quick
steps to the shop, peered into the interior and one nmade an i npe-
rious gesture. Gersen lowered his night-glasses, glanced up to the
freight-carrier. It remained as before. Gersen raised the night-

gl asses, returned to the two men fromthe air-car. Patch cane for-
ward, marching with a swagger of unconvincing trucul ence. He

hal ted and spoke; the two nodded curtly, and one said a few words
into a m crophone.

Patch turned, gestured; the fort wal ked out into the street, the
canvas bulging and jerking to the notion of the | egs. Down from
the sky canme the freight-carrier. Gersen watched with the certainty
that here the chain of events that had started on the Avente Espl a-
nade was to dw ndl e and die.

Pat ch stepped back into the shop, one hand on each of his guns.

The two nmen in black ignored him down now fromthe air-ship

came a strong-back from which depended ten cables. The two nen
clambered up to the top of the fort, shackled the cables to eyebolts
al ong the dorsal ridge. They junped to the ground, gave a wave;

the fort was |ofted away through the night. The two nmen went

quickly to their car without a backward gl ance for Patch, who stood
bristling and glaring defiance at their backs. The air-car swept off
into the dark; Patch and his shop were left, curiously forlorn and
bereft.

The doors to Workshop B closed; the street was dark and va-
cant. Gersen shifted fromhis cranped position. He felt defeated
and angry. Wiy, at |east, had he not shot down the air-ship and
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the fort? Kokor Hekkus m ght well have been aboard. Even if such
were not the case, the destruction of the fort would have infuriated
him goaded himto some kind of action

Gersen knew very well why he had not destroyed the fort. In-
deci sion had cranped his finger. He ached for the final confron-
tation. Kokor Hekkus nust know why he died and who killed him
To shoot himdown in the dark was good, but not good enough.

How and where to win another opportunity? Perhaps through

Seuman Gtwal and the Hal kshire Hotel. Gersen stepped out into

the street. Three dark shapes sprang back in startlenent; one gave
a hoarse order, and a beam of intense white light flooded forth to
blind Gersen. He snatched for his weapons; one of the shapes
scranbl ed forward, knocked down his arm another swiung a | ong
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| ength of black cable; it coiled around Gersen's body alnost as if
alive, to constrict his right armand his thighs. There cane anot her
coiling length of cable, snapping around his |l egs; Gersen tottered,
fell. Hs heavy weapons were kicked to the side, his knife and projac
snat ched away.

The man hol ding the |ight advanced, turned it down at Gersen
He chuckl ed. "Good enough. This one's the partner with the
noney. "

It was the cool easy voice of Seuman Owal . Gersen said,
"You're wong. Patch bought me out."

"Excellent. . .. Then you have noney."

The light noved closer. "Search him with care. This nman
m ght well be dangerous."

Cautious fingers probed Gersen's person, found and renoved

a throwi ng dagger, a prickle-sac half-full of anodyne, several other
devi ces that obviously puzzled the searchers. One said in a voice of
respectful wonder: "This one's a walking arsenal. 1'd not like to
face him al one."

"Yes," said Seuman Otwal thoughtfully. "A strange sort to be
frowsting it as an artisan. A strange sort, indeed. . .. Wll, no mat-
ter. The universe is full of strange sorts, as well we know. He is
now our guest, and we need not delay for Patch."

Down eased an air-boat. Gersen was hoisted into the hold; the
craft slid off and away through the Krokinole night.

Seuman Gtwal presently | ooked into the hold. "You' re a strange
man, M. Wall, or whatever your name is. You decked yourself out
with a variety of weapons, alnost as if you knew how to use them

you conceal ed yourself with such stealthy patience that we, who are
al so stealthy and patient, had no inkling of your nearness; and then
wi thout a | ook over your shoul der, you swagger out into the mddle
of the street."

"It was a poor npve," Gersen agreed.
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"The initial folly was your partnership with Patch-and this is

usel ess to deny as we have informed oursel ves-when it shoul d have
been apparent that never would the bunptious Patch be paid for

the fort. He was forced to disgorge at Interchange; nowit is your
turn. If you can tender us our SVU 1,681,490 at once, we will
quickly finalize the matter; if you choose not to do so-then | fear
you nust maeke a space journey."
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"1 don't have that nuch noney,"
the circunstances-"

said Gersen. "Let nme explain

"No, | cannot reason with you; | have far to go and nmuch to
do. If you have no noney, then you nust act through the usua
channel s. "

"I nterchange?" asked Gersen with a wintry snile.

"Interchange. | wish you good fortune, M. Wall, or whatever

your nane; dealing with you has been a pleasure.” Seuman O wal
departed, and Gersen saw no nore of him He was transferred to
anot her ship, where he found hinself in the conpany of three chil-
dren, two young wonen, three ol der wonen, and a m ddl e- aged

man, presumably nenbers of various wealthy Concourse famli es.

Ti me passed, how |l ong Gersen could not know. He ate and sl ept

many tines, but at last the ship becane still; there was the famliar
but always unsettling wait as atnospheres equalized, then the pas-
sengers were | ed out upon the soil of Sasani, ushered into a bus,
and conveyed across the desert to |nterchange.

In a small auditorium one of the Interchange functionaries gave
thema briefing. "Ladies and gentlenmen, we are glad to have you

with us, and we hope that during your stay you will try to rest,

rel ax, and enjoy yourselves. The facilities of Interchange are those
of a sanitarium we allow a certain degree of social intercourse, so

| ong as decorum and courtesy is nmintained. W& encourage the

enj oynent of your special hobbies and certain sports, such as swim

m ng, chess, kalingo, tennis, the use of nusical instrunents, and the
chromatil. There are no facilities for hiking, gliding, bird-watching,
mar at hon-runni ng, or exploration of the fascinating Sasani wi | der-
ness. W offer six classes of accomnmpdati on rangi ng from
hyper-1luxurious Cass AA to the standard E, which is plain but by

no nmeans unconfortable. The cuisine is of eight standard catego-

ries, corresponding to the principal gastronom c habits of the O k-
urmene peopl es. For persons who are habituated to other nore
specialized diets, there is a special service at extra charge. W natter
oursel ves that anyone can eat, if not with relish, at least with nour-
i shment, at Interchange.

"Qur regul ations are somewhat nore firmthan those of the

average pleasure resort, and | nmust warn you that surreptitious and
solitary ventures across the desert can only | ead to inconvenience.
In the first place, there are numerous carnivorous insects. Secondly,
there is neither food nor water. Thirdly, the autochthonous inhab-
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itants of Sasani, who |eave their burrows only at night, are anthro-
pophages. Fourthly, we are required to protect the interests of our
clients, and the obstreperous individual (fortunately rare) soon finds
hi nsel f deprived of all privileges.
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"I will now distribute fornms anpbng you. Please indicate your
choi ce of acconmopdation and cuisine. You will notice a list of reg-
ul ations. Please read these carefully. You will find the personne

courteous, if somewhat renmpote. They are well paid, so please do

not attenpt to press gratuities upon anyone. W regard this ten-
dency with suspicion, and inquire carefully into the notives of those
who of fer such inducenents

"Tonmorrow you will be provided with means of communication
with those who m ght be expected to rescind your fees. That is all,
and t hank you."

Gersen exani ned the form and selected C ass B accommbda-

tions, which allowed himfull use of the institution's recreationa
activities, as well as a nodi cum of privacy. He had eaten the food
of all the G kumene-includi ng Sandusk, he thought wyly, recal-
ling the shopkeeper of Ard Street-and i ndeed was not over-
fastidious. He checked the category "classic," the cuisine of

Al phanor, West Earth, and perhaps a third of the population of the
O kunene.

He read the "Regul ations," none of which were surprising or

om nous except lItem 19: "Those persons who are in residence after
their period of prine rescission and who thereupon fall into the
"Avail abl e’ category, nust keep to their apartnents during the
morning period in order to allow inspection by noncomrmitted vis-
itors who nmight be interested in paying rescission fees."

In due course, Gersen was taken to his apartnent, which

seened confortabl e enough. The parlor contained a desk, a table,
several chairs, a green and black rug, a shelf stacked with periodi-
cals. The walls were mauve spattered with orange, the ceiling a foxy
russet. The bathroomincluded the usual facilities, with walls, floor,
and ceiling finished in seal-brown tile. The bed was narrow and
austerely padded, the infra-radi ator suspended obtrusively fromthe
ceiling as in ol d-fashioned country inns.

Gersen bathed, dressed in the fresh garnents provided, |ay

down on his bed, and considered the possible directions of the fu-
ture. First, it was necessary to rid hinself of the depression and
sel f-deprecation that had been his npbod since Seuman Gtwal's
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white light had first flashed into his face. He had all too |ong con-
sidered hinself invul nerable, protected by destiny-nerely because

of the force of his notivations. It was perhaps his single supersti-
tion: the solipsistic conviction that, one after another, those five
i ndi vi dual s who had destroyed Mount Pl easant nust die at his

hands. Persuaded by his faith, Gersen had negl ected the conmmon-

sense act of killing Seuman O wal -and had suffered the conse-
guences.

He must rearrange his patterns of thinking. He had been com

pl acent, doctrinaire, didactic in his approach. He had conducted
hinself as if the success of his anbitions were preordained; as if he
were endowed with supernatural capacities. Al quite wong, Cersen
told hinmsel f. Seuman Gtwal had taken himwi th ridicul ous ease.

Seuman Gtwal held him so cheap that he had not even bot hered

to question him but had flung himinto a hold with the rest of his
bag. And Cersen's self-esteemwas further nortified. He had not
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previously appreciated the full extent of his vanity. Very well then,
he told hinself: if absolute resourceful ness, absolute indomtability
were the basic elenents of his nature, it was nowtinme to put these
attributes to work.

Less angry-indeed, half-amused with his own earnestness-he

took stock of the situation. Tonorrow, if he so chose, he could
notify Patch of his predicament. There was nothing to be gained
by this. Gersen hinself had the half-mllion paid himby Patch-
originally noney supplied by Duschane Audmar-and perhaps an-
other seventy or eighty thousand fromthe noney left himby his
grandfather. Hs rescission fee was a nmillion SVU nore than this:

a sumfar beyond his ability to raise

| f Kokor Hekkus, or Seuman Ot wal -the same man?-coul d

be convinced that he and Patch had parted company, they m ght

try to re-kidnap Patch and | ower Gersen's fee to the nobney he had
received fromthe sale of his partnership. But Patch, if he were w se,
woul d take hinself out of circulation. Gersen might be held at In-
terchange for nmonths, or years. Eventually Interchange fees woul d
begin to eat into the sponsor's profit; the rescission fee would drop
As soon as it reached half a mllion Gersen could buy his own way

out -unl ess an i ndependent purchaser considered himworth nore:

an unlikely circunstance.

In effect, Gersen was confined at Interchange for an indefinite
peri od.
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What of escape? Gersen had never heard of escape fromlnter-
change. |If a person managed to elude the vigilance of the guards
and the careful systemof alarns, tattletales, and trigger-beans,
where coul d he go? The desert was fatal by day, even nore so by
ni ght. Automatic weapons barred hel pful spacecraft fromthe area.
No one departed Interchange except through death or the rescis-
sion of their fees. It occurred to Gersen to wonder about Al usz

| phi geni a Eperje-Tokay, the girl from Thamber. Her fee was ten
billion SVU, a fantastic sum how cl ose had Kokor Hekkus cone

to paying it? How gratifying to rescind Al usz | phigenia out from
under the very nose of Kokor Hekkus! A visionary dream when he
could not rescind his own comparatively nodest fee.

A gong sounded, to announce the evening neal. Gersen went

to his designated dining area along a blank-walled wal k topped with
the tight interlacenent of glass bands that characterized the avenues
and wal kways of Interchange. The dining roomwas a high-

ceilinged room painted austerely gray. The guests ate at small in-

di vidual tables and were served fromcarts passing back and forth.
There was a penal -col ony atnosphere to the dining roomthat was

nore or | ess absent fromthe rest of Interchange; Gersen coul d not
define its source, unless it was the isolation of the diners, the |ack
of gossip or banter between the tables. The food was synthetic, of
poor color, not too well prepared, in quantities not too generous.
Even Gersen, who took no great interest in food, found the neal
unappetizing. If this was C ass B cui sine, he wondered what C ass

E was |ike. Perhaps not much different.

After dinner canme the so-called social hour, in a |arge com
pound domed agai nst the dusty Sasani night wind. Here the entire
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guest popul ation of Interchange collected after the evening neal,
from boredom and curiosity: who had come, who had gone? At the
central kiosk, Gersen signed a chit for beer, carried the paper con-
tainer to a bench, seated hinsel f. Perhaps two hundred other people
were in view folk of all ages and races, sonme wal king, a few playing
chess, a few conversing, others like hinself drinking norosely on
the benches. There was no great gregariousness; everyone displayed
near-identical expressions: flat dislike for |Interchange and every-
thing connected with it, including their fellow guests. Even the
children seened infected by the general gloom though they

showed a greater disposition to clot into groups. Perhaps twenty
young wonen were in evidence, even nore aloof, injured, and in-
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dignant than the rest. Gersen inspected themwi th curiosity: which

was Al usz | phigenia? If Kokor Hekkus were mad to possess her,

she nust necessarily be extraordinarily beautiful; none here seened

to fulfill the requirenments. Nearby, a tall girl with striking red hair
gazed broodingly at her long fingers, each joint of which was

banded with a black netal sleeve identifying her as an Egi nand of
Copus. Beyond, a small dark-skinned girl sipped wi ne; she seened

wi nsone and appeal i ng, but not one who would think to val ue her-

self at ten billion SVU

There were others, but all seened too old or too young, or of

no particular beauty-such as the young wonan at the other end

of his bench who might just conceivably fit the requirements. Her
skin was pale, tinged with dusky ivory; she had clear gray eyes and
regul ar features; her hair was tawny blonde: in short she was not
unattractive but hardly in the ten billion SVU class. Gersen woul d
not have consi dered her a second tine had it not been for a certain
i nsol ent poise to her head, a certain cool intelligence of gaze.

But no, for all her clear eyes and regul ar features, she was too
ordi nary, too unexceptional. . . . The attendant who had served
Gersen on his previous visit crossed the conpound, |ooking neither
right nor left. What was his nane? Armand Koshiel. And Gersen

became nore norose than before. . .. The social period ended; the
guests wandered away to their various suites, apartnments, and
r oons.

The norning neal -tea, nuffins, and conpote-was served di-

rectly in the apartnment, after which Gersen was sumoned to the
central administration building, where he found hinself in the com
pany of several of the persons with whom he had come to Inter-
change.

Presently his name was called. He entered the office of a har-
ried-1ooking clerk, who gave hima perfunctory salute, and delivered
a well-rehearsed speech: "M. Wall, seat yourself, if you will. From
your point of view your presence here is a msfortune; fromours,
you are a guest to be treated with courtesy and dignity. W are
anxious to inprove the light in which we are regarded; we will take
all practical neans to that end. Now you are here sponsored by M.
Kokor Hekkus. His demand is for the sumof SVU 1, 681, 490, and

I now i nquire how you propose to secure this sum" He waited
expectantly.

"I wish | knew," said Gersen. "It is totally unrealistic."
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The official nodded. "Many of our guests find their fees exces-
sive. As you know, we have no control over the fees denmanded; we
can only advise the sponsor to noderation, and the guest to a co-
operative attitude. Now then-can you raise this sun?"

"No. "
"What of your famly?"
"Nonexi stent."
"Friends?"

"l have no friends."
"Busi ness associ at es?"
"None. "

The clerk sighed. "Then you must remain here until one of

these events occurs: the sponsor may | ower his demands to a fea-
sible sum Fifteen days after the date your associates have first had
opportunity to appear in your behalf you go on an 'available' basis,
and t he sponsorship fee may be paid by anyone, who then receives

you into custody. After a certain period, unless board and room
bills are regularly net, we nay be forced to rel ease custody to a
nonconmitted visitor for the extent of these bills. So then?"

"I can't neet the figure. | have no one to notify."

"W will state as nmuch to your sponsor. Do you care to name
the maxi num figure you can pay?"

"About half a mllion," said Gersen reluctantly.

"I will so informyour sponsor. In the neantine, M. Wall, |
trust that you find your visit not too unpleasant."

"Thank you."

Gersen was conducted back to his apartnent, and presently re-
| eased to the dining roomfor |unch

During the afternoon, the recreational facilities of I|nterchange
were made free to him There were mnor sports, crafts, ganes; he
coul d exercise at a gymmasium swimin a pool. O he could renmain
in his apartment. Visiting the apartment or room of another guest
was forbi dden.

Several days passed. Gersen becane tense and charged with the

need for activity. There was no scope to rel ease this pressure except
in exercise at the gymmasium He pondered escape. It seenmed im
possi bl e; there was no place to start.

During the social hour of the third day, Gersen, turning away
fromthe kiosk with beer, came face to face with Armand Koshi el
whose schedul e apparently brought himthrough the conmpound at
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about this tinme Koshiel nmurnmured a polite apol ogy, stepped aside,
then turned a puz/led gl ance backward
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Gersen grinned ruefully "Conditions have altered since our |ast
meeting "

"So | see," said Koshiel "I renenber you well It's M Gas-
son3 M Gasson7"

"Wal |l ," said Gersen "Howard Vall '
"Of course M Wall " Koshiel shook his head in benused
wonder "Isn't it strange the way fate works7 But now, sir, | nust

be off W aren't allowed to chat with the guests

"Tell me sonething Plow close to ten billion SVU has Kokor
Hekkus achi eved7"

"He progresses, he approaches, so | understand Al of us here
are interested, it's the largest fee ever to be rescinded "

Gersen felt an irrational pang of anger-or perhaps jeal ousy
"Does the woman come down to the conpound7”

"l have seen her here on occasion Koshi el made tentative

efforts to sidle away
"What does she | ook Iike7"

Koshiel knit his brows, glanced furtively over his shoul der
"She's by no nmeans what you m ght expect Not a clever jolly type,
if you know what | mean Pl ease excuse ne, M Vall, | rnust be

off, or face reprimnd "

Gersen went to his usual bench, seething with a new set of

di ssatisfactions this unknown worman, by all |ogical processes,
shoul d mean nothing to him Such was not the case Gersen

puzzl ed over hinself and his notives How and why had he becone

fasci nated7 Because of Al usz | phigenia's sel f-appraised val ue often
billion SVU7 The fact that Kokor Hekkus, in all his egotism and
arrogance, was about to possess her7 (The thought awoke a peculiar
fury in him Because of her asserted origin, nythical Thanber?7
Because of the stirrings of his own sternly repressed romanti ci snv
What ever the cause, Gersen scrutinized the conpound seeking the
beautiful girl who mght be Alusz |phi gema of Thanber She def-
initely was not the small dark girl, nor the red-haired Egmand from
Gopus Fhe taw nv-blonde girl with the wi thdrawmn manner was not

in evidence, but she hardly qualified 1 hough, Gersen reflected, her
eyes were an exceedingly lucent grey and no exception could be
taken to her figure, which was rather slight and delicate, but per-
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fectly proportioned The gong sounded, he returned to his apart-
ment di sappointed and roiling with uneasiness

1 he next day passed, Gersen waited inpatiently for the socia

period It finally arrived, a new worman was present She was |ithe

and supple, with long legs, a long patrician face, a dazzling roll of
bright white hair, intricately coiffed Gersen inspected her carefully
No, he decided with a feeling of relief this could not be Al usz

| phi gema of Thanmher, this wonman was too intricate, too artificia

She might well value herself at ten billion SVU, and Gersen was
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al mrost willing that Kokor Hekkus shoul d pay such an anbunt and

t ake possessi on The tawny-blonde girl did not appear Gersen re-
turned to his apartnent in disgust and vexation WI-ul e he was pent
and hel pl ess, Kokor Hekkus was easing in upon his quarry To

di stract himself, Gersen read ol d nagazi nes until m dnight.

The following day was |ike those previous they began to nerge,

|l ose identity At lunch there were two new nmenbers to his group
Gersen overheard a comment that identified the newconers as Fy-
chus Hassel berg, First Chairman of the JarneH Corporation, and
Skerde Vorek, Director of Forestlands, both of Earth, both ml-
lionaires several hundred tines over Two steps closer to the goal,
t hought Gersen sourly

During the afternoon he exercised in the gymasium At di nner

the food seened nore than ordinarily tastel ess Gersen went to the
"social hour" in a surly nood He provided hinself a nug of nusty
Sasani wi ne, and seated hinself in expectation of another dreary
evening. Half an hour passed, then at the entrance to the conpound
appeared the tawny-bl onde girl Toni ght she seened even nore
abstracted than on the forner occasion Gersen watched her in-
tently actually, he thought, she was really not plain Her features
were so perfect, so perfectly placed as to nmake her face seem un-
remar kabl e-but certainly she was not plain He watched her pro-
cure a mug of tea at the central kiosk, then she came to sit on a
bench not far from Gersen He studied her with great interest, his
pul se nmoving rather swiftly Wiwy7 he asked hinself in irritation
Way did this young woman, at best conventional attractive, affect
himto such an extent?

He rose, wal ked to where she sat "May | join you7" he asked

"If you care to," she said after fust sufficient hesitation to in-
dicate that she'd rather sit quietly by herself Her voice had a pleas-
ant archaic swing, and Gersen tried to place her accent "Excuse

268
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me for being curious,” he said, "but are you Al usz |phigenia Eperje-
Tokay?"

"I am Al usz | phi geni a Eperje-Tokay," she said, correcting his
pronunci ati on.

Gersen drew a deep breath. His instinct had been correct! From

close at hand, and |ooking into her face, her quiet good | ooks

seened sonewhat |ess quiet. She might al nost be terned hand-

sone. It was her eyes, he thought, that gave life to her face. Beauty?
Sufficient to urge Kokor Hekkus to such fl anboyant exertions? It
seened unlikely. "And your hone is on the planet Thanber?"

She turned hi manother brief incurious |ook. "Yes,"

"Do you know that to nost people Thanber is an inaginary

worl d, a place of |egend and bal | ad?"

"So | have learned, to my surprise. | assure you it is far from

i magi nary." She sipped her tea, gave Gersen another sw ft gl ance.

Her eyes, large, clear, candid, were her best feature, and these were
undoubt edl y beautiful. But now, a subtle shift in her position in-
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dicated disinterest in further conversation

"I wouldn't bother you," said Gersen stiffly, "except for the
fact that your fiance Kokor Hekkus has brought ne here, and

regard himas ny eneny."

Alusz | phigenia reflected a monent. "You act unwisely in re-
gardi ng himas an eneny."

"Suppose he rescinds your fee, what then?"

She shrugged. "It is a matter | do not care to discuss."”

Gersen thought, yes, she is beyond doubt handsone; even nore

than handsone: when she spoke, even when she thought, her fea-

tures took on a lumnosity, a vitality that transfigured even ordinary

f eat ur es.
Cersen was at a loss for a nmeans to continue the conversation
Finally he asked, "Do you know Kokor Hekkus wel | ?"

"Not well. He keeps for the nbst part to Msk, the Land Be-
yond the Mountains. My hone is Draszane in Gentilly."

"How were you able to cone here? Do many spaceshi ps cone
to Thanber ?"

"No." She turned hima sudden sharp glance. "Wwo are you?
Are you one of his spies?"

Gersen shook his head. Looking into her face, he thought wth
amazenment. Did | ever think this girl plain? She is beautiful, inexpress-
ibly so. He said, "If | were free, | could help you."
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She | aughed, rather cruelly. "How can you hel p nme, when you
can't even help yoursel f?" And Gersen felt an unfamiliar red flush
seep across his face. He rose to his feet. "Good night."

Al usz | phigenia said nothing; Gersen stal ked off to his apart-
ment. He showered and threw hinself on his bed. Suppose he com
muni cated with Duschane Audmar? Pointless; Audmar woul d not

even bother to send hima refusal. Myron Patch? Mre than point-
| ess. Ben Zaunf? He might be able to raise five or ten thousand
SWU, no nore. . . . Gersen picked up one of the old magazi nes,
flicked through the pages. ... A face |ooked forth, one which he
seenmed to recogni ze. Cersen glanced down at the caption. The
nane, Daeniel Trenbath, was unknown to him .. . Strange. Cer-
sen flipped the page. The face was extrenely |ike that of-of
whon®? Gersen turned back to the face. He had known this man as
"M . Hoskins"; he had brought back his corpse from Bi ssonmis End
Gersen read the caption in full:

Daeni el Trenbath, Arch-Director of the Bank of Rigel,
now retiring. Fifty-one years his Excellency the Director
has served the great bank and the peopl es of the Concourse;

| ast week he announced his retirenent. Wat are his future
plans? "I will rest. | have worked hard and | ong; perhaps
too hard and too long. Now | will take tine to enjoy the
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aspects of life denied ne by ny responsibilities."”

Gersen | ooked at the date of the nmagazine. It was Cosnopolis

for January, 1525. Three nonths |later Trenbath di sappeared: a

week or so afterwards he was dead, by the act of Billy Wndle-

who mi ght be Kokor Hekkus-on an unpleasant little world Be-

yond. Gersen, now wi de awake, thought back across the nonths.

Wiy would the retired Arch-Director of the great Bank of Rigel
travel so renotely, so secretly to deal with the man who call ed
hinself Billy Wndl e? Trenbath had wanted perpetual youth: what

did he have to offer in exchange? By the very nature of his career,
it could be nothing but noney. The neeting at Skouse had oc-

curred i mMmediately after Alusz |phigenia had taken sanctuary at

I nterchange; the concatenation of places, events, and personalities
was intriguing. Kokor Hekkus wanted noney-ten billion SVU

Daeni el Trembath, Arch-Director (retired) of the Bank of Rigel,

was the very synbol of noney-and al so conservative respectabil -
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ity. Wiy had the | PCC wanted his return, dead or alive? Surely
Trenmbat h had not stolen ten billion SVU? CGersen renenbered the
fragment of paper he had taken from M. Hoskins at Skouse. He
strove to recall the words, now suddenly so pregnant with possi -
bility:

-crinps, or nore properly, bands of density. These ap-
parently occur at random though in practice they are so
casual as to be inperceptible. The critical spacing is in
terns of the square root of the first eleven prines. The
occurrence of six or nmore such crinps at any of the des-

i gnated | ocations will validate-

The concl usions to be drawn were staggering. There was |ikew se
an aspect to the situation that was the very soul of tragi conedy.
Gersen junped to his feet, paced back and forth across his apart-
ment. |f circunmstances were as he suspected, how coul d he take
advant age of his know edge?

He thought for an hour, formulating and di scarding var-

i ous schenes. The crafts and hobby shop seened the key to the
situation. The activities encouraged woul d be sinple and easily
supervi sed: wood-carvi ng, puppetry, enbroidery, shaw -weaving,

wat er-col ors, glass-nelting. Possibly photography.. .. The norn-
ing passed with a dismal slowness. Gersen sat sprawl ed in the nost
confortable of his chairs. A delightful variation to his schene oc-
curred to him he laughed aloud-. . . Imediately after lunch, he
visited the hobby room It was nore or |less as he had expected: a

| arge room equi pped with | oons, pots of nodeling clay, paints,
beads, wire, various other paraphernalia. The attendant in charge
was a corpulent nman of early m ddl e-age, bald, with snmall doll-Iike
features in a round face. He answered Gersen's questions with a
reasonabl e degree of patience. No; there were no facilities for pho-
tographi ¢ work. Several years ago an effort had been nade in this
direction, but the project had been abandoned: the equi pnent re-
qui red too nuch mai nt enance, had occupied too nmuch of his tine.
Gersen put forward a delicately phrased proposal; He, Gersen, was
al nrost certain to be a guest for a nonth or perhaps two; prior to
his conming he had been experimenting with certain novel art-forms

i nvol vi ng phot ography, and he wi shed to continue his activities-
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to such an extent that he would be willing to purchase the necessary
equi pnent .

The attendant considered, with a wet pursing of the nouth.

The project seenmed to entail a great deal of trouble-for Gersen,

for himself, for everyone involved. In theory, of course, it was con-
cei vabl e, but-he gave an el oquent shrug of the shoul ders. GCersen
uttered a reassuring laugh: any extra attention on the attendant's
part-what was his nane? Funi an Lubby-woul d be adequately, or

even, Cersen anended cautiously, generously rewarded. Lubby

si ghed heavily. Interchange policy dictated full cooperation with the
guests, within understandable limts. If M. WAll insisted, Lubby
could only do as he required. As to the rermuneration M. Wall had
suggested, it was against |Interchange policy, but M. Wall nust be
the judge of what was right. How soon could Lubby provide the

proper equi pnent? asked Gersen. If M. Wall provided a |ist and

the necessary funds, an order could be placed at Sagbad, the |argest
nearby trade center: delivery could be expected tonorrow at the
earliest; nore likely the day foll ow ng.

Excell ent, said Gersen. He seated hinself, wote out a list. It

was | ong, and included a nunber of items intended to obscure GCer-
sen's primary purpose. Lubby pursed his |lips hugely, in surprise and
aut omati c di sapprobation. Gersen said hurriedly, "I realize that this
makes enornous inconveni ence for you: is a hundred SVU suffi -

cient conpensation for your extra effort?"

"You understand," said Lubby sternly, "that regulations forbid

the transfer of funds between guests and personnel. In a case of this
sort, the noney involved is nerely a neans of providing the craft
shop with sorely needed equi pnent-since | presurme you will |eave

these itens here on your departure?"

Gersen did not wish to seemtoo eager. "l suppose so. Sone of
them at | east-those that duplicate nmy own equi pnent at hone."

Al in all, he was highly encouraged. That Lubby could speak so
openly indicated that the craft shop was not under renote surveil -
| ance. "What do you think this material and equipment will cost?"
he i nquired.

Lubby appraised the list. "Megaphot camera . . . Chago en-
|l arger and printer. . . Ball mcroscope. Expensive itens all
Tangl emat duplicator.. . . \Wat would you be needing that for?"

"I prepare kal ei doscopi c permnutations of natural objects,"” said
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Gersen. "Sonetines twenty or thirty copies of a single print are
needed, and |I find the duplicator convenient."

"I't will cost a fortune," grunbled Funian Lubby, "but if you're
willing to pay for it-"

"Yes, if | nust,"” said Gersen. "I dislike spending noney, but I
like two nmonths away from nmy hobby even |ess.”
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"Under st andabl e.” Lubby gl anced down the list. "This is an

i mpressive list of chemicals. | hope," he said with a sardonic tw st
of the lips, "that you are not planning to blow up the institution,
and thus destroy ny livelihood."

Gersen | aughed at the joke. "I'msure you are sufficiently

know edgeabl e to forestall anything of this nature. No, there are
no expl osi ves, corrosives, or noxious substances here: only inks,
dyes, photosensitives, and the like."

"So | see. | amby no neans uninforned in these nmatters. | am

an accredited Scientific Acadenician of Boonmaraw Col | ege on Lor-
gan, and in fact have done research on the flatfish of the Neuster
Ccean, until my appoi nt nent was cancel ed- anot her regressive

trick of the Institute, of that | amsure."

"Yes, a sad situation," Cersen agreed. "A person wonders
where it will end. Do they want to make cavenen of us all?"

"Who knows what the wetched mal contents hope for? | have

heard that they are slowy acquiring control of the Jarnel Corpo-
ration, that when they finally secure their 51 percent-then pfai
no nore spaceships, no nore travel. Wat will that do to us?

VWhere will that | eave me? Wthout a job, if | amso unfortunate as
still to be alive. No, | spit on those people."

Gersen had been inspecting the craft room "Wiere can | work

to be the |l east obtrusive? Preferably in some corner where | can
throw up a screen to keep out the light. Naturally any effort on
your part | amwilling to pay for: indeed if there were a disused
storeroom or sonething of the sort.. "

"Yes." Funi an Lubby heaved hinself to his feet. "Let us |ook
The old scul pting studio is no longer in use; guests nowadays care
not hing for serious work."

The studi o was octagonal, the walls were native wood varni shed

a sour brown; the floor was stained yellow brick, the ceiling rose to
a skylight through which cane a grayish, alnbst nmauve, illum na-

tion. "I'Il block out the light," said Gersen. "Otherwi se the room
is quite suitable."” To test the degree of freedomfrom surveill ance
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he said, "Now | understand that the rules forbid the exchange of
nmoney between guests and personnel, still rules are nmade to be
broken, and it is not fair that you should go to extra exertion with-
out reinbursenment. You agree?"

"I think you have expressed mnmy point of view exactly."

"Good. What goes on in this old studio then concerns no one

but you and ne. Wiile | amnot a wealthy man, | am not parsi-

moni ous, and | amw lling to pay for ny pleasures." He brought
forth his checkbook, wote a draft for 3,000 SVU upon the Bank

of Rigel. "This should pay for all the items of ny list and | eave
enough to conpensate you."

Lubby puffed out his cheeks. "That should do very nicely. |
will give your order special attention, and who knows? the equi p-
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ment may be here tonorrow. "

Gersen went away well satisfied. H's hopes m ght be based on
a set of false prem ses-but checking and rechecldng, he felt secure.
How could it be otherw se?

But he needed one nore item the nost inportant of all. This

job he dared not entrust to Funian Lubby, except as a last resort.
He made out another draft for twenty thousand SVU, tucked it

into his pocket.

That night, Al usz |Iphigenia nmade no appearance at the social

hour. Gersen did not care. He wal ked slowy back and forth, watch-
ing, waiting, and then just as he was about to give up hope, Armand
Koshi el appeared, taking a short cut through the conpound. GCer-
sen approached himas casually as possible. "I amgoing to walk
past the waste-paper bin," he said. "I will drop a scrap of paper
Cone behind ne, pick it up. You will find a draft for twenty thou-
sand SVU. Get ne a ten thousand SVU note on the Bank of Ri gel

Keep the remmining ten thousand." Wthout waiting for a reply he
turned away, sauntered toward the ki osk. Fromthe corner of his
eye he saw Koshi el give a slight shrug, then continue the way he
was goi ng.

At the kiosk, Gersen bought a sack of sweets. Pausing at the
wast e- paper bin he tossed aside the sack into which he had tucked
the bank draft, and crossing to a bench seated hinself.

The crunpled bit of paper beside the bin | ooked |arge, white,

and conspi cuous. Here cane Koshiel back across the conpound.

He went to the kiosk, spoke a jocular word to the attendant, se-

| ected a bag of sweets for hinself, tossed the paper toward the bin.
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He bent after it, picked up Gersen's bag, seened to drop them both
into the bin, and wal ked away.

Gersen went to his apartnent, nerves tingling H's schene had

been set into notion Too nuch optinm smwould be foolish, but

so far all went well A hidden nonitor m ght have observed Koshi el
pi ck up the bank draft, Funian Lubby mi ght inpose too nuch su-
pervi sion upon him or so much new equi prent mght attract the
attention of persons |less genial than Lubby Still-so far, so good

The foll owi ng day he | ooked briefly into the crafts room Lubby
was occupied with a pair of children who in their boredom had
turned to mask-maki ng The equi prrent woul d not be delivered
until the norrow, said Lubby, and Gersen departed.

The eveni ng social hour passed with neither Koshiel nor Alusz

| phi gema nmaki ng an appearance On the foll owi ng day, when Ger-

sen returned to his apartnent after breakfast he found an envel ope
on his desk containing a green and pi nk SVU 10, 000 bank note
Gersen tested it with his fake-neter, which, with a few other per-
sonal effects, he had been allowed to keep The neter gave a sat-

i sfactory acknow edgnent. So far, so good. Gersen dared nake no
further experinments; he might even then be under scrutiny. So far,
so good. But his equipnent still had not arrived, and Funi an Lubby
seened in a bad nood, Gersen returned to his apartnent seething
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with inpatience Never had a day passed so slowy, though fortu-
nately the Sasani day was only twenty-one hours | ong

On the afternoon follow ng, Funian Lubby indicated a set of
cartons with an affable wave of his fat hand. "There you are, M
wall. A fine set of equipment, and you can go about your prisns
or kal ei doscopes, whatever it is you do, with all your mght."

"Thank you, M. Lubby, |I'mvery pleased," said Gersen. He
earned the cartons into the old scul pting studio, and with Lubby
assi sting and crooning m pl easure, unpacked them

"I"manxious to see your work," said Lubby "One can al ways
learn, and this is a creative technique | have never observed before "

"It's a very detailed process," said Gersen "Sonme peopl e even
find it tedious, but I enjoy slow careful work. The first step, | think,
is to close off the skylight and |ight-seal the door "

Wth Lubby steadying the | adder, Gersen stapled opaque cloth
across the skylight, then prepared a sign that read Photographic
Dar kr oom Knock before Entering, and attached it to the door
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"Now," he said, "I"'mready to begin " He considered. "I think Il
start with a sinple reiteration in green and pink "

Wth Lubby watching with vast interest, CGersen solemmly pho-
tographed a pin, enlarged it ten dianeters, prepared a naster copy
fromwhich he printed thirty copies in green and thirty in pink on
the autolith

"What ncxt”~" asked Lubby

"Now we cone to the painstaking part of the )ob Fach of these

pi ns nmust be carefully cut fromthe background 7 hen \\ith pins

and pin-shaped holes, | create the reiteration If you desire you may
do the cutting while | fornmulate the correct color of ink "

Lubby | ooked dubiously at the stack of prints "All these are to
be cut out""

"Yes, very carefully "

Lubby unenthusiastically set to work Gersen watched cl osely,

gi ving advi ce and stressing the need for absolute accuracy |'hen,
borrow ng Lubby's slide-rule, he calculated the square root of the
first eleven prine nunbers values ranging from1l to 4 79 Lubby
meanwhi | e had cut out three pins, nmaking a single small m stake
Gersen conpl ai ned aggnevedly Lubby put down the scissors

"This is extrenely interesting, but | fear | nust |ook to other mat-
ters "

As soon as he had gone, Gersen conpared the 10,000 SVU
bank note with the pink and green pins, adiusted the colors, added
a nordant and a catalyst, and printed further pins

He gl anced into the outer studio, Lubby was busy with the
children Gersen took the note to the m croscope, and-as so many
of thousands had done before himexamned it with an eye to
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di scovering the secret of its authenticity Like the thousands before
him he discovered no such quality Nowthe key experinent,

upon which the success of the entire pro)ect depended He sel ected
paper of density and weight simlar to the bank note, cut a rectangle
to the si/e of the note Precisely five by two and quarter inches He
passed the paper through the fake-nmeter the alarmlight gl owed

Now Cersen laid off points along the I ength of the paper rectangle
corresponding to the square roots he had conputed Next he laid

a straight-edge across the paper and at each pair of points scored a
cross mark with the point of a nail-thus, so he hoped "crinping"

and "conpressing” the fibers Wth trenbling fingers he lifted the

f ake- et er The door opened, into the room canme Funian
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Lubby. Wth one notion Cersen slid fake-neter, bank note, and

paper rectangle into his pocket, with another, he picked up scissors
and prints, sinulated intent creativity Lubby was disappointed to
find that with so nmuch equipnent so little had been produced He
expressed hinself to this effect, Gersen explained that he had been
recal cul ating certain aesthetic laws a tedious process |If Lubby so
desired, he could expedite the process by cutting out nore pins,
very carefully Lubby declared hinmself unable to be of further as-
sistance. Gersen cut out a few of the pins while Lubby watched,
arranged themwi th extreme care on the tabletop Lubby | ooked

over the pink and green test panels that Gersen had set under a
lanp "Are these the only two colors you will use®"

"At least for this present conposition," said Gersen "Pink and
green, though they m ght seem sonmewhat obvi ous or even nai ve,
are for ny purposes absolutely essential "

Lubby grunted. "They appear particularly bland: even faded."
"True," said Gersen. "I have added certain agents to the pig-
ments, it appears that the light tends to bleach them™

Lubby presently returned to the main room Gersen brought

forth his fake-nmeter, passed the paper rectangle into the slot. No
red light, but rather the heart-warm ng buzz of authenticity, the
nmost mnusi cal sound of CGersen's existence

He | ooked at his watch the period was al nost at an end There
was no tinme for further work

At the social hour, A usz |Iphigema nmade an appearance, to

stand al oofly at the back of the conpound Gersen nmade no attenpt

to approach her, and, so far as he could tell, she seened indifferent
to his existence . He had thought her plain' He had considered

her features uninteresting' They were perfect, she was the nost
entrancing thing he had ever seen Ten billion SVU3 A pittance

He coul d al nost appl aud Kokor Hekkus' discrimnation Ger -

sen could hardly wait to return to the craft shop

But the follow ng afternoon found Funi an Lubby at his nost
tiresone There were no ot her hobbyists present, and for two hours
Lubby sat gaping with eyes protuberant and fascinated as Gersen
cut paper pins, arranged and rearranged themw th frowni ng con-
centration, his whole soul aching with the wi sh that Lubby depart

The day was wasted Gersen left the shop seething with sup-
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pressed fury
The followi ng day he fared better. Lubby was busy. Gersen
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phot ogr aphed the bank note with serial nunber nasked, printed

two hundred copies with carefully prepared i nks The day after, on
the pretext of exposing |arge areas of photo-sensitive paper, he
| ocked the door Then, contriving a )ig, he crinped the new notes,
and using a to\ printing press, printed new serial nunbers The
not es | ooked about the sane as the genuine, they had a sonewhat
different feel-but what matter3 They satisfied the fake-neter

As Gersen ate dinner he pondered his final problemhowto

rescind his fees without arousing suspicion If he nerely presented
hinself at the office, the question would be raised as to how the
nmoney had cone into his possession He coul d think of no prac-
tical or feasible nmeans to have a parcel delivered to himCertainly
he coul d not trust Koshiel with so nmuch noney

He deci ded that he needed nore information During the social

hour, he went to the office of the assistant ordmator, a weasel-faced
man wearing the dark blue Interchange uniformas if it were a
privilege Gersen put on a face of worry "I have sonething of a
problem"™ he told the ordinator "It has been reported to ne that

an old friend is com ng here tonorrow to rescind one of the guests
Can it be arranged that | |look into the bureau when the bus arrives
fromthe spaceport”"

The ordmator frowned. " | his is a sonewhat irregul ar request

"I realize this," said Gersen, "houever Interchange policy is to
facilitate the rescission of fees, and such is the case here "

"Very well," said the ordinator "Be here at this office tonor-
row i medi ately after the norning neal, and I will arrange the
matter "

Gersen went to the compound, paced back and forth, drank

quantities of wine to quiet his nerves The ni ght passed, he choked
down a few bites of breakfast, hurried to the office of the ordinator
who pretended to have forgotten the arrangement. CGersen patiently
restated his case

"Ch, very well,"” said the ordinator "I suppose we can't expect
every rescission to work through the proper channels " He con-
ducted Gersen to an antechanber or the reception room Here they
wai t ed

"1 he archaic old bus arrived, discharged ei ght passengers They
filed into the reception room

"Wl P' asked the ordmator "Is one of- these your friend™"
"Yes indeed," said Gersen "That short man with the blue skin-
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tone. 1I'll just speak a word or two to himand arrange ny rescis-
sion." Before the ordinator could object, Gersen went out into the
reception room approached the man he had designated. "Excuse

me; aren't you Myron Patch of Patris?"

"No sir. | amno such individual."

"My mistake." Gersen returned to the ordinator, carrying an
envel ope. "Everything is well. He has brought ny noney. | ama
free man."

The ordi nator grunted. The event seened rather peculiar-but
weren't peculiar events part of life? "Your friend cane to rescind
you and soneone el se al so?"

"Yes. He is a nmenber of the Institute and doesn't care to dis-
play too much cordiality."

The ordinator grunted again. Al was expl ai ned-at |east, al

seened to be explained. "Very well," he said, "if you have your
nmoney, go rescind yourself- 1'll say a word to the clerk, since the
process is somewhat irregular.”

When the bus departed |nterchange, Gersen was aboard. At
Ni chae he hired an air-car and was taken to the city Sagbad.

Five days later, wearing black skin-tone, black and brown tunic with
bl ack breeches, Gersen returned to |Interchange aboard the antique
bus. He went into the nowfamliar office, subnmitted to the offi-
ciousness of the clerk. "And whom do you wi sh to rescind?"

"Alusz |phigenia Eperje-Tokay."

The clerk's eyebrows rose. "You, sir, are Kokor Hekkus?" He
spoke with awe.

"No. "
The cl erk nmade nervous novenents. "The fee is large. Ten
billion SVU."

Gersen opened the flat black case he was carrying, wthdrew
packets of bank notes in 100,000 SVU denom nations: the |argest
in circulation. "Here is the noney."

"Yes, ves. . .. But-well, | must informyou that Kokor Hekkus
has al ready deposited with us over nine billion SVU. "

"Here is ten billion. Count it."

The clerk made a flustered sound. "You are within your rights.
The guest is admttedly 'available.' " Wth trenbling fingers he
touched the nmoney. "I will need help to count so rmuch noney."

Counting and fake-nmetering the noney occupi ed six nen four
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hours. The clerk signed a receipt with a nervous flourish. "Very

well, sir; here you are. | will send for the guest whose fees you have
rescinded. She will be here at once."” And he nuttered under his
breat h: "Kokor Hekkus will not enjoy this. Someone will suffer."”
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Ten nminutes later Alusz Iphigenia arrived at the office. Her face
was strained and wild; her eyes were bright with fear. She stared at
Gersen wi thout recognizing him then went to the door as if to run
out across the desert. Gersen restrained her. "Cal myourself," he
told her. "I am not Kokor Hekkus; | have no designs upon you

consi der yourself safe.”

She | ooked at himincredul ously, |ooked again, and now Gersen
t hought she recogni zed him

"There is another matter," said the clerk. He addressed Al usz
| phigenia. "Since you are acting in the peculiar capacity of your
own sponsor, the noney, mnus our 12'/2 percent fee, is yours."

Al usz | phigenia stared at himapparently w thout conprehen-
sion. "l suggest," said Gersen, "that you prepare a bank draft, so
that she need not carry around so nuch negotiable currency."”

There was a flurry of consultation, a shrugging of shoulders, a
flutter of hands; finally the bank draft was drawn upon the Planetary
Bank of Sasani at Sagbad, in the sumof SVU 8, 749, 993,581: ten
billion mnus 12 Vi percent, mnus charges of SVU 6,419 for specia
AA acconmodat i on.

Gersen scrutinized the docunent with suspicion. "Presumably
this is a valid draft? You have funds to cover?"

"Naturally," declared the official. "Indeed, Kokor Hekkus has
deposited to our account a sum appreciably in excess of this
anmount . "

"Very well," said Gersen, "this is acceptable." He turned to

Al usz | phigenia. "Cone. The bus is waiting."

Still she hesitated, |ooking right and left as if again contem
plating flight across the Da'ar-Ri zm But now one of the flying

bl ack insects struck her, clung to her arm she brushed it off with
a cry of fear.

"Come, " said CGersen once again. "You can have either Kokor
Hekkus, the insects, or me; and I will neither violate you or eat you
alive."

Wthout further protest, she followed himto the bus. It
| urched, roared, runbled: I|Interchange becane a white and gray
tunble dimy glinpsed through the dust.

280 THE DEMON PRI NCES

They sat side by side in the lurching bus. Then Alusz turned a
puzzl ed sidel ong gl ance at Gersen. "Wo are you?"

"No friend of Kokor Hekkus."
"What are-what are you going to do with ne?"
"Not hi ng di screditable."

"Where are we going then? You don't understand the nature
of Kokor Hekkus; he will track us to the corners of the gal axy."

Gersen had no comment to nake; the conversation canme to an
end. In truth Gersen felt none too secure; they were still vul nerable
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to interception. But the journey across the barrens passed w t hout
i nci dent.

The bus bounced into Sul Arsam they boarded the waiting air-

ship and presently canme down at the N chae spaceport. To the side
stood the sleek new Armintor Starskip Gersen had bought in Sag-
bad. Al usz |phigenia hesitated before she went aboard, then gave a
fatalistic shrug

In Sagbad, there was a further delay at the Planetary Bank

I nterchange provided a hesitant and worried verification, sensing
somet hing incorrect, yet at a loss to discover where. The chairman
of the Planetary Bank reluctantly told Gersen, "Through a set of
extraordi nary circunstances, we have the sumin our vaults, rep-
resenting a set of |large deposits fromlnterchange. They are in
notes of various denomi nations-"

"No matter; we will accept your count," said Gersen

The noney, Kokor Hekkus' | aboriously accunul ated hoard,
was packed into four cases, carried out into the hired air-car

Now t he Head Cashier cane running out into the area. "A
communi cati on fromInterchange! For M. Wall!"

Gersen controlled his inpulse to flee. He returned into the
bank. On the visiphone screen appeared the face of the Director;

behind stood a man Gersen did not recogni ze.

"M. Wall," said the Director, "there have been difficulties: this
is Achill Gogan, representing Kokor Hekkus. He earnestly desires
that you wait at Sagbad until he is able to confer with you."

"Certainly," said Gersen. "He may | ook for us at the Al anut
Hotel . "

Gersen departed the bank, entered the air-car where Alusz |ph-
i genia waited despondently with the noney. "To the spaceport,”
he told the pilot.
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Twenty mnutes |ater Sasani |ay behind them engaging the in-
tersplit, Gersen finally felt secure. The relief was intoxicating. He
sat down on a settee and began to |augh. Alusz I|phigenia, across

the cabin, watched with guarded interest. "Wiy do you | augh?"

"Because of how we were rescinded."
RV

So she had not recognized himafter all. Gersen cane slowy
across the cabin, and she noved back a distrustful half-inch. "One
evening | spoke to you in the conpound,” said Gersen

She studied him "Now | renmenber you. The qui et man who
sits in the shadows. How did you find so much noney?"

"I printed it nyself-and this is what amuses ne."

She stared at himin bew | dernent. "But they tested it! They
accepted it!"
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"Exactly. But here is the greatest joke of all: there is bleach in
the ink. In a week they will have nothing. The noney | paid Kokor
Hekkus will be bl ank paper; the ten billion SVU will be bl ank pa-
per. | have sw ndl ed Kokor Hekkus! | have swi ndl ed I nterchange!
Look: there is Kokor Hekkus' noney!"

Al usz 1 phigenia considered hi mdispassionately, then turned to
| ook back toward Sasani. She snmiled: a pensive smle. "Kokor Hek-
kus will be angry. No man alive has such extravagant enotions as
Kokor Hekkus." She gave Gersen a | ook of sonething |ike wonder.

"He woul d spend ten billion to gain ne-because | chose to nake
this ny price. And after he bought ne"-she shuddered-"he
woul d derive ten billion SVU worth of use fromne, by one neans

or another. WIien he gets you what he will do-is unthinkable."
"Unless | kill himfirst."

"You will find it difficult. Sion Trunble is the cleverest war
chi ef of Thanber, and he has failed."

Gersen went to the galley, brought back a bottle of wine with
two goblets. Alusz Iphigenia first made a negative notion, then
t hought better of it, and accepted the goblet. Gersen asked, "Do
you know why | rescinded you?"

"No." But she fidgeted unconfortably and a sl ow pink flush

canme into her face. Never, thought Gersen, had she seened nore
beautiful. "Because you can guide nme to Thanber, where | will find
Kokor Hekkus and kill him™"

The pink flush slowy subsided. She tasted the wi ne, gazed re-
282
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nectively into the goblet "I do not want to return to Thanber. |
desperately fear Kokor Hekkus. He will now be insane wi th anger

"Neverthel ess, that is where we nust go."

She shook her head pensively "I cannot hel p you Were
Thanber lies | do not know "

The captured revolutionary Tedoro exhorts his fell ow
prisoners

Al'l ow nothing' Yield not so much as a quarter-inch' Eat

the food they give you, concede no nore' Wio are they

but villains3 Shane them Defy them Hesitation is a crack
mthe steel, do you want themto bend you this way and

that and snap you in two5 Gve nothing, yield nothing' |If
the commandant permits that you may sit, prefer to stand

If he gives you lined paper on which to wite, wite across
the |ines'

Gersen stared at Al usz |phigena incredul ously Then he jumped

up to the control deck, disengaged the ntersplit- The fabric of the
ship exuded its al nost human sigh of shock, the skin seened to
twitch along their bodies.

Motors dead, the Armintor Starskip drifted free in space. Aquila
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GB 1202 shone far astern, teetering at the edge of the psychol ogica
di stinction between sun and star

Gersen went into the head, showered away the bl ack skin-tone,
dressed in his usual space-garb shorts, sandals, a light singlet He
returned to the saloon to find Al usz |phigema sitting where he had
|l eft her, gazing at the floor

Gersen said nothing, but seated hinself on the bench opposite,
thoughtfully sipped his wine Finally she spoke "Wiy did you turn
of f the engi nes3"

"There is no point traveling at random Si nce we have no des-
tination we might as well remain here,"
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She shrugged, scowl ed. "Keep the noney; take ne to Earth.
have no wi sh to hang foolishly out here in space.”

Gersen shook his head. "I rescinded your fee at great risk to
mysel f-primarily to | earn the whereabouts of Thanber. Second-
arily, | find you attractive as a woman. | agree with Kokor Hekkus
you are worth ten billion SVU "

Al usz I phigenia said angrily, "You do not believe ne' It is a
fact: | could not return to Thanmber if it were the dearest w sh of
mnv |ife"

"How did you | eave2"

"Sion Trunble captured a snmall spaceboat in a raid on Orad

I sl and, which is Kokor Hekkus' spaceport. | read the Operator's
Manual , and it seened sinple enough. Wen Kokor Hekkus

threatened war on Gentilly unless ny father gave ne to him | had

two choices. | could kill nyself or |I could | eave Thanber. | left. In
the ship there was a Handbook of the Planets. It mentioned Sasam

and described Interchange as the only locality mthe human uni -

verse safe fromcrininals.”

She turned a scathing glance toward Gersen. "This is inaccu-
rate. Interchange apparently is fair game for counterfeiters.”

Gersen acknow edged the fact with a grin and by refilling his

wi ne glass. He hesitated before drinking it the bottle had been |left
alone in the cabin while he showered- not inconceivably the woman
had poi soned it. He put the glass aside. "And who is Sion Trum

bl e?"

"The Prince of Vadrus, on the western border of Msk. W
were to have been betrothed.. . . He is a brave warrior, and has
done many not eworthy deeds."

"l see." Gersen ruminated. "Don't you know the way you carme,
from Thanber to SasanR"

"l set the astrogation dials for Sasam and |eft Thanber behi nd.
I know only this and no nore. Kokor Hekkus is the only nan of
Thanber to own a spaceship.”

"What is the name of your sun3"

"Just' Sun."'"
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"Is it sonewhat orange7"
"Yes. How did you know2"

"Deduction. Wi at does the night sky look |ike2 Are there any
unusual objects in the sky2 Any nearby double or triple stars2"

"No. Not hi ng unusual ."
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"Have there been any recent novae nearby?"

"VWhat are 'novae' ?"

"Stars suddenly exploding to give off great ampbunts of light."
"No, nothing like that."

"VWhat of the MIky Way? Do you see it as a band around the
sky, as a cloud, or how2"

"A ribbon of light streanms across the night sky during w nter
is that what you nean2"
"Yes. Apparently you're out toward the fringes."

"That may be." Al usz | phigenia was unenthusiastic.

"Wrhat about tradition2" asked Gersen. "Are there old tal es of
Earth, or any of the other worlds2"

"Not hing very definite. ... A few legends, a few old songs." She
regarded himw th an expression that seenmed faintly derisive. "How
is it that your Star Directory and your Handbook to the Planets can't
tell you what you want to know?"

"Thanber is a lost world. Woever ruled Thanmber in the an-
cient days kept the secret well. There's no information now ex-
cept a nursery rhyne:

Set a course fromthe old Dog Star
A point to the north of Achernar;

Sl ei ght your ship to the verge extrene
And dead ahead shines Thanber's gleam"”

Alusz Iphigenia smled faintly. "I knowthat too: all of it."
""Al P? There's nore?"
"I ndeed. You've left out the mddle. It goes:

Set a course fromthe old Dog Star
A point to the north of Achernar;

Fare until, on the starboard beam

Six red suns toward a blue sun stream
Sl ei ght your ship to where afar

A cluster hangs like a scimtar.

Under the hilt to the verge extrene
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And dead ahead shines Thanber's gleam"”

"Well, well," said Gersen. He rose to his feet, )unped up to the
control deck, set dials, threw power back into the Jarnell System
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"Where are we goi ng?" asked Al usz | phigeni a.
"Sinus-the Dog Star."

"You take the rhyne seriously?"

"I'"ve heard no other directions; |I've got to take it seriously or
do not hi ng what ever."

"Hmm " Al usz | phigenia sipped the wine. "In that case, since

I"ve told you all | know, you will put ne down at Sinus or perhaps
Eart h?"

"No. "

"But-1 know no nore than |'ve told you!"

"You know the | ook of Thanber's constellations. Your rhyne,

if it ever gave accurate directions, is a thousand years old or nore.
Si nus and Achernar have both shifted. W nmight arrive sonewhere

near Thanber-hopefully within ten or twenty |light years. Then

we'd have to use the old trick of lost star-travelers: they scan the
sky until in some quarter they find a faniliar constellation. There
will only be one, and this in mniature, for it will be directly behind
their home planet. Al other constellations will be distorted; and
even this constellation will have intervening stars superinposed

upon it: notably the hone sun. Nevertheless-there is always the

one fam liar constellation to search for, and if you find it, you head
for it, and presently, when it grows to its familiar size, your home
world is close at hand."

"What if you can't find a famliar constellation?"

"You can still find your way hone. You nust fly up or down,

normal to the plane of the galaxy, until you can see the whole

spread of it, and then there are | andmarks to be found. This re-

qui res much tinme, nmuch energy, nmuch wear and strain upon the

Jarnell. If anything goes wong-then you are |ost indeed, for there
is nothing nore to do and you float in space |ooking down on the

honme gal axy spreading below like a carpet until your energy fails

and then you die." Gersen shrugged. "I have never been lost." He
raised his glass of wine, eyed it warily, then went to the galley and
brought out a new bottle. "Tell ne of Thanber."

Al usz | phigenia spoke for two hours while Gersen | eaned back on

the settee sipping wine. It was a pl easant experience, watching and
listening; for a period the realities of his existence were far away.
. Al usz | phigenia nentioned Agl abat, the city behind a wall of
dark brown stone, and Gersen roused hinsel f. Enervation was a
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danger. His stay at Interchange had done hi mno good. He had
becone pliable, easily distracted. . . . Neverthel ess he rel axed again
sipping wine, listening to Alusz I|phigenia.

Thanmber was a wonderful world. No one knew when the first

man had arrived; the tinme was lost in the past. There were various
continents, subcontinents, peninsulas, and a great archipel ago of
tropical islands. Alusz Iphigenia was native to Uraszane in Gentilly,
a principality on the western shore of the snmallest continent. To
the east was Vadrus, ruled by Sion Trunble, and beyond the Land

of M sk. The remmi nder of the continent, except for a nunber of
feuding states on the east coast, was w | derness inhabited by bar-
barians. Simlar conditions prevailed on the other continents. Al usz
| phi geni a nentioned a score of peoples, each of distinctive char-
acter. Certain of these produced great nusic and pageants of heart-
stoppi ng grandeur; others were fetishists and nurderers rul ed by
ogres. In the nountains lived bandit chieftains and arrogant | ord-
lings, each secure in his castle. Everywhere were w zards and war -

| ocks, capable of the npbst astounding feats, and one weird area to
the north of the |l argest continent was ruled by fiends and denons.
The native flora and fauna were conplex, rich and beautiful, and
sonet i mes dangerous; there were sea-nonsters, scal ed wol ves of the
tundra, the horrid dnazd of the nountains to the north of M sk

Technol ogy and the ways of nodern |iving were unknown on

Thanmber. Even the Brown Bersagl ers of Kokor Hekkus carried

only voul gues and daggers, while the knights of M sk were arned
with swords and crossbows. Between M sk and Vadrus there was
intermttent strife, with Gentilly usually allied with Vadrus. Sion
Trunbl e was a nman of heroic valor, but he never had been able to
overcone the Brown Bersaglers. In a trenendous battle, he had
repell ed the barbarians of the Skar Sakau, who had thereupon
turned their full fury to the south, upon the Land of M sk, where
they had been raiding villages, destroying outposts, and spreading
devast ati on.

Gersen |listened with wonder. The romantic | egends regarding

Thanmber had not been exaggerated; if anything they were under-
stated. He said as nuch to Alusz Iphigenia, who shrugged. "Tham
ber is a world of romantic deeds, certainly. The castles have great
hal I s where the bards sing and pavilions where nai dens dance to
the music of lutes, but bel ow are dungeons and torture chanbers.
The knights are a magnificent sight in their arnor and their fl ags,
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and then in the snows of Skava Steppe their |egs are hacked of f by
the Skodol ak nomads, and they lie helpless until the wolves tear
themto pieces. The witches brew philters and the w zards send up
the snoke of dreams, and also infect their enemies with blights.
Two hundred years ago the great heroes lived. Tyier Trunble con-
quered Vadrus and built the city Carrai where Sion Trunbl e now

rul es. Jadask Dousko found M sk a | and of herdsmen and Agl abat

a fishing village. In ten years he had created the first Brown Corps,
and there has been war ever since." She sighed. "In Draszane life
is relatively calm we have four ancient colleges, hundreds of bib-
I'iotheques. Gentilly is a peaceful old country, but M sk and Vadrus
somehow are different. Sion Trunble wants me for his queen-but
woul d there ever be peace and happi ness? O woul d he al ways be
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fighting Skodol aks or the Tadousko-O or the Sea-Hel ns? And
al ways Kokor Hekkus, who now will be inplacable. . . ."

CGersen was sil ent.

Al usz | phigenia went on. "At Interchange | read books- of

Earth and the Concourse and Al oysius. | know how you |live. And

at first | wondered why Kokor Hekkus stayed so |ong at Agl abat,
why he fought with swords when he could fit out the Brown Ber-

saglers with energy weapons. But there is no nystery'. He needs
enotion as other nen need food. He craves excitenment and horror
and hate and lust. He finds it in the Land of M sk. But soneday

he will dare too much and Sion Trunble will kill him" She |aughed
sadly. "Or soneday Sion Trunble will attenpt a particularly |u-

di crous act of valor and Kokor Hekkus will kill himwhich will be
apity."

"Hmf," said Gersen. "You are fond of this Sion Trunble?"

"Yes. He is kind and generous and brave. He would not think
to rob even I nterchange."

Gersen grinned sourly. "I'mnore the Kokor Hekkus type.
What of the rest of the planet?”

"Everywhere it is different. In Birzul, the Godnus keeps a
harem of t en t housand concubi nes. Every day he enlists ten maidens
and di scharges ten, or if he happens to he in a bad hunor drowns
them 1In Calastang, the Divine Eye rides through the city carried
on a vermlion altar forty yards |long and forty yards high. The
Lat hcar Gentry keep racing-nmen-sl ave runners especially bred

and trained for the Lath Race Meets. The Tadousko-G build their
villages on the highest crags and steepest cliffs, and throw down
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the crippled and infirm They are Thanber's fiercest warriors, the
Tadousko- G, and they have | eagued thenselves to raze the walls

of Aglabat. And they will succeed, because the Brown Bersaglers
cannot withstand them™"

"Have you ever seen Kokor Hekkus cl ose at hand?"
"Yes."

"What does he | ook |ike?"

"G ve ne paper and pen; | wll show you."

Gersen brought her witing materials. She nmde tentative

mar ks, then worked nore swiftly. Line Joined |line, areas becane
defined: a face |looked forth fromthe paper. It was an intelligent
alert face; under a tall square forehead the eyes were wi de and
inquiring. The hair was rich, dark, lustrous; the nose was short and
straight, the nouth rather small. Al usz Iphigenia sketched in the
torso, the legs, to depict a nman sonmewhat over average height, with
broad shoul ders, a narrow wai st, long | egs. The body mi ght well
have been that of both Billy Wndle and Seuman Gtwal ; the face

in no way resenbl ed the keen jutting countenance of Seuman

O wal, and Gersen had never distinctly seen Billy Wndl e.
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Al usz | phigenia watched himas he studied the picture, and gave
a shudder. "I can't understand cruelty-killing-hate. You are al-
nmost as frightening as Kokor Hekkus."

Gersen put the sketch aside. "When 1 was small, ny home was
destroyed, and all ny kin-except for ny grandfather. Even then
knew the course of ny life was arranged. | knew that | w*uld one
by one kill the five men who had conducted the raid. This has been
my life, I have no other. I amnot evil; | am beyond good and evil -
like the killing machi ne Kokor Hekkus built."

"And | am unl ucky enough to be useful to you," said Al usz

| phi geni a.

Gersen grinned. "You probably will prefer being useful to nme

than to Kokor Hekkus, since all | ask is that you guide me to Tham
ber."

"You are gallant," said Alusz |phigenia, and Gersen coul d not
deci de whether her remark carried a barb or not.

Sirius burnt white ahead, with off to the side the yellowwhite star
that had nurtured the hunman race. Al usz |phigenia contenplated it
wistfully, turned to Gersen as if to plead with him then thought
better of it and held her tongue.
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Gersen pointed to Achernar, at the source of the River Rn-

danus "A point 11 '/4° north is the plane ot galactic north containing
the Sinus-Achernar line But the rhyme nmust be a thousand years

ol d, perhaps longer-so first we take ourselves to the position of

Si nus a thousand years ago Not too difficult Then we cal cul ate
Achernar's apparent position of a thousand years ago-agai n not

too difficult Using these two new points, then we angle north 111/4°
and hope for the best And since |I've already nade the conput a-

tions " lie carefully ad)usted the verniers, Sinus swung grandly
away to the side

Presently the Jarnell snapped out, the Starskip drifted in un-
fractured ether Gersen turned the bow toward the point Achernar
had occupi ed a thousand years before, then swng up 1VA° in a

pl ane parallel to the north-south galactic axis "Here goes " He
engaged the nterspht, the Starskip and its contents, deprived of
inertia and Einstem an constrictions, slid with near-nstantaneity
al ong the generated fracture "Now we nmust watch for six red stars
They may or may not he streaming toward a blue star, they may

or may not be on the starboard beam unless the rhyne intends
that the dorsal-ventral plane of the ship lie parallel to the north-
south galactic axis "

Time went by Near stars slid across stars nore distant, which in
turn slid across the even farther specks of |ight behind.

Gersen becane edgy He expressed doubt that Al us/ |phigema

had remenbered the rhyme correctly She replied with a shrug in-
dicating small concern one way or the other, and presently offered
the con)ecture that Gersen had made a mistake in his conputations

"How |l ong was your trip to Interchange®" He had asked her
this before, but always she had given hima vague answer, as now
she did again "I slept a great deal 'linme seened to go swiftly "
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Gersen began to suspect that the rhynme had taken themon a
wi | d goose chase, that 1 hanmber lay in a different quarter of the
gal axy, and that Alus/ |phigema knew this fact \ery well.

Al usz | phigema was aware of his dubiousness, and it was with
a note of vindication that she pointed ahead to six beautihil red
giants strung out in a down-curving line toward a great blue star

Gersen's only comment was a grudging, "Well, they seemto
be on our starboard beam so rhyne and cal cul ati ons both aren't
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too far off." He disengaged the Jarnell; the Starskip drifted. "Now
a cluster shaped like a scimtar, probably a naked-eye ob)ect."

"There." Alusz |phigema pointed. "Thanber is nearby."
"How do you know*"

"The cluster like the scimtar. In Gentilly we call it the God-
Boat. Though fromhere it |ooks different."

Gersen turned the ship toward the "hilt"; once again he cut in

the nmerspht; the boat slipped forward. Directly through the cluster
they flew, with stars all around, and then cane out into a region
only sparsely populated. "lIt's a fact," said Gersen, "W're at the
edge of the galaxy: the 'verge extreme.' Sonewhere, dead ahead,
shoul d be chanber's gleam' "

Dead ahead | ay a sparse scatter of stars,

"The sun is GB-orange," said CGersen. "VWich is the orange
sun3 . .. There. That one."

The orange star appeared sonething to the side and bel ow

Gersen cut off the merspht. He ad)usted the macroscope, which
reveal ed a single planet. He raised the magnification, continents and
seas swaminto focus. "Thanber," said Alusz |phigenia Eper)e-

Tokay.

10
There is a human quality that cannot be precisely naned:

possi bly the most nohle of all human qualities. It includes

but is larger than candor, generosity, conprehension, nice-

ness of distinction, intensity, steadiness of purpose, tota
commitnent. It is participation in all human perceptions,
recol l ection of all human history. It is characteristic of every
great creative genius and can never be learned: learning in
this regard is bathos-the dissection of a butterfly, a spec-
troscope turned to the sunset, the psychoanal ysis of a |augh-
ing girl. The attenpt to learn is self-destructive; when
erudition conmes in, poetry departs. How comon the man

of intellect who cannot feel! How trifling are his judgments
agai nst those of the peasant who derives his strength, like

Ant aeus, fromthe enotional sedinment of the race! Essen-

tially the tastes and preferences of the intellectual elite, de-
rived fromlearning, are false, doctrinaire, artificial, shrill,
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shal  ow, uncertain, eclectic, jejune, and insincere.
Life, Volune IV, by Unspiek, Baron Bodi ssey
The critics discuss Baron Bodi ssey's Life:

A monumental work if you |like nmonunents. . . . One is
irresistibly put in mnd of the Laocoon group, with the
good baron contorted against the coils of compn sense,

and the nore earnest of his readers |ikew se endeavoring to
di sengage t hensel ves.

Panct' etic Review, St. Stephen, Boniface
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Ponderously the great nmachine ingests its bales of lore;
gri ndi ng, groaning, shuddering, it brings forth its product:
smal | puffs of acrid vari-col ored vapor
Excahbur, Patris, Krokinole
Si x vol umes of rhodonontade and piffle.
Academi a, London, Earth
Egr egi ous, ranting, boorish, unacceptabl e-
The Rigellian, Avente, Al phanor

Sneers jealously at the careers of better nen. ... Im
possi ble not to feel honest anger

Galactic Quarterly, Baltinore, Earth

Tenmpting to picture Baron Bodi ssey at work in the Ar-
cadi an habitat he promul gates, surrounded by admring
goat herds

El Orchide, Serle, Quantique

It was norning over the continent Despaz. Al usz |phigenia

poi nted out the geographical divisions. "To the south, the long strip
under the Skar Sakau Mountains, along the seacoast-that is the

Land of Msk. Aglabat is hard to see; it is brown and nerges with

the | andscape, but it is there, where the coast curves inland." She
poi nt ed.

"And where is your home?"

"To the west. First is Vadrus over that arm of nountains. You

can see the city Carrai: a patch of white and gray. Then there are
nmore nmountains and Gentilly |ies beyond. There, where the sun-
light is just touching-Gendlly." She turned away fromthe nacro-
scope. "But naturally you will never go there. Nor to Carrai."

"Why not ?"

"Because neither ny father nor Sion Trunble would allow ne
to be your slave."

W thout coment, Gersen bent over the nmacroscope, studied
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the | andscape for the better part of an hour, while the planet rolled
over into the sunlight.

"A nunber of things are clear," he said at |last, "and a numnber
of things aren't so clear. For instance, how I can approach Kokor

294 THE DEMON PRI NCES

Hekkus wi thout being killed? He undoubtedly has radar and quite
possi bly sky-bolts to protect his city. W nust |and sonewhere

beyond the range of detection devices, and the npbst convenient

spot seens to be beyond those nountains.”

"And after you | and-what then?"

"In order to kill Kokor Hekkus, first I find him To find him
"Il have to look for him?"

"What of me?" conpl ained Al usz |phigenia woefully. "I |eft

Thanmber to escape Kokor Hekkus; now you bring ne back. After

you are killed, which is certain, what then? Must | return to Inter-
change?"

"It seems that our interests coincide," said Gersen. "W both
want Kokor Hekkus dead. Neither wants himaware of our presence
on Thanber. We will stay together."

He turned the Starskip down toward Thanber, standing well

to the north of the nmountains called the Skar Sakau. After carefu

i nspection of the terrain, he found an isolated col under a great
peak and there he | anded. To right and | eft stood other wi nd-Iashed
peaks, laced with glaciers; below and to the south spread a junble
of ridges, chasns, precipices: as wild a region as any Gersen had
known, While waiting for air pressure to equalize, he | owered the
little air-car fromits pod, arnmed hinself with his various weapons,
wrapped hinmself in a cape, as did Alusz |phigenia. He opened the
port, Junped down upon the soil of Thanber. The sun was bright;

the air was cold; the wind nmercifully was still. Al usz |phigenia joined
him to stand | ooking around with an air of repressed exhilaration,

as if in spite of her fears she was happy to be honme. She turned to
Gersen and spoke inpulsively. "You're not an evil man, in spite of

what you say about yourself. You've treated ne kindly-nore

kindly that | could have expected. Wy not give over this fantastic
schenme of yours? Kokor Hekkus is secure behind the walls of Agl a-

bat, not even Sion Trunble can threaten him What can you do?

To kill himyou nust bring himforth, you nust defeat all his crue
ruses. And never forget that in all the universe he nbst w shes to
meet you."

"I"'maware of this," said Gersen

"And you still persist? You nmust be a lunatic or a sorcerer."”
"No. "

"Then you have made pl ans?"

"How can | make plans when | have no facts? That's what we're
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goi ng out for now. See this box?" He nudged a black nmetal case
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with his toe. "I can sit at a distance of ten niles and send a spy-
cell into Aglabat, to | earn whatever | need to know. "

Al usz | phigenia had no rebuttal to make. Gersen appraised the

St arski p, the surroundi ng nmountains; surely no wandering barbar-

i ans woul d come so high or so far. Divining his thoughts, Alusz

I phi genia said, "They keep to the south of the Skar, where their
flocks find sustenance, where the granaries of M sk are near at hand-
If we fly south, we will see their villages. They are the nost fero-
cious fighters alive, using only daggers and bare hands."

Gersen packed the black case aboard the air-boat, which, unlike

the flying platformcarried by his old Mddel 9B, was equi pped with
a transparent donme and confortable seats. Al usz |phigenia stepped
aboard, Gersen joined her, closed dowmn the done. The boat rose,

ski dded of f down the col, then south through the soaring juts and
crags. Never had Gersen seen such awesone scenery. Ciffs rose
sheer fromcrevasse-like valleys in which wound a dimnetal tendri
of a river, visible only because the orange sun hung at noon. Chasm
opened into chasm wi nds roaring through collided and buffeted

the air-car. Cccasionally a waterfall plunged fromthe lip of a crag,
to fray and wave like a wisp of white silk.

Crag after crag, ridge after ridge slipped behind, and the | ay of
the valleys was to the south. Far bel ow, forests and neadows coul d
be seen, and presently Alusz |phigenia pointed to what seened a
conmplicated crunmble of rock pasted to an al nbst sheer crag. "A
village of the Tadousko-G . They'll think us a magic bird."

"So long as they don't shoot us down."

"They use only boulders to roll upon their enem es and bows

and catapults for their hunting." Gersen neverthel ess gave the vil -
|l age a wi de berth, swi nging across toward the opposite cliff wall,
the surface of which seened curiously hunped and pocked. Only

when within a hundred yards did he realize he was approaching

anot her village, clinging with incredible precariousness to the bar-
ren rock. He glinpsed a few dark figures; on a roof a nman ai ned

a weapon. Gersen cursed, swerved; but a short sharp netal dart spat
through the fore-part of the air-boat, which gave a jerk, a lurch

t hen sagged.

Alusz | phigenia cried out, Gersen hissed between his teeth. Not
two hours on Thanber and already faced with disaster! "The front
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lift-vanes are gone," he said, trying to speak calmy. "W're in no
danger, don't be frightened We'll return to the ship."

But this was obviously inpossible the air-boat hung at an
al arnmi ng angl e, suspended on the center and rear vanes al one

"We'll have to land,"” said Gersen "1 may be able to repair the
damage... | thought you said these people had no weapons."

"It nust have been a cross-bow captured from Kokor Hekkus.
I can think of no other explanation. . . . I'mtruly sorry."

"I't's no fault of yours." Gersen gave his full attention to the
plunging air-boat, trying to hold it on a manageabl e sl ant as they
settled into the valley. At the last instant, he cut off the rear )ets,
pushed the propul sion hard over, and for an instant held the craft
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on an even keel, and so they cane down easily on a gravel terrace
fifty feet above the river.

Gersen stiffly alighted, went to inspect the damage. Hi s heart
sank.

"How bad is it"" asked Al usz |phigema anxiously.

"Very bad. | might be able to get us back to the ship, by sliding
the center vane forward, or something simlar. . . . Well, to work."
He brought out such tools as the standard equi pnent afforded, and
set to work. An hour passed. Noon sunlight left the valley, blue
shadows collected, with them cane a dank chill snelling of snow

and wet stone. Alusz |phigenma tugged at Gersen's arm "Quick'

H de! The Tadousko-QO ."

Startled, Gersen let hinself be dragged into a cleft anbng the
rocks. A nonent |ater he saw one of the strangest sights of his
lifetime. Down the valley cane twenty or thirty |arge centipedes,
each nounted by five nmen. The centipedes, CGersen noted, were
simlar to the fort built by Patch Construction, but nuch snaller.
They ran snoothly over the stones, alnost flowing. The riders were
an ill-favored | ot-nassively nuscled nen whose maroon skins

were burnished like old | eather. Their eyes were stony and staring,
their nouths harsh, their noses heavy and hooked They wore

clumsy garnments of black |eather, helnmets of crude iron and bl ack
| eat her; each carried a |lance, an ax, and a heavy dagger

At the sight of the disabled air-car, the band drew up in sur-
prise. "At least they weren't sent out to pick us up," whispered
Ger sen.

Al usz | phigema said nothing They were pressed cl ose together
THE KI LLI NG MACHI NE 297

mthe cleft: even in the extremty of the circunmstances he felt a
tingling at the contact.

The Tadousko-O had surrounded the air-car. A nunber

al i ghted, and conversed in a harsh nunble. They began to | ook up
and down the valley. It was only a matter of seconds before one of
them woul d investigate the cleft.

Gersen whi spered to Alusz |phigema, "Stay here. |'Il distract
them" He stepped forward, stood with thunbs hooked in his

weapon harness. For a monent the warriors stood staring, then one
who wore a helmet nmore conplicated than the others cane slowy
forward. He spoke: harsh grunbling words apparently derived from
the ancient universal tongue, but inconprehensible to Gersen. The
sl ate-col ored eyes of the chief-this seened to be his rank-flicked
past Gersen in new surprise. Al usz |phigenia had cone forward.

She spoke in a rough approxi mati on of the Tadousko-GO | anguage;

the chief replied. The remaining warriors sat notionless, Gersen
had never seen a tableau nore sinister.

Al usz | phigenia spoke to Gersen. "I have told himthat we are

enem es of Kokor Hekkus, that we come froma far world to kil

him The hetman says that they are enbarked on a raid, that they
are to join with other bands, and that they plan to attack Aglabat."

Gersen apprai sed the hetrman once nore. "Ask himif he can
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provide transportation back to our ship. I'll pay himwell."

Al usz | phi genia spoke; the hetman gave a grunt of grim hunor.
He spoke; Al usz |phigenia translated.

"He refuses. Al the company are intent mthis great raid. He
says that if we like we can (omthe raiding party. | told himthat
you preferred to repair the air-boat."

The het man spoke: Gersen caught the word "dnazd" used sev-

eral times. Alusz |phigem turned-after a curious hesitation-to
Gersen. "He says that we can't survive the night here, that the
dnazd will kill us."

"What is the'dnazd ?"
"A great beast. This place is called the Valley of the Dnazd."

The hetman spoke again in his dull grunmbling voice, Gersen's

ear, accustonmed to extracting neaning fromthe thousand and one

di al ects and variants of the universal tongue, began to penetrate the
hoar seness and glottal overtones. The hetman, for all the om nous
sound to his voice, did not seemhostile. Gersen gathered that it

was below the dignity of a war party such as this to prey upon
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hel pl ess wanderers. "You say you are enem es of Kokor Hekkus,"
seemed to be the essence of his words "In that case the man wl|

be anxious to )omthe war party-if, that is to say, he is a fighting
man, as he may be in spite of his unhealthy pallor."

Alusz Iphigenia translated. "lie says that this is a war party.

Your pale skin gives himthe inpression that you are sick. He says
that if we wish to cone, it will be in a nenial capacity. There wll
be nmuch work and nuch danger "

"Hm |Is that what he says3"
"Words to that effect."

It was apparent that Alus? |phigenia had no wish to join the
war party. Gersen said, "Ask the hetman if there is any neans by
which we can return to the ship."

Al usz | phigenia asked the question; the hetnman seenmed sardon-
ically amused. "If you can escape the dnazd, if you can find your
way over two hundred mles of mountains without food and shel -

ter.

Alusz | phigenia translated in a hollow voice. "He says he can't
help us: we can try if we like." She | ooked at the air-boat. "Can we
repair this3"

"I don't think so Not unless | find tools. W had better go
with these people-at |east until something better offers.”

Alusz I phigenia reluctantly translated Gersen's words. The
chieftain gave an uninterested assent; he notioned, one of the
mounts that carried only four warriors approached, Gersen clinbed
up on the pad that served as saddle, pulled Al usz |Iphigenia up into
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his lap. This was the closest contact he had ever made with her, it
seenmed amazing that he had restrained hinself so | ong. She seened

to be thinking sinmilar thoughts, and gave hi ma pensive | ook. For

a space she held herself as rigid as possible, then gradually rel axed.

The centi pedes ran snmooth as oil down the valley nmoved the

war party along an alnost invisible trail that |ed up and down, over
boul ders, through gaps, cracks, and crevices. Cccasionally when the
valley walls closed tight together, with the Thanber sky a strip of
dark blue ribbon and the water a rushing black syrup, the procession
ascended the clifts. The warriors kept utter silence, the centipede-
mount s nmade no sound, there was nothing to be heard but sigh of

wi nd and sound of water. Gersen becane ever nore conscious of

the warm body | eani ng agai nst him He rem nded hinmsel f wistfully
that indul gences of this sort were not for him that his life was
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predestined to grief and doombut his cells and nerves and in-
stincts protested, and his arns tightened around Al usz | phigeni a.
She | ooked around; he saw that her face was abstracted, nelancholy,
that her eyes were bright with sonmething like tears. WIly in the
worl d is she nelanchol y» Gersen wondered. The circunstances

were unfortunate, vexatious, but still short of desperate; if anything
the Tadousko-G had treated themwi th courtesy. . . A halt inter-
rupted his thoughts. The hetman was consulting a group of lieu-
tenants; their attention was fixed high above, upon a crag where
Gersen nmade out another of the dull crunbles he now knew for a
vil | age.

Alusz Iphigenia shifted in his arms. "This is an eneny vill age,"
she told him "The Tadousko-O feud anong thensel ves."

The hetman gave a signal, three scouts di snmounted, ran ahead,
testing the path. A hundred yards ahead, they croaked out in gut-
tural alarm sprang back, as a slab of rock crashed across the trail

The warriors stirred no nuscle. The scouts continued al ong
the trail, disappeared. Half an hour |ater they returned.

The hetman signal ed. One after another the nounts surged
forward. From far above, objects like gray peas appeared, falling
with odd sl owness, alnost floating. But size and speed were illusory;

the objects were boulders that smashed to splinters along the trail
The warriors, showing no concern, avoided the fall by speedi ng,

sl owi ng, darting ahead, halting. WIien Gersen and Al usz | phigenia
were carried past, the fall of boul ders had halted.

Beyond the village the valley broadened to a crescent-shaped
meadow with a feathery forest along the river. Mere, the | ead nount
stopped short, and for the first tine a grunble of words passed
down the line: "Dnazd."

But the dnazd was not in evidence. The party, crouching |ow
on their nounts, tinorously continued across the nmeadow.

The day had gone dark. H gh above, a few w sps of cirrus

burned bronze in the dying sunlight. The party presently entered
a cleft in the rocks-hardly nore than a crevice-al ong which the
mounts coul d squeeze only by folding their |egs back At tines
Gersen m ght have touched the walls to either side. The crack wi d-
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ened, becane a circular area floored with sand. Al alighted; the
mounts were taken to the side, shackled together. Certain warriors
di pped | eat her buckets in a nearby pool, fed the nmounts buckets of
wat er and what | ooked to be powdered bl ocod. O hers nade snal |
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fires, hung pots on tripods, and began to boil up a rank-snelling
stew.

The hetinan and his lieutenants sat together, conferring in un-
dertones. The hetman gl anced toward Gersen and Al usz | phigeni a,
made a novenent; two of the warriors set up a kind of tent of black
cloth. Alusz |phigenia exhaled a soft sigh, turned her eyes to the
ground.

The stew was cooked; each warrior took an iron bow from

inside his helnmet, dipped it into the pot, careless to steam and boil -
ing stew. Having no bowls, Gersen and Al usz |phigenia sat pa-
tiently, while the warriors ate with fingers and slabs of hard bread.
The first to finish polished his bowl with sand, brought it politely
to Gersen, who accepted with thanks, dipped into the stew, brought
the bowl to Alusz I|phigenia, an act which evoked an anused runbl e

of comment. Another bowl was forthcom ng and now Gersen ate.

The stew was not unpl easant, though salty and seasoned with an

odd peppery spice; the bread was hard, and tasted |ike burning

weeds. The warriors squatted around the fires w thout |aughing or

hor sepl ay.

The hetman rose, went to the tent. Gersen | ooked about for a

pl ace for himself and Alusz |phigenia. It would be a chilly night,
for they had only their cloaks. The Tadousko-G, who had even

| ess, evidently planned to |lay thensel ves down before the fire.
The warriors were |ooking at Alusz |phigenia in a puzzled nmanner.
Gersen | ooked at her also. She sat staring into the fire, arns

wr apped around knees: nothing to excite perplexity. In the opening
to the tent the hetnman appeared, frowning inpatiently. He beck-
oned to Al usz | phigenia.

Gersen slowy rose to his feet. Alusz Iphigenia, without lifting
her eyes fromthe fire, said in a soft voice: "To the Tadousko-Q,

worren are a | ower species. . -. They keep their wonen in comon,
and t he highest ranking warrior sleeps with what is avail abl e-
first."”

Gersen | ooked toward the hetnman. "Explain that this is not our
custom”

Al usz | phigenia | ooked slowly up at him "W can do not hi ng;
we are-"
"Tell him™"

Al usz | phigenia turned to the hetnman, spoke Gersen's words.
The warriors sitting around the fire becanme still. The hetnan
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seened startled, and cane two paces forward. He spoke: "In your

own | and, you are obliged to observe your own custons; but this is

file://IC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (103 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

the Skar Sakau, and here our ways must hold. Is this pale man the
hi ghest ranking warrior present? No, of course not. Therefore, you,
the pale wonan nust conme to ny tent. This is the way of the Skar
Sakau. "

Gersen did not wait for the translation. "Tell himthat I am an
extrenmely high-ranked warrior in my own |and; that if you sleep
with anyone it shall be with ne."

To this the hetman responded, not discourteously. "Again, this
is the Skar Sakau. | amthe hetman, no man can resist me; it is
beyond di spute that | outrank the pale man. So cone, woman, | et
there be an end to this undignified parley."

Gersen said, "Tell himthat | amnore highly ranked-that |
am a Space-Admiral, a Ruler, a Lord-anything that he will un-
derstand. "

She shook her head, rose to her feet. "I had best obey."
"“Tell him"

"You will be killed," said Al usz I|phigenia.

"Tell him™"

Al usz | phigenia spoke. The chieftain canme another two steps
forward, pointed to a burly young warrior. "Qutrank this man,
trounce himthoroughly to enphasize his lowy condition."

The warrior doffed his upper harness. The hetman spoke, "The
pale man carries coward' s weapons. Let himknow that he nust
fight as a nan, either with dagger or his hands. He nust renpve
his fire-flashers."

Gersen's hand trenbled toward his projac. But warriors nearby
woul d instantly have overpowered him Sl owy he handed his weap-
ons to Alusz |phigenia, renoved his jacket and singlet. H s oppo-
nent carried a heavy doubl e-edged dagger; Gersen thereupon
brought forth his own slimbladed weapon.

An area of sand between three fires was cleared; warriors of the
Tadousko-QO squatted about in a circle, liver-colored faces grave,
di spassi onate, al nost insect-like.

Gersen stepped forward, assessed his opponent. He was taller
than hinself, with hard nuscles and quick notions. He tw tched
the heavy dagger as if it were a feather. Gersen held his bl ade

| oosely. The young warrior noved his dagger in a hypnotic circle,
steel glimering in the firelight.
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Gersen nmade a sudden hard notion. Hi s blade flashed through

the air, cut through the warrior's wist, pinned it to his shoul der
The dagger fell fromlinp fingers; he stared in nunb wonder at his
hel pl ess hand. Gersen stepped cl ose, picked up the dropped

weapon, ducked a kick, struck the warrior over the ear with the flat
of the blade. The warrior tottered; Gersen struck himagain; the
man fell to the ground in a daze.
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Gersen recovered his dagger, politely placed the young war-
rior's weapon into its scabbard, returned to Al usz |phigenia, and
began to dress hinself in the clothes he had renpved.

For the first time there was a nurnur anong the spectators:

nei t her appl ause, nor disapproval: nmerely a nmld wonder, with a
hi nt of dissatisfaction.

Al'l 1 ooked to the hetnman, who now nmarched forward. He spoke

in a loud voice, in a careful sing-song rhythm "Pale nan, you have
defeated this young warrior. | cannot fault the unconventiona

met hod enpl oyed, though we of the Tadousko-G hold it the way

of a weakling to stake all on a single cast. Mreover, nothing has
been proved, other than the fact that you outrank the young war-
rior. You nust fight again." He searched anpong the faces, but Ger-
sen spoke. "Tell the hetman," he instructed Al usz |phigenia, "that
nmy differences, in connection to where you shall spend the night,
are solely with him and it is he with whom| choose to fight."

Al usz | phigenia repeated the nessage in a | ow voi ce, and now

the audi ence sat stunned. The hetman was obvi ously surpri sed.

"Does he so choose? Does he not realize | am chanpi on, the master

of all men | have so far faced? Explain to himthat | am hetman,
that since he is not of the clan, such a fight nmust be to the death.

Al usz | phi genia expl ai ned; Gersen said, "Informthe hetnman
that | have no wish to prove ny high rank; that | nuch prefer
sl eeping to fighting, so long as he does not insist on your conpany.'

Al usz | phi geni a spoke; the hetman renoved his shirt. Then he

spoke. "We shall settle the question of rank quickly, for there may
not be two leaders to a war party. To avoid a coward's cast, we will
fight with bare hands."

Gersen appraised him tall he stood, heavy but agile, wth dark
flesh that seenmed as hard as horn. He gl anced down at Al usz Iph-
i geni a who | ooked up at him fascinated, then slowy he stepped
forward. Beside the knotted dark body his own seenmed pallid and
elastic. To test the hetman Gersen ai ned an apparently random
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bl ow toward his head; instantly a hard hand seized his wist, a foot
| ashed out. Gersen disengaged his wist with a jerk; he could have
sei zed the foot and flung the hetman over, but instead all owed the
toe barely to graze his hip. And he swung anot her | eft-handed bl ow
that |anded, alnost as if by accident, on the hetman's neck. It felt
like a tree trunk.

The het man hopped forward, both feet at a time, in a peculiarly

di sconcerting manner, both arms wi de. Gersen punched at the out-
thrust face. He struck the left eye, but was caught up man arm

| ock, of a sort he had never experienced before, which in seconds
woul d snap his ulna. Gersen rel axed his knees, then sprang around
in a kind of mad sonmersault, kicking the hetman in the face and

wr enching his armfree. The hetman was | ess confident when Ger-
sen faced himnext. He slowy raised both arms; Gersen struck at
the left eye. Again the hetman's foot |ashed out, Gersen refrained
fromseizing the ankle; again it grazed his hip. The hetman's eye
was swol |l en. As he sprang back after the kick, Gersen took advan-
tage of an instant's respite to scrape a hollowinto the sand with his
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foot. The hetman circled him Gersen noved away, feinted; his

wist was seized; a great hand hacked at the back of his neck. Gersen
dived instantly forward, put his shoulder to the hetman's rock-hard
belly; the blow slid off his shoulder. Gersen thrust forward; the

het man pulled up a knee battering Gersen's chest. Gersen caught

the knee, shifted his position, caught the ankle, tw sted; the hetman
was forced to fall to protect his knee; Gersen kicked himin the

right eye, junped away fromthe sweep of the massive red arm He
stood panting and sobbing, his chest aching; but the hetman's right
eye was cl osing. Cersen bent, carefully enlarged the hollowin the
sand. daring like a boar, the hetnman watched him then, apparently
casting caution aside, he rushed forward: Cersen noved asi de; on
occasi on he had exercised the sane feigned reckl essness. He Jabbed

at the hetman's left eye, but a dazzling fast blow of the hetnan's

| eft hand crushed his wist, causing intense pain and | eaving his |eft
hand |inp. This was a serious |oss, but the hetnan's right eye was
shut and his left eye was swollen. Ignoring the pain, Gersen flapped
his now useless left hand into the red face; again the |eft hand swung
up to hack; but Gersen caught the left wist in his right hand, kicked
behind the left knee, butted into the hetman's neck, and the hetman

l et hinmself sag, still perfectly controlled and coordi nated. G unting,
hi ssing bet-ween his teeth, Gersen hacked into the nomentarily ex-
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posed neck; the hetman, purple in the face, slashed out back-
handed; Gersen, who now was beginning to lose his agility, caught
the blow on his right forearm It was |like the inpact of a sledge-
hamrer; left and right hands both were useless. The two nmen stood
back, both sweating and gasping. Both of the hetman's eyes were

al nost shut; Gersen strove to conceal the futility of his hands; it
woul d be fatal to display weakness. Summoning his | ast resources
he crouched, began to stalk the hetman: his arns held as if ready
to strike. The hetman roared out, nmade his two-footed )unp; Ger-
sen lurched to nmeet him drove his right elbow into the black con-
tusion of the hetman's neck. The hetman's arms surrounded

Gersen, he began banging the side of his head against Gersen's
tenpl e. Gersen sagged |low, butted at the hetman's chin, kicked at
his knees. Both toppled, the hetman trying to swi ng Gersen under
Gersen acceded to the inpul se, augnented it, |anded on top,
clenched in the wet maroon arnms. He butted at the chin, at the
nose; the hetman tried to counter with snapping teeth, heaving and
lurching to roll to the top, which Gersen prevented wth outspread
|l egs. He butted, the teeth scarred his forehead. He butted at the
nose, it broke. He butted again, battered down at the chin, again
the teeth | acerated his forehead-but the hetman coul d take no
nore. He | oosened his grip that he m ght place a forearm under
Gersen's neck, but Gersen had been waiting. He Jerked hinself

free, sat upon the hetman's abdonen, then with his |ast energy
brought his head down against the bridge of the hetman's nose.

The hetman choked, rel axed, dazed by pain, fatigue, the bl ows

to neck and head. Gersen staggered to his feet, arms dangling. He
| ooked down at the great maroon body. Never had he fought so
terrible an antagonist. Was the hetman dead? Lesser bl ows had
killed | esser nen.

Gersen stunbled to where Alusz |phigenia sat sobbing. In a
slurred voice he said, "Tell the warriors to care for their hetman
He is a great fighter, and the eneny of my eneny."
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Al usz | phigenia spoke. P'romthe onl ookers cane a dismal rum

ble. Several warriors went to | ook down at the unconsci ous het man,
then glanced toward Gersen. He stood swaying. Fires flickered cra-
zily, faces were a nightmare blur. He gasped for air, and | ooking
hi gh glinpsed a cluster of stars shaped like a scinitar

Al usz | phigenia had risen to her feet. "Cone," she said, and
led himto the tent. None barred their way.

11

From"Smell Your Best," by Rudi Thumm article in
Cosnopo/is, January, 1521

Here is an excerpt fromthe catal og of AEM STHES

Per funes, Redol ences, Essences, Panfile, Zaccare, Quanti que.
Each category is further anplified in the body of the cata-
log, with the nature and quality of the constituents exactly,
even redol ently, defined.

Section |I: Odors for Personal Use.
Begui | ement s:

For the sorcel nent
of a strange

mai den
; To induce a new

gal | ant
;. To announce a

triunph
To stupefy a noisy

child

To wel cone a | over
To hint at revul sion

At festivals:

Pr omenades
Revel s

Tarantel | as
In Solitude:
At gat heri ngs:
Smal | societies
. CQccasions of
dignified
ci rcunst ance

Wi | e di scussing
fam ly secrets

At the god-yel

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing¥%20Machine.txt (107 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

- norni ng
-eveni ng
-rogue
-unprenedi t at ed
et cetera
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Section Il: Cerenponia
Private occasi ons:

For the house

-various essences
For the |ich-way
For the ancient tree
At water tasting

-norni ng
-twilight

At occasions of grief
At occasions of

renor se
To cel ebrate a

mur der
Publ i ¢ occasi ons:
To | ave the feet of

t he Zat coon
To cast upon an

i mm nent

battlefield
To facilitate flight
To scent the w nd
To wel conme good

fortune
et cetera
What you should learn fromthe foregoing is plain:

when you visit Zaccare, don't wear perfune-you may find
yoursel f involved in circunmstances you didn't bargain for
The people of this fantastic and beautiful |and are as sen-
sitive to odors as the Sirenese are to nusic, and an appar-
ently insignificant daub of scent affords an astoni shing
amount of information. As can be seen, every occasion re-
quires its correct perfunme, and a mistake will seemutterly
ludicrous to the folk of Zaccare. Unless advised by a |ocal,
go scentless. Better neutrality than gaucherie!
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Perfunme manufacture is big business in Zaccare. At
Panfile, a hundred firms have their headquarters. From al
over the G kunene, oils, extracts, and essences are im
ported, with as many nore collected in the nearby Tal a-

| angi Forest.

Here are sampl es of Zaccare fragrances:
(scented tabs attached to page of nmgazi ne).
Bef ore dawn the warriors stirred, blew the coals ablaze, set their

stew a-simer. The hetnman, his head a nass of bruises, sat with

his back to a rock, |ooking dourly across the area. No one spoke to
him nor he to anyone. Fromthe tent cane Gersen, foll owed by

Al usz | phigenia. She had bound his left wist, massaged his right
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arm aside froma thousand bruises, aches, and the sprain ot his left
wist, he was not in bad condition. He wal ked to where the hetman
sat, and essayed to speak in the harsh dialect of the Skar Sakau
"You tought' well."

"You fought better," rmumnbled the hetman. "Never since boy-

hood have | been beaten. | called you a coward. | was wong. You
did not kill me; by this token you becone a clan-fellow, and het-
man. \What are your orders?"

"Suppose | ordered the party to conduct us to our ship?"

"You woul d not be obeyed. The nen would ride off. | was as
you are now war | eader. Beyond this | had only such authority as
I was willing to enforce. And no nore have you."

"I'n that case," said CGersen, "we will consider the events of | ast
night no nore than friendly exercise. You are hetnan, we are your
guests. Wl en it suits us we shall part conpany.”

The hetman lurched to his feet. "If these are your w shes, so
be it. W proceed agai nst our eneny Kokor Hekkus, Ruler of
M sk. "

The party presently was ready to proceed. A scout went to re-
connoiter the valley, but returned hurriedly. "Dnazd!"

"Dnazd!" went the subdued runbl e of voices.

An hour passed; the sky brightened. The scout went forth again,
returned to signal that all was clear. Qut into the wi nding valley
nmoved the procession, and away.

At noon the valley w dened and, as the war party rounded a
bend, the notch nmade by the rocky slopes reveal ed a far view over
a sunny green | and.

Ten minutes later they cane to a spot where sixty or seventy
ot her centipedes stood tethered with warriors squatting nearby.
The hetman rode forward, conferred with others of sinmilar rank;

wi thout delay the entire troop noved off down the valley. An hour
bef ore sunset, they canme down out of the foothills into a rolling
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savannah. Here grazed herds of small black ruminants, tended by

men and boys riding taller aninmals of the same general type. At the
sight of the Tadousko-G they fled incontinently, then finding no
pursuit, halted to stare in wonder.

Gradual ly the |l and becane nore popul ated. First there were a

few huts, then round | owwalled houses with tall conical roofs, then
vill ages; everywhere there was flight; none dared face the T a-
dousko-QG .
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At sunset the city Aglabat appeared, rising froma |level green
plain Battlemented walls of brown stone surrounded the city, which
seenmed a conpact nass of tall round towers At the center, from
the tallest tower of all, flew a brown and bl ack pennon

"Kokor Hekkus is mresidence," said Aiusz |phigenia "Wen
he is gone, no pennon flies "

Over green sward as neat and green as the turf of a park, the
warriors approached the city

Al usz | phigenia was disturbed "Best that we part conpany with
t he Tadousko-O before they invest the town "

"VWhyr" asked Gersen

"Do you think Kokor Hekkus is to be caught nappng? At any

m nute the Brown Bersaglers will sally forth. There will be a ter-
rible battle, we may well be killed, or worse, captured, w thout once
com ng anywhere near Kokor Hekkus "

Gersen could not quarrel with her renmarks, but by sone pe-

culiar circunstance he had attached hinself to the war band To

| eave now especially when he shared the views of Al usz |phigenia
as to the probable destruction of the Tadousko-QO -seened |ike
treachery Still, he had not come to Thanmber for chrvalric gestures

Wth the city two mles distant, the party halted Gersen ap-
proached the hetman "W at are your battle-plans™"

"W besiege the city Sooner or |ater Kokor Hekkus must send

forth his arnmy Before, when this occurred, we were too few and
were forced to flee W still are few, but not too few WV wll
destroy the Brown Bersaglers, we will grind the knights into dust,
we will drag Kokor Hekkus across the plain to his death, then we
wi || possess ourselves of the riches of Aglabat "

The plan had the virtue of sinplicity, thought Gersen " Sup-
pose the arny does not cone forth3"

"Sooner or later it must, unless they prefer to starve."

The sun went down into a purple sky lights shone fromthe
towers of Agl abat Toni ght no one offered discourtesy to Al usz
I phigenia, |ike the night before they occupied the black, tent

The sense of her nearness finally destroyed Gersen's self-
control, he took her by the shoul ders, |ooked into the di mess of
her face, kissed her, and she seened to respond But did she7 Her
expression could not be seen through the dark He ki ssed her again,
and felt noisture on her face: she was weeping Angrily he stood

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (110 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file://IC|/3278%20Sci-Fi %20and%20Fantasy %620E-books/ Jack %620V ance%620-%620Demon%20Prince%202%20-%20T he%620K i11ing%20M achine.txt
back 'Why are you crying7"
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"Pent-up enotions, probably "
"Because | Kkissed you7"
"Of course”

Suddenly everything was unsatisfactory She was in his power,
sub)ect to his orders He did not want her subm ssion, he wanted
her ardor "Suppose circunstances were different,"” he said "Sup-
pose we were in Draszane, suppose that you had no worries Sup-
pose | cane to you-like this-and ki ssed you Wl at woul d you
do="

"I will never see Draszane again," she said sullenly "I have
many worries | amyour slave. Do as you like "

Gersen sat down on the floor of the tent "Very well | will go
to sleep "

The foll owi ng day the Fadousko-O noved closer to the city,

canping a mle in front of its main gate On the walls, soldiers
coul d be seen noving back and forth At noon the gates opened,

out marched six regi ments of pike-men wearing brown uniforns

with black arnor and bl ack hel mets. The Tadousko-O gave a

hoar se whoop, sprang to their nmounts Gersen and Al usz | phigenia

wat ched the battle fromthe canp It was savage and bl oody, waged

wi thout quarter. The Bersaglers fought bravely but wthout the wild
ferocity of the nountain nen, presently the remants retreated
through the gates, leaving a field strewn with dead

The foll owi ng day was eventl ess The brown and bl ack pennon
flew fromthe spire of the citadel Gersen asked Al usz | phigenia,
"Wher e does Kokor Hekkus keep his spaceshi p™"

"On an island to the south He has an air-car like yours to fly
back and forth Until Sion Trumble attacked the island and cap-
tured the spaceship | thought Kokor Hekkus a great w zard "

Gersen was nore dissatisfied than ever It was clear that under

no circunstances coul d he make contact with Kokor Hekkus

Shoul d t he Tadousko-QO succeed in stormng the city, Kokor Hek-

kus woul d escape mhis air-car It was essential that they return
to the Starskip Then he would take up a position where he could

see but not be seen, where he could intercept the air-car that nust
eventual ly | eave Aglabat, no matter what the outcone of the battle

He told ~.lusz Iphigenia of his decision, she approved "W
need only fare to Carrai Sion Trunble will escort you north of the
Skar Sakau, and matters will be as you wish "

"What of you--"
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She | ooked away toward the north. "Sion Trunble has | ong
desired me for his bride. He has professed his love. | amwlling."
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Gersen nade a contenptuous sound. Noble Sion Trunbl e had

prof essed his love! Gallant Sion Trunmble' Gersen went to speak to
the hetinan. "There were casualties in the battle, and | notice that
now there are extra nounts. If you could spare nme one of these,

will try to return to ny spaceship."

"It shall be as you wi sh. Select the mount of your choice.”
"The nost docile and easily managed of the group will serve."

Toward eveni ng the nount was brought to the tent; at dawn
Gersen and Al usz | phigenia would depart for Carrai

During the night worknen fromthe city stole forth to erect an

encl osure a hundred feet on a side, shrouded with brown cloth to

a height of twenty feet. The Tadousko-O were furious at the in-

sol ence. They nounted their centipedes and sallied forth, cautiously
however, because the encl osure had not been set out for nothing.

Indeed it had not. Wen the ranks of the centipede nounts had
drawn cl ose the brown cloth bulged: out ran an enornobus centi pede
with thirty-six |egs, eyes flashing fire.

The Tadousko-QO recoil ed, swung about in confusion
"Dnazd!" cane the cry. "Dnazd!"

"No dnazd," Gersen told Alusz Iphigenia. "That is the product

of Patch Engi neering and Construction. And it is tine we were on

our way." They mounted the waiting centipede, sent it scurrying

off to the north-west. On the sward before the city the fort ran
back and forth, while the Tadousko-O scuttled frantically, finally
fleeing in conplete disorder. In pursuit canme the fort, running with
a fluid ease that gave Gersen rueful pleasure. Alusz |phigenia was
not yet convinced. "Are you sure the thing is netal ?"

"Absol utely."

Certain of the Tadousko-O cane the way Gersen and Al usz

| phigenia had traveled, and the fort followed, darting bolts of pur-
ple-white fire. Wth every flash, a centipede shriveled and five nen
di ed; presently no nmore were | eft except that ridden by Gersen and
Alusz | phigenia, a half-nmile in advance. They made frantically for
the foothills, the fort swerved to cut themoff. Up a swell of high
ground, GCersen urged the nmount, around a knob of rock; here he
junped to the ground, lifted down Alusz |phigenia. The centi pede
raced away. Gersen scranbled up to a hiding-place behind an out-
crop of noss-covered sandstone, with Al usz |phigenia crawing af-
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ter. She | ooked at him started to speak; then said nothing. She was
dirty and scratched and di shevel ed; her garnents were soil ed, her
eyes were wide, the pupils dark with fear. Gersen had no time for
reassurances. He brought forth his projac, waited.

There canme a whir, a thud of thirty-six racing feet; over the
rise scranbled the fort, to pause and search the | andscape for its

prey.

Gersen fleetingly wondered if long ago in Patch's Wrkshop B

he had subconsciously envisioned just this sort of confrontation. He

set the projac at |ow power, took careful aimat a spot along the

fort's dorsal ridge, pulled the trigger. In the cutoff cell a relay threw
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a switch. The | egs becane |inber, the segnmented body sagged to

the ground. Presently the hatch opened; nenbers of the crew

alighted, to wal k about the fort in obvious puzzlenent. Gersen

counted them nine, out of a crew of eleven. Two had renmai ned

inside. All wore brown coveralls, all carried thenselves in an in-

defi nabl e manner that was not of Thanmber. There were two who

m ght be Seunman Otwal, or Billy Wndle, or Kokor Hekkus: from

di stance of fifty yards, Gersen could not be sure of their faces. One

turned: his neck was too long: definitely not the man Gersen

sought. The other? But he had gone back into the fort. The ioni-

zation began to dissipate, the legs were recovering their strength.
"Listen!" Alusz |phigenia breathed into Gersen's ear

Gersen coul d hear nothing. "Listen!" she said again. Now Ger-

sen heard a soft click-click click-click-a sound of vast nenace. It
seemed to conme from behind them Down the nountainside cane

the creature that the fort duplicated: a true dnazd. Gersen found it
hard to understand how anyone coul d be deceived by the neta
structure. If the Tadousko-G had been fooled by the fort, not so
the dnazd. It cane scuttling forward, stopped short, apparently
fromcuriosity and amazenent. The crew had scranbl ed aboard and

cl anped the hatch. The legs were still linmp; fromthe eye cane

only a weak spatter of fire, to strike the dnazd on its rear segnent.
It reared high, emtted a wild whistling scream flung itself on the
fort. Both toppled to the ground, both rolled and cl anbered- Man-

di bl es chewed at the metal hull, poison-tipped prongs stabbed and
scratched. Wthin, the crew tunbled and rolled until sonmeone man-
aged to set in motion the automatic righting sequence. Power back

to normal, the fort scranbled to its feet. Once again the dnazd flung
itself high to hurtle down at the metal segnents. Fire spat fromthe
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eye; the dnazd |l ost the use of a leg. Again the eye took aimA
central segnent was blasted, and the dnazd sagged, |egs thrashing
at the ground. The fort noved back; fire flared fromboth sides of
the eyes; the dnazd becane a nound of reeking flesh

Gersen inched forward Once nore he turned his projac on the

cutoff cell. As before, the fort swayed to the ground. Presently the
hat ch opened, the crew |inmped down the | adder to the ground.

Gersen counted -nine-ten-eleven. Al had come forth. They

conferred, then went to inspect the dead dnazd When they turned
about, Gersen stood nearby, his pro)ac trained on them

"Face away fromne," said Gersen. "Stand in a line with hands
inthe air. I'll kill whoever gives nme trouble."

There was i ndecision, tentative swaying and tensing as each

man cal cul ated his chances of beconing a hero. Each decided they
were poor. Gersen underscored the fact with a flash of energy that
scorched the ground at their feet Grudgingly, faces contorted into
masks of hate, they turned their backs. Alusz Iphigenia cane to )oin
Gersen, "Look inside," he said. "Make sure all are out."

She returned after a nmonent to report the fort enpty.

"Now, " said Gersen to the el even nen. "You nust do exactly

as | say, if you value your lives. The first man to the right back up
six steps."” He was sullenly obeyed. Gersen took his weapon, a snall
but vicious projac of a design Gersen had never seen before. "Lie
down, flat on your face, put your arns to the small of your back."
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One by one the el even noved back, lay flat, were disarned and
bound with straps fromtheir own garnents.

One by one Gersen turned the nen over so that they lay on
their backs; one by one he searched their faces None were Seunman
Ccwal .

"Whi ch of you is Kokor Hekkus7" he asked.

There was a pause, then the man who had carried the projac
spoke "He is at Aglabat.”

Gersen turned to Alusz |phigenia "You know Kokor Hekkus:
do any of these nmen resenble him"

Al usz 1 phigenia | ooked searchingly at the man who had spoken.
"Hs face is different-but his manner, his way of carrying hinself
is the same."

Gersen considered the man's features. They appeared genui ne,
wi t hout the subtle demarcations or change of texture that indicated
fal seness; nor did he wear a nmask. But the eyes were they the eyes
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of Seuman O waP There was an indefinable simlarity, a sense of
cyni cal wi sdom GCersen said no nore. He | ooked over the renain-
der of the crew, then returned to the man who had spoken. "What
is your nane7"

"Franz Paderbush." The voice was soft, al nbst obsequi ous.
"You are native to where7"

"I am Kni ght Juni or of the Castle Pader, at the east of M sk
Do you not believe me7"

"Not with any conviction

"You need only cone to Castle Paderbush," said the captive
with a rather unsuitable flippancy of manner, "and the Kni ght Sen-
ior, ny father, will vouch for ne a dozen times over."

"Possibly true," said Gersen. "Still, you resenble Billy Wndl e
of Skouse and al so a certain Seuman Otwal whom | |ast net near
Kr oknol e. You others," he said, "get to your feet, start walking.'

"WIi er e3" asked one.

"Wher ever you choose

"Wth our arnms bound the savages will kill us,"’
ot her

grunmbl ed an-

"Find a ditch and hide till nightfall "

The ten disconsol ately departed. Gersen nade anot her search
of Paderbush, but found no nore weapons. "Now, Knight Junior,
to your feet and into the fort."

Pader bush obeyed with a ninble willingness that Gersen found
disquieting. He tied the Knight Junior securely to a bench, then
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cl anped the port, and went to the famliar controls.
"You know how to operate this horror7" asked Al usz | phigeni a.
"l helped build it."

She gave hima thoughtful, puzzled | ook, then turned to inspect
Franz Paderbush, who favored her with a witless smrk

Gersen worked the controls, the | egs responded, the fort ran
off to the north

"Where are you goi ng3" asked Al usz |phigenia after a nonent.
"To the spaceship, naturally "

"Through the Skar Sakau7"

"Through, or around."

"You nust be nad."

Gersen was dampened. "In the fort we should be able to make
it."

"You know nothing of the trails They are difficult and often
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lead to pitfalls. The Tadousko-O w Il roll down boul ders. The
chasns are infested by dnazd. If you avoid these, there are crevasses,
preci pi ces, crags. W have no food."

"What vou say is true. But-"

"Turn west to Carrai. Sion Trunble will honor you, and guide
you north around the Skar."

Gersen, unable to refute the argunents, with poor grace swung
the fort around, descended into the valley.

They came into a pleasant rolling country. The Skar Sakau

dwi ndl ed and faded into the blue haze. Al through the warm sum
mer afternoon the fort ran west, past small farns and granges, with
stone barns and stone cottages with tall roofs, and occasional vil-
| ages. At the sight of the fort the inhabitants stood gl assy-eyed,
transfixed with terror. They were an ordinary-seemng folk, fair-
skinned with dark hair: the wonen wearing vol um nous skirts and
tight patterned bodices; the nen, puffed knee-length bl ooners,
bright shirts, and enbroidered jackets. Fromtinme to tinme, a manor
house could be seen at the back of a park; occasionally there was a
castl e perched high on a bluff. Certain of these nmanors and castles
appeared to be falling into ruins. "Ghosts," Alusz |phigenia ex-

pl ai ned. "This is ancient country, well haunted!"

Gersen, glancing toward Franz Paderbush, surprised a quiet

smle on his face. Several tines he had noted a simlar smle on the
face of Seuman OGtwal -but these were neither the features nor the
flesh of Seuman O wal .

The sun sank and twi light fell across the countryside. Cersen
halted the fort at the edge of a |lonely water-neadow. Rations in-
tended for the crew constituted an evening meal, after which Pad-
erbush was confined in the stern | azaret.
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Gersen and AJusz | phigenia went outside and watched fireflies.
Overhead hung the constell ations of Thamber: plentiful to the

south, sparse to the north where intergal actic space began. A night-
creature sang in a nearby forest, the air was soft with the bosky
odor of vegetation. Gersen could think of nothing to say. Finally
he heaved a sigh, took her hand, which she made no effort to wth-
dr aw.

For hours they sat with their backs to the fort. Fireflies flickered
across the neadow. Froma distant village, a sad-voiced bell tolled
the passage of the hours. At |ast Gersen spread his cloak and they
slept in the soft grass.
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At dawn they once nore set forth to the west. The country

changed; the |l andscape rolled up into forested hills and valleys, then
became nountains shrouded with tall conifer-like trees. The habi -
tations became fewer, nore primtive; the manor houses disap-

peared; only the castles rermained to brood over valley and river.

On one occasion, the silently running fort came upon a band of

armed nen paradi ng drunkenly down the niddle of the road. They

wore ragged garnments and carried bows and arrows.

"Qutlaws," said Alusz Iphigenia. "The Scum of M sk and Vad-
rus.

A pair of stone keeps guarded the border; the fort ran past;
behi nd, bugles blared hurried calls-to-arns.

An hour later the fort cane out upon a view over rolling coun-
try to north and west. Al usz I|phigenia pointed: "There is Vadrus.
See, behind the dark forest, the patch of white? That is the city
Carrai. Gentilly is yet to the west, but | amwell known at Carrai
Sion Trumbl e has often extended hospitality to ny famly, for in
Gentilly | am princess."

"So now you will become his bride."
Al usz 1 phigenia | ooked ahead toward Carrai in regret and sad-
ness, as at sonme bittersweet recollection. "No. I amno |onger a

child. Al does not seem so easy. Before there was Sion Trunbl e-
and Kokor Hekkus. Sion Trunble is a warrior and no doubt is as
brutal in battle as any. But to the fol k of Vadrus he nakes an at-
tenpt at justice. Kokor Hekkus of course is the definition of evil.
Before | would have taken Sion Trunble. Now | want neither. |

have had too nuch excitement. ... Indeed,"” she said wistfully, "I
fear that | have | earned too nuch since |eaving Thamber, and

have | ost ny youth."

Gersen turned. He caught sight of the prisoner. "And why are
you anused?"

"I recall a simlar disillusionment of nmy youth," said Franz Pad-
er bush.

"Do you care to relate the circunmstances?"
"No. It is only just barely relevant to the conversation."

"How | ong have you served Kokor Hekkus?"
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"All ny life. He rules Msk, he is ny master."

"Perhaps you can tell us sonething of his plans?"

"I fear not. | doubt if he has many, and these he keeps to
THE DPMON PRLINCFS

hinself He is a remarkable man 1 inagine that he will resent the
|l oss of his tort "

Gersen | aughed "Far | ess than the other harns | have dealt

him\s at Skouse, when | thwarted his bargain with Daenel Trem
bath As at Interchange, when 1 stole his princess and paid him off
wi th bl ank paper " \s Gersen spoke he studied the eyes of Pader-
bush, was it his imagination or did the pupils dilate slightly” The
uncertainly was exasperating, especially when it seenmed so pointless
and ungrounded Billy Wndle, Seuman Owal, Franz Paderbush

none resenbl ed the other save in physical proportion and in a cer-
tain indefinable style. None, according to Al usz |phigenma, could be
Kokor Hel ckus The fort slid down fromthe nountains, passed
through a region of orchards and vines, then a well-watered nmead-
ow |l and dotted with crofts and villages, then it canme out on a | ow
headl and to overlook Carrai-a city far different from Aglabat. In-
stead of grimbrown walls, here were wi de avenues, marble col on-
nades, villas surrounded by trees, palaces in fornal gardens as
splendid as any of Earth If there were sluns or hovels, they were
renote fromthe main thoroughfares

At the entrance to the city, a great narble arch supported a bal

of rock crystal Here stood a platoon of guards in purple and green
uniforms At the approach of the fort, a |lieutenant baw ed orders,
the guards marched forward, pallid but determ ned, seated their

pi kes, and awaited death

Fifty yards fromthe gate, Gersen halted the fort, opened the
hatch, leapt to the ground The soldiers went |inp in astoni shnent
AJusz | phigema canme forward, the |lieutenant seened to recognize

her in spite of her dishevel ed appearance "Is it Princess |phigenia
of Dras/ane, who steps forth fromthe gullet of the dnazd7"

"The beast belies appearances," said Alusz Iphigenia "It is Ko-
kor Hel ckus' mechanical toy that we have taken from hi m Were
is Lord Sion Trunble, is he in residence2"

"No, Princess, he is to the north, but his Chancellor only this
monent has entered Carrai, and stands nearby | will send for him™"

A tall white-bearded nobl eman in black and purple vel vet pres-

ently appeared He canme gravely forward, nade a gesture of re-

spect Alusz Iphigenia greeted himwith relief, as if here at |ast was
sonmeone in whom she coul d repose confidence She introduced him

to Gersen "The Baron Fndel Thobalt", then she inquired for Sion
Trunbl e Baron Thobalt responded in a voice fromwhich irony
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was not absent Sion Trunble had sallied forth on a raid agai nst
the Grodnedsa corsairs of the North Promeneous Sea He was

expected back in the not-too-distant future Meanwhile the princess
shoul d regard the city as her owmn this would be Sion Trunble's
desire
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Al usz I phigenia turned to Gersen, a new grace and radi ance

shining fromher face "I cannot repay you for your services to ne,
nor would | try-after all, | suppose you did not regard them as
such Still | offer you the hospitality that I now command what ever

your desire you need only announce it

Gersen replied that it had been his pleasure to serve her, any
obligation on her part she had nore than cancel ed by guiding him
to Thanmber. "But 1'Il still take advantage of your offer | want
Pader bush confined where he'll be absolutely secure until | decide
what to do with him"

"W will be lodged at the State Palace; in the crypts are suitable
dungeons " She spoke to the lieutenant of the guards, and the un-
fortunate Paderbush was hustl ed away

Returning to the fort, Gersen disconnected various cables and
connections, thereby disabling the nechani sm Meanwhil e a car-

ri age had appeared, a tall ornate vehicle on gol den wheel s Gersen
)0i ned Al usz | phigema and Baron Thobalt in the forward conpart -
ment, with a feeling of guilt for his soiled garnents he seated him
self on soft red velvet and white fur

The carriage proceeded al ong the boul evard, nmen in rich cos-
tumes and tall peaked hats, wonmen in white gowns of many flounces
turned to watch

Ahead lay the State Palace of Sion Trumble This was a square

buil ding at the back of a great garden, the design of which, like the
ot her pal aces of Carrai, was at once ornate and pl easantly naive
there were six tall towers encircled by spiral staircases, a done of
gl ass pentagons held in a web of bronze, terraces with balusters in
the shape of nynphs At a narble ranmp the carriage halted, here
waited an extrenely tall, extrenely thin old nan in black and gray
robes. He carried a nace terminating in an enerald ellipsoid, ap-
parently an insignia of office. He greeted Alusz |phigenma with nea-
sured respect. Baron Thobalt presented himto Gersen "U her

Caynon, Seneschal of the State Pal ace.”

The seneschal bowed, at the sane tine casting a critical eye up
and down Gersen's stained garnments, then flicked his nace Foot -

}18 rw DF MON PRI NCES

men appeared, escorted Alusz | phigema and Gersen into the pal ace
Across a long salon hung with crystal they wal ked, on a car pet

woven in patterns or |avender, rose, and pale green They parted

in a circular vestibule, each to a side corridor Gersen was taken to
a suite of roons opening on a walled garden, with blossoning trees
surrounding a fountain After the hardshi ps of the journey, the sud-
den | uxury was unrea

Gersen bathed in a warm pool, and a barber appeared to shave

him From a wardrobe a val et brought fresh garnments | oose dark

green trousers gathered at the ankle, a dark blue shirt enbroidered

in white, green leather slippers with eccentric curled toes, the rakish
peaked cap that seemed an essential part of the masculine attire

In the garden a table had been set with fruit, cakes, and w ne
Gersen ate, drank, and wondered why, am d surroundi ngs such as
this, Sion Trunble could bring hinself to raid corsairs or indul ge

file://IC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (118 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file:/11C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Jack %20V ance%20-%20D emon%20Prince%6202%20-%20T he%20K il ling%20M achine.txt
i n any hardshi ps what ever

He left the apartment and wandered through the pal ace, finding
everywhere furnishings, rugs, and hangi ngs of exquisite craftsman-
ship ob)ects of varying styles evidently brought fromall the regions
of Thanber

In a drawing room he came upon the Baron Thobalt who

greeted himw th sonber courtesy After a nonent or two of pon-
dering, Thobalt inquired as to the nature of the outside universe
"-from which, so | understand, you have cone "

Gersen adnitted as nuch. He described the G kunene, its var-

i ous worl ds and their organizations, the Beyond and its disorgani -
zation, the planet Earth from which had issued all humanity. He
spoke of Thanmber and the I egend that it had becone, to which the
Baron replied that the renai nder of humanity was no | ess a nmyth
to the folk of Thamber Wth a trace of nelancholy he asked, "No
doubt you intend to return to your native environnent5"

"In due course," Gersen said cautiously
"You will then explain that Thanber is after all no nmyth5"

"I haven't considered the matter," said Gersen "Wat is your
own feeling5 Perhaps you prefer isolation "

Thobalt shook his head "I amthankful that | need not make

this decision Before today, only a single individual claimd to have
visited the worlds of the stars, and this was Kokor Hekkus-but he

i s denounced everywhere as a horrmagaunt-a man wi thout a soul

and not to be trusted "
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"You are acquai nted with Kokor Hekkus5"

"l have seen himacross the field of war

Gersen forbore to ask if the Baron had noted a sinmlarity with
the man Pader bush Thi nki ng of Paderbush, now a prisoner in the
crypts, he felt a twinge of conscience if the man were not Kokor
Hekkus, his only offense was participation ma counterattack upon
t he Tadousko-G

Gersen signaled a footman "Take nme to the crypts where ny
prisoner is confined "

"A monment, Sir Knight, I will informthe seneschal, he al one
carries keys to the crypts "

The seneschal presently appeared, considered Gersen's request,

then rather grudgingly, or so it seenmed, took Gersen to a great

door of carved wood, unlocked it to reveal a second iron door,

whi ch opened upon a flight of stone steps These | ed down a | ong
single flight, into an area paved with granite flags, illum nated by
slits comunicating with the outside daylight To one side, iron-
barred doors led into cells, only one of which was occupi ed The
seneschal gestured "There is your prisoner. If you wish to kill him
be ki nd enough to use the chanber beyond, where the necessary

equi pnent is at hand "

"I plan nothing like that | only wanted to assure nyself that
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he suffered nothing ill."

"This is not Aglabat, there is nothing of that sort here

Gersen went to | ook through the bars, Paderbush, |eaning back

in a chair, surveyed himw th contenptuous nockery. The cell was
dry and airy, on a table were the remmants of an apparently ade-
quat e neal

"You are satisfieds" asked the seneschal

Gersen turned away with a nod. "A week or two of neditation
can do himno great harm Allow himto see no one but nyself."

"As you wish " The seneschal conducted Gersen back to the

dr awi ng-room where now Al usz | phigenia had joined the Baron
Present were al so other | adies and kni ghts of the palace Al usz I|ph-
i genia | ooked at Gersen with sonething |ike surprise "I have

known you only as a spacenan,"” she told him"l amsurprised to

see you a gentleman of Vadrus "

Gersen grinned "I haven't changed, in spite of the finery But
you-" he could not find words to express what he wanted to say.

Al usz I phigenia said rather hurriedly, "I have had word that
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Sion Trunble returns. He will be with us at this evening' s ban-
quet . "

Gersen felt an enptiness. He strove to deny it to himself in
spite of his clothes he was no gentl eman, of Vadrus or el sewhere,
he was Kirth Gersen, survivor of the Munt Pleasant nassacre,
doonmed to a lifetime of dark deeds. He said lightly, "This is what
makes you happy-the nearness of your betrothed?"

She shook her head. "He is hardly that, as you well know. | am
happy because-but no' | amnot happy. | amall at odds with

nmysel f!'" She gave her hands an excited nutter "Look! Al this is
m ne, should I want it' | can en)ov all the best of Thanber' But-do
I want it3 And then there is Kokor Hekkus, who is unpredictable.
But sonehow | do not think of him. . Is it that | prefer the life
of a vagabond-that | have seen enough of the worlds beyond

Thanmber to tantalize nme7"

Gersen had nothing to say. She sighed, |ooked at himfromthe
corner of her eye. "But | have snmall choice | am here now and
here | nmust stay. Next -week | return to Draszane-and you will be
gone. .. . You will, won't your"

Gersen gave the matter sober thought. "Were and how | go
depends on how best | can return to the spaceship "

"And t hen?"
"And then-|I continue with what | cane to do."

She sighed. "It seens a bl eak prospect. Back to the Skar Sakau

The crags and chasnms once nore. Then Aglabat. How will you
find your way through the walls® And it you are captured-" she
grimced. "When | first heard of the crypts under Aglabat | did
not sleep for months, | was afraid to sleep, ror fear ot the Agl abat
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crypts.”

An attendant in pale green livery passed by with a tray; Al usz

| phi gema t ook two gobl ets, gave one to Gersen "And if you were
killed or captured-how could | |eave Thanber, if |I were of a mnd
to do so?"

Gersen | aughed unconfortably "If | thought of these matters,

I would fear them | would be less effective tor ny fear and hence
more likely to suffer capture or death. If you wed Sion Trunbl e,

it appears that you will have the same probl ens."

Al usz | phigenia shrugged her slender bare shoul ders-she wore
the white flounced sl eevel ess gown characteristic of the city. "He
i s handsone, gentle, just, gallant-and perhaps too good for ne. |
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suddenly find nyself thinking thoughts and w shing w shes | never
knew before." She | ooked around the room |istened a nonent to

the murnmur of conversation, then turned back to Gersen. "I find

it hard to express nyself-but in a period when nen and wonen

fly space al nost instantly, when a hundred worl ds associ ate them
selves in an O kunene, when anything seens possible to human

reason, this renote little planet with its extrenes of virtue and vi-
dousness seens unthi nkable. "

Gersen, who knew the worl ds Beyond and the worlds of the

QO kunene nuch nore intimately than Al usz |phigema, could not

share her feelings. "It depends," he said, "on how you regard hu-
manity: its past, its present, and what you hope for the future. Most
peopl e of the GO kumene night agree with you. The Institute"-he

| aughed hol |l oM y-"probably woul d prefer nore of Thanber in the

daily life of the G kunene."

"l know nothing of the Institute," said Alusz |phigenia. "Are
they evil men, or crimnals3"

“"No," said CGersen. "They are phil osophers.

Al usz | phigenma sighed, alnost absently, reached forth to take
his hand. "There is so nmuch | don't know. " A herald narched into
the room followed by pages with long clarions. The herald cried,
"Sion Trunble, Grand Prince of Vadrus, enters his pal ace'"

The room becane quiet. A distant neasured cl anking coul d be

heard in the hall. The pages raised their clarions, blew a fanfare.
Into the roomstrode Sion Trunble, wearing stained armor, a no-

rion dented and snmeared with bl ood. He renpved the norion, re-

veal ing a mass of blond ringlets, a close-cropped blond beard, a fine
strai ght nose, and the bluest of blue eyes. He raised his armin salute
to all, then marched to Alusz |phigenia, bowed over her hand. "M
princess-you have chosen to return.”

Al usz | phigenia giggled. Sion Trunble | ooked at her in sur-
prise. "The truth of the matter," said Alusz |Iphigem, "is that this
gentl eman all owed ne no choice."

Sion Trunble turned to inspect Gersen. He and Sion Trunble

woul d never be friends, thought Gersen. Noble, gallant, gentle, and
just though Sion Grunble might be, he |likew se was al nost cer-
tainly hunorless, self-righteous, and obstinate.

file:/lIC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (121 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

"I have been informed of your coming," Sion Trunble told
Gersen. "I noted the dreadful nechanismin which you cane. W
shal | have nuch to discuss. But now, please excuse nme. | go to
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relieve nyself of my arnor." He turned, departed the room The
mur nur of conversation began again.

Al usz | phigenia had no nore to say, and becane al nobst pensive.

An hour |ater, the conpany noved to the banquet hall. At an el e-
vated table sat Sion Trunble in robes of scarlet and white fl anked
by nobles of the realm Bel ow ranged other folk in strict order of
precedence. Gersen found hinsel f near the outer door, and he

noted that Alusz Iphigcnia, for all her ostensible standing as the
betrothed of Sion Trunmble, still gave way to at |east six |adies of
presunmably nore el evated rank.

The banquet was | ong and spl endid; the w nes were strong.

Gersen ate and drank sparingly, answered questions with courtesy,
unsuccessfully tried to make hinsel f inconspicious, for it appeared
that every eye was on him

Sion Trunble ate scantily and drank | ess. Hal fway through the
meal he rose, and pleading fatigue, excused hinself fromthe com

pany.

Sonewhat | ater a page cane behind Gersen to whisper in his
ear; "My lord, at your conveni ence, the prince wi shes to speak with
yon. "

Gersen rose to his feet; the page led himto the circul ar vesti -
bul e, along a corridor, through a door into a small draw ng-room
panel ed in green wood. Here sat Sion Trunble, now wearing a

| oose gown of pale blue silk. He notioned Gersen to a chair nearby,
i ndi cated a tabouret on which stood goblets and flasks. "Be at ease,
he said. "You are a man of a far world; please ignore our incom
prehensible protocol. W will talk as one man to another, with

compl ete candor. Tell ne-why are you here?"

CGersen could see no reason to tell other than the truth. "I cane
to kill Kokor Hekkus.™

Sion Trumbl e raised his eyebrows. "Alone? How will you storm
his walls? How will you defeat the Brown Bersagl ers?"

"l don't know. "

Sion Trunble | ooked into the fire that burned in a nearby grate.

"As of the monment, truce exists between M sk and Vadrus. There

m ght well have been war when the Princess |phigenia chose to cast
her lot with me, but nowit seens that she will have neither of us."
He frowned into the fire, gripped the chair handles. "I wll provide
no provocation."
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"Can you help ne in any way whatever?" Gersen thought that
he m ght as well learn the worst.

"Concei vably. Wat is your quarrel wi th Kokor Hekkus?"

Cersen described the raid on Mount Pl easant. "Five nen de-
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stroyed ny hone, killed all my kin, enslaved ny friends. | hope to
bring retribution to these five. Ml agate is dead. Kokor Hekkus will
be next."

Sion Trunble frowned and nodded. "You have undertaken
what seens a form dable task. Specifically what do you want of
me?"

"First, your help and guidance in returning to ny spaceship,
which | left to the north of the Skar Sakau."

"This | will provide, to the best of ny ability. To the north of
the Skar are principalities hostile to me, and the Tadousko-GO are
i mpl acabl e. "

"There is another aspect to the affair," said Gersen. He hesi-

tated, suddenly aware of another startling possibility that till now
he had not recognized. He continued slowy. "Wen | took the fort

from Kokor Hekkus, | took also a prisoner who | thought night

be Kokor Hekkus hinself. Princess |phigenia thinks not; but | am
uncertain. It seened unlikely then, and does so now, that Kokor

Hekkus could resist the first trial of his newtoy. . . . And somnething
about this prisoner rem nds me of another man who m ght al so he

Kokor Hekkus. ™"

"I can deal with your uncertainty," said Sion Trunble. "In the

pal ace is Baron Eri Castiglianu, once intimately | eagued w th Kokor
Hekkus and now his direct eneny. If anyone w |l know Kokor Hek-
kus, the Baron Castiglianu is the man, and tonorrow you may nake
the test."

"I will be happy to hear his opinion."

Sion Trumble cane to a decision. "I cannot help you to any

|l arge extent; for | do not visit war or hardship upon ny people
wi t hout good cause. So |ong as Kokor Hekkus keeps to Agl abat |
will not provoke him"

He made a sign: the audience was over. Gersen rose to his feet,
left the room In the antechanber he found the seneschal who con-
ducted himto his apartnents. Gersen went out into the garden

| ooked up at the sky, found the scimtar-shaped cluster: the "God-
Boat," and thought of what he nust do, and was al nost appall ed.
Yet - what ot herwi se? Wiy had he cone to Thanber?

324 7 HE DEMON PRI NCFS

He went to bed and slept well Sunlight streaming into his room
awakened hi m He bathed, dressed in the nost somber of the gar-

ments to he found in his wardrobe, ate a breakfast of fruit, pastry,
and tea Clouds rolled in fromthe west and there was rain in his
garden Gersen watched the drops plash in the pool, and considered
the various factors to the situation Always he returned to the sane
idea the identity of Paderbush nust be established by one means

or anot her

A page entered to announce the attendance of Baron Eri Cas-
tiglianu He was a gaunt nan of mddle age, stern of deneanor,
scarred al ong both his cheeks "I have been ordered by Prince Sion
Trunbl e to place ny special know edge at your disposal," he said
"This | shall be pleased to do "

"You are aware of what | require3d"
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"Not clearly "

"I want you to | ook closely at a man and tell ne whether or
not he is Kokor Hekkus ™"

The baron grinmaced "And what then3"
"You can do this3"

"Assuredly. Notice these scars they were wought by the orders
of Kokor Hekkus | hung three days on a rod through ny cheeks,
living only through hate "

"Cone then, let us inspect this nman
"He is here?"
"He is confined below, in the crypts.”

The page brought the seneschal, who unl ocked the double

doors of tinber and nmetal Into the crypt the three descended.

Pader bush stood in the cell, hands on bars, |egs apart, staring forth
into the outer chanber Gersen pointed "This is the man "

The baron advanced, inspected Paderbush closely
"Well 3" asked Gersen

"No," said the baron after a noment "This is not Kokor Hek-

kus At least-no, | amsure not . Although the eyes | ook at ne
with evil wi sdom No, he is a stranger | have never net him at
Agl abat or el sewhere "

"Very well then, it appears | have been wong Gersen turned

to the seneschal "Open the door "
"You intend to rel ease the man3"

"Not conpletely But he need no | onger be confined in a dun-
geon. "
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The seneschal unl ocked the door "Come forth," said Gersen
"It appears that | have done you an injustice."

Pader bush slowy stepped fromthe cell, he had not been ex-
pecting rel ease, and he noved warily

Gersen took himby the wist, using a grip that could instantly
be transposed into an arml ock "Conme al ong, back up the stairs "

"Were do you take this man3" the seneschal inquired petu-
lantly.

"Prince Sion Trunble and | will jointly nake a decision," said
Gersen To Baron Eri Castighanu he said "My thanks for your
cooperation, you have been hel pful "

Baron Castighanu hesitated. "This man may be a villain in any
case, he nay seek to overpower you "

Gersen di splayed the projac he carried in his left hand "I am
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prepared for anything."

The baron bowed, wal ked swiftly away, relieved to be dis-
charged of his obligation. Gersen took Paderbush to his apartnents,
cl osed the door upon the senescha

Gersen seated hinself in a |leisurely manner, Paderbush stood
in the center of the roomand finally asked "W at do you pl an
with ne now3"

"I amstill puzzled," said Gersen. "Possibly you are the nman
you say you are; in which case | know nothing to your discredit,
other than the fact that you serve Kokor Hekkus. Still, | would not

have you pent in a dungeon for hypothetical crines You are soiled,
will you bathe3"

"You prefer sweat and gri me3 Perhaps you woul d change your
cl ot hes3"

"No "
Gersen shrugged "As you w sh."

Pader bush fol ded his arns, glared down at Gersen "Wy do
you restrain ne here3"

Gersen considered "I suspect that your life is mdanger | nean
to protect you "

"I amwell able to protect nyself."

"Neverthel ess, please seat yourself in that chair yonder " Ger-
sen pointed with the tip of his pro)ac "You stand like a wild beast
about to pounce, and this makes ne uneasy."

Pader bush gave hima cold grin, seated hinself "I have done
326 THE DEMON PRI NCES

you no harm" he said presently. "But you have humliated ne,
throwmn ne into a dungeon, and now you ply ne with hints and

i nnuendos. | tell you, Kokor Hekkus is not a nman to overl ook pur-
poseful wongs done to his underlings. If you wish to spare your
host much enbarrassnment | suggest that you discharge ne from
custody, that | may return to Agl abat."

"You know Kokor Hekkus wel| ?" Gersen asked in a tone of
easy conversati on.

"Certainly. He is a man |like a Khasferug eagle. Hs eyes glitter

with intelligence. H's joy and his anger are both like fire, and sweep
all before them His inmagination is as broad as the sky, everyone
wonders regarding the thoughts that form and pass behind his

brow, and from what source they are derived."

"Interesting," said Gersen. "I ameager to neet himas | shal
soon do."

Pader bush was incredul ous. "You are to neet Kokor Hekkus?"

Gersen nodded. "You and | will return to Aglabat in the fort-
after a week or two of rest here at Carrai."
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"I prefer to leave at this nonment."

"I nmpossible. | want no notice of my arrival; | wish to surprise
Kokor Hekkus."

Pader bush sneered. "You are a fool. You are nore than a fool
How can you surprise Kokor Hekkus? He knows nore of your
nmovenents than you do yoursel f."

12

From "The Avatar's Apprentice,"” in Scroll fromthe
Ni nt h D nensi on:

There was no cessation to the haze that extended right

and left in gelid layers, and up was as good as down. There
was a sense of comi ngs and goings, of invisible fluttering
messages: all quite beyond Marnaduke's apprehension. He

began to suspect that sonehow the Doctrine of Tenporal

Stasis had effected a transposition of percepts. Wiy else, he
wonder ed, as he groped through the mauve suffusion,

shoul d the word "l achrynose" occur to himagain and again

and agai n?

He found hinmself at the edge of a bulging linpid wn-

dow, beyond whi ch danced ananorphotic visions. Looking

up he spied a fringe of curving rods; bel ow he found a pink
curving shelf, in which were enbedded nore of these rods.
To the side a | unpy porous object thrust forth like a pro-
di gi ous nose: and he now saw the object to be a nose in all
verity, a nost extraordinary object. Marmaduke altered the
trend of his nusings. The central problem so it seened,
was to |learn fromwhose eye he | ooked forth. Mich, after
all, would depend upon his viewpoint.

The norni ng passed. Paderbush at tines seenmed to doze in the

chair, at times seened vividly alert, on the verge of a sudden attack
upon Gersen. After one of these tense periods Gersen said, "I urge
you to patience. First, as you know, | carry a weapon"-he held

THE. DKMON PRI NCF. S
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the projac up into Paderbush's view "and second, even w thout it
you could do not hing agai nst ne."

"Are vou so sure?" Paderbush asked with weary insolence. "W
are of a size; let us try a fall or two, and see who is the better man."

"Thank you; not on this occasion. WIly should we exert our-
selves? Presently we will have our noon neal, so let us relax."

"As you wi sh."

At the door sounded a tap-tap-tap. Gcrsen went to stand by the
thick panel. "Wo is there?"

"It is Uher Caynon, seneschal,"” cane the muffled voice.

"Open the door, if you please."

Gersen did so; the seneschal stepped forward. "The Prince
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wi shes to see you in his chanbers at once. He has heard the opinion
of the Baron Eri Castiglianu and he begs that the prisoner be given
his freedom he wi shes to provide Kokor Hekkus no pretext for
contenti ousness."

"I definitely intend to relinquish all control over this man, in
due course," said Gersen. "But now he has agreed to accept the
hospitality of Sion Trunble for possibly two weeks."

"That is generous of him" observed the seneschal drily, "in-
asmuch as the Grand Prince has been so remss as to forget to
proffer this sane hospitality. WIIl you acconpany ne to the apart-
ments of Prince Sion Trunbl e?"

Gersen rose to his feet. "Wth pleasure. What will | do with
our guest? | dare not leave him nor do | care to go everywhere
armin armwth him"

"Return himto the dungeon," said the seneschal crossly. "This
is hospitality adequate for his sort."

"The Grand Prince would not agree to this," declared Gersen
"He has only just requested that | release the man."

The seneschal blinked. "That is so."

"Pl ease convey my apol ogies, and ask if he will condescend to
meet me here."

The seneschal nmade a gruff noise, threw up his hands in a hel p-
| ess gesture, threw a bal eful side-glance toward Paderbush and |eft
the room

Gersen and Pader bush sat facing each other. "Tell ne," said
Gersen, "are you acquainted with a man naned Seurnan O wal ?"

"l have heard his nanme mentioned."
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"He is an associ ate of Kokor Hekkus. You and he have certain
manneri sns i n common."

"That may wel |l be true-perhaps because of our association
wi th Kokor Hekkus. . .. WIiat are these mannerisns?"

"An attitude of the head, a certain set of gesticulations, what |
m ght call a psychic aura. Very strange indeed."

Pader bush nodded sol enmly, but said no nore. A few mnutes

| ater Alusz |phigenia came to the door, and was admitted. She
glanced in surprise from Gersen to Paderbush. "Wy is this man
her e?"

"He thinks the solitude of the dungeon unjust, since his of-
fenses number only a dozen or so murders."”

Pader bush grinned wol fishly. "I am Paderbush, Knight Junior
of Castle Pader; none of ny |ine have shunned taking a life or two,
at the risk of his owmn."

Al usz | phigenia turned away, addressed herself to Gersen.
"Carrai is not so gay as before. Sonething has changed, sonething
is lacking: perhaps it isinme. ... | want to return to Draszane, to
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my home. "
"l thought that a great gala was being planned in your honor."

Al usz | phigenia shrugged. "Perhaps it has already been forgot-
ten. Sion Trunble is angry with ne-or at least is not so gallant
as before." She gave CGersen a quick side-glance. "Perhaps he is
j eal ous, "

" Jeal ous' ? Way shoul d he be jeal ous?"
"After all, you and | spent nuch time alone. This is enough to
arouse suspi ci on-and j eal ousy. "

"Ri di cul ous," said CGersen

Al usz | phigenia rai sed her eyebrows. "Am| so ill-favored? Is
the nmere suggestion of such a relationship so absurd?"

"Not at all," said Gersen. "To the contrary. But we rnust not
let Sion Trunble suffer such a misconception." He sumoned a
page, sent himto request audience with Sion Trunble.

The page presently returned, to announce that the prince was
seei ng no one.

"Return," said Gersen. "Convey to Sion Trunble this nmessage.

Say that tonmorrow | nust depart. If necessary | will ride the fort
north of the Skar Sakau and sonehow find ny spaceship. Al so,
informthe prince that Princess |phigenia plans to acconpany ne.
Inquire nowif he will see us."

11 1 EDI MON PRI NCFS

Alusz Iphigenia turned to Gersen. "You really nmean to take
me?"

"If you care to return to the QG kurnene."
"But what of Kokor Hekkus” | thought-"
"A detail "

"Then you're not serious," said Alusz |phigenid sadly.
"Yes WIIl you conme with rnen"

She hesitated, then nodded "Yes. Why not7 Your life is real
My life-all of Thanber-none of it is real. It is animted myth,
archaic scenes froma diorama. It stifles ne."

"Very well. We will | eave very soon

Al usz | phi gema | ooked at Paderbush "What of hin?" she asked
dubi ously. "WII you free him or leave himfor Sion Trunble?"

"No He comes with us."

Al us/ 1phigenia turned a puzzled glance at Gersen. "Wth-
us?"

"Yes. For a brief period "

Pader bush rose to his feet, stretched his arns. "This conver-
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sation bores nme. | will never go with you

"Ch? Not even so far as Aglabat, to meet Kokor Hekkus?"

"l go to Aglabat al one-and now." He sprang through the
apartnent, fled across the garden, bounded up and over the wall.
He was gone.

Alusz | phigcma ran to | ook across the garden, then turned to
Gersen "Gall the attendants' He can't get tar, these gardens are
all part of the inner courtyard. Hurry'"

Gersen seened in no desperate haste Alusz |phigema tugged
at his arm "Do you wish himto escape?"

"No," said Gersen, with sudden energy. "He nust not escape.

W will informSion Trurnble, who will best know how to recapture
hi m Cone. "
In the corridor Gersen ordered the page, "'1 ake us quickly to

Sion Trunble's apartnents, on the run

The page |l ed themalong a corridor, to the circular vestibul e,
down anot her red-carpeted hall to a broad white door Here stood
two guards in white uniforms with black iron norions.

"Open'" said Gersen. "W nust see Sion Trunble at once.”

"No, nmy lord. W have orders fromthe seneschal to admt no
i>

one.

Gersen ained his profac at the | ock There was a blaze of fire
I HE KILLING\UU !'\r

and snoke, the guards cried out in protest Gersen said, "Stand
back, guard the hall; for the safety of Vadrus'"

| he guards hesitated, half-dazed. Gersen thrust open the door,
entered with /\lus/ |phigema

They stood man entry, with white marbl e statues | ooking down
from al coves. Gersen peered al ong one hall, through an archway,
wal ked up to a closed door, listened From beyond came the sound

ot movement. He tried the door. it was |ocked. He used his pro)ac,
burst the door open, charged into the room

Sion Trunble, half-clad, |eapt around in startlenent. He
opened his nouth, baw ed sonething inconprehensible. A usz Iph-
i gema gasped "He's wearing the clothes of Paderbush'"

This was true on a frane hung Sion Trunble's green and bl ue
robes; he had been divesting the stained garnents worn by Pader-
bush Now he reached for his sword, Gersen hacked at his wist,
struck it fromhis hand. Sion Trumble reached to a shelf where
reposed a hand- weapon, Gersen destroyed it with a blast of his
pr oj ac.

Sion Trumble turned slowy, sprang at Gersen like a wild beast
Gersen | aughed al oud, stooped, caught his shoulder in Sion Trum
ble's belly, grabbed the instantly raised knee, tossed himthrough

file://IC|/13278%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...rince%202%20-%20The%20Killing%20Machine.txt (129 of 132) [1/17/2005 6:59:14 PM]



file:///C|/3278%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/ Jack %20V ance%620-%20D emon%620Prince%6202%20-%20The%20K il ling%20M achine.txt

the air. He caught at the blond curly hair, and as Sion Trunbl e
struggl ed and surged, pulled. Of came the blond hair, off cane the
entire face, |eaving Gersen holding a warmrubbery sac by the hair,
the fine straight nose tilted askew, the nouth lolled open. The nman
on the floor had no face. The scal p, the face nuscles showed pink

and red through a filmof transparent tissue. The eyes glared |idless
under a bare forehead, above a black nostril gap. The |ipless nouth
grimced, write with its suddenly conspi cuous teeth.

"Wwwhat is rhat”' asked Alusz |phigema in a hushed voi ce.

"That," said Gersen, "is a hornagaunt. It is Kokor Hekkus. O
Billy Wndle. O Seuman Owal. O Paderbush. Or a dozen others
And now his time has conme. Kokor Hekkus-recall the raid on
Mount Pl easant? | have conme to bring you retribution."”

Kokor Hekkus rose slowy to his feet, death's head of a face
staring.

"Once you told me that \ou feared only death,” said Gersen
"Now you are to die "

Kokor Hekkus nade a gaspi ng sound
Cersen said, "You have lived the nost evil ot lives. | should kil
332 THE DEMON PRI NCES

you with the utnost terror and pain-but it is sufficient that you
die." He pointed his projac. Kokor Hekkus gave a wi |l d hoarse
sound, flung forward with arns and | egs wide, to be net by a gush
of fire.

The foll owi ng day Seneschal Ut her Caynon was hanged at the

public gallows: the accessory, creature, conpanion, and confidant
of Kokor Hekkus. Standing on a tall jointed | adder he yell ed down
to the awed crowd, "Fools! Fools! Do you realize how | ong you

have been gulled and nil ked, and bled? O your gold, of your war-
riors, of your beautiful wonen? For two hundred years! | amthis
ol d, Kokor Hekkus was ol der! Agai nst the Brown Bersagl ers he sent
your best and they died in futility; to his bed cane your beautiful
girls; some returned to their homes, others did not. You will cry
when you hear of how they fared! At |ast he died, at last | die, but
fool s! fool s!-"

The executi oner had broken the | adder. The crowd stared hol -
| ow-eyed at the jerking figure.

Al usz | phigenia and Gersen wal ked in the garden at the pal ace of
Baron Endel Thobalt. She still was pale with horror. "How did you
know? You knew but how?"

"First | suspected from Sion Trunble's hands. He had the wit

to carry hinself differently from Paderbush, but his hands were the
sanme: long-fingered, a snmooth glossy skin, thin thunbs with |ong
nails. | saw these hands, but was deceived-until once nore | saw
Pader bush at cl ose range. Sion Trunble disclosed hinmself further.
He was aware that you had decided not to wed him he told nme so.

But only three people knew. you, ne, and Paderbush, for only in

the fort did you make up your mind. Wien | heard Sion Trunble

make this statenent then |I | ooked at his hands, and | knew "

"VWhat an evil thing. | wonder what planet bore him who were
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his parents.

"He was a man bl essed and cursed with his inagination. A sin-

gle life was insufficient for him he nust drink at every spring, know
every experience, live to all extrenes. On Thanmber he found a

world to his tenperament. In his various entities he created his own
epi cs. Wlien he tired of Thanmber, he returned to the other worlds

of man-1ess anenable to his will, but nonethel ess anusing. He is
dead. "
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"And now nore than ever 1 nmust | eave Thanber," said Al usz

| phi geni a.
"There is nothing to keep us. Tonorrow we shall |eave."

"WI-iy tonorrow? Let us |leave now. 1 think-1 am sure-that
1 can take us to the spaceship. The way north around the Skar is
not hard; the |andnmarks are known."

"There is no need to stay," said Gersen. "Let us go."

A small group of Carrai noblenen gathered in the |late afternoon
I'ight. Baron Endel Thobalt spoke with sudden anxiety: "You will
send back ships fromthe G kunmene?"

Gersen nodded. "I have agreed to do so, and I will."

Al usz | phigenia, heaving a small sigh, |ooked around the | and-
scape. "Sonmeday-| don't know when-1 will cone back to Tham
ber too."

"Remenber," Gersen told the baron, "that if ships fromthe

O kunene arrive your old ways will not last! There will be grum
bling and nostal gia and di ssati sfaction. Perhaps you prefer Thamber
as it is now?"

"l can speak only for nyself," said Endel Thobalt. "I say that
we nmust rejoin humanity, no nmatter what the cost."

He was echoed by his fell ows.

"As you wi sh," said Gersen. Alusz |phigenia clinbed wthin,
Gersen foll owed, clanped the hatch, went to the console, |ooked
down at the bronze pl ague:

Pat ch Engi neeri ng and Construction Conpany
Patris, Krokinole

"Good old Patch," said Gersen. "I'lIl have to send hima report
on how his machi ne worked-presunming that it carries us back to
t he spaceship."

Al usz | phigenia, standing beside him pressed her head lightly
agai nst his shoul der. Looking down into the shining dusty-gol den
hair, Gersen renenbered how first he had seen her at Interchange,
how first he had thought her unremarkable. He | aughed quietly.

Al usz | phigenia | ooked up. "Why do you | augh?"

"Sonmeday you'll know. But not right now "

Smiling at some private recollection other own, Al usz I|phigenia
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Gersen thrust the GO | ever ahead. Thirty-six legs rose and fell;
ei ght een segnents noved forward. The fort slid off to the north-

west, where the long light of the afternoon sun glinted on the white
peaks of the Skar Sakau.
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