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SYNOPSI S OF VOLUME

THE MANY- COLORED LAND

THE GREAT | NTERVENTI ON OF 2013 OPENED HUMANI TY' S WAY to the stars, giving the people of Earth
unlimted | ebensraum

energy sufficiency, and nenbership in a benevolent civiliza-tion
the Galactic MIlieu. Humanity becane the sixth of the

Coadunat e Races, a conmonweal th of planet col onizers who

shared hi gh technol ogy and the capability of perform ng nental
operations known as mnetafunctions. The | atter—which include

t el epat hy, psychokinesis, and many ot her powers—had | urked

in the human gene pool fromtine i menorial, but only rarely

were manif est.

By 2110, when the action of the first volume in this saga

began, a kind of Col den Age prevailed. Mre than 700 fresh

pl anets had been col oni zed by exuberant Earthlings. Humans

with overt netapsychic powers were slowy increasing in number;
however, in the najority of the popul ati on, the m nd-powers

were either nmeager to the point of nullity, or else

| atent—+that is, nearly unusable, because of psychol ogical bar-riers
or other factors.

Even Gol den Ages have their nmisfits, and the psychosoci al

structure of the Galactic Mlieu had its share. A French physi ci st
naned Theo Guderian unwittingly provided these square pegs

with a unique escape hatch when he di scovered an apparently

usel ess phenonenon: a one-way, fixed-focus tinme-warp open-ing

into France's Rhone River Valley as it existed during the.Pliocene Epoch, six mllion years ago.
Certain that a prehistoric

Eden nmust exist on Pliocene Earth, an increasing nunber of

m sfits prevail ed upon CGuderian's w dow, Angelique, to |et

them pass through the tine-portal into "Exile."

From her husband's death in 2041 until 2106, the rejuven-ated
Madanme Cuderi an operated a peculiar establishnment that

the Galactic authorities reluctantly tolerated. Her French inn

| " Auberge du Portail, served as a front for transporting clients
fromQOd Earth to a world six mllion years younger. After

suf fering qual ms of conscience about the fate of the transpor-tees,
Madanme herself ultinmately passed through the one-way

gate into Pliocene Exile. Operation of the time-warp was taken

over by the Galactic MIlieu, which had found it to be a con-venient
glory hole for dissidents.

On 25 August 2110, eight persons, nmaking up that week's

"Group Green," were transported to the Pliocene: Richard

Voor hees, a grounded starship captain; Felice Landry, a dis-turbed
young at hl ete whose vi ol ent tenperanent and | atent

m nd- powers had nade her an outcast; C aude Mjewski, a
133-year-ol d pal eontol ogi st recently bereaved of his wi fe and
col | eague; Sister Anmerie Roccaro, a physician and burnt-out

priest who |longed to becone a hernmit; Bryan Genfell, an

ant hropol ogi st in search of his lover, Mercy Lanballe, who

had preceded himthrough the gate two nonths before; Eliza-beth
Ome, a Grand Master netapsychic operator deprived of

her stupendous nental powers by a brain trauma; Stein O eson

a msfit planet-crust driller, who dreanmt of leading a Viking' s
life in a sinpler world; and Ai ken Drum an engagi ng young crook who, l|ike Felice, possessed
| at ent netapsychic powers.

These ei ght people successfully nmade the junmp six mllion

years into Earth's past—enly to discover, as other tine-trav-

el ers had before them that Pliocene Europe was under the

control of a group of maverick humanoi ds from anot her gal axy.

The exotics were al so exiled, driven fromtheir hone because

of their barbarous battle-religion. The dom nant exotic faction, the Tanu, were tall and hand-
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sone. In spite of a thousand-year sojourn, there were still |ess
than 20, 000 of them on Earth because their reproduction was
inhibited by solar radiation. Since their plasmwas conpatible
with that of humanity, they had for nearly seventy years utilized
the tine-travelers in breeding, holding Pliocene hunanity in
benevol ent serfdom Antagonistic to the Tanu and outnunbering themby at |east.four to one were
their ancient foes, the Firvulag. These exotics

were nostly of short stature and reproduced quite well on Earth.
Tanu and Firvulag actually constitute a di norphic race—the

tall ones netapsychically latent, the short ones possessed of
limted operant netafunctions. The Tanu wear mnd-anplifiers,
collars called golden tores, to bring their powers up to operancy.
Firvulag do not require tores, and nost of them are weaker in
ment al power than the Tanu.

For nost of the thousand years that Tanu and Firvul ag re-sided

on Pliocene Earth (which they called the Many- Col ored

Land), they were fairly evenly matched in the ritual wars fought
as part of their battle-religion. The greater finesse and nore
sophi sticated technol ogy of the Tanu tended to counterbal ance

the superior nunmbers of the cruder Firvulag. But the advent of
time-traveling humanity tipped the scales in favor of the tal
exotics. Not only did Tanu-human hybrids turn out to have

unusual physical and nental strength, but humans al so en-hanced
the rat her decadent science establishnment of the Tanu

by injecting the expertise of the Galactic MIlieu. The seventy
years of time-traveling had seen nearly 100,000 humans trans-ported
to Pliocene Europe; their assimlation gave the Tanu

al nost conpl ete ascendency over the Firvulag foe (who never

mated with humanity and generally despised thenj.

The | ot of humanki nd under the Tanu overlords is by no

means grim people who cooperate are treated very well. Al

rough work i s done by ranapithecines, small apes who wear

sinmple tores that conpel obedience. (Ironically, these "ramas”
are part of the direct homnid Iine that climxed in Honmo

sapiens six mllion years later.) Humans occupyi ng positions

of trust or engaged in vital occupations under the Tanu usually
wear gray tores. These do not anplify the nmind, but do allow

tel epat hi ¢ communi cati on between hunmans and exotics; the de-vices
al so incorporate pleasure-pain circuits, through which the

Tanu reward or punish their mnions. The tores are not easily
made, requiring a rare barium conponent in their nmanufacture,

and so they are not used on the ngjority of "normal" (that is,

met aphysi cal |y nonl atent) humans, who are coerced i nto obe-dience
by other means. If Tanu testing shows that an arriving
time-travel er has significant |atent metafunctions, the |ucky
person is given a silver torc. This is a genuine anplifier simlar
to the gold collars worn by the Tanu—but with control circuits.
Silver-torc humans enjoy a privileged position; rarely, they may.even be granted gol den torcs and
full freedomas citizens of

t he Many- Col ored Land.

The eight menbers of Group Green, like all new arrivals,

were taken for mind-testing to a Tanu fortress, Castle Gateway.

Al nost at once, the Group proved to be anything but typical. The starship captain, Richard
tenporarily escaped and had a

terrifying encounter with a Tanu sl ave-mi stress, Epone, who
adm ni stered the tests for |atent netafunctions.

El i zabeth, the former farsensor and netapsychic teacher

di scovered that passage through the tinme-warp had triggered
restoration of the awesone nental powers she feared had been

| ost forever. Her discovery was noted with excitenent by an-other
Tanu, Creyn, who pronised Elizabeth that a "wonderfu
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life" lay ahead of her in the Many-Col ored Land.

Stein Oeson, the huge driller, was driven tenporarily insane

by the trip back through tine. Smashing the door of his de-tention
cell, he was subdued only after killing a nunber of

gray-torc bondsnen. To insure Stein's future docility, he was
fitted with a gray torc of his own. Hi s heroic physique nade

hima candidate for the Tanu-Firvulag ritual war, the G and
Conbat. Still unconscious fromhis recapture, he was readied

for atrip south to the Tanu capital city of Miriah.

Al so torced—but with silver—was the trickster youth, Aiken

Drum The exotic testers had detected strong netapsychic |a-tencies
in him which would be brought up to the operant |evel

as he becane accustoned to wearing the anplifier

The ant hropol ogi st, Bryan Genfell, possessed no signifi-cant
mental |atencies. But his professional talents seened

strangely valuable to the Tanu, with the result that Bryan was
able to bargain his cooperation in return for Tanu help in finding
Mercy—and a torc-less status.

The ol d bone digger, Caude Mjewski, showed no hidden m nd-powers. Wth sone di sdain, mninions of
the Tanu in-forned

himthat he would be sent north to the city of Finiah,

together with nost of the week's bag of tine-travelers, and put

to work. He found hinself incarcerated in Castle Gateway's

"peopl e pen," together with nore than thirty other ordinary
humans, awaiting the departure of the northern caravan. In the
prison dormtory lay Richard, comatose from mental abuse by

Epone.

The | ast menbers of G oup Geen to be tested by the exotic

sl ave-m stress were Sister Anerie and Felice Landry. The nun

had no inportant |atencies. Faced with being tested next, Felice.seened seized by hysterical fear
her agitation nmade an accurate calibration inpossible. Epone gave up on the girl, since she could
be tested later in Finiah. Then, in an of f handed way,

Epone inforned the two of the Tanu custom of using human

wonen for brood stock, dism ssing their indignant protests with
the prom se that they would eventually accept the role and even

be happy with their new life in Finiah. Wen the exotic worman

left them Felice's feigned hysteria vani shed. She had suc-ceeded
in concealing her strong |atent netafunctions from Epone,

escaping the torc at least tenporarily; and now she resolved in
cold fury to "take" the entire Tanu race.

That evening, two caravans left Castle Gateway, traveling

along the Pliocene River Rhone in opposite directions. In the
northern group, bound for Finiah on the Proto-Rhine at the

edge of the Black Forest, were the partially recovered Richard,

Cl aude, Amerie, Felice, and the majority of the other human

pri soners. They were escorted by Epone and a squad of gray-torc
human troops. In the southern caval cade, |ed by Creyn,

were Elizabeth, Bryan, Aiken Drum the wounded Stein, and

two other silver-torc humans: a former juvenile officer froma
colonial satellite, Sukey Davies, and a gl um Fi nno- Canadi an
forester, Raino Hakki nen

At first the northern train nade peaceful progress. Suffering
fromhaving to ride a huge Pliocene nount called a chaliko,

Aneri e searched her soul and began to understand the neurotic
pressures that had | ed her to abandon her ministry. Richard,
recuperating with the help of C aude, stewed in hel pl ess rage

when his position became clear. He was dubi ous, but subcon-sciously
receptive, when Felice proposed a schene for escape.

Two days out of Castle Gateway, Felice's plan was acti -vat ed.

She had three weapons: preternatural strength in a de-ceptively
slight body, the ability to m nd-control animals (an
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aspect of her metapsychic |atency she had used during her

athletic career), and a small knife that had escaped detection.
Felice broke the chains holding her Goup Green friends and

those of four other prisoners. Then Richard, disguised in Arer-ie's
religious robes, was able to stab the officer of the guard

to death. Meanwhile, Felice nentally coerced the caravan's

feroci ous bear-dog escort, forcing the animals to attack the

other soldiers and Epone. A wild fracas ensued, in which the
freed prisoners, together with the m nd-controlled bear-dogs,
killed not only the rest of the soldiers, but the Tanu Epone as
well..In the noment of triunph, Felice sought to take Epone's
golden torc, knowing it would release the |atent netafunctions
heretof ore inprisoned within her brain. But a half-crazed tine-traveler
threw the device into a | ake, where it sank in deep water.

Felice was prevented fromnurdering the interfering nman only

when Anerie adm nistered a powerful sedative from her nedica

kit, causing the little athlete to fall unconsci ous.

Bewi | dered and frightened, the ex-prisoners realized that

tel epathic news of the attack nmust have been flashed by the

dyi ng Epone. Most of the escapees elected to follow the noun-tain-
climbing Oxford don, Basil Wnborne, who proposed to

lead themin small boats across the prehistoric Lac de Bresse

to safety in the high Jura. daude, wlderness-wi se fromex-peditions
on wild planets of the Galactic MIlieu, denurred. He

advised taking to the forests of the adjacent Vosges Mountains,
where it would be difficult for gray-torcs on chalikoback to
pursue them Only Richard and Anmerie agreed to foll ow him

taking the still-unconscious Felice al ong.

From a high ridge, the four nmenbers of G oup Green saw

gray-torc boats in pursuit of their former conpani ons. That
evening, Anerie felt herself strangely attracted by Felice's

vi ol ent behavi or, which seened to reflect some dark shadow

wi thin her own conventional spirituality.

While crossing a torrent on the foll owing day, Anerie fell

and broke her arm The others nade canp and tried to decide

what to do. Felice seened to take for granted that they woul d

all lead a guerilla existence, harassing other caravans in the
hope of getting another golden torc. Richard received this no-tion
with scorn. The only sensible thing was to make for the

sea, away fromthe regions that the Tanu were known to inhabit.

Cl aude, knowing that Richard was right, but troubled at |eaving

t he inpetuous girl behind on her own, went off into the quiet
woods to think. After burying his late wife's ashes, he fel

asl eep, waking at evening to find that a tiny Pliocene cat with
illusions of domesticity insisted upon acconpanyi ng hi m back

to canp. The cat, Caude felt, would be a valuable distraction

for Arerie, who was beconing norbidly preoccupied with

Feli ce.

Man and pet returned to canp to find that all trace of the

ot hers had vani shed. Fearfully, Caude went up the riverside

path. The time-travel ers had been warned of the terrible Fir-vulag
who i nhabited the Vosges forest. Now it seemed that

Ri chard, Felice, and Anerie nust have been abducted by the.shape-shifting little exotics—er el se
recaptured by ninions of

the Tanu. Hearing voices, then conpelled against his will to
reveal hinself, Cl aude came upon the very desperados who

had seized his friends. They were not exotics but human bei ngs—
free humans who had escaped from exoti ¢ bondage and now

lived an outlaw life.

Their | eader was a well-rejuvenated ol d wonan weari ng

a golden torc; the widow of the tine-gate's di scoverer and
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the ultimate author of Pliocene humanity's degradation..
Angel i que Guderi an

On the last day of August, the four nenbers of G oup

G een, Madane Guderian and her band, and sone 200 ot her
"Lowl i ves" (as the free humans proudly styled thensel ves)

came to a hiding place in a giant hollow tree deep in the Vosges
Mount ai ns. The forest now swarned with Tanu and their gray-torc
henchnen, sent by Lord Velteyn of Finiah to search out

the killers of his sister, Epone. Velteyn hinself, proficient in
the nmetafaculties of psychokinesis and creativity, was con-ducting
personal sorties as the head of his Flying Hunt, a cadre

of glorious Tanu knights in glass arnor, nade |l evitant by their
lord s nmental power.

Safe in their sanctuary, the Lowives and Green G oup en-gaged
in mutual assessnent. Madane told the newconers of

her grandi ose plan to free all of Pliocene humanity from Tanu
bondage, a task she had undertaken in expiation of her own
guilt. She had engineered a fragile alliance between Low ives
and Firvul ag agai nst the common Tanu eneny; but the entente

had been only mnimally productive.

The Tanu were oddly invulnerable to the vitredur glass and
bronze weapons commonly used by all three races. Tanu m ght
suffer injury, but after a recuperative course adm nistered by
r edact or s—aet apsychi ¢ heal ers—even the worst wounds woul d

be cured. Madane and her chief fighter, a Native American

naned Peopeo Mxnox Burke who had once been a judge,

were keenly interested in how G oup G een had nmanaged to

di spatch Epone. Until this tine, no Lowife had ever been able
to kill a Tanu. Felice displayed her little steel knife, and a fact
that Anerie had al ready suspected becane confirned: Iron was
poi sonous to the Tanu, perhaps acting in sone way to destroy
the Iinkage between the exotic brain and the golden torc. (Felice
| ooked upon Madane's own golden torc with some specul ation

at this point, but the intrepid old woman sinply pricked herself.with the blade to show t hat
humans were made of tougher

stuff).

At this point, a personage naned Fitharn Pegleg arrived

within the hollow tree. Resenbling a short, sturdy hunan,

he proved to be a Firvul ag capabl e of assuming a nonstrous
shape, one of the Little People who had originally befriended
Madane Guderian in the Pliocene. As she explai ned her plan

to liberate enslaved hunanity, Madane asked Fitharn to recite
an ancient lay traditional anmong his people. It told of the
original arrival of Tanu and Firvulag on Earth in a gigantic
living spaceship that had as its spouse Brede, a wonman from
the exotic galaxy. In making the incredible journey across
mllions of light-years, the Ship was fatally strai ned. Tanu

Fi rvul ag, and Brede escaped fromthe hulk in small flyers

and watched the remains of the huge organi smcrash upon

Pl i ocene Europe, forming a crater "too wide to see across."

To consecrate the Ship's Gave, a ritual battle was fought

by two heroes—Sharn of the Firvulag and Lugonn of the

Tanu—the forner armed with a photoni c weapon called the

Sword, the latter using a sinmlar |aser-type projector called
the Spear. Sharn was defeated. The victor, Lugonn the Shining
One, had the honor of receiving a blast fromhis own Spear
between his eyes. Laid out in his golden glass arnor, Spear

at his side, Lugonn was left at the Ship's Grave to "captain

it upon its final flight."

After a thousand years had passed, the renpote | ocation of

the Ship's G ave had faded fromthe nenory of Tanu and
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Firvul ag alike. But the | egend had sparked hope in Madane CGuderian. The Sword of Sharn was now in
Tanu hands,

serving as a trophy awarded to the wi nner of the annual G and
Conbat religious war. But the Spear of Lugonn nust still be

there beside the crater |ake, together with the gravo-nmagneti-cally
power ful flying nachines that had carried the exotics from

their dying Ship. If the Lowives could secure the photon weapon

or a flying machi ne—er bot h—they woul d gain an unprece-dented
advant age over the netapsychic barbarians who con-stituted

the Tanu chivalry.

Lowlives and friendly Firvulag had searched in vain for the

Ship's Grave. But now Cl aude, know edgeable in future ge-ol ogy,
told them where it nust be. Only one astroblene in

Europe fit the description, a crater called the Ries that lay sone
300 kilometers to the east, on the northern shore of the Danube

Ri ver..Jubilation greeted this intelligence, and it was decided to
mount an expedition at once. Wth |uck, the searchers m ght

return before the end of the nonth. Then Firvulag would join
Lowife humanity in an attack agai nst Fini ah—provi ded that

the fighting took place before the start of the G and Conbat Truce begi nning at dawn on Cctober
first. The expedition would

consi st of Fitharn, Madane QGuderian, Chief Burke, a dynamc-field
engi neer naned Martha, a former gravonag repair tech-nician

named Stefanko, and three nmenbers of G oup G een.

Cl aude woul d guide themto the spot. Richard (over his protests)
woul d pilot a flyer if one could be nmade operational. Felice

i nsisted she woul d be useful fending off wild beasts with her
special talent, as well as doing chores such as hunting for food.
(She had to go; around the neck of Lugonn's skel eton was a

gol den torc.)

Fi t harn proposed that the expedition receive official sanction
fromthe Firvul ag nmonarch, Yeochee |IV. Before |leaving the tree, Madame gave secret orders to a
Lowife netalsmith, Khalid

Khan, to take a group of nmen to a site designated by d aude,

where iron ore nmght easily be found. They were to snelt as

much of the "bl ood-netal" as possible and bring it back to the
principal Lowife settlenment of Hi dden Springs as soon as the

Tanu search parties withdrew. The iron was to be kept a secret
fromthe Firvulag, since their loyalty was strongly tinged with
expedi ence, and no Lowife knew how | ong the shaky alliance

m ght | ast.

Anerie woul d go to Hidden Springs and reside in Madane's

own house. There her armcould heal and she could ninister

to the outlaw humans, who had lived for years with neither a

physi cian nor a priest. Meanwhile, nessengers would go to

other Lowife settlenments thinly scattered about Europe, at- tenpting to attract volunteers for
the Finiah attack—now ten- tatively scheduled for the | ast week in Septenber.
In the Firvulag stronghold of Hi gh Vrazel, the little expe-dition
met with a skeptical King Yeochee, who warned that

the regi ons east of the Black Forest were full of How ers,

deformed mutant Firvulag only nominally under his authority.

He presented Madanme with a royal order comrandi ng the

cooperation of Sugoll, reputed to rule the Howlers in the regions
around t he Danube headwat ers.

On the fifth day after |eaving H gh Vrazel, in the Vosges
Mount ai ns, the expedition arrived at the Rhine—and encoun-tered

di saster in the shape of a pig the size of an ox. This.creature attacked from anbush, killing
St ef anko and badly

woundi ng Chi ef Burke. Fitharn urged that they turn back; but

the humans feared that if they delayed, the Firvulag nmight seek

out the Ship's Gave thenselves. Frail Mrtha, who had been
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forced to give birth to four children in quick succession as a
Tanu sl ave, began to henorrhage. Neverthel ess, she was firm

i n demandi ng that they press on—and so five of themdid,

with the dauntless Felice carrying Martha until she was wel |l
enough to resunme hiking. Slowy, the expedition nade its way up the great escarpnent
on the eastern Rhine shore, into the eerie zone they naned the
Fungus Forest, which crowned the highland where the nodern
Schwarzwal d lies. It was not until Septenber eighteenth that
they reached the Fel dberg, honme of the How er |ord, Sugoll

This individual, wearing a handsone illusory body to screen

hi deous defornmities, toyed with the hunans while his horde of
gobl i nesque subjects projected hatred and fear of the interlo-pers,
demandi ng t heir death.

Cl aude brought about a reprieve when he expl ai ned the cause

of the Howl er nutation to Sugoll: The popul ation had split

away fromtheir western brethren hundreds of years earlier,

and had i nadvertently settled in a region rich in radi oactive

m nerals. These, conbined with the exotic sensitivity to ra-diation
had caused the terrible birth defects. There was hope

for the How ers, C aude said, if they would nove out of this
area and, using their powers of shape-shifting to assune a nore
attractive aspect, resune mating with normal Firvulag. The

Howl ers m ght further be hel ped by the skills of a genetic

engi neer fromthe Galactic MIieu; but unfortunately, such a
skilled scientist would surely have been enslaved by the Tanu
for their own purposes.

To express his gratitude, Sugoll assisted the expedition. The
subt erranean source of the Danube rose only a short distance
away. A single day's travel on this would bring boaters to the
open river, which flowed so swiftly and snoothly that they

ni ght hope to reach the Ries Crater in only a few days nore.
Once again the five people set off. Richard' s navigating

skill told them when they had reached the approxi mate | on-gitude
of the Ship's Grave. On Septenber twenty-second, they

arrived at the crater, around the rimof which stood forty-three
exotic flying machines, layered in dust and lichen. A cursory

i nspection convinced R chard and Martha that the exotic craft
were indeed gravo-magnetically powered, quite sinmilar to the.nmachines of the Galactic Mlieu
Cl eaned up, refueled with

distilled water, with the exotic controls deci phered, one of those
t housand-year-old birds might still fly.

Felice found Lugonn—but the gol den torc was not around

the ancient hero's neck. Years ago, a ramapithecine had in-vaded
the parked flyer where Lugonn rested and had stolen the
glittering bauble. Frustrated again in her quest, Felice reacted
wi th great violence.

Ri chard and Martha, who had becone |overs during the

long trek, set about to repair a single flyer and the photon-projecting
Spear, which was found next to the skeleton in

arnor. Time was growi ng perilously short; but if even one day
remai ned before the Truce on Cctober first, the Firvulag would
join with the Lowives in an attack upon the Rhineside city of

Fi ni ah, source of the vital elenent barium w thout which no
type of torc could be nmade

Ri chard tested the flyer successfully on the twenty-sixth.

But Martha's old affliction had returned, and she weakened
fromheavy |l oss of blood. In spite of this, she and Ri chard

made plans to flee together imedi ately after he had assi sted

in the bonbardnent of Finiah. Three days later, at dusk on the
twenty-ninth of Septenber, the flyer | anded at Hi dden Springs
with the Spear ready for use. Martha was in shock fromthe

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julian...ene%20Exile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (7 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

henor r hagi ng, and Amerie could only rush her away for trans-fusions,
praying for a mracle.

Down on the western bank of the Rhine, a Lowife arny

waited in a secret canp opposite Finiah. The city, gorgeously
illumnated with twinkling lights, was still undisturbed at dawn
on the thirtieth. Chief Burke was ready, together with severa
hundred free humans, nmany of themarnmed with iron. The

Fi rvul ag arny under Sharn the Younger was also on alert—

al though still skeptical —poised to attack on two fronts should
the prom sed aerial bonbardment naterialize.

Ri chard piloted the flyer to a position above the Tanu citadel
Screened by Madane Guderian's netapsychic power, the craft
prepared to attack, with the photon weapon manned by the
rock-cutting pal eontol ogist. Claude fired twice and nmi ssed, but
his third shot broke the Rhineside wall, allow ng penetration

by the Lowives and a large unit of Firvulag. Changing targets,
the old man denolished a wall on the other side of the city;
Ayfa, general of the Warrior Ogresses, led in a second prong

of attackers opposite the main strike. Wth power in the Spear
runni ng | ow, C aude knew that there only renmai ned enough. energy for a single great blast at the
strategic bariummnine in

the heart of Finiah

But now there cane streaming up fromthe city a train of

gl owi ng kni ghts nounted on chaliko chargers. Velteyn and his
FIlyi ng Hunt had penetrated Madane's illusion and identified

the enemy. The psychocreative lord sent balls of |ightning
soaring into the open hatch of the aircraft. Dodgi ng, C aude
fired, striking the m ne squarely. Before Richard could get them
away, the gl obes of psychic energy did their work: C aude was
seriously burned, Richard |ost an eye, and Madane |lay on the
floor of the snoldering flight deck, surrounded by toxic funes.
Hal f mad with pain, Richard crash-landed the flyer at Hi d-den
Springs. At the sane tinme, a successful invasion of the

Tanu city was being carried out by conbi ned human and Fir-vul ag
forces. The battle of Finiah |asted twenty-four hours. At

the end of that time the barium m ne was destroyed, the city

was in ruins, the Tanu popul ation was slain or had fled, and

the ensl aved human i nhabitants were faced with a choice that,
for sone, was oddly difficult: Live free or Die.

Ri chard awoke in Hi dden Springs and di scovered Martha's

body laid out in the Lowife chapel. Renenbering the promni ses
they had nade, he took her up and stunbled to the still-op-erationa
flyer. Madane and Cl aude were going to recover,

and no doubt the old woman woul d press ahead with her schene

to free humanity. But not Richard. He had a plan of his own.
Waving farewell to Anerie, he | aunched the gravo-nmagnetic

craft into an orbit thousands of kiloneters above Pliocene Earth
and began to wait.

Far bel ow, Felice was trudging through the forest toward

smoki ng Finiah. She was too late for the war, but sonmehow

or other she would find a golden torc in the ruined city and
fulfill her promise to take the Tanu

The ot her four nmenbers of G oup Green encountered an

utterly different face of the Many-Col ored Land.

Si x weeks earlier, The Tanu overlord, Creyn, had nounted

his chali ko and departed Castle Gateway. Wth a miniml escort of three soldiers, he had |ed
El i zabet h, Bryan, Ai ken Drum

Stein, Sukey Davies, and Rai no Hakki nen al ong the track

toward the Rhone River. As they traveled, the Tanu nman told
these privileged prisoners sonmething of the wonderful life that
awai ted them They would take ship at the riverside city of
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Roni ah, and after a journey of five or six days arrive in the.Tanu capital, Miriah. There Stein
woul d be heal ed of the

injuries suffered in his escape attenpt. Ai ken and Rai no and

Sukey would |l earn how to use the netafuncti ons nmade newy

operant by their silver torcs. Bryan would assist in a cultura

anal ysis project that had been initiated by the Tanu King himself.
And Elizabeth... her destiny would be the nost splendid

of all. Never before had the time-gate adnmtted a genuinely

operant human netapsychic to the Many-Col ored Land. (It was

prohi bited by Galactic statute.) Elizabeth's mnd night be con-val escent,
but when she recovered, her farsensing and redactive

abilities would far exceed those of any Tanu Great Ones. Creyn,
hinself a skilled redactor, was hunbly aware that her probing

and heal i ng powers dwarfed his own. Elizabeth woul d not

receive the common initiation. No, she would go to the Ship-spouse
who was the guide and guardi an of both exotic races;

she would go to Brede

The exotic healer's pronmises only filled Elizabeth with fear

and di snay. There was a good reason why the Galactic Mlieu

f orbade operant metapsychics to pass through the tine-gate.

In the Mlieu, all persons with great nental power—-human

and nonhuman—aere bound in a benevolent Unity, incapable

of any selfish action that would harmcivilization. But bereft

of the Unity ...

Eli zabeth felt as though she were the only mature adult cast

away in a world of children—and nmalicious children at that,

who woul d seek to use her. This must not be permitted.

El i zabeth was roused from her reverie of despair by the

necessity of rescuing Sukey. This young worman, who al so had
redactive power, had gone snooping into the mind of uncon-scious
Stein. Discovering his |ongstanding psychic hurts, Sukey

tried inexpertly to drain them Only Elizabeth's intervention
prevented the deeply traumatized Viking fromcrushing his

woul d-be healer into inbecility. Temporarily postponi ng non-invol verment,
El i zabeth began to teach Sukey proper techniques

so that she would not harm herself or the man she was grow ng

to love. Before the trip south concluded, Sukey was able to

bring Stein genuine relief fromnmental dysfunctions that had

pl agued himfrom chil dhood. Stein in turn reached out and

pl edged hinself to her. Their two mnds, operating on the nost
intimate tel epathic level of his gray, and her silver, torc, took
each other for husband and wife. Such a union, Creyn had

war ned, was forbidden to silver-torc wonen on pain of death;.but the lovers hid their secret well.
No one knew the truth but

El i zabet h.

The madcap Ai ken Drumis reaction to his new m nd-power and the dazzling spl endor of the Many-
Col ored Land was pro-foundly

different. He gloried in both. In Roniah, he was the

star of a rowdy debauch and the darling of insatiable Tanu

worren. Later, he and his new crony, Rainp, assuned the

illusory forms of butterflies and took an inpromptu tour of

the riverside city. This ended with the partial destruction of the Roniah dock as part of a
met apsychi ¢ practical joke.

Creyn programed what he thought was a firmcurb upon

the trickster's netafunctions. However, as the journey |ength-ened,
it becane evident that A ken—self-confessed Connect-i cut

Yankee in King Arthur's court, nechanical genius, recidivist

del i nquent, charmer, wearer of a golden suit with a hundred

pocket s—was sonet hing far out of the ordinary run of |atent

met apsychi c. The nental powers that had been chained in his

skull for twenty-one years of mnisspent youth were of incredible
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potential. Elizabeth saw this clearly—and so, to a nore linmted
extent, did Creyn.

The boat carrying the travelers plunged over a torrentia

slope, la dissade Form dable, into the prehistoric Mediterra-nean
Basin. Sailing over shallow | agoons, it approached the

Tanu capital, Miriah, which lay at the tip of the Balearic

Peni nsul a. Most of the human passengers were increasingly anxious as the voyage neared its end,
but not Aiken Drum Hi s

silver torc, instead of nerely freeing his netafunctions, had
acted as a trigger to a psychic aval anche. Control circuits that
had easily held normal human minds in thrall burned out before
Ai ken's nmental blaze; and his powers, unlike the gentle ones

of Elizabeth, were fully oriented toward aggressi on. Behind

the grinning face of the young man in the shining golden suit
was a personality that mght, in time, seek to dom nate not

only the exotic races of Pliocene Earth, but humanity as well.
Now begin Volune 2, which follows A ken, Elizabeth,

Stein, and Bryan on the sixth day after their passage through
the tine-gate into the world of Pliocene Earth...1

THE DRAGONFLY HOVERED, A GOLDEN SPARK, JUST ABOVE THE

bare mast of the notionless boat.

As the first breezes broke the water with cat's-paw di npling,
the dragonfly darted off. He zoomed powerfully into the sky

and hovered once again. The boat bel ow hi mwas now trans-formnmed
into a lonely speck am d a pastel expanse of shall ow

| agoons and saltflats, all blurred in pearly mst.

H gher! H s shape-shifted wings lofted himinto the dawn.

Keen conmpound eyes that covered npst of his head showed

himthe continental slope's dark ranpart along the northern

hori zon: the brink of Europe punctuated by a single towering
cloud that nmarked the cascade of the Rhone River, pouring

down a vast slope of sedinment into the nearly waterless Med-iterranean
Basin of Pliocene Earth that was called the Enmpty

Sea.

Should he fly toward the mainland? Hs wings had the strength
to carry himnmore than 100 kil oneters per hour for brief sprints.
He knew it would be easy for himto retrace the journey the

boat had rmade on the previous day; or he could fly eastward

to the upthrust mass of Corsica-Sardinia, where Creyn had said
no Tanu |ived.

He could go anywhere he liked. He was free now.

Gone were the mental restraints programed upon hi m by

the exotic slavemaster. This norning when he awoke, the silver
torc at his throat was cold rather than warm the neural circuitry
of the psychocoercive device overl oaded and rendered usel ess

by his m nd' s new power. The netapsychic | atencies that the
torc had unl ocked renai ned operant. And were still grow ng.

He reached out with his farsense, |istening. He perceived

the slowcycling rhythms of the seven people asleep in the craft.beneath him and farther afield,
tel epathic murnurs from ot her

boats scattered about the Great Lagoon. In the distant south—
he concentrated his farsense, clunsily attenpting fine focus—
was a congl onerate nmental shinmrer. Fascinating! Could it be
comng fromthe Tanu capital city of Miriah, the goal toward

whi ch they had been traveling these past five days?

If he gave a hail, would anyone down there answer? Try!

There came a hard bright response, shocking in its eager-ness:
O shi ni ng boyni nd who?

Vell... Ailken Drumthat's who

Hold still littlenmnd so far yet so gl owi ng. Ah!

No. Stop that—+
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Do not pull away Shining One. What can you be?

Let go dammit!

Do not withdraw | think I know you..

Suddenly, he was overcone by an unprecedented fear. That

di stant unknown was | ocking onto him comng at himin sone

manner down the pathway of his own mind' s beam He pulled

away fromthe grasp and di scovered too late that it was going

to take alnmost all of his strength to sever the connection. He
tore free. He found hinself falling through thin air, his dra-gonfly
shape shifted back to vul nerable humanity. Wnd whis-tled

in his ears. He plunged toward the boat, nind and voice

screani ng, and only nanaged to regain control and the insect

forma scant nonent before disaster. Trenbling and funked

out, he settled to the tip of the mast.

Hi s projected panic had awakened the others. The boat be-gan

to rock, generating concentric ripples in the pale | agoon

El i zabeth and Creyn energed fromthe covered passenger com partnment
to stare at him and Rainpb, with an expression of

bl eary i nconprehension on his upturned face; and scow i ng

Stein, with worried little Sukey; and H ghjohn, the skipper

who yelled, "I knowthat's you up there, Aiken Drum God

help you if you' ve been playing any of your tricks with ny
boat ! "

The boatman's shout brought out the |ast passenger, the

torcl ess ant hropol ogi st, Bryan Grenfell, who was feeling testy
and was aware of none of the tel epathic querying now being
hurled at the dragonfly by the others. "Is it necessary to rock

the boat quite so nuch?"

"Ai ken, cone down," Creyn said aloud.."Not bloody likely," the dragonfly replied.

the insect prepared to flee.

The Tanu rai sed one slender hand in an ironic gesture. "Fly away, then, you fool

under st and what you're

renouncing. It makes no difference that you' ve escaped the
torc. W were expecting that. Allowances have been made.
Speci al privileges have been arranged for you in Miriah."

A doubting laugh. "I've already had a little hint of that."
"So?" Creyn was unconcerned. "If you'd kept your wits

about you, you'd know that you have nothing to fear from
Mayvar. On the contrary! But nmake no mi stake—even wi thout

the silver torc, she is able to detect you now, wherever you
m ght go. Running away woul d be the worst m stake you could
possi bly make. There's nothing for you out there, all al one.
Your fulfillment lies with us, in Miuriah. Now conme down. It's
time we resuned our journey. We should arrive in the capita
toni ght, and you can judge for yourself whether or not I|'ve
told the truth.”

Abruptly, the tall exotic man withdrew i nto the passenger
conmpartnent. The snall group of humans renmi ned on deck

gaspi ng.

"Ch—what the hell," said the dragonfly.

It spiraled down, |anded at the skipper's feet, and becane
alittle man clad in a gold-fabric costunme all covered with
pockets. Self-confidence conpletely restored, A ken Drum
grinned his golliwog grin.

"Maybe | will stick around awhile. For as long as it suits
me. "

That evening, when the throng of Tanu riders came to wel -cone
the boat to the shores of Aven, Bryan could think of only

a single thing: that Mercy might be sonewhere anong the
exotic caval cade. And so he rushed from one side of the boat
to the other while a team of twenty stout hell adotheria, |ooking

W ngs abuzz,

But be sure you
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sonet hing |ike giant okapis, were hitched to the craft in prep-aration
for its being hauled up the long rollered way to Miriah

There was a bright gi bbous noon. A kiloneter or so above the

docks, which lay on a saltflat surrounded by weathered nmsses

of striped evaporite, the Tanu capital city glittered on the dark

peni nsul ar hei ght |ike an Earthbound gal axy.

"Mercy!" Bryan called. "Mercy, |'mhere!"

There were nunbers of human nen and wonen ridi ng to-gether

with the tall exotics, dressed, like them either in faceted.and spiked glass arnor or richly
j ewel ed gauze robes. The

flanel ess torches that they carried cast beans of nany col ors.

The riders |laughed at Bryan and i gnored the questions that he

tried to shout amidst the tunult of the hitching.

So many of the human woren perched on the great chalikos

seened to have auburn hair! Again and again Bryan strained

to catch a closer glinpse of a |likely one. But always when the
beautiful rider approached it was not Mercy Lanbal |l e—ror

even one who really | ooked |ike her.

Ai ken Drum stood on one of the boat seats posturing like

a gilded puppet, throwi ng out teasing or challenging quips that
provoked exotic hilarity and increased the bedl am The Fi nno-Canadi an
woodsman, Ram o Hakki nen, hung over the pneu-matic

gunwal e of the boat kissing the proffered hands of the

| adies and toasting the men with swigs fromhis silver flask

In contrast, Stein O eson sat back in the shadows with one

huge arm curved protectively around Sukey, both of them ap-prehensive.
Ski pper Hi ghj ohn cane to stand beside Bryan in the bows.

He fingered the gray torc around his neck and | aughed out | oud.

"We' || be on our way any minute now, Bryan. Wat a wel -cone!
I've never seen anything like it. Just |ook at your tricky
little gold friend up there! They'Il have a hell of a tine tamng

that one—f they ever do!"

Bryan | ooked at the smiling brown face blankly. "What?

I"'m+"msorry, Johnny. | wasn't even listening. | thought |

saw-soneone. A woman | once knew. "

Wth kind firmess the boatnman pressed the anthropol ogi st

down onto one of the benches. Teansters whi pped up the

hel | ads and the boat began to roll, acconpanied by cheers and

a bell-loud clangor fromthe escort, some of whom were beating

their gem studded shields with glowi ng swords. From nearly

a hundred throats and minds cane the Tanu Song, its nel ody

oddly famliar to Bryan, for all that the words were alien

Li gan nol po' kone ni esi

"Kone o lan |li pred near,

U taynel conpri |a neyn

Ni bl epan al gar dedone.

Shonpri pone, a gabri nel

Shal u car netan presi,

Nar nmetan u bar taynel o pogekone,

Car metan sed gone nori..Bryan's fingers dug into the boat's splashcover fabric. The fantastic
panoply of riders swirled along the towpath as the

boat nounted a | ong slope. There was no vegetation this close to the salty |agoon, but eroded
lunps and pillars of mnera

| ooned in the wavering shadows |ike the ruins of sone elfin palace. The train entered a depression
bet ween steep cliffs and

bright Mriah disappeared fromview The hellad-drawn boat

and its faerie escort seenmed to nove toward a black tunnel nouth flanked by huge broken cherubi m
The Song echoed from overl oonmi ng wal |l s.

An ol d i magery reasserted itself to Bryan. A cave—deep

and dark—and a loved thing | ost inside. He was a snall boy

and the tine was six nillion years into the future: in England,
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inthe Mendip Hills where the family had a cottage. And his

kitten, Ci nders, wandered off, and he searched for three days. And finally he had stunbl ed upon
the entrance to the little

cave, barely large enough for his eight-year-old body to wiggle

through. He had stood staring at the fetid black hole for nore than an hour, know ng that he
shoul d search it but terrified at

t he thought.

In the end, he had taken a small electric torch and wor ned

his way in. The passage tw sted and angl ed downward. Scratched

by sharp stones and nearly breathless with fear, he had slithered

on. The stench from bat droppings was dreadful. Al daylight vanished at a turn in the narrow ng
corridor; and then the crack

opened into a deep cavern, too large to be illumnated by his

little flashlight. He ained the beam downward and saw no

bottom "Cinders!" he called, and his boy's voice reverberated in broken wails. There was a horrid
rustle and a faint sound

of squeaki ng. Fromthe cave roof high above, a mist of acrid

bat urine drifted upon him

Choki ng and retching, he had tried to turn around, but the crevice was too narrow. There was
nothing for it but to back

out on his stomach, tears stream ng down his cheeks, know ng

that at any nonent the bats mght fly into his face and sink

their teeth into nose and |Iips and cheeks and ears. He dropped the torch as he hunched al ong.
Maybe the |ight

woul d frighten the bats. He kept going, centineter by centi-neter

backward over rough stones, his knees and el bows getting

rawer. The passage woul d never end! It was al ready nuch

Il onger than it had been when he entered! And it was tighter

t oo, squeezi ng hi m beneath uni magi nabl e tons of black rock

until he knew it would press away his | i f e ....He canme out. Too weak even to sob, he had lain
there until the sun was

| ow. When he was able to get up and stagger hone, he found

C nders | apping a saucer of creamin the back garden. The

ghastly trip into the cave had been for nothing.

"I hate you!" he had screaned, bringing his nother on the

run. But by the time she reached him he was cradling the bl ack

kitten against his bruised and filthy cheek, stroking it while the

sound of its purring hel ped slow his thudding heart.

C nders had lived for another fifteen years, fat and com pl acent,

whil e Bryan's boyi sh devotion to the ani nal dw ndl ed

away i nto vague fondness. But he would live forever with the

horror of the loved thing lost, the fear and the gush of hate at

the end because his bravery had been wasted. And now he was

entering another chasm..

The friendly voice of the skipper drew himback. "The | ady

you're looking for. Did they tell you she was down here in

Muri ah?"

"An interviewer back at Castle Gateway recogni zed her

picture. He said she had been sent here. Creyn seemed to hint

that if | cooperated with the local authorities along professiona

lines, she and | mi ght—seet."

He hesitated only for a nonent before unbuttoning his breast

pocket and taking out the durofil msheet. Hi ghjohn stared at

Mercy's sel f-1lunminous portrait.

"What a beautiful, haunted face! | don't know who she is

here, Bry, but then I'"mon the river nost of the tine. God

knows |1'd never forget her if | ever did catch sight of her

Those eyes— You poor bastard.”

"You can say that again, Johnny."

"Way did she cone here?" the skipper asked.

"I don't know. Ridiculous, isn't it, Johnny? |I knew her only
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a single day. And then | had to | eave her for sone work that

seened to be inportant. Wen | returned, she was gone. Al

I could do was follow after. It was the only choice open to

me. Do you understand?"

"Sure, Bry. | understand. My own reasons for comng weren't

that different. Except that no one was waiting... But there's

sonet hi ng you' ve got to expect, when you do find her. She'l

be changed." "She was a latent. They'll have given her a silver torc. I'm

aware of that."

The big rivernman shook his head slowy. Once again he.touched his own gray necklet. "There's nore
toit than a latent's

becom ng operant —al t hough God knows, acquiring netafa-

culties all of a sudden has its hazards, so |'mtold. But even us grays—without getting any
met af unctions to speak of —

gain sonething fantastic through this torc. Sonmething that we

never had before." He pursed his thin purplish lips, then sud-denly

excl ai med, "Listen, man! \What do you hear?"

"They're singing in their Tanu | anguage."

"And to you, the words nean nothing. But to us collared ones, the Song says well-nmet, and fear-
not, and this-is-it, and

we- you-us! When a human bei ng becones part of the torced

society, he gains a whole new | evel of consciousness. Even us

grays, with no operant netafunctions, can share init. It's

nmore than tel epat hy—although that's a part of it. It's a whole

new form of social intercourse, this mnd-to-mnd intinacy.

How the hell can | explain it? Like being a nenber of some kind of superfam ly. You know you
belong to this great thing

that keeps rolling along and taking you with it. You'll never be alone in your pain again. Never
be outside. Never be

rejected. Any tine you need strength or confort, you can

dip into the collective resource. It's not a snothering thing

because you can take as nuch or as little of it as you choose—

well, subject to limtations unless you' re a gold-wearer. You

obey orders, just like in the service... But what I'mtrying to tell you is that wearing these
t hi ngs changes you deep

inside. It doesn't happen right away, but it does happen. As you wear the torc, you're educated
whet her you want to be

or not. Your lady is going to be a different person than the

one you renenber."

"She might not want nme. |Is that what you're trying to pre-pare

me for?"

"I don't know her, Bry. People react in different ways to

the torcs. Some of them bloom Mst of them"

The ant hropol ogi st did not nmeet the skipper's dark eyes.

"And sone don't. | see. Wat happens to the failures?"

"There aren't too many anong us grays. The Tanu have

worked out a fairish battery of tests to sort out the go and no

go. Human psychot echni ci ans wor ki ng under Lord Gommol try

to make sure that no normal human gets a gray torc unless his

or her PS profile shows that the device will be generally ben-efici al

to the individual's functioning. They don't want to waste

the torcs because they're not easy to nake. If your psycho-socia

tests show that you're a maverick, likely to whack out.unless you're allowed to stew in your own
i ndependent j ui ce,
then you don't get a gray collar. They'll coerce you in nore

conventional ways to nake you a productive nenber of their

soci ety—or el se give up and toss you into the discard. But the
real winners here in Exile are the torc wearers. The Tanu know
they can trust us because they can share our thoughts and contro
our rewards. So we're allowed positions of responsibility. Look
at me! Tanu are |l ousy swimers. But |'ve had nenbers of the
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Hi gh Table, the top Tanu adninistration, riding in nmy boat."

"Wth never a qualm | trust."

"Okay—augh. But 1'd never do anything to endanger the

lives of the exotics and they knowit. It would be unthinkable!"
"But you're not free." "Nobody is ever free," the skipper said. "Was | a goddam
lily of the field back in the Mlieu, piloting my ferryboat on

Tal | ahatchie with Lee driving me crazy jealous? Here in this
world, with this torc, | follow Tanu orders. And in return | get

a share in the kind of nmind-pleasures that only the nmetapsychics
got in our twenty-second century. It's like seeing with a thou-sand
eyes. Or going high with a thousand bodies all at once.

| can't tell you howit is. |I'mno poet. No psychol ogist, either."
"1' m begi nning to understand, Johnny. The torcs are cer-tainly
nmore conplex than | first thought."

"They make life a |l ot easier for the people who can stand

up to '"em Just take the matter of |anguage. In our Mlieu, the
exotic sociol ogists knew how vital it was for each single race

to have a single | anguage. That's why we humans had to agree

to become nonolingual as a condition to MIlieu acceptance—

and Standard English won hands down. But with this nental

speech, any kind of verbal m sunderstanding is inpossible!

When anot her person m ndspeaks to you, you know exactly

what the nessage is."

Half to himself, Bryan murnured, "Barbaric. That's why

the MIieu places such strict limtations on the netas. Especially
the human netas."

"I don't get your point there, Bry. See what | mean? If you

wore a torc, |I'd know exactly what you were trying to say."”
"Forget it, Johnny. Just my cynicismshowing its fangs."
"To ne, the nental unity seens ideal. But then, I"'mjust a

dunb sail orman whose | over went over to another. Now if the

two of us had been able to understand each other fromthe

start... aw, the hell with it. Now there are thousands of people

who love nme. In a manner of speaking.".The skipper waved at the procession of riders. Al nost al
of them i medi ately waved back. Bryan felt sonething cold

clutch at his bowels. "Johnny?"

The ski pper broke out of his reverie. "Mi?" "Not all of the tine-travelers are tested for
psychoconpa-tibility

before being torced. Stein wasn't. They collared hi m when he becane a nenace."

Hi ghj ohn shrugged. "You can understand why. The torc can

be used to subdue rebellious people on a short-range or |ong-range

basis. Since your pal is still with us, | presune they have

some plans for him Certain types—nedics and sone other specialists who rarely cone through the
gate—they get collared

willy-nilly, too. Essential occupations."”

"And t he netapsychic | atents—peopl e such as A ken and

Sukey and Rai nb? They were apparently put into silver collars

as soon as their latency was detected, w thout consideration of

any adverse nental consequences." "Well, the silvers are a special case," H ghjohn adnitted.
"There's the matter of the genes.”

Bryan | ooked at him

"The Tanu use human woren in their breedi ng schene,

Bry. Some human nen as well. Normals, latents, both kinds

get used. But the latents are the nobst valuable to them |'m

not too clear on the specifics of the thing, but sonehow they

figure that putting human |l atent genes into their pool wll speed

the day when the whol e Tanu race goes operant. You know. ..

just like the human race is going operant back in the Mlieu."

"But the Tanu are operant now, with their golden torcs!"

"Limted, man, limted. Even the best of 'emcan't neasure

up to nmasterclass netas in the MIlieu. And none of the Tanu
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are a patch on our Grand Masters. Nope—they've got a |ong

way to go in the m nd-power game. But this genetic schene

is supposed to give thema boost. The Tanu are great scheners.
Plotting and fighting are their favorite sports—followed closely
by screwi ng, drinking, and feasting. The gene plan is just one
of the ways they're trying to consolidate their advantage over
the Firvulag. You know about the Little People, don't you?
Raci al brothers to the Tanu. No-torc operants—but only in
illusion making, creativity, and sone farsensing, for the nost
part. Firvul ag genes are strong recessives anong Tanu, so the
Tanu nothers keep throwi ng Firvul ag babies. And the little

gnoni es are physically tougher and reproduce a hell of a lot.faster than the Tanu do.

Tanu want to keep contro

of Exile, they' ve got their work cut out for them"

"I" mstarting to appreciate the situation," Bryan said. "But,
conme back to the silver-torcs. If they're indiscrimnately col-lared,
then sonme of them nmust whip out under the neural ten-sion."
"True. Sone go nad. Any kind of torc can do that if the
personality of the wearer is fundanentally inconpatible. Even
the pure Tanu have their zonk-outs. Black-torcs, they call 'em
However, even if a silver goes bananas, the Tanu try to save
the genes. A worman will be put on oblivion hold and used as
brood stock until she breaks down. If she can't be restored by
the heal ers, her ova can be transplanted to ramas. That often
doesn't pan out because these exotic fol ks have a crude repro-
technol ogy—but they try anyhow. "

"And the male silver-torc dropouts?"

"Spermis an easy keeper. As for the bonkered-out

owner... well, there's always the Hunt. Or the life-offerings."
"I know about the Hunt." Bryan was grim "But the life-offering
thing is new Wat is it—human sacrifice?"

"More like ritual execution of crimnals and hopel essly unfit
persons. As | understand sacrifices, the victimwas supposed
to be noble or pure or something. Well, the Tanu have that

kind of ritual killing only once in a blue mon—ike when
there's a new King or Queen inaugurated. Like the regular life-offerings
come twice a year. At the tail end of the G and

Conbat in early Novenber and at the Grand Loving, in Muy.

It's nore like a clean sweep of the jails and soft roons than
anything else. Uncivilized by Mlieu standards, but not all that
bad an i dea when you get right down to it."

Don't read ny nmind, Johnny, Bryan thought. Al oud, he

said, "How do the human silvers becone gol ds?"

The ski pper gave a basso profundo | augh. "There's ways

and ways. Your weird little pal is a shoo-in candidate!"

Bryan was at a loss for words. Yes, Aiken nmight fit in very
well in this mad world of wondrous powers and appalling
barbarity. But what of Mercy, fey and fearful ?

Tall Creyn, with his red-and-white robes billowing in the
breeze, canme into the bows area, followed by Elizabeth. "W're
al rost there, Bryan. You can see the H gh King' s pal ace now—
that conmplex with bars of golden |ight and the hundreds of
bright |anps spaced along the facade. We'Il be endi ng our

journey there. After we've rested for a few hours, there'll be.a supper feast

arrivals. King Thagdal and

Queen Nontusvel will be there thenselves to bid you wel cone. "
"Do all newconers get such a splendid reception?" Elizabeth

i nqui red. Half hidden behind the towering Tanu, she was an
unobtrusive figure in her red denimjunpsuit.

"Not all." Creyn sniled down at her. "Your arrival is a very
speci al occasion. It's been an honor for ne to escort you.
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hope to be able to work with you at Redact House in later

days. "

The realization burst upon Bryan. O course. The magnif-icent
escort had really cone to catch a glinpse of Elizabeth!

And the banquet with the King and Queen in attendance woul d

be primarily for her. What a priceless catch the exotic tinme-fishers
had nade in this quiet, repressive woman with the

unf at homabl e nental powers. And what new plans the genetic
schemers nust be hatching! Poor Elizabeth. Bryan wondered

whet her she was yet aware of the kind of tenptation that the
Tanu were sure to offer; and whether she realized the deadly
danger that she faced if she should decline to cooperate..

Creyn continued to point out features of the capital city to

the two of them "The |largest of the structures, those with the
surnounting towers and faceted beacons, are the headquarters

of the five great Guilds Mental. You mi ght think of them as

met apsychic clans—for there is nore of a famly than a profes-siona
rel ati onship anong the nmenbership. The violet and am ber

lights adorn the Hall of Farsensors, which is presided over

by the venerabl e Lady Mayvar Kingmaker. The Quild of Cre-ators
has its headquarters lit with aquamarine and white. At

the present tine, this group is led by Lord Aluteyn Crafts-nmaster
However, his authority has been recently chall enged

and there nmay be changes nade after the nanifestations of

power take place at the Grand Conbat. The blue and anber

lights synbolize the Coercer Cuild, whose head is Sebi-Gom nol

a human wearer of the gold. Beyond that conplex rises

the hone of the psychokinetics, the novers and shakers who

are led by Lord Nodonn Battlenaster. He is at this time resident
in his home city of CGoriah. The PK Guild has rose and anber

for its heraldic colors.™

"And your association?" Elizabeth asked.

"The @uild of Redactors has its headquarters outside of the

city, on the southern slope of the Munt of Heroes. The white-and-

red illumnation is not visible fromthis side of the pen-.insula. Qur guild is headed by Lord
Di onket, Chief Heal er of
t he Tanu."

A small figure in a suit of netallic fiber cane slithering
forward. Ai ken Drum doffed his hat and bowed. Hi s grinning
face was shadowed and masklike in the light of the escort's
torches. "I couldn't help but eavesdrop, Chief. Howis it that a hunan
bei ng—this Gunbal I, or whatever his nane is—an head up

one of your big corporations?"

Creyn's reply was cold. "Lord Sebi-Gomol is a person of
extraordi nary tal ents—both nmetapsychic and scientific. After
you neet him you'll know why we hold himin such high
esteem "

"How did he get his gold?" A ken persisted.

Even Bryan was aware of the pal pable revul sion flow ng
fromthe exotic healer. "You' d better hear that fromhis own

lips as well."

Ai ken gave a w cked chuckle. "I can hardly wait. A d Gum bal
sounds |ike the kinda guy who could even give ne a few
tips!"

You will |eave us Aiken Drum

Anyt hi ng you conmand Chi ef!

Eli zabeth frowned at the retreating back of the golliwog

youth. To analyze this interesting inplication was going to take
sone patient work. She hoped Lord Gomrmol woul d be present

at the feast.

Bryan was asking, "Are the rest of the buildings in the city
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private, then?"

"By no neans," Creyn said. "Muriah is a working capital

The persons resident here are primarily concerned with the

adm ni stration of our Many-Col ored Land. Qur education fa-cilities
are here and certain other vital operations as well. But

you wi |l discover, Bryan, that we are not nearly so formal in
these high matters as your Galactic Mlieu will be six mllion
years into the future. W have a small population in our High
Ki ngdom and a fairly sinple culture. Many worki ngs of our
government are handl ed fam |y-fashion. You will be encour-aged
to study the social structure very closely. There are things
you must tell us about ourselves."

The ant hropol ogi st inclined his head. "It'Il be a fascinating
project. | can't think of a MIlieu culture even remptely resembling
yours."

The boat was finally drawing up to a quasi-Babylonian ed-.ifice of white stone, |avishly adorned
with flowering plants that dripped over stepped, |anplighted bal conies. The portico of

the pal ace fronted on a spur of the rollered way. There were no casual nobs of human onl ookers to
be seen, but a large

group of liveried human attendants stood waiting, together with

forty or fifty little ramas dressed in white tabards ornamented with the stylized gol den nal e
face, enbl em of the sovereign

As the boat cane to a halt, the nmounted escort rode partway

up a flight of shallow steps that led to the pal ace entrance. The

riders sat straight in their saddles, raised their torches on high, and fornmed into ranks |ike an
honor guard.

There was a gong sound and a flourish of trunpets. A stately Tanu worman dressed all in silver and
attended by silver-ar- nored human soldiers cane to the head of the stairs. She held

out both arns toward the travelers in the boat and sang a strophe in the Tanu | anguage. The riders
chorused a response at the

top of their lungs. Creyn interpreted. "The Exalted Lady Eadone, Dean of

Quil ds and el dest daughter of the Thagdal, greets you. Elizabeth will answer."

Ski pper Hi ghj ohn had been busy am dshi ps wi ndi ng out a gangpl ank that settled onto the | owest
step. He winked at Eliz-abeth

and held out a big brown hand to assist her to disenbark. An abrupt silence fell. The brisk
eveni ng breeze whi pped

t he pennons, capes, and robes of the chaliko riders. Elizabeth in her sinple red suit |ooked | ost
in the midst of the pageant;

but her physical and nental voice was firmand quite as impressive

as that of the King' s daughter. She spoke a phrase in the Tanu | anguage and then repeated it in
English: "Thank you for welconming us to this beautiful city. W are inpressed by the splendor and
ri chness of your

Many- Col ored Land, which is so different fromthe prinmtive

worl d we expected to find six million years into our past. W greet you with all goodwill. W hope
you will be patient with us as we learn your ways. And we pray that there will be peace

bet ween our two races through the length of the world' s age.”

Crash! went the druns and cynbals. The orderly scene dissolved into a carnival whirl. Chaliko
riders gall oped up and

down the steps, cheering, |aughing, and singing. After a cour-teous

nod to Elizabeth, the Lady Eadone vani shed into the palace. Attendants and ramas came swarmng to
assist the time-travel ers and gather up their baggage.

El i zabet h cane qui ckly back onto the boat before the wild.throng could engulf her. Distracted, all
barriers up against the

ment al cacophony, she went forward to say goodbye to Ski pper

Hi ghj ohn.
Bryan was there, |eaning against the doorfrane of the wheel -house,
a |l ook of horror on his face. Creyn passed Elizabeth, smling. "It's quite all right.

Hi ghj ohn did such a fine job in conveying us that | wanted to
give himhis reward i nmedi ately." The redactor stepped onto

t he gangpl ank and vani shed into the crowd.

El i zabeth canme and stood beside Bryan, looking into the
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wheel house. The boatman | ay on the deck beside the steering

housing. His old U S. Navy cap had fallen fromhis head. H's

eyes were rolled back so that only the whites were visible.

Ri bbons of saliva were spun fromhis open nouth to his Kkinky

bl ack beard. The gray torc was slinmy with sweat. Hi ghjohn's

hands scratched at the decking and his body arched up again

and again in convul sive spasns.

He groaned in ecstasy.

Bryan whi spered, "Are they all doing it to you, Johnny?

Al'l of them curing the |oneliness?"

Wth gentle firmess he drew Elizabeth back and cl osed the

wheel house door. Then they followed the others into the pal ace

of the Tanu King..2

A GAUDY THRONG EDDI ED AROUND THE FEAST- HALL ANTE-room

in anticipation of the arrival of what a courtier had called

Most Exal ted Personages. Both humans and Tanu wore filny

robes in different styles. Mst of the wonen sported fantastic

wired and j ewel ed headdresses. Miusic filled the air, played by

an unseen orchestra that featured flutes, harps, and gl ocken-spiels.

Bryan and Elizabeth and Stein and Sukey and Rai no had

met again after an interval of three hours, brought into a railed

encl osure separate fromthe rest of the crowd of dinner guests.

The tine-travel ers stared at one another and then burst into

| aught er, so bernusi ng had been their transfornmation

"But they took away ny other clothes!" Rainp protested,

his face aflane. "And they told ne this would be the kind of

thing the other guys would wear!"

Stein guffawed. "Tal k about giving the |ladies a treat—

You | ook like a friggerty ballet dancer. O Captain Marvel!"

"Steinie, shut up," said Sukey. "I think Rainmo |ooks fine."

A owering, the fornmer woodsnan tried to pull his skinpy

gol den cape around his torso. He wore a scarlet |eotardlike

garment with a faint diapre pattern of gold that |ooked as if it

had been shri nk-w apped about his muscul ar body. Gol den

boots and a matching belt conpleted the ensenbl e.

He is packaged for display, Elizabeth realized. Wth his

meager psychokinetic ability and | ow |l evel of intelligence, he

is destined to be a toy.

Rai nro was scowWing at Stein. "At |east they got you out of

that mangy fur kilt."

The Viking only smled. He | ooked nagnificent and knew

it, having been decked out by palace servitors in a deep-green.short tunic of sinplest cut,
together with his own | eather collar and belt studded with gold and anber. To this had been added
an ornate baldric in simlar style that supported a bronze two- handed sword in a jeweled
scabbard. From Stein's great shoul- ders fell a cloak of sherry-colored brocade held by a
greenstone brooch. He wore his bronze Vikso helnmet with the curling

hor ns.

Sukey clung to one armof this incarnation of Norse divinity. Her gown was of white silken gauze
with a trailing skirt and close-fitting sleeves. The sinplicity of the dress was offset by an
el aborat e headdress resenbling a silver halo, ornanented with glowing red gens. The ruby col or of
the stones was repeated in her narrow pendant belt and in the wide bracelets at her wists. "l

think they dressed nme in the heraldic colors of the clan I'mto be initiated into," Sukey said.
"The redactors seemto wear red with white or silver. | wonder why you didn't get
red-and-white regalia, Elizabeth?" The farspeaker said, "I think I look very tasteful in black

Perhaps it has a special significance. They did spend a lot of time dressing ny hair, at any rate.
And when the wardrobe mistress saw ny dianond ring, she cane up with this nice little tiara." "You
and | make rather a set," Bryan observed. "El egant

restraint in the mdst of these birds of paradise."

El i zabeth was anused. "And not bad at all, Doctor, now that you've shed those winkled bush-
cottons and the imtation Aussie hat."

The once-drab ant hropol ogi st now wore garnments cut froma glistening fabric of deepest bl ue-green

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (19 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

He had narrow trou- sers tucked into silver short boots, a well-tailored jacket piped in silver,
and a long cape that matched the suit. Elizabeth's costunme was al so sinple. Her |oose gown of
filmy black was

adorned by a narrow neck-yoke of red netallic fabric; two free- hanging ribands of the sane
material, jewel ed and enbroi-dered,

fell fromthe front and rear of the yoke. It was a style

that many of the Tanu women wore—al t hough none showed the bl ack-and-red col or schenme. Sukey was

| ooki ng around. "I wonder where Aiken is?" Stein nuttered, "I don't see how they coul d nmake that
kid any fancier-1ooking than he already is." "Speak of the devil," Bryan said. A servant pulled
asi de the drapery covering the passage door.that led to their enclosure. The m ssing nenber of the

group
was ushered in, and Stein's observation proved to be prophetic.
Ai ken Drumwas still wearing his own golden suit with the

hundred pockets. He had added only a bl ack cape that sparkled

Ii ke carbonado and a tall bunch of black feathers fastened be-hind
t he cockade of his broad-brinmed hat.

"The festivities may now conmence!" the jester declared.

"Maybe we'd better wait for the King and Queen," Elizabeth

suggest ed.

Rai nro was indignant. "Wuld you believe it, Aik? They

took mmy flask!"

"The fewkin' fiends! 1'd bring it running to you on little

bitty feet, Chopper, if | wasn't confused by the layout of this

pl ace."

"You could really bring it here?" the ex-woodsnman ex-cl ai med.

"Why not ? You know what whi sky nmeans? And akvavit

and all those other boozy words we know and | ove? They al
translate as "water of life!" Al those old fol ks who put a nane
to strong drink thought that it put the Iife back into you. So

why shouldn't | put alittle life into the booze? Make it sprout

| egs.. .easy!"

"I thought they programmed a curb on your netafunctions,"”

El i zabeth sai d. She probed gently and net a well-constructed

def ense.

Ai ken wi nked. He hooked a finger around his silver torc

and pul l ed. The netal necklet seened to stretch—then snap

back to solidity. "I've been working on that, sweets. Plus a

few other things. Want to bet this is going to be one nother

of a party?"

"Attaway, buddy!" Rainp cackl ed.

"I must say," the shining youth observed, "that the rest of you are really |ooking up, sartorially
speaki ng. You're al nost

as gorgeous as ne!" He studied Stein and Sukey in silence for

a noment, then said, "And let me offer nmy largest felicitations

on your union."

The Viking and his lady stared at Aiken with mngled fear

and resol ution.

Damm you Ai ken, Elizabeth sent. |I'll snap your synapses if

you—

But the trickster swept on, black eyes alight. "The Tanu

aren't going to like it, because they had plans of their own for
you two. But I'ma sentinentalist. Romance must triunph!"."Do you know what you're talking about?"
Stein's voice was quiet. One hamsized fist closed over the pormel of his
bronze sword

Ai ken skipped close to him Scandi navi an bl ue eyes bridged

a fifty-cent gap as they nmet those of the nmischief-maker. Eliz-abeth
was aware of an electric surge of mndspeech, well-directed

along the intimte node. She could not decipher it;

but Sukey nmust have understood it, as well as her gigantic
consort.

The background mnusi ¢ ceased. A squad of trunpeters, their
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gl ass carnices hung with banners featuring the nal e-head notif,
appeared in the arch of the feasting hall and sounded a fanfare.
The butterfly swarm of guests paired off and a fuller orchestra
began to play alla narcia.

Bryan caught the eye of a human courtier who was opening

the gate of their enclosure. "Wagner?"

The gray-torc nodded. "Indubitably, W rthy Doctor. Qur

graci ous Lady Eadone wi shed to make you feel nore at hone,
insofar as that's possible. The Tanu are very fond of human
musi c. The feasters will also use your own speech-vocal in

consi deration of your torcless status. |If you please, your schol-arly
anal ysis of our society may begin this very night."

It began when | cane through the damm tinme-gate, Bryan

t hought. But he only nodded to the man

Ai ken was asking the gray, "Wat do we do now, cockie?

We don't want to commt any fox paws in front of the biggies.”
The courtier said, "The Mdst Exalted Personages are en-throned
at their own banqueting table. You'll be presented to
thembriefly, and then the supper will begin. Court etiquette
is very informal in this society. Just carry on with reasonabl e

courtesy."”
They waited until the last of the privileged citizens of Miriah
had entered the hall, marching two by two. Then it was tine

for their own entrance.
Ai ken swept off his golden hat and nade a nocki ng bow
to Rainp. "Shall we, dear?"

"Why the hell not?" |aughed the forester. "If this party is
anything like the last one, the ladies'I| be joining us inside!l"
"This party," Aiken said, "is not going to be anything |ike

the Iast one. But you'll have a great time, Ray. | guarantee

it."

"How about the rest of us?" Stein asked. He had tucked his. hel met under one arm He and Sukey fel
i n behind Rai nb and

Ai ken.

"Make your own fun, ny man," said Aiken Drum He

strutted through the ranks of trunpeters into the hall.

Wordl essly, Bryan offered his armto Elizabeth; but al

t hought of the farspeaker and her fate had gone fromhis mnd

As they stepped forward to the Tannhauser cadences he felt

only the stabbing thrust of his fixe: that Mercy woul d be there!
There and safe within her silver. Not trapped, not struggling,
but secure in the faerie fanmly that enraptured the | ucky ones
among its captives.

Only let her be happy.

They wal ked into a great beaned and panel ed room t hat

was |it by brazen sconces full of honest fire. The sparkling
little neta |l anps were in use, too, but for decoration only,
studdi ng strange tapestries and netal scul ptures along the walls.
The feasting board made a great inverted U-shape, with the
several hundred guests ranged al ong both sides of the latera
sections, standing at their places. At the far end of the chanber
was the local version of the high table—-actually somewhat

| ower than the two side boards so that the dignitaries enthroned
there would be nore visible to the guests. The wall behind the
Exal t ed Personages had a huge reproduction of the nal e-head
motif, crafted of gold and deeply set into a conpl ex nosaic

of the crystalline meta lights. Draperies of thin nmetallic fabric
framed the whol e enbl em and nerged i nto a canopy above the

line of twenty thrones. Liveried waiters were poi sed behind al

of the guests. The Personages were attended by a double line

of servitors, much nore sunptuously dressed than those who
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wai t ed upon the | ower orders.
Bryan and Elizabeth wal ked toward the table, past the ranks
of smiling nobility. The anthropologist tried to be discreet as
he scanned the throng; but there were such nunbers on both
sides of the room and far too many of the human wonen had
auburn h ai r
"The Worthy Doctor of Anthropol ogy Bryan Grenfell."

And then the arbiter bibendi was presenting him and
he stepped forward and nade his brief obeisance in the usua
Mlieu style, conscious that the people at the H gh Table were
craning forward to study himand his fermal e conpanion with
an eagerness they had not vouchsafed to the four other hono-rees.
Court etiquette evidently did not include the introduction.of the Personages to him but
little curiosity about the glittering figures at the nmonent. Mercy was not anong them
Bryan stepped back and Elizabeth, pale and strained-|ook-ing,
had her turn last of all.
"The Most Illustrious Lady Elizabeth O ne, G and Master
Far-speaker and Grand Master Redactor of the Galactic MI-ieu."
Bl oody hell, narvel ed Bryan
The standing guests raised their arms. Astonishingly enough,
the Exal ted Personages got up fromtheir thrones and al so joi ned
in the salute. The entire assenbly gave voice to a threefold hail:
"Slonshal! Slonshal! Slonshal!"
Hairs bristled at the back of Bryan's neck. Now that had
to be a linguistic coincidence.
The nost central of the mal e Personages gave a small tw st-ing
gesture. From somewhere cane a jangling sound, as though
a chain were being shaken. Silence fell.
"Let refreshnent and fell owship prevail," intoned the nale
Per sonage. A nmagnificent physical specinen, he wore a white
robe, conpletely unadorned. H s long blond hair and fl ow ng
beard were dressed with exquisite care in braids and tiny thin
curls. There was a distinct resenbl ance to the masklike he-raldic
enbl em and Bryan knew that this nmust be Thagdal, High
Ki ng of the Tanu
The tabl eau broke into a confetti swirl as the guests flung
thenselves into their seats or went dashi ng about to exchange
fresh greetings with one another. Human waiters and rama
servers began | oading the tables with food and drink. The six
honorees were seated on | ow couches opposite the Exalted
Personages and all fornmality went by the board as the Tanu
aristocrats satisfied their curiosity by asking the tine-travelers
a torrent of questions.
Bryan found hi nsel f addressed by a form dable woman in
white seated at the right hand of the King. Gorious red hair
cascaded from beneath a close-fitting hood of golden fabric
wi th upstanding jewel ed wings. "I am Nontusvel, Modther of
the Host and wife to the Thagdal. In courtesy | am your Lady,
Bryan, and | bid you warm wel cone to our Many- Col ored
Land and conpany. Now.. .what's this | see? Confusion in
you? And perhaps a fear? | would ease that if | night."
The power of her smiling ur-nothermnd was irresistible,
strunmng his nenories like an expert lutanist. A dimcontro
room high in a chateau tower and a face full of sweet rue..Tears at a troubadour's song.
that chord pl ucked,
segue into another of apple blossons nightingal es noon rising
flesh warnth auburn hair and eyes of the haunted sea so fey.
And then the di ssonant arpeggi 0. But where Gaston where's
she gone where through the damm tine-portal into Exile. Here
I go Monsieur le Chat into the deep cellar..
Bryan's festive costume had i nner pockets. Wthout voli-tion

he had

And with
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he reached a hand into the one over his breast and handed

the durofilmto Queen Nontusvel. She gazed at Mercy's por-trait.
"You followed her here, Bryan."

"Yes." | did but see her passing by. Till |I die | see her

Nont usvel 's netapsychic tendrils cane weavi ng sol ace and

di version. "But your Mercy is safe, Bryan! Successfully in-tegrated
into our fellowship. And so happy! It was as though

she had been born for the torc. As though she yearned uncon-sciously
to belong to us and searched us out over the gap of

six mllion years."

The Queen's eyes were as bright as sapphires, shining with

an inner light, for all that they seened to have no pupils.

"May | visit her?" he asked hunbly.

"She is in Goriah, in that region you would call Brittany.

But she will soon return to our City of the Wiite Silver Plain

and then you shall hear her tell of her life anmbng us. And in
return for this reunion, will you serve us willingly? WIIl you

hel p us to gain the know edge that we require, the insight that

may be vital to our survival as a race?"

"I will do as | can, Exalted Lady. My training has been in
the analysis of cultures and the evaluation of intercultural impact
and the attendant stresses. | admit that | don't understand

conpl etely what you want of me, but |'mat your disposal."

Nont usvel nodded her wi nged gol den head and sml|ed. The

Hi gh King turned fromElizabeth and said to the anthropol ogi st,
"My dear son Ognol will help you coordinate your researches.

See hin®? That high-spirited fellow at the righthand table in the
tur quoi se-and-sil ver robe, balancing the wine ewer on his head,

the silly twit. There! Now he's done i t ... Well, even a schol ar

has a right to celebrate. You'll see his nore serious side to-norrow.
He' Il be your guide. Your assistant, danme! And

bet ween the two of you, you'll make sense out of our conun-drum

before the Geat Conmbat convenes or |I'ma no-ball son

of a Howl er nule!"

He guffawed hugely and Bryan, overawed, could only think.of a particular virile Ghost of
Present he had seen

as a child on the Tri-D.

"I'f I may ask, King Thagdal —-what is the basis for your

soverei gnty?"

Bot h Thagdal and Nontusvel |aughed uproariously, the King

to the point of coughing. Wereupon the Queen took up a great

gol den cup and soot hed her husband with a draft of honey-w ne.

Wien the King was restored, he said, "I like that, Bryan
Begin at the top with the authority figures. And begi n now
Well, it's sinple enough, lad. |I've got stupendous netafunc-tions,

of course, and I'ma wiz in battle. But ny nost val ued
attribute is—fertility! More than half of the people in this hal
are nmy children and grandchildren and great-grandchil dren.

And that's not to count the absent |oved ones—eh, Nonnie?"

The Queen sinpered discreetly. She told Bryan, "My Lord

Husband is the father of eleven thousand and fifty-ei ght—and
never a Firvulag and never a black-torc anbng them H s germ
plasmis wthout peer, and for this reason he is our H gh King."
Bryan tried to phrase his next inquiry tactfully. "And you,
Nobl e Lady, have a similarly distinguished reproductive his-tory?"
"Two hundred and forty-two children!" trunpeted Thagdal

"A record anong the royal spouses. And anpbng them such

many-tal ented | umi naries as Nodonn and Velteyn and | nido

and Cul | uket! And the Exalted Ladi es Ri ganone and O ana and
Dectar—+to say nothing of dear Anear! None of mny other wives,

not even the | anmented Lady Boanda, brought forth such riches."

Chri st mas
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And now Elizabeth entered the colloquy, saying softly,

"Bryan—be sure to have His Majesty tell you about the other

nmot hers of his children.”

"Si npl e enough." Thagdal beaned. "Share the wealth!

Propagate the optimal phenotype, as Crazy Greggy would say.

Every gold and silver lady gets a whirl with the A d Man first

time around."

Eli zabeth said, "And after they're inpregnated by the King,

they may becone the wives or mstresses of other Tanu nobles

and have children by others. Isn't that interesting?"

"Very," Bryan said faintly. "But this—dh—genetic plan

could not have been in force fromthe begi nning of your race's

resi dence on the planet Earth."

Thagdal stroked his beard. Hi s bushy blond brows came

together. "No-o0-0. Things were a little different back in the

begi nni ng—n the Dark Ages, so to speak. There weren't too.many of us then, and | had to fight for
my Kingly rights if the

lady wasn't willing. But of course | won nost of the tine,

because in those days | was the best swordsnman in nore ways than one. You understand?"

Bryan said, "There was a similar customduring the ancient

day of our Earth. It was called the droit du seigneur."

"Right! Right! | recall one of the dear little gorfie silvers nentioning it. Were was | ?... Yes,
the history thing! Well,

with the opening of the tinme-gate and the coming of you people fromthe future, we tried to
organi ze the propagation of the

race nore scientifically. Some of your folks were a great help along those lines. You nust be sure
to neet them Bryan. 1'd

say they rank as near-godparents of the glorious Tanu fellow ship you see here today! Dear old
Crazy Greggy, of course—Lord Greg-Donnet, that is, our Eugenics and Genetics Master.

And t hat narvel ous wonman, Anastasya-Bybar! Were the hel

woul d we be if Tasha hadn't shown our decadent reprotech- nicians howto reverse the sterilization
of human woren? Why—

all of those precious |atent ova would have been lost to us!"

He dug an el bow into Nontusvel's junoesque torso. "And half ny fun is persevering until | get that
little bun safely into the

oven—eh, Nonni e?"

The Queen sinpered. Bryan took an overlarge swallow of wi ne. He was consci ous

of Elizabeth's eyes on him "And so—and so approxi mately seventy years ago, when the first tinme-
travel ers began to arrive,

you started to hybridize with humans?”

"Get it straight, son. Only the human nmal es contributed to

the gene pool at first. Tasha didn't cone through until—when?—say, ten years after the gate
opened. Qur |adies had their fun, of course, in those early years. And it didn't take

long for us to discover that human-Tanu hybrids were less likely to go Firvulag—and nore likely to
be carried to termby our

delicate little nothers.. .saving your presence, Nonnie |ove! Even our nunbwit Tanu geneticists
noticed that. Al uteyn and

his people were on the | ookout for someone |ike Academ cian

Anast asya Astaurova. And sure enough—€onpassi onate Tana sent her to us with bells on! Literally."
Thagdal indulged in another fit of jollity, quenching it with

heroic drafts of wine. All around the feasting hall, spirits were rising as cups were drai ned and
refilled. The supper consisted

nostly of neat dishes in bew ldering variety, together wth

great platters of fruit, and breadrolls baked in odd shapes..Entertai ners, announced by the
arbiter bibendi, did their turns in the niddle of the U of tables, and the guests responded with
showers of small coins or hal f-chewed bones, according to the quality of the talent displayed. The
Exal t ed Personages supped

in a nore refined fashion; but down near one end of the High

Tabl e, where Ai ken was seated opposite two nobles attired in

rose and gold, there was a good deal of rowdy | aughter and cupt hunpi ng goi ng on

The Queen said, "Tell dear Bryan about our gift of the torcs, Thaggy."
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"Tell us both," Elizabeth said, with her nost Mna Lisa snile.

The King wagged a finger at the farspeaker. "Barriers still up, little love? That'll never do, you
know. Honey-wine is

what you need. |Is there anything else | can tenpt you wth?"

Nont usvel covered her nouth and spluttered with stately mrth.

"Your Mnjesty is a npbst gracious host." Elizabeth raised

her goblet to him "Please continue your fascinating history.
humans! Well, you have

to understand that true fell owship between us Tanu and you
peopl e wasn't sonething that could spring up full-grown in a year or two. There was the genetic
conmpatibility, with advan-tages

that were mani fest but not well understood. W bestowed honorary gol den torcs on Greggy and Tasha
in gratitude for

their efforts. They weren't latents, as it turned out, and not all that psychoadaptive, either
And t hen |skender-Kernonn cane

t hrough and donesticated the animals and we gave him an

honorary torc."

"Poor dear |sky," the Queen |anmented, enptying her goblet. Awaiter filled it imrediately.

"Snat ched fromus by the Fir-vul ag

and their bestial coterie of Lowives!"

"And then about forty years ago Eusebi o came through and did such brilliant work inproving the
rama torcs—bei ng a psychobi ol ogi st back in the Mlieu and the first person who

seenmed to understand the theory behind the torcs. So we gave

hima gold, too, and named him Gormol. And damed if the man didn't turn out to be a superlative
| atent coercer, for all that he's an ugly little runt! Wat a shock for us!"

"You hadn't known about the human netapsychic | atency factor before?" Elizabeth asked.

"We are an old, old race,"” the Queen admitted, "afflicted with a certain scientific |anguor.” A
tear stole fromone sapphire.eye and trickled down her flaw ess cheek, splashing into the

cushi oned depths of her corsage. She took consolation fromthe cup. "As Nonnie says," the King
resuned, "we're an ancient race. Rather decadent in certain disciplines, | fear. And our own snall
facti on—whi ch as you may know fled our hone

gal axy under duress—was even less scientifically inclined than

the conmmon ruck of Tanu... No, except for Brede (who doesn't

really count), we didn't understand how the torcs worked to make our own netafunctions operant,
and we didn't try very hard to understand the powers thensel ves. They were there, if you foll ow
me. W didn't worry overmuch about the whys

and wherefores, so hunman | atency came as a conplete surprise. As Gomol pointed out, you humans
didn't know your own

m nds and bodies for ninety-nine pip niner per centum of your

racial history, either! So don't sneer at us. Wiere was | ?... Ch, yes. Latent humans. Wl |, when
Gommol got his golden torc and went neta, he connected the whole thing in a flash. The Tanu are
latents and so are normal humans—some nore, but most very nuch |ess, even to the point of nullity.
In your future world, the babies that are potential operants are detected and

later trained up by farsensing and redactive practitioners such

as this Illustrious Lady." He gave a courtly nod to Elizabeth.

"Since no operants cane through the tine-portal in those days,

and since our torc-enhanced powers are shaky in detecting

human | atents, Gommol decided that we nust nake ourselves

a nechani cal device for nental assay of the human popul ation.

He worked out the gadget that tested you fol ks back at Castle Gateway. W have others at our
principal cities to catch the

|l atents that el ude us because of nental turnoil during the initial

testing. There are a fair nunber of slip-throughs." He scow ed

t hunderously. "Including one that was an unmitigated disaster! Wiere was | ?... Gommol's

brai nstorm Understand now-this chap is an inspired psychobiol ogist. He knew it woul d be dan-
gerous to put gold torcs on human | atents who weren't whol e- heartedly assimilated into our
fellowship." "There are always," the Queen interposed darkly, "in- grates.”

"So Gomol conceived the silver torcs, with their built-in psychoregulators. And shortly after
that, the gray torcs—to be used by so-called nonlatent humans who could stand very |ow |eve

met apsychi ¢ invol venent. A whole new world of fellow ship was born! Beginning in Gomol's tine,
when it becane. possi ble to mass-produce the gray torcs—well, produce themwith relative speed, at

"Where was | ?.. Torcs for the
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any rate—we of the Tanu were able to

sei ze the ascendancy on this world. The vile Firvulag, those
shadow si blings of ours, were no |longer able to contend with
us on a virtually equal footing. W had armies of |oyal human
grays to crush their superior nunbers! W had hunman not hers

to counter the vulgar fecundity of their coarse little wonen!
We had the noble silvers—our operant allies-mental! And as
time went on, many of the silvers were advanced to full citi-zenship
and given gold."

This can be done without psychic injury torcexchange?
Certainly cherished Elizabeth silvertorc renmoved wi thout
danger after gold in place.

"And think! The brilliant gray technicians have inproved

our econony by devising nore efficient means of transport and
goods production! Thanks to the mourned Lord of Aninals,
Kernonn, we have beasts to ride and beasts to haul and beasts
to guard us from Firvul ag depredation. And perhaps best of

al | ... we have hybrid human chanpions in the Grand Conbat."
The King paused. He | eaned across the table, upsetting his cup
in the process, and took one of Elizabeth's hands.

"And now, Tana's bounty surpasses itself. She has sent us
you. "

Queen Nontusvel seened to radiate a |unar benevol ence.

There was a different glow in the deep green eyes of Thagdal

I npervi ous and calm Elizabeth repeated, "And now Tana

has sent me. But in our owmn world, the gifts of God are often
anbi guously given. You don't yet see ne as | am King Thag-dal."
"But that will cone, dearest Elizabeth! You shall go to the
nost noble of us all for your initiation into our ways—to the
Presci ent Lady Brede Shipspouse, she of the Two Faces and

the poetry. Brede will teach you and you will teach her. And
in good tine you will go to Tasha-Bybar and then you will

come to me. Dearest Elizabeth."

"Dearest Elizabeth,” cane Nontusvel's echo. Surely it was as full of goodwill as it had ever been
"A toast!" bellowed Thagdal, leaping to his feet. His cup

had been speedily righted and repl eni shed.

"A toast!" the several hundred guests shouted back. The
arbiter shook the chain of silence.

"To the Tanu race and the human race! In fellowship, in comunion, in |ove!".The feasters raised
their great gol den goblets. "Fell owship!

Comuni on! Love!"

"Wth an enphasis on the latter!" called out A ken Drum

There was | aughter and shouting and a great swall ow ng

and spilling of wine, with many a soggy enbrace and a si pping
fromlip to Iip. The royal couple, inflanmed by the drink and
festivity, now clung to each other murnuring and snorting. A
corps de ballet of human wonmen and nen, dressed alike in

bol d nagpi e | eotards, appeared as music struck up and began

to lead the throng in el aborate contredanse patterns.

El i zabet h whi spered to Bryan, "lI'mgoing to have to | eave
you for a while. | rmust look into themwhile their inhibitions
are down. If you like, 1'll share the data with you later." She

gave hima sol enm noue, then closed her eyes and wi t hdrew

to sonme nental vantage point.

One of the femal e black-and-whiters tried to haul Bryan off

his bench into the dance, where A ken and Rai no were already
whirling and | eaping as though they had been doing the conpl ex
steps all their lives. Bryan shook his head to the invitation. He
let the waiters fill his great cup again and again and tried to
blot fromhis nmind the realization of how it nust be now w th
Mercy. Wien he finally thought to examine the cup closely and
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di scovered what the gold and jewels ensheat hed, he was too

drunk to care..3

STEINIE DON' T DANCE WTH THEM DON' T. LOOK WHAT THEY do to Rainmo ny God

Allright allright littleone calmkeep on hiding the two of us don't give way don't fear
They are stronger especially this D onketLordHeal er | could never keep himout of us w thout
El i zabet hhel p. They don't

like that friendshipwall but afraid offend her too early. O Jesus.

That beautybitchslut Anear taking Raino right there m ddl enob shame di sgust fury hate... Steinie!
Cal m cal m shel terl ove arnsword bl ess Elizabeth. Atl east

they no make Ai ken dance their tune vice versa if anything. Not toy |ike Rai nbbooby.
Nor | Sukeylove if you help.

"Are you sure you won't take a turn with the dancers?" The

Lady Ri ganone sniled at Stein and Sukey. The magpi es were back inportuning them "Your two friends
are having a mar-vel ous

time."

"No thank you, Lady," Stein said. The nmagpi es mnced away with rel uctance.

Sukey hel ped hersel f to another of the spiced tournedos. "These are delicious, Lord Dionket." She
spoke shyly to the

deep-eyed Chi ef Heal er, who sat opposite her. "Are they made from veni son?"

"Way, no, Little Sister. Hipparion."

"Those adorable little horses?" Sukey cried in dismy. Lady Ri ganone tossed her head and | aughed
merrily. The pendants dangling fromw res on her | avender and gol d head-dress

cl ashed and peal ed. "Wat el se would we do with then?

They're the nost abundant meat source that we have—and the

Goddess be thanked they' re so delicious. Wwy—do you realize.that those poor people up in the
Her cyni an Forest, in Finiah

and those other places at the end of the world, nust make do

with pigs and tough ol d stags and even nmastodons? W sout h-erners

are so lucky. There's really nothing to conpare with a

roast loin of hipparion, seasoned with garlic and a hint of thyne

and perhaps a little of that new pepper, all brown and crackling

on the outside and oozing blood within."

"Don't be squeam sh, Sukey," Stein told her, dipping out

anot her helping froma bow of rich stew. "Wen in Roneg,

you know! | don't know what this is, but it's sure got flavor."

D onket poked a bony finger into the deep silver dish, then

sucked neditatively. "Mm .. a promephitis ragout, dear

warrior. | believe the Elder Earth equivalent for the little crea-ture

woul d be—=

The nental picture flashed before Stein and Sukey.

"Skunk!" The Vi ki ng choked.

"Ch—there, there, Steinie," Lady R ganone exclained, ra-diating

solicitude. "Did sonething go down the wong pipe?

Do take some wine for that coughing."

The Personage seated next to Dionket, a burly giant in a

short jerkin of blue and gold, said, "Try some of these hedge-hogs

in burgundy to settle your tripes, Stein. Now there's a

di sh to make your belly take notice! And you know what they

eay about hedgehog." He |l eered and the nmental inmage of the

prickly pun was distressingly overstated.

Cool Iy, Sukey shoved the platter of odd little dainties far

out of Stein's reach. "The warrior is recovering froman injury,

Lord Imdol. He nustn't overindulge. In anything."

Lady Ri ganone's fluting chuckles and her chapeau tinkled

together. "lIsn't she marvel ous, Dionket? She'll be such an asset

to your CGuild of Redactors. But it was really very naughty of

you to have reserved her fromthe bidding."

M ndsnap.

"What do you nean, Lady?" Stein asked.

"Have sone nore cherry brandy," the President of the Re-dactors

urged. "Or would you prefer plumor raspberry?" He
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fingered his torc. Both Stein and Sukey were conpelled to

rel ax.

I couldn't help it Steinie he slipped through. O Elizabeth

conme back fromthere and help us before Stein finds out | won't
be able to hold him

Sukeywoman what what WHAT danmit?. Steinie stop | can barely cover you if they perceive allthat
inside they' Il hurt you |l ove O please cal nrecedeflattentran-quilize.
Dam you Eli zaMast erbeth cone back fromthere!

Qut in the mddle of the floor, the arbiter bibendi was hol d-ing
a length of glittering glass chain above his head and shaki ng
it. The riotous dancing cal ned and the nusic drai ned away.

Revel ers drifted back to their seats. Four Tanu |adies all but
dragged the dishevel ed Rainbo with them Ai ken Drum suffered

no such indignity. He strutted back to his place at the High
Tabl e and sat carefully on the edge of his couch

"Exal ted Personages, nost noble lords and |adies, and il-lustrious
honorees!" cried the arbiter. "Pray silence! It is the

hour for the contributions of the honored guests!"

Cheers, cup-thunping, and a clatter of knives upon gol den

pl at es.

The aribter shook the chain again. "Two of our guests"—

the silver-torced exquisite bowed toward Bryan and Eliza-bet h—=
are exenpted from show by command of Their Awfu

Maj esties. And one other"—he pointed at Rai ro—has al -ready
made his talents known!"

The ladies at the | ow tables screaned with |aughter. A

nunber of them began pelting Rainmo with bananas, stopping
reluctantly as the chain of silence rang once again.

"We will hear from Sue-Gaen Davies!"

Sukey felt herself inpelled toward the center of the room

The soul within her was turned over and over hel plessly by the
exam ni ng psyches of the King and Queen and the other Per-sonages.
The Tanu were surprised at the deep barrier (for Eliz-abeth

had returned to assist in the nick of tinme), but were

di sposed to be satisfied with the superficial revelations that
were accessible to them Dionket's mind spoke.

Dear little RedactorSister, apprentice conforthealer! Lend

us a small solace this night sing of ElderEarth of ancient par-entland.
Sukey' s apprehensi on began to nmelt. Other minds all around

her seened to beg: Lull us.

Keepi ng her gaze on Stein, she sang a cradlesong in a snal

clear voice, first in Welsh and then in Standard English. After
the first phrase, a single harpist acconpani ed her

Hol | anrantau'r ser ddywedant,

Ar hyd y nos.

Dyma'r ffordd i fro gogoniant,.Ar hyd y nos.

Gol au arall yw tywllwch,

| arddangos gwir brydferthwch,

Teul u' r nefoedd mewn tawel wch,

Ar hyd y nos.

Love, fear not if sad your dreaming, Al through the night.

In the mst bright stars are gl eam ng.

Al'l through the night.

Joy will conme to us at norning,

Life with sunrise hope adorning,

Though sad dreanms nay give dread warning. Al through the night.
Behi nd the words and rusic glowed the sheltering | ove of

the caregiver. Her healing energy poured over the nanchild to
whom she had given rebirth, overflowed and spread in a great
psychi c pool throughout the hall. For a nmonent, the lullaby's
sof t ness quenched all the others' anxieties, soothed anger and
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lust, dimnished grief and frenzy.

When the song was done the banqueters were silent. And

then on an alien | evel of consciousness, which the torced hu-mans
coul d sense but not decipher, cane a burst of declaration
frommany Tanu mnds. It was cut off in full spate by the lofty
voi ce of Dionket. The Lord Healer rose fromhis place at the

H gh Table and held out his arns, fornming a living tau of

crimson and silver.

M ne. Reserved.

Sukey returned to her place, dazed, and sat down beside

her husband. The arbiter bibendi shook his chain.

"W will know the talents of Stein O eson."”

It was the Viking's turn to be drawn irresistibly fromhis

seat. He stood with his head uncovered and glared at the exotic
nobility lounging at the H gh Table, feeling their m nds cone
tappi ng, prying, snooping. And the Queen's notherthought,

nor e conpassi onat e:

He shoul d not have been torced alas the briefliving!

And then the King: Suffice unto the Conbat. Skill play!

Two of the magpi e dancemasters canme bounding fromthe

sidelines, carrying netal baskets full of fruit resenbling | arge
oranges. One pitched a bright gl obe overhand and it flew at
Stein's head..The bronze sword hissed fromit scabbard, gripped in both
the giant's hands. He snote the fruit neatly in two.

Ki ng Thagdal roared with jovian delight. The men in black and white began flinging oranges at
Stein as fast as they could. His sword flashed |ike a golden wheel. He spun and | eaped,
chopping the flying spheres to bits. The King pounded the table
while tears of mirth ran into his splendid beard. The conpany

of Tanu screeched and cheered. The chain of silence sounded.

The arbiter gushed, "Ch, a fair show i ndeed by our newest
warrior! Well done, Stein!"

Bi d.

Agai n the burst of exotic mindspeech. This tine Elizabeth

was attuned to it. Wthout surprise, she heard Stein being auc-tioned
off to the highest bidder as a likely gladiator in a contest
called the Low Melee. Since the ex-driller was one of the nost

i mpressi ve physical specinmens to have appeared in Exile within

t he past decade, the sports-crazed exotics drove the bidding to
what was evidently an unprecedented | evel. They were bidding
their personal services to the Crown—-nom nal owner of al
exceptional time-travelers—effering their netafunctions, their
material wealth, their torced and untorced human subjects.

Three hundred grays for the Royal Guard!

My garnet mine in the Pyrenees!

The renowned danci ng wonan Kanda- Kanda and all of her

sui te!

A hundred racing chal i kos caparisoned in gold!

The death of Del baeth.

The King cried aloud, "Hold!'" He rose fromhis couch and

gl owered over the startled assenblage. Qut in the nmiddle of

the floor, Stein stood still, the point of his great sword resting
on the tiles.

"What person has dared this bid?" asked Thagdal with silken
softness. "Wio esteens the strength of this warrior so highly
that he will rashly pledge the destruction of the Shape of Fire?"
The crowd of banqueters held their tongues and mi nds.

"I do," said Ai ken Drum

There was a collective sigh, and a collective | ancing out,

and a nmental gasp of stunned surprise as all of the m nd-probes
fell blunted. Thagdal began to | augh aloud and after a nonent,

so did Nontusvel and then all of the others. Reaction to the
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enormty rocked the hall..Elizabeth came sliding into Aiken on the uniquely human
node.

VWhat in the world?

Look Thaggym nd yoursel f Elizababe fondest w sh extir-pation

meani e Fi rvul agDel baet hShapeof Fire. So bi d.

For Steinie? Deranged cl ownAi ken gaming with ourfriend's

life?!

El i zadumybet h! |'d save Stei nbuddyvul nerable. Tanu

conbat school ferocitym ndset recharge berserkerpsychoenergy

i rrevocably.

Dam ... yes. | affirm

Safe with ne. Eventually get Sukey too. Turdfl ockTanu

really bit it off when torced nme. You know.

Suspected. But damm they get you if condown mi ndunion

crunch. Get us both if they deci pher operant snuff sequence.

Di stract distract distract.

The mental exchange between Ai ken and Elizabeth had oc-cupied

a fraction of a second. The arbiter bibendi was franti-cally

jangling the chain of silence as the prankster in the shining

suit strolled fromhis place at the High Table to a position

beside Stein. Wen the tumult died away, the King said, "Speak

Ai ken Drum™

The little man swept off his hat and bowed. Then he began

to talk; and as he spoke aloud his nmind played a subtle descant

t hat somehow gave his |udicrous words credence, painting them

with a mesmeric plausibility that di sarned even the nost skep-tica

of the exotic audi ence.

"Now | know that ny bidding has surprised you, friends! For not only is the deed itself an
i mpudent thing, but you

scarcely can understand how I know enough of the horrid Del-baeth

to suggest his renoval. It seens incredible to you, doesn't

it, that a newly arrived little silver-torc can propose to do what

so many of your own chanpi ons have failed of.

"Well, let nme tell you howthings are! I'"'ma different kind of human! You've never seen ny |ike.
Now, this big fell ow

who stands beside ne is ny friend. And | fear that the Good Queen is right in saying that he's not
t he ki nd who can wear

your gray torc long and live. The coaching style of your fighting-school
woul d undo all the redaction done by the little Sue-Gaen

and the Lady Elizabeth to restore his sanity. And to save

Stein, I'd take himfromyou. But not without offering a fair

price in return.

"Now you' ve been probing nme and pinching nme and trying.to peek inside ne while | speak. And you've
failed! Even King Thagdal has failed. Even Elizabeth can no | onger probe ne!
And so you'd better know that the torc put on nme at Castle

Gateway set off a mental chain reaction that's still going on

| scared your Lord Creyn and |'m scaring you now. But don't

fash yourselves! | don't fancy doing you any harm In fact,

like alnpst all | see of this world, and the nmore | grow within,

the better things seemto portend for all of us together. So wait

until | have ny say before you give in to the fear and try to

swat ne! First see how | can help you beconme even greater

t han bef ore!

"Now, Del baeth. | saw his Shape of Fire deep inside the

Thagdal's mind. | was curious, and | studied it as we ate and

drank and anused oursel ves. And when the bidding started,

said to nmyself: Wiy not? And so | bid nmy services, follow ng

your own custom |'mconfident that | can extermnate this

Firvul ag nmenace. So | leave it up to all of you, friends-nental
And you, High King of the Tanu! I'Il open nyself for just a
nmoment and let you | ook at what's growing in my skull. Then
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deci de whet her you want to treat me as a fell ow mi nd-jouster
or as a slave ..."

He expanded to themall and they went rushing in.

El i zabeth fl owed over and around and through the exotics,
rating an ironi c acknow edgenent from Ai ken for her skill.

The Tanu stunbl ed through i ncandescence, hardly aware of

what the burgeoni ng nental sprouts showed pronise of be-com ng
But Elizabeth knew.

MIlieu well shot of you A kenboy.

Pooh | ass see how they run fewkin' psychelliptical blind-mce.

No... one of them knows. See there?

Hah! Yes!... Vo you anyhoo ol dwomanni nd?

| am Mayvar. | have been waiting for the |ikes of you since
the com ng of the Ship. | amancient and | amugly and | |ead

the Guild of Farsensors. Cone freely to ne for your initiation
and it shall all be as you hope. Unless you are afraid..

The chain of silence clanged. The Great Ones and all of the

pi ddling, tinorous inspectors went fleeing out of Aiken. He
politely waited while Elizabeth and Mayvar wi thdrew, before

sl ammi ng down the barrier once nore.

"Shall we allow hin?" roared King Thagdal

"Slonshal!" the assenbly responded.."Shall we send himto the test,
wi tness his victory or destruction?"

"Sl onshal I'"

The King's voice fell to the threshold of audibility. "And

who armong us will dare to take himto kin and teach hi m our

way, this perilously shining youth?"

Far down at the left end of the Hi gh Table a wand-thin

figure arose. She cane into the center of the hall leaning on a
tall golden staff. Her gown was of a purple so deep as to be al nost
stars, and having a hood

that conceal ed her hair but let the amazi ng ugliness of her
features be fully revealed to the two humans waiting for her
"Mayvar Kingmaker will take himto kin," said the crone.

"I'"ll see himto his gold and if he's kind, to nore! WIIl you
cone with me, bright |addie? And will you bring your friend

to learn the battl econpany's way, before the two of you to-gether
dar e Del baet h?"

"Stein!" cried Sukey.

The hag | aughed. Her mind spoke to Aiken in the intinate

node.

Count ercustom though it be I'll see that he alone has her if
you fill your boast. Dionket and | are allied. Now are you
com ng?

The little man in the suit of gold extended both arnms to the
tall old Tanu woman. She bent to him and they kissed. Then
they wal ked together fromthe hall, with Stein following as if
in a dreama few paces behind. The arbiter bibendi gave a
frantic signal and the nusicians struck up a spirited dance tune.
The magpi es cane cavorting to draw the stunned guests out

onto the floor by sheer force.

At the Hi gh Tabl e, Thagdal watched the strange trio | eave

t hrough the door at the opposite end of the room He had not
nmoved so nmuch as a nuscle since the wonan in purple had

risen fromthe table. But then the opaque green eyes returned

to life. Thagdal sniled and raised his cup and so did the re-naining

Exal t ed Personages occupying the thrones that flanked

his.

"Shall we give Aiken Drum sl onshal ?" the King asked softly.
"Or shall we wait a bit to see whether or not the Venerable
Lady Mayvar has chosen rightly?"

and shall the bol dest of us

bl ack, powdered with gold
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Hi s goblet tipped. Raspberry liquor poured onto the polished
tabletop like fresh bl ood. Thagdal inverted his cup in the nmidst.of the puddle, lurched to his
feet, and vani shed through a door conceal ed by draperies. The Queen hastened after him Sukey cane
to Elizabeth, m ndweeping but with dry eyes.

"What's happened? | don't understand. Wiy have Stein and

Ai ken gone with that old woman?" Patience little Mndsister |I'Il explain—
"Ki ngmaker!" Bryan peered owishly at the two human

worren, then raised his own jewel-eyed gol den skull gobl et

wi th an unsteady hand. "Mayvar Kingmaker, Creyn called her

Bl oody damm | egend. Bl oody damm world. Slonshal! Long live

the King!"

He tilted the dregs down his throat and fell prone onto the
table. "I think," said Elizabeth, "that the party is over.".4
QUEEN NONTUSVEL AND THREE OF HER CHI LDREN WALKED | N

the garden before noon, while it was still cool, and if the roya
| ady was apprehensi ve, she kept her fear well veiled.

The Queen pl ucked a coral -col ored bl ossom from a honey-suckl e
and held it out with an invitational thought. A hum ni ngbird
cane, its feathers flashing iridescent blue and green

when it darted through sunbeans. It drank nectar and suffered
the Queen to tickle its avian brain. Wien it was done it hovered
for a nonent before her face, buzzing, and then whi sked away
into the | enmon tree

"Those things are vicious, Mther," Inidol said. "They'l

go for your eyes if they catch even a hint of threat. W should
never have allowed them out of the aviary."

"But | love them" the Queen said, |aughing as she tossed

away the drained flower. "And they know it. They woul d never

try to hurt nme." This norning she was wearing a soft blue

robe. Her flame-colored hair was bound into a braided di adem
"You're too trusting," Culluket said. And there it was, the
openi ng wedge the other two had been waiting for.

I midol, the youngest and nobst aggressive, rushed in with

all the natural force of the netacoercive. "Even creatures that
appear to be harnl ess can be dangerous. Consider hunan

wonen! When they're cornered, when they're confronted with
mul ti pl e psychic shocks, they may strike out rather than subside
into the conpl ai sant node we've cone to expect fromthem"

"This new operant one could be a serious nmenace," R -ganone
cauti oned.

Cul l uket took his nother's armas they cane to a wide flight

of rustic steps that led to a grassy area fully enclosed by flow.ering shrubs. A small nmarble
pavilion stood in the center of

the | awn.

"Let's sit here for a noment, Modther. We nust speak of

this. It can't be postponed.”

"l suppose not." Nontusvel sighed. Culluket was smiling

his reassurance and she radiated affection in return. O these
three grown children, he resenbled her the nost physically,
havi ng the sane wi de-set sapphire eyes and high brow But in
spite of his beauty and his great redactive skill, nenbers of
the Host rarely sought himout for the healing, even though he
was their brother. Was it true, what the others said, that Cul-Iuket
was too zealous in his scrutiny of pain?

Nont usvel said, "Surely we have the resources anong the

Host to control this Elizabeth—for all her torcless power. Wen
she sees nore of our ways, she will surely unite with us. It's
only reasonable."

O Mot her mi sapprehend! We.

Screen up Cul |l ? Listeners!

Upfast. Im shunt those gardeners away. Riga show her
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"You nustn't whisper behind ny nmind," the Queen chided

them "This nental jumble— | taught you better, dear ones.

Now, an orderly disquisition, if you please."

Ri ganone the farsensor rose fromthe nmarble bench and

paced back and forth, tall and nmauve, w thout neeting her

mother's mind in the intinmte node.

"Early this nmorning, as | had planned, | observed the awak-ening

of the woman Elizabeth. | knew that her screens woul d

be m sty in half-sleep and hoped that | would be able to pen-etrate
her deeply and without trace during the few nonents

that she was vul nerable. | undertook the task, rather than Cul -1 uket,
because ny conbi nati on of farsensing and redactive

faculties is perhaps nmpst congruous to Elizabeth's own, and

thus least likely to be detected by h er ... | believe that | suc-ceeded.
| observed her reactions to the events that took place
at the supper last night, as well is her later response to the

renoval of her hot-air balloon and other survival gear from her

chanbers. As to the first: She views our sinple culture with

condescensi on and di sdai n. She finds our nanners bar barous,

our nental patterns adol escent, and our sexual nores incompatible

with the ritual nonogany and sublinmation fostered anong

the netapsychic elite of her MIlieu. She despises us. She wll

never willingly integrate. She rejects and abom nates the role

of royal consort. There was sonething deep within her noti-.vation that | was unable to con
the fact of her resolution

was clear and i mmutable. She will never subnmit to the new
genetic schene hatched by Gomol . As to our abstraction of
her escape gear—she still hopes to flee from Miriah in sone

manner and beconme a Lowife."

Relief gratification! "But, my dears! W couldn't ask for a
better outconme! My greatest anxiety was that she should aspire
to be queen." And | ... cone at last to share the fate of Boanda
and Anear-1a.

Never! cried the three sibling mnds.

The Queen expanded to enbrace them Dearest children

flowers of ny Host.

Cul | uket said al oud, "Nevertheless, we nustn't delude our-selves.
Even wi thout anbition, Elizabeth nenaces our dynasty.

| have been farspeaking to Nodonn in CGoriah and he agrees.

As matters now stand, our noble brother is the obvious heir to
the Thagdal even in spite of his flaw-and we shall anplify

our power beneath Nodonn's aegis. But we could not hope to
prevail against a line of operant netapsychics of the type that
El i zabeth and the Thagdal woul d engender. You can be sure

that Gommol is quite aware of this."

The redactor projected two genetic diagrans. "The first

shows the offspring if Elizabeth is honbzygous. G eg-Donnet
says that nmetapsychic operancy is an autosomal dominant with
full penetrance."

"All of the children will be operant!" Nontusvel exclained

in di smay.

Cul | uket continued. "The second di agram assunes Eli zabeth

has only a single allele for operancy. Half the offspring would
then be operant. Inbreed the operants of the first generation
and the next yields three operants out of four. Continue the
consangui neous natings, and you have a rival host of torcless
nmet apsychics ready to oppose us in the third generation!"

Ri ganone's m nd queried: |ncest?

Cul | uket showed his sister a bleak smle. "The schene is
Gommol's. He is hardly one to scruple at our Tanu taboos. And
the Thagdal grows old and ever nore subject to the filthy

but
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Coercer Lord's human wiles."

The four mnds paused to reprise the old infany. A hunan
upstart as President of the Coercer Guild! Poor old Leyr hadn't
had a chance agai nst him

"A good thing the wetch is sterile." Young Imdol's hatred.was vividly displayed. "Gomol would
go for Elizabeth himself!

Defil er of our sacred blue and gold!"

We depart fromthe inredi ate matter Brother

"Culluket is right," said the Queen. "But what are we to do
with Elizabeth?"

Visions: A red balloon soaring eastward from Aven, over

the Deep Lagoon to the long isle of Kersic... A sailing craft
manned by Hi ghj ohn, or even by the worman hersel f, fleeing
south to Africa... A furtive figure in a red junpsuit making

its way westward on foot along the high spine of the Aven

Peni nsul a, guided by ramas into the w | derness of Iberia..
Consequents: The balloon swiftly spied out and pursued by

flying psychokinetics loyal to the King rather than to the Host.
The escaping boat retrieved with even greater ease by the sane
PK adepts, the sails of their cutters filled by m nd-conjured

gal es. The woman fleeing on foot presenting a knottier prob-lem—
and how far could she go with the entire countryside

aroused, and four hundred kiloneters to travel before reaching

t he mainl and of Spain? She would have to skirt the large city

of Afaliah at the peninsula's base, escape its Hunt and plan-tation
security forces. Still, if she did reach the Catalan W/I -derness

"She woul d be out of the Thagdal's reach and out of ours,"
Cul I uket said, "but subject to capture by the Firvulag or even
the heretic M nanonn. And this last, | submt, would be an

even greater calamty than the one facing us now "

The Queen's kindly heart shrank fromthe next question

"What is the solution, then?"

"She nmust be put to death,” said Imdol. "It is the only way.
And not only her mnd but her body destroyed, so there is no
hope of Gommol wutilizing her ova in his obscene contraptions."”
Little olive-and-black finches warbled in the | enon trees.

The breeze fromthe Munt of Heroes above Miriah was dying

now and it was getting very hot. The Queen extended a ringed
finger toward a tiny spider that was lowering itself fromthe
rafters of the pavilion. Its web floated as in an unfelt wi nd,
bringing the creature to a | anding on Nontusvel's fingernail

She watched it stand there, conmbing the air with its front |egs,
its sparky predator's mind sniffing.

"I't may not be easy," she said. "W know little of the

of fensive capability of such a one. If we sent her far away,

she would not desire to return. She would be grateful to us

rat her than perhaps doing us great harm". The spider began a wary descent fromthe Queen's finger.
She sent it sailing safely to the branch of a renmontant shrub
rose. Eat the aphis, little hunterkiller, so that the roses nmay
thrive.

Cul | uket said, "Elizabeth is strong only in farsensing and redaction. Her other nmetafaculties are
negligi bl e. She cannot

spin concrete illusions nor conjure up psychoenergies. She has a small PK factor but it is useless
for self-defense or aggression. There is no coercive power per se—but the redact is devel oped
to a form dable degree." Inmidol sent an ironic thrust at his brother. "And you, if

anyone, Interrogator, should know the potential for mnmischief in a corruption of the nindhealing
power . "

Im we have no tinme for pettypushies! Al oud, R ganone

said, "The Galactic Mlieu placed limtations on masterclass

nmetas after the time of their rebellion. There is not only an
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ethical restraint but also an inposed superego bl ock, which | saw very clearly during my probing.
El i zabet h cannot harm a

sentient being except in the gravest defense of her fellow hu-mans.™

Di gestivem ndpause. "A nice point," Culluket nmused. "If we had sufficient

time... a conpulsion to self-destruction would be effective.

Do you agree, Farspeaking Sister?"

"Her enotional tone was deep gray," R ganone agreed. "She

feels she is alone. Bereft." And so she is, came the Queen's soft tnotherthought.

I mdol said, briskly, "Cull and I will design a suitable com pul sion

We' || plan a coordinate thrust powered by the one

hundred and nine nenbers of the Host who are presently here

in Muriah. If this isn't strong enough, we'll try again at G and

Conmbat time when the rest get here." "W can't count on conpul sions alone," Culluket said. "I'lI
try to work out some other options. And when Nodonn arrives,

he may think of some better nmeans of dealing with her."

"The Thagdal nust never know " the Queen warned them

Nor Gommol, Culluket's nind added.

"We have tine for maneuvering," Riganone said. "Renem ber

that Elizabeth nust go to Brede first for the initiation, and

that will take sone tine. Not even the King would dare to

interfere with an initiate—er with Brede."

The enigmatic i mage of the Shi pspouse hovered in all their

m nds. The guard and guide of their Exile, older than the ol dest.of them sone said she was the
nmost powerful of themall and

few woul d doubt that she was the wisest. But Brede rarely

intervened directly in the affairs of the H gh Ki ngdomon Earth.

It had been a shock to the entire conpany when the King

announced that Elizabeth woul d becone the Shipspouse's in-itiate.

"Brede!" Imdol exuded the contenpt of the younger gen-
eration for venerable nysteries. "She has no allegiance to any
faction. Still—Elizabeth is such a patent danger to us all, that

perhaps if we appealed to the Shipspouse—

Ri ganone | aughed without nmirth. "Do you really believe

that Brede doesn't know? She sees everything, hiding away in
her room wi thout doors! She very likely ordered the Thagda
to send the human woman to her!"

"Damm Brede," said Culluket in vicious dismssal. "Let the
Two- Faced One have Elizabeth for the tine of initiation. Wat
can she do? W'll get the human bitch sonehow when the

Shi pspouse finishes with her. Elizabeth will never becone gueen-dam
in your place, Mther."

Never, never, vowed the other two.

"Poor woman." The Queen arose and went out of the pa-vilion

It was time to seek the cool inner roonms of the pal ace.

"I feel so sorry for her. If only there were another way."
"There isn't," said Imdol. Dauntless in his coercer's blue

and gold, he offered Nontusvel his arm The four of them went
of f down the garden path.

Back in the rose bush, the little spider was busy sucking

the life juices froman aphis. Wen the finch swooped down

on him it was too late to duck..5

"NOT SILVER ... OF COURSE NOT SILVER, BRYAN. GOLD!'"

Qgnol ''s high voice, incongruous in one of such heroic

physi que, was | oud enough to carry over the normal clatter and
buzz of the marketplace and cause shoppers and sellers to stare
at him There weren't that many Tanu wanderi ng anong the

stall s anyway, and no males that Bryan could see. Here and
there a willow exotic |ady, attended by a retinue of grays and
ranas to carry the packages and hold the sunshade, bent over
the offerings of an itinerant human jewel er, gl assbl ower, or
sone other cottage artisan. There were a few silver-torcs anong
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the browsers; but nost of those who noved about the open

pl aza seermed to be torcless human househol ders or grays in

the livery of the great houses, out to purchase fresh produce

for the kitchen, flowers, live birds or animals, or other itens

not generally available in the many small shops that |ined the

peri meter of the Square of Commerce.

"I've been over this with Creyn," Bryan said patiently. "No

torc for ne." He stopped to examine a table crowded with a

junbl e of oddly assorted twenty-second-century artifacts; can-teens,

hal f-enpty jars of cosnetics, tattered page-books, worn

articles of clothing, broken nusical instrunents, defunct chron-oneters
and voice witers, a few comon decanol e appliances

and vitredur tools.

"I't would help you in your work,"QOgnol insisted. He took

bel ated notice of the flea market wares Bryan was | ooki ng at.

"These t hi ngs—the usual castoffs. The nore unusual and val -uabl e

itenms fromyour era nmay be di sposed of only through

licensed dealers. But there is a black narket, of course.”

"Mn" said Bryan, noving on

Qgnmol returned to the previous tack. "There are no coercive.or dispositive circuits of any kind in
a golden torc. In your

case, since you have no significant |atencies, the torc would

merel y enhance your tel epathic ability—the netapsychic power

every human has—and all ow you to mi ndspeak wi th us. Think

of the time we'd save! Consider the semantic advantage! You wouldn't miss a single nuance of your
cul tural inmersion. The

scope of your analysis would be broader, |ess prone to sub-jective

error—

A vendor in a straw sonbrero grinned and waved a skewer

of small, freshly roasted birds. "Barbecued |arks, Exalted Lords?
My own Texas-style chili sauce!"

"Popcorn," croaked a withered old worman in the stall next
door. "New crop tetraploid. One kernel a snack initself."
"Only a few Perigord truffles left today, Lord.™

"Attar of roses! Orange-water to cool your tenples! Just for
you, Lord-a rare flagon of 4711!"

Qgnmol grimaced. "It's a fake. They ought to do sonething
about these fellows ... But as | was saying, with a torc—=
"The only working conditions I'll accept are those affording

conplete freedom" Bryan kept his good hunor. Ognol made

a gesture of resignation and led the way to a building on the
shady side of the square. A sign designated it BAKERY- KLEI N- FUSS-
CAFE

The crowd of shoppers parted respectfully before them

Tabl es were set on a flower-decked terrace fronting the bakery.
Arama in a red-and-white checked tabard came trotting up

bowed, and took themto a table, where Ognol collapsed in a

wi cker chair.

"This wal king in the heat of the day! | hope we can engage in | ess strenuous researches for a
while, Bryan. I'mstill a bit
hung-over fromthe party last night. | don't know how you

manage to | ook so bright."

The rama swiftly produced two cups of coffee and a | arge

tray of pastries. Bryan chose one.

"Way, there's a pill. Qur race had to wait a long time, but

we finally devel oped an instant cure for overindul gence just in
the last year or so. Tiny little pills. | packed a good number

in ny rucksack. A pity | didn't think to bring themthis norning."
"There!" noaned Ognol. "The very thing | nmean. |If you

wore a torc, you'd know how | was suffering wi thout ny having

to tell you in so many words." He downed his coffee in a | ong
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gulp and the rama refilled the cup. "And you' d be able to make
your wi shes known to the ramas as well. See? That little chap.al nbst wanned up your cup before you
were ready for it—but

he'd never do that with me. You can't do nuch verbal com nunication
with ramas, you know. Just 'cone' and 'go,' that

kind of thing. Persons wi thout torcs have to use sign | anguage
with the little apes—and that can be very awkward for all but
the sinplest commands.”

Bryan only nodded, eating his pastry. It was delicious, evok-ing
Vienna's best. Small wonder that the interior of the Bakery

Kl ei nfuss was crowded with take-out customers. "As | under-stand
it, the golden torc can't be renmoved once it's in place.

And | al so have |l earned that sone personalities becone seri-ously
di sturbed t hrough wearing the thing. You can understand

why | don't want to risk my sanity, Ognol. There's no reason

why ny torcless status should limt ny researches. | was a
conpetent worker in the MIlieu without netafaculties, and so
were nost of ny colleagues. Al that's necessary for a valid
anal ysis i s dependabl e source material ."

The Tanu's eyes shifted. "Well, yes. We'll try our very best

to obtain that for you. My Awesome Fat her has given explicit
orders.” Bryan tried to be tactful. "Sonme of ny investigations are
bound to touch raw nerves. | can't help it in a study such as
this. Even ny superficial observations have begun to reveal a
pattern of profound stress resulting fromthe inpact of human
and Tanu cul tures.”

"The very thing my Father wi shes to evaluate, Bryan. But

the researches coul d be done so nmuch nore—gracefully on

the mental level. Wrds are so dense." He downed another cup

of coffee, squeezed his eyes closed, and pressed the fingertips
of both hands to his golden torc. Many of the exotic nen had
faces of transcendent beauty; but Ognol's was refreshingly
handsome. Hi s nose had a knot at the bridge, and his |ips,

bet ween the short-cropped beard resenbling tawny plush, were

too thick and red. He resenbled the King only in his deepset,

j ade-col ored eyes—ow | anent ably bl ood-webbed. For the

sake of coolness he was attired in a short sleevel ess robe of
cyan-bl ue and silver, synbolic of the Guild of Creators. His
arms and legs were furred with wiry tan hair.

"No use trying to psych the mseries away." Ognol tapped

hi s knuckl es against his brow. "Plumbrandy will have its

revenge. You will let me have a pill or two for future use,
won't you, old nan?"
"Of course. And I'Il try to be as judicious as possible in.ny investigations. It nmight take a

little longer that way, but

we'll get on." "Feel free to be as direct as you please with nme." Qgnol
gave a rueful chuckle. "My sensibilities are quite expendable."

"Way do you say that?"

"I't's ny duty to assist you. My honor. And as a hal f-bl ood,

my skin isn't quite as thin as that of the—dh—solate fraction."

"Your mother was a human?"

Ogrmol waved away the ranma and | eaned back in his chair.

"She was a silver. A sculptor fromthe Wssex world. She

passed her |l atent creativity along to ne, but she was too eno-tionally
unstable to last long in the Many-Col ored Land. | was

her only offspring."

"Whul d you say that there was significant prejudice against

those of m xed heritage?”

"It exists." Qgnol frowned, then shook his head. "But—

damm words! —the disdain in which we're held by the Add

Ones is strongly tinged by other enotions. Qur bodies aren't

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (37 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

as finely formed as theirs, but we're stronger physically. Mst
purebl oods can't swim but we have no difficulty in the water.
Hybrids are nore fertile, in spite of the fact that the full Tanu
have a nore urgent |libido. And we're less likely to engender
Firvulag of fspring or black-torcs." He repeated the uneasy little
| augh. "You see, Bryan, we hybrids are actually an inprove-nent
on the original nodel. That's what's so i nsupportable.”
"Mm" the anthropol ogi st tenporized.
"As you can see, ny body is superficially very simlar to
that of a pureblood: light hair, fair skin, typical light-sensitive
eyes, elongated torso, attenuated |linbs. But the anple body
hair is a human heritage, and so is ny nore robust skeleta
structure and rmuscul ature. Only a mnority of the purebl ooded
men have this type of physique... the King and the battl e-chamnpions.
Back in the hone gal axy of the Tanu, a heroic
body was rather an anachronism A rem nder of the crude
origins of the race."
"But the very heritage," Bryan observed, "that the exiled
group was deternmined to revive. Interesting."
The ranma came running up with a | arge napkin, which Qg-nol
used to wipe his brow It really was a pity, Bryan thought,
that he had left the al detox back at the pal ace
"But don't you see, Bryan, how difficult it is for the AQd
Ones to accept the fact that human genes optim ze their racia
survival on Earth? Hybrid vigor is a putdown to them The O d.Ones are very proud. It's
illogical -but they seemto be afraid of us m xed-bl oods."
"The m nd-set wasn't uncomoDn even in my own era,”
Bryan admtted. He swallowed the last crunb of pastry and
finished his coffee. "You said we mght visit Lord Gomol's
establishment. Shall we go there next?"
Qgnol grinned and fingered his torc. "You see? Another
advantage! Gve nme a nminute."
The rama waiter stood passively beside the table, a nonkey-child
with intelligent, sad eyes. As Ognol made his tel epathic
call, Bryan fished in one pocket for sone of the |ocal coinage
he had been given and held out a random assortnment. Sol emmly,
the hominid fingers extracted two pieces of silver. "No tip?"
Bryan wondered. He | ooked around at the other tables. Not a
single person without a torc was seated on the terrace. The
barenecks had to make do with a self-service bar inside where
human cl erks took their verbal orders.
"Good news," said Ognmol. "Gomol is free and woul d be
del i ghted to conduct you around his | aboratories person-ally!
| see you've paid. Just let ne—=
The rama gave a little yip of pleasure and everted its lips
at Qgnol. "Mental |argesse, Bryan.”
"l shoul d have guessed."
They took a cab, drawn by a helladotherium to the large
conmpl ex on the northern edge of the city that housed the Coercer
@Qild. On the way down the w de boul evards they passed many
smal | shops and neat attached dwellings. There was none of
the quai nt "Munchkin Tudor" architecture of the outlying set-tlenents
to be found in Miuriah. Here the buildings had a clas-sica
el egance of line that was al nost Doric. The white and
pastel masses were softened by lavish plantings, tended by the
ever-present ranapithecines. The human inhabitants of Mi-riah—
artisans, shopkeepers, service workers, troops, and
functionaries—were universally well-fed and prosperous-| ook-ing.
The only persons who could be classed as shabaroons were
the peddlers in the open nmarket, the caravan drovers, and trav-elers
newy arrived fromthe hinterlands; even these seened
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only tenporarily grubby. Bryan saw no evidence of disease,
privation, or maltreatment anong the torcless elenent. On the
surface, Muriah looked to be an idyllic small city. Ognmol told
himthat the total permanent popul ation included sone four

t housand Tanu, a few hundred gol d-torc humans, under a thou-.sand silvers, about five thousand
gray-torcs, and six or seven

t housand torcless. The ramas out nunbered the people by at

|l east three to one. "We classify as Tanu any person who | ooks exotic," the
brawny schol ar explained. "Oficially, there is no discrim-nation
anong purebl oods and m xed. And, of course, a gold-torc

human is the social equal of a Tanu. In theory, anyhow. "

Bryan suppressed a smle. "Another reason for your urging

a collar on me? Your association with a bareneck nust be a

trifle declasse. | noticed that the vendors were giving ne a

fishy look back in the market."

Rat her stiffly, Ognol said, "Any person of consequence

knows who you are. The others don't matter." They rode in

silence for a while. Bryan consi dered another possible notive

for the King' s having comm ssioned the ant hropol ogi cal st udy.

He was gl ad that Ognol was unable to read his thoughts.

They came to a handsome group of buildings at the very

edge of the dropoff to the Catalan Gulf. The white marbl e of

the Coercer Headquarters was inlaid and ornamented with bl ue

and yel low. The forecourt had npsaic pavenent with abstract
designs. The roofs were sheathed in striking azure tiles with
gutters and other fittings that glistened |ike gold. Squads of
wel | -armed gray-torc guards in half-arnmor of blue glass and

bronze poised stoically in the entry archway and at all of the
doors. As the carriage passed and Ognol enmitted sone unheard
telepathic hail, the men thunped the butts of their vitredur

hal berds in salute. A detail stood by as Bryan and Ognol

al i ghted, making sure that the human cabdriver did not |inger

in Quild precincts.

"The Coercers seem quite security-conscious,” Bryan re-narked.
"The torc works is here. In a certain sense, this place is the
very keystone of our H gh Ki ngdom"

They passed into cool corridors, where nore guards stood

Iike living statues—any boredom presumably assuaged by their

gray torcs. Sonmewhere a deep-toned bell sounded three tinmes.

Bryan and Ognol ascended a staircase and canme to a pair of

tall bronze doors. Four guards on station |ifted a heavy orna-nental
bar so that the two researchers could enter the ante-chanber

of the President's office. There behind a consol e

equi pped with constructs of glowi ng crystal sat an exotic woman

of singular beauty. Bryan felt something |ike an icy needle

whi sk behind his eyes.."Tana's mercy, Meval" said OQgnol irritably. "Wuld I bring a hostile here?
Doctor Grenfell was vetted by Lord Di onket

hi nsel f!1"
| was? Bryan wondered
The wonan said, "I only do ny duty, Creative Brother."

She gestured to the door of the inner sanctum apparently opened
it by psychokinesis, and returned to whatever esoteric work
their arrival had interrupted.

"Come in! Cone in!" called a deeply pitched voice.

They came before Gommol, Lord Coercer, who inhabited a

world all his own. The roomwas chilly in spite of the tropica
climate of Muriah. A few coals snoldered in the grate of a
mant el ed baroni al fireplace, above which was a stark canvas
that had to be a Georgia O Keeffe. A Chi huahua dog eyed the
newconers dyspeptically fromits cushion in front of the fire.
The walls of the roons were paneled in dark wood, interrupted
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by shelves crowded with | eat herbound pagebooks, Tanu crys-talline
audi ovi sual s, and pl aques of the twenty-second century.

A stand held a copy (surely it was a copy?) of Rodin's sinister
little Tentation de Saint Antoine. Chairs and settees of tufted,
Wi ne-col ored | eather stood before a huge reproduction of a
rococo-revival desk, upon which rested a green-shaped oil | anp,

a tarnished silver inkstand with quill pen, a fruitwod humi dor,
and an onyx ashtray overflowing with cigar butts. A wal nut
credenza in the same ornate style as the desk, flanked by fern
stands, held a dozen cut-glass decanters, a tray of Waterford
tunbl ers, a soda siphon, and a snmall tin of Cadbury biscuits.
(And what tine-traveler had surrendered the |ast treasure to

the Lord Coercer's irresistible demand?)

In the mdst of a cloud of fragrant snoke sat Eusebi o Gomez- Nol an
himsel f, wearing a quilted jacket of gold brocade with

| apel s and cuffs of mdnight-blue satin. Wile perhaps not the "ugly little runt" deprecated by

Ki ng Thagdal, he was only of

medi um stature by the standards of the Od Wrld, with a nose
that was not merely aquiline but verging on the bul bous. H's
eyes, however, were a beautiful [um nous blue with dark | ashes,
and he smiled at his visitors, showing small, perfect teeth.

"Be seated, colleagues,"” he said in a casual tone, gesturing
with his cigar.

Bryan asked hinself how the devil this ordinary-Iooking

little fellow had managed to install hinmself as President of the
Coercer Guild.

And Gommol heard..Once in years |long past, Bryan had sailed his small yacht
into a hurricane that had broken | oose fromthe weat her makers
and wandered close to the British Isles. After enduring hours

of battering, he had relaxed in a respite—enly to see rising
before his craft a nountai nous green sea with a breaking crest
that appeared to be at least thirty neters above him Deliber-ately,
this huge wave had curled over his yacht, pressing it

under with a nonster insouciance that he knew nust end in

anni hilation. And so it was now with Gomol 's psychic force

i mpi ngi ng upon his own stunned consci ousness, pressing him
easily toward a final darkness.

The great stormsurge had unaccountably rel eased his bro- ken but still seaworthy yacht.

simlar mannered fillip,

Gomol | et |oose of Bryan's m nd.

"That's how, " said the President of the Coercer CGuild. "Now.

How may | assi st your researches?"

Bryan heard Ognol explain the task that the H gh King had

set and the techni ques that they hoped to use to gather data for
the culture-inpace analysis. Lord Gommol could help, if he
woul d, not only by explaining the pivotal role of the torcs, but
al so by sharing his personal rem niscences, uniquely val uabl e
because of his privileged human status. And if the Exalted Lord
woul d prefer to confer with Dr. Grenfell alone..

Smoke rings drawn around a friendly smile. "I believe that

woul d be best. My congratul ati ons on your delicacy of feeling,
Creative Brother. Wiy not return and join us for dinner—say,

in three hours? Splendid. Assure our Awesone Father that |l
take the very best care of the worthy Doctor of Anthropol ogy."
And then Gommol and Bryan were alone in the pseudo-Victorian
snuggery, and the psychobi ol ogi st was cli pping the

end off a fresh cigar and saying, "Now, then, ny friend. \Wat
the devil is the likes of you doing in Exile?" "May |—-have a drink?"
Gommol went to the decanters and |lifted one containing a

nearly colorless liquid. "W have the d endessarry, but no
Evian water, I'mafraid. O would you care to try sone of our

Wth a
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honebrews? Fi ve whi skies, a vodka, any nunber of brandi es—

the preferred tipple of our Tanu brethren.”

"Straight Scotch is fine," Bryan managed to say. Wen the

whi sky had restored his nerve a bit, he said, "I hope you won't

regard ne as a threat. Really—+'mnot at all certain of the

noti vation behind the King' s request nyself. | came through

the tinme-portal for the nost ordinary of reasons. | was follow ng.the woman | |oved. | had
expected to beconme a fisherman or

a trader in a prinmtive Pliocene world. The interest in ny

profession by ny Tanu captors was a conplete surprise to ne.

I''m cooperating because |'ve been told this is the only way |1

get to see Mercy." Conez-Nol an | owered one black brow in a half-scow,
seening to scrutinize sonething floating in the air in front of

Bryan. "That's your Mercy?" he inquired cryptically. "Good

God." Not bothering to explain hinself, he lit his cigar. "Cone

along. 1'll show you the factory and tell you the Changeling's
Tale."
A slab of the paneling swung aside, revealing a long, well-lit

passage. Bryan followed Gomol in a wake of snoke. They

came to a great gateway of bronze bars that folded aside of its
own volition as Gomol strode heedlessly into it.

"Ch, yes. | have PK, too," the psychobiol ogist said. "And
farspeak and redact. Not as strong as the coercive faculty, of
course, but enough to be useful."

They came into a large roomfilled with what appeared to

be jewel er's benches. Human and Tanu nen and women in

bl ue snocks, wearing magni fyi ng eyel enses, were maki ng

gol den torcs

"This is the heart of the place, right here. Al handwork for

t hese. Subassenblies—the crystalline chips with the circuit-ry—
have to be grown, then spattered and etched and sent here

for installation within the netal shell. The Tanu brought only

a single crystal-growing unit and chip etcher with themfromtheir home gal axy, but | was able to
build nore to permt an

increase in production of about tenfold."

A rama went by, trundling a cart with containers of glittering
conponents. Gomol waved his cigar, causing a pink wafer

to fly out of a box and into his fingers. "This little w dget is
my own psychoregul ator that | devel oped for the silvers and
grays. It puts the wearer at the nental disposal of any gold."
Bryan coul d not help but envision A ken Drum

Gommol brightened. "A fascinating case. | wasn't at the

feast, but they told nme all about him Too bad old Mayvar has

hi m | ocked up over in Farsense House. Both Cul |l uket and

are itching to interrogate him"

"He worries the establishnment?"

Gommol | aughed. "The nore naive el enents. He doesn't worry nme. The boy sounds |ike he nust be a
ment al nova.

FI ash-i n-t he- pan pseudo-operant. The phenomenon wasn't un-.known in the MIlieu. Certain latents
can be shocked into op- erancy by sonme profound trauma. We've had it happen here
once or twi ce before, although none of the cases was quite as
menorabl e as this Al ken Drum seens to be. The tenporary

operant status of the brain overrides the controls of the silver
torc. But the thing can't sustain itself and eventual ly burns
out —googol to gaga, just like that."

"I'"ve heard about the sad cases who couldn't adopt to the

torc. But | understand you've been wearing one for forty years
wi thout suffering a nental burnout."”

The man in the snoking jacket only smled around his cigar

They wandered anong t he benches, watching the painstak-ing

work. It took alnost a week for a technician to conplete
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one of the gol den neck-rings—even |onger for the delicate little torcs worn by Tanu children
These canme in four sizes;

and when a |l arger one was put on, the snmaller could be safely
removed and used on another child.

"No silver torcs for children?" Bryan asked.

"Tanu woren don't have human of f spri ng—ot even when

they mate with human mal es. And hunan wonen—whet her

gold or silver or gray or bareneck—are only pernmitted to con-ceive
by Tanu nmales. Al of their offspring are exotic as well,

but with a nmuch snaller percentage of Firvul ag phenotypes in

the litter than Tanu wonen produce. The Tanu hybrids vary
greatly in nmetapsychic faculties, of course. So far, all of them
are latent. But in time, the race will produce natural operants,
just as humanity has done. The human advent was quite a

genetic leg up for the Tanu, as you can inagine. On their
own—wi t hout any hunman adm xture—they woul dn't have gone

operant for mllions of years. The human- Tanu natings speed

up the evolutionary process drastically. Gven the quality of

the I atent stock coming through the time-gate. Prentice Brown
had cal cul ated that the Tanu would go reliably operant in only
fifty generations. O course, now..." "Elizabeth?"

"Exactly. When we got word of her arrival, Prentice Brown

and | recalculated the heritability of the different meta genes
based upon Elizabeth's presuned genetic assay and the results
wer e astoundi ng. You can get the details from Prentice Brown

hi nsel f over at Creation House. He's called Lord G eg-Donnet, you know. "
Bryan coul dn't hel p thinking: Crazy G eggy.

Agai n Gommol | aughed, teeth tightly clenching the cigar.."Sone sooner, sone |ater. Cone al ong
t hrough here. The silver

torcs are basically simlar to the gold. But we've been able to
automate a bit in the manufacture of the gray and rama types."
"How, " Bryan asked, "do the Firvulag fit into your genetic
enterprise?”

"They don't, as yet. A great pity fromthe eugenic view point,

as you' ve already deduced. The Little People are genui ne
operants, even if their powers tend to be limted. Unfortunately,
both races have a horrendous taboo agai nst interbreedi ng—and

no Firvulag would touch a human with a barge pole. But sone

of us are working on the problem If we could only convince

the Tanu to keep their Firvulag children instead of passing them
over to the Little People, we mght have a chance of changing
the mating pattern. It's fraught with possibilities."

They did a quick run through the area where the gray torcs

were nmade. There was nore of a factory atnosphere in this

wor kshop, where several sinple stanping machi nes were turn-ing
out torc shells and ramas were perforning sonme of the

assenbly. Gommol explained that the gray torcs were a variant

of the device originally used on ramas by the pioneering Tanu

whi ch he hinself had nodified into a psychoregul ator suitable
for humanity.

"We still have some problens with the torcs, as you heard.

But by and large they' re nmuch nore effective than the docil- ization inplants that were used on
sociopaths in the Mlieu

And the pleasure-pain circuitry and the farspeak augnentation
are conpletely innovative." Gommol's eyes darted sidelong. In

a neutral tone, he added, "I designed the original docilization
devi ce at Berkel ey, you know "

Bryan's forehead furrowed. "I thought Ei senmann—

Gommol turned away. In a tight voice, he said, "I was a

graduat e student working under him A young fool. W had a
touching father-son rel ationship and he was so proud of ne.
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My work was promising, he said, but its potential nmight remain
unreal i zed because | | acked the cachet necessary to attract Polity
fundi ng. However, if | worked under hi m... there would be

no problem | was grateful and he was clever and the work

was a resoundi ng success. And now the entire MIlieu knows

Ei senmann the laureate. A few even renenber Eusebi o Gonez- Nol an,
his faithful little assistant."

"l see."

The other man whirled around. "Ch, do you?" he fl ared.

"Do you, indeed? Just forty years, and |'ve shaped an entire.culture—turned these exotics froma
pat h of feckl ess barbarism

toward civilization! If the genetic manipulation with Elizabeth
conmes about, they could beconme transtechnol ogi cal, superior

to the Unity of our unborn Galactic MIlieu! What woul d Ei - senmann
and those Stockholmidiots think if they could see al

this?" On, God, Bryan thought. He tried to keep his own nind as

bl ank as possible. What had Elizabeth told them back at the
auberge? Count! Onetwot hreef our onetwot hreefour onetwo-threefour..
But Gommol was not attenpting to read the pani cked an-thropol ogist's
t houghts. He was fully occupied with his own

i nner vision. "Many years ago, during the tinme of the Rebellion

a snmall nunber of other operants cane through the tinme-gate.

I wasn't ready. My position was still unconsolidated and the

Tanu culture was in such a state of flux that matters were taken
out of ny hands before |I could act. But |I'mready now There

are people working with me who share ny views. Wth a new
generation of operants standing with us, we'll prevail."

Onet wot hr eef our onetwothreefour. "It's a remarkable ambition

Lord Gommol . G ven the cooperation of Elizabeth,

don't see howit can fail." Onetwothreefour

The psychobi ol ogi st seened to rel ax. He blew a snoke ring,

then gave Bryan a hearty clap on the shoul der. "Keep an ob-jective
eye, Genfell. That's all | ask."

They noved into another area, where the crystal nodul es

for the mental -assay nmachi nes were being assenbled. "Care to

have your soul m croanal yzed?" Now Gormol was jovial. "W
can do a nuch better job here than at Castle Gateway. Prototype
of an inproved nodel coming up. | could furnish you with

your compl ete psychosocial profile as well as a | atency anal ysis.
It would take only a few hours.”

Onetwot hreefour. "It wouldn't be too useful to you, |'m

afrai d. Lady Epone wasn't inpressed when she tested nme back

at the castle."

An expression of wariness clouded the Lord Coercer's snile

"Yes. It was Epone who checked your G oup out, wasn't it."

He fell silent, and after a perfunctory stroll through research
and testing facilities, where Gommol was evasi ve about the

exact nature of the work being done, they went down a | ong

ranp that led fromthe factory to an atriumopen to the sky

and cooled by the jets of a spectacular fountain. They sat at a.shaded table and rama servants in
bl ue-and-gol d livery brought

a drink resenbling iced sangri a.

"One of your Group was a young wonan naned Felice,"

Gomol said. "She's been involved in a serious accident. Can

you tell ne anything about her background?"

Onet wot hr eef our

Bryan recapitulated all that he could remenber of the girl's
career as a ring-hockey player, her attack on the auberge coun-sel or
her great physical strength and obvi ous deviation from

the psychosocial norm "I never saw her profile. But her ability
to control animals is certainly suggestive of latency. |'mrather
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surprised that she didn't rate a silver torc. Was she badly injured
in the accident?" "She wasn't hurt at all." Gommol's tone was studiously
neutral. "The travelers in her caravan staged a revolt on the

way to Finiah. The Lady Epone, a powerful coercer, was killed,
together with the entire escort of gray-torc troops. The prisoners
escaped, but nost of themwere |ater recaptured. They agreed

under interrogation that your friend Felice had been the ring-I|eader
of the affair.”

Onet wot hreefour! "That's incredible. And did she—did you

recapture Felice?"

"No. She and three other nenbers of your Group are stil

at large. Most of the Tanu Great Ones are inclined to think

that the affair was a fluke. There have been other m nor up-risings
fromtime to tinme, sometines abetted by the Firvul ag.

But never before this have bare-neck humans been able to kill

a Tanu. If Felice engineered it, | nust find out how"

Onet wot hr eef our Onetwot hreefour. "1 don't think there's

much nore | can tell you about her that would be useful. She

struck ne as a peculiar and dangerous child. She's only about

ei ghteen, you know."

Gommol sighed. "The children are always the npbst dan-gerous

Fi ni sh your drink, Bryan. | think we just have tine
to visit the classroons of the apprentice coercers before the
end of the afternoon. You'll enjoy nmeeting my youngsters.

have the hi ghest hopes for them The very highest."

Puffing his cigar, Eusebio Gomez-Nol an took Bryan off to

view fresh marvels..6

SUKEY' S FEAR HAD LESSENED NOW BUT THERE WAS STILL THE underlyi ng sense of terror at being
separated from Stein. But

she no longer worried that he might be in danger; Ai ken Drum

that inexplicable jester, would take care of him

But what woul d becone of her!

Creyn had cone for her—friendly, famliar Creyn, the only

person besides Elizabeth that she would have willingly fol-Iowed.
(And how had they known?) She rode now with the

exotic healer in a hellad-drawn cal eche to the Coll ege of Re-dactors,
whi ch was situated high above the city on a road that

led up the forested Mount of Heroes. Oive trees heavy with
plumsized fruit grew along the verge and in the walled com pounds

of handsone white villas. She saw groves of citrus and

al nrond; and, higher up the slope, rows of grapevines were

bei ng dressed by ramas. To the west the |and of Aven stretched

in a crazy quilt of greens and golds to the Dragon Range dimy
visible on the horizon. Mst of the region seemed under in-tensive
cultivation, a striking contrast to the salt flats and pal e

bl ui sh | agoons of the surroundi ng Mediterranean Basin.

As the carriage clinbed higher, Sukey was able to see the

pecul i ar topography of the ancient seabed south of Balearis. A

scarp nearly 100 neters high fell off sharply on that side of

the peninsula. Below | ay an undul ant sl ope of snow white dunes,
broken here and there by buttes and eroded pillars of what

seened to be pastel-colored salt. A snall river coming off the

peni nsula slightly west of Miriah had carved a canyon through
sparkling sediments. The watercourse wandered over the barren

bed of this gorge, whose walls showed pale strips of color, and
eventual |y reached the southern arm of the |agoon. East of the.river channel and extendi ng bel ow
the tip of Aven were flats that reflected the sunlight with a mrror dazzle.
"The White Silver Plain," Creyn told her. "W hold the

Grand Conbat down there, setting up cities of tents on either

side of the Wll of the Sea. Nearly ten thousand Tanu and

human fighters conme to the Conbat fromall parts of the Many-Col ored
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Land, together with five tinmes that number of noncom bat ants.
And the Firvulag come as well, all tricked out in their

bright and fearsone illusions with the black arnor hi dden be-neat h,
carrying nonstrous effigy standards hung with dyed

scal ps and festoons of gilded skulls."

Her mind' s eye gaped at the picture he conjured up—first

of the prelimnaries, where the Firvulag played their uncouth
ganmes while the Tanu contended in splendid tournanents and

races with chalikos and chariots. And then the manifestation

of powers when the battle-leaders were chosen, and finally the
H gh Melee itself, with Tanu and human and Firvul ag t hun-dering
toward one another, shining hero versus hi deous denon

in battles pitting armagainst arm nind agai nst nind, for three
days—with the seizing of banners or standards and the taking

of heads, the whirl of glass and bronze and | eather and sweating
flesh, the victors howing and glowing in the dark |ike torches,
while the losers lay silent, spilling their blood back on the
salt

"No!" Sukey cried. "No—not Stein!" But he would | ove

it—

Peace fl ooded through her. Be at ease littleSisternind. It is a ways away and things
may happen and not all Tanu revel in its bloodshed O no not

all.

"I don't understand," she said, searching Creyn's shuttered
face. "What are you trying to tell nme?"

"You're going to have to be strong. Bide your tine unti

the proper nmonment and take a |l ong view of matters. Keep hope

hi gh even when... distressing things happen to you. Stein and
Ai ken Drum have a hard way ahead of them but yours may
be harder."

She tried to probe him to discover what |ay behind that
wal | ed and kindly gaze, but it defeated her. She fell back into
the sinpler confort that he offered, hardly caring any nore
what happened to her so long as there was a chance it m ght
conme right in the end. "There is a chance, Sukey. Remenber. And be brave.".Walls and turrets of
silver and scarlet |oonmed over their

carriage. They passed beneath an arch of narble filigree and
halted before a white structure with pillars of red narble. A
Tanu woman gowned in filmy white came out and took Sukey's
hand.

Creyn introduced her. "The Lady Zealatrix Qar, who will

be your teacher here in the House of Healing."

Wl cone Daughterdear. What is your name?

Sue- Gaen. "A goodly name," said the wonan aloud. "W will give
you the honorific Mnivel, and you will rejoice to know that
the lady who bore it last lived for two thousand years. Cone
with ne, Gaen-Mnivel!"

Sukey turned to Creyn, lips trenbling.

"I leave you in the best of hands," he said. "Courage."

And then Creyn was gone, and Sukey followed Oar into

the headquarters of the Guild of Redactors. It was quiet and
cool, the decor nostly a chaste white and silver with only
occasi onal accents of the heraldic red. Only a few people were
to be seen; there were no guards.

"May—my | question you, Lady?" Sukey asked.

"Certainly. Later there will be the testing and the discipline.
But now, at the beginning, | will show you the work that we

do and answer your queries as fully as possible.” And correct
and gui de and light.

"Persons like me—with silver torcs, or gold. How | ong

may we live in this world? Is it as you inply—=
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Smile. Come see. Anticipatel

They descended into arched cataconbs within the rock of

the nountain, lit with ruby and white |anps. O ar opened a

thick door and they entered a circular room quite dark, where

a |l one Tanu redactor sat on a central stool with his eyes closed
in meditation. Slowy, Sukey's vision accompdated itself to

the di mess. Wiat she had ni staken for white statues ranged

around the wall proved to be people, their naked bodies completely
shrouded in transparent, clinging cauls that resenbled

sone pl astic nenbrane.

May | exam ne?

Freely. She noved around the room |ooking at the standing figures.
Here was a gold-torc human mal e, reduced to a virtual skeleton

by cachexi a. Beside himwas a Tanu wonman, apparently | ost

in serene sleep, one pendul ous breast distorted by a tunor. A Tanu child, notionless, her eyes
wi de open, had one arm sev-ered

bel ow the el bow. A robust gol denbeard, smiling as he

dreaned inside the artificial amion, displayed the slashes and
punctures of a hundred wounds. Another warrior type had both

hands burned away. Next to himstood a hunman woman in |ate

m ddl e age, her body saggi ng but unnarked.

"The nore severe cases are dealt with on an individua

basis," said Aar. "But these our Healing Brother nay m nister

to en nasse. The nenbrane is a psychoactive substance we

call Skin. Through a conbination of psychokinesis and redac-tion
the practitioner is able to nuster healing energies from

the patient's own mnd and body. Injuries, disease, cancers,

the debilities of age—all respond to treatnent if the patient's
mnd is strong enough to cooperate with the healer."

Lim tations?

"We cannot restore brain injuries. And it is against our ethic

to restore those who are decapitated in conbat or ritual obser-vances.
If a person is not brought to treatment before full brain-death,
we cannot hel p. Nor can we restore the aged whose

m nds have been allowed to deteriorate beyond a critical point.
Gven these limtations, we are not as advanced as the science

of your Galactic MIlieu, which could regenerate an entire cer-ebra
cortex if only a gramof tissue remained, or rejuvenate

even the nost decrepit if their will was strong.”

"Still—his is marvel ous," Sukey breathed. "May | hope

to do this kind of work some day?"

A ar took her hand and | ed her fromthe room "Perhaps,

child. But there are other tasks. Conme and see."

They | ooked through one-way w ndows into roons where

the mental ly deranged were undergoi ng deep-redact. A |arge
percentage of the patients were young people, and O ar ex-pl ai ned
that these were nostly Tanu-human hybrids experi-encing
difficulties adapting to the torc.

"W treat human golds and silvers as well. However, sone

human brains are fundamental ly incompatible to the long-term
effects of the torc's anplification. Bringing such patients to
full sanity may be inpossible. Lord Gommol has provided us

with devices that indicate feasibility. W may not waste the

time of our talented redactors on hopel ess cases."”

"I don't suppose you waste tine on gray-torcs, either,"

Sukey said in a | ow voice. Elizabethstyle barrier firmy in place.
"No, dear. Ordinarily not. Valuable as our grays are to us,

they are epheneri des—here and gone in a brief flash of vitality..The healing is a difficult and
ti me-consum ng process. It is not

for them.. Now, conme and see our babies growi ng!" They ascended to the upper reaches of the huge-
bui | di ng
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and cane to sunny roons full of bright-colored play equiprent.

Beautifully grooned fenal e ramapitheci nes ronped and | olled under the benevol ent eyes of human and
Tanu keepers. In adjoining roons, ramas were eating or sleeping or submtting

to various kinds of care. Every one of the little apes was preg-nant.

"You may know," QO ar said in an offhand manner, "that

we Tanu wonen have experienced difficulty reproducing on this world. Early in our Exile, we
utilized ramas as nurturers

of the zygote. Ova fertilized in vitro are inplanted within these animals and nouri shed. The ranas
are too snall to carry the

fetuses to term of course. But when devel opnment has pro-gressed

as far as possible, the infant is delivered by caesarian section. The nortality is nearly eighty
percent, but we feel that

the precious survivors are well worth the struggle. In the earliest

days, these surrogate nothers seemed to be our only hope of
racial survival. Fortunately, that situation no | onger applies.
t hrough a dar kened ward

where premature infants slept in sheltering glass creches. Sukey was anazed to see Firvulag as
wel | as Tanu babi es receiving

devoted care. "They are our shadow brethren," Oar told her. "W are obliged by the npst ancient
precepts of our way to rear themto term and subsequently turn themover to their own fol k."

And then hunt and kill thenf

You will understand one day littleSistermnd. It is our way.

If you would survive it nust becone your way. "And now," O ar spoke out loud, "we will visit the
Lady

Tasha- Bybar . "

Behi nd her nental screen, Sukey cried out. "The procedure is very brief, but it is usually sone
weeks

before the nenstrual cycle reasserts itself normally. W will take care of this snmall matter

bef ore begi nni ng your appren-ticeship

so that there will be a minimum of delay in your

They left the ramas and ti ptoed

initiation." Keeping a firmgrip on herself, Sukey said, "I—+ protest.

To be used in this fashion." Peacecal nsolace. "It is your lot. Accept it. There is so nuch
joy to be gleaned in conpensation! And the Lady Bybar is very skilled. You will feel no
pain.".O ar stood still for a nmoment, fingers resting on her gol den

torc. She nodded, smiled, and took Sukey up a w nding stair-way
into one of the high turrets. The roomat the top was fully
thirty meters in dianeter, commanding a fantastic view of the
surroundi ng countryside and the nisted, glaring salt.

In the mddle of the polished black floor was a | ong gol den
tabl e surrounded by small trolleys with jewel-bright objects
gl eami ng on their open shelves. The reflector dish of a huge

I amp, unlit, hung above the equi prent.

"The Lady Bybar will first dance for you, Gmen-M nivel

She does you great honor. WAit here now until she cones, and
conmport yourself with a dignity befitting your silver torc."
Wth that, dar left her alone.

Hesitating and fearful, Sukey approached the central table.

It was! There were clanps and stirrups. And the jewel-bl aded
things were just what she had suspect ed.

Tears blinded her and she stunbl ed away fromthe appa-ratus.
She cried out secretly: Stein | would for you.

O she could still run ...

Qar's nnd-grip caught her. She was forced to stop, to turn
around, to watch in stunned incredulity as Tasha-Bybar entered
and began her dance.

The hunman body was as pale and as lush as that of an houri —
and so exaggerated in its sexuality that Sukey's instinct told
her it nmust have been artificially enhanced. There was hair only
upon the woman's head, and this flared |ike a blue-black cloak
when she spun and | eaped, and rippled al nost to her knees

when she was nmonentarily still.
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Al'l that she wore was bells, and the golden torc. The bells

were snmall and round, fastened to her living flesh in gracefu
twisting patterns. They had differing notes; and as the dancer's
nmuscl es flexed and extended, an elfin nelody born of the nove-nent
itself sounded in the huge, nearly enpty room The rhythm

was that of Sukey's pul se. She stood frozen and hel pl ess as

the dancer approached in great fluid | eaps, arnms beckoni ng as
they wove their eerie song, feet stanping with an accel erating

i nsi stence that conpell ed Sukey's heart to beat faster and faster
The dancer's sunken eyes were as black as her hair. Nearly
colorless lips drew back in a rictus above her teeth. Around

and around Sukey the dancer spun, increasing the tenpo of

the nmusic until Sukey was dizzy, nauseated, trying in vain to

cl ose her eyes and ears and mind to the flashing chinmng gy-rating
thing that seized her and whirled her into oblivion..7

"YOU VE FI XED | T! YOU RE A BONNY BOY, MY SHI NI NG ONE. "

Mayvar the Hag watched in delight as the tiny figures on

the tinepiece cane sliding out on their tracks and circled one
anot her. The turquoi se-and-jet dragon fl apped gol den wi ngs

and lunged, clashing its jeweled fangs. The knight in opal arnor
fended off the little nonster, then raised his glittering sword
and struck; once... twice... three tines. The clock told the
hour. The dragon expired, chopped into three sections revealing
ruby entrails. The entire turntable at the front of the timepiece
revol ved, carrying the tabl eau back inside gol den doors.

Ai ken Drum stowed tools back into pockets. "It wasn't that

hard to fix. Crud in the drivetrain, a worn tooth on one of the
little gears. You ought to have a gl assbl ower nmake a done to
cover it, sweets. Preventive maintenance."

"I will," the old woman promi sed. She lifted the el aborate

toy fromthe table where Ai ken had been working on it to a

safe place on a high shelf. Then she turned to himand held

out bot h hands, grinning.

"Agai n?" he protested. "lInsatiable old bag, aren't you?"

"All we Tanu wonen are," she cackled, pulling himtoward

the bedroom "but there's few that can rise up to Mayvar and
live, my Shining One, as you should know by now. So when

I find such as you | nust test and prove him And if he |asts—
ah, then!"

The room was very dark and cool and the awful ol d wonman

only a shadow waiting. Free of the golden suit, floating in the
air, he canme to her and was devoured. But there was no fear

in himor cringing—ot after the first time had shown him

what |ay beyond the repellent husk.

O amazi ng Hag with your hidden caul dron of near-deadly.rapture! You'd take the entire nmeasure of
life-force if 1'd let you—snuff nme after I'd fed your ancient nerve-fires and stoked
themto youth again! But | won't die, Hag. | won't burn out.
I"'mup to you, old Mayvar, and beyond and above you, draw ng

you along with me while you scream Cone al ong and don't

falter, Mayvar! Cry to die, Mayvar! Then burst and tunble

down when you've had your surfeit of the Shining One who

meets your test again and | aughs..

The golliwog put on his golden boots and gave her ugliness

a touch of pure affection. "You know, you're pretty good
yourself, Wtch." "Once the Thagdal said the sane." She uttered a long sigh. "And ny darling
Lugonn, that | had such hopes for before he

died." She showed himthe way it had been, back at the Ship's
Grave, when all of themhad first arrived in the Many- Col ored
Land.

"What a funny race you are," Aiken said. "Not civilized at

all. You'd be in a fine mess by now if humans hadn't cone
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through the tine-gate and organi zed things for you. You shoul d
be grateful instead of resenting us!"

"l don't resent you," Mayvar said conplacently. "Cone

cl ose, ny bonny boy." She took it fromunder the pillow and

held it out to him

"Do | need it?" he asked her, mouth quirking with the old

nmi schief. "Wuld you have even nore of ne, glutton Myvar?"

But this tine she was serious. "You' ve still a way to go

and a way to grow before you're a match for the greatest of

the Host, Aiken Drum There are those who can kill you—

make no nmistake. If you're wise, you'll go about this prudently
and follow ny counsel. Take it."

He settled the twi sted golden ring around his neck and snapped
the ends shut. Mayvar's gnarled fingers unfastened the old
silver torc and dropped it beside the bed.

"I'"ll do as you say, Wtch dear. And savor the fun to the

full est every step along the way."

She got up fromthe bed and he hel ped her to don the purple
robe. Then they went out into her sitting room where he conbed
her white hair and called for refreshnent, which they both

stood in need of.

"You' ve proved yourself to ne," Mayvar said at |ength,

"but you nust al so prove yourself to them They nust freely
accept you. This is our way."

A tinkling fanfare came fromthe gol den clock on the shelf..Once again the dragon slithered forth
and the knight came stalking him and this tine, the bejewel ed prey was hewn into
four sections to mark the striking of the hour

"You want nme to go and do likew se," Ai ken observed

"Show all the fol ks what a grand barbarian warrior | am by
maki ng good on ny nonster-killing boast."

"I't'"1l be a significant proof, the slaying of Del baeth." She
began to rock back and forth, chortling, hands cl aspi ng bony
knees through the fabric of her gown. "Oh—you caught their
attention with that offer, lad! Tana herself nust have put the
notion into your mnd."

H s response was | aconic. "Your High King was so | oud
broadcasting his anxi ety about the spook that it was inpossible
to resist."

"Ah! But, you see, there'd be talk of how the Thagda

hi msel f shoul d deal with Del baeth! And since he's really too
old, he'd have to ask Nodonn to do it. And that would obligate
himto the Host, and—ah, you'll know about the politics soon enough. But as for Del baeth—this
Firvulag is one of the nost

powerful sort. He's a giant, not one of the little kind. He's
been ranpagi ng around burni ng up plantati ons outside of Af-aliah,
on what you'd call the Spanish nmainland, for nearly a

year now. Much of our provisioning here at the capital cones
fromthe Afaliah region, and we al so count on those farms for
the extra supplies needed during Grand Conbat tinme. Now,
Afaliah's Lord is Celadeyr. He's a First Comer and a feisty

ol d shit-kicker of a Creator-Coercer—but no match for Del -baeth.
None of us are—if you match power for power. Ad

Celo's tried to Hunt down the Shape of Fire, but he gets out-witted
every tinme when the Firvulag runs off and hides in the

caves of the Gbraltar Isthmus. Things are getting serious, with
the Grand Conbat nearly on us, and Cel o has demanded t he

assi stance of the Hi gh King. The Thagdal is obliged to re-spond.”
Ai ken nodded. "I get it. But the King is getting a bit |ong

in the tooth for that kind of adventure. Rogering nmidens is
nore his style these days."

"He may properly designate any chanpion as his agent to
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deal with Del baeth. But you forced himto send you! Do you

see how galling it rmust be? An outsider—a human! —taking on a job that's defeated Tanu stalwarts.
And all by accident,

you' ve put one up Nodonn, too, since he was too wily to

vol unteer before the King asked hinm |f you succeed in killing.Del baeth, wearing the gold and all
you tell the world that you

think you're as good as any of them"”

"Just as Gommol did?"

She hal f-cl osed her pouched eyes, simultaneously projecting

a vision of the long-ago triunph of the human Lord Coercer

for Aiken's study. She | ooked out over the Wite Silver Plain

where it had happened. "Gommol woul d have aspired higher,"

she said softly, "but | spurned him even though he could have

sated me. Sterile! O nore correctly, so riddled with I etha

genes that even the science of your Galactic MIieu had been

powerl ess to correct his faulty plasm The Kingmaker rejects

such of f al ... Needless to say, |'ve already deternined that you
have no such deficiency."

Hands on hips, he threw back his head and | aughed. "What

a col d- bl ooded witch you are! And | thought it was all for sweet
passi on's sake."

Destiny rules passion in us both ShiningOne.

"You weird old crone!" he cried. "Meddling old bag of

bones! Power-hungry bal | breaker! Get your stringy old ass to

Redact House and crawl into the Skin and have them nmake

you young again. We'll go and screw 'emall together, Lovie!"

G aspi ng one of her hands, he spun her tall figure around—

then stopped short at the expression on her face and the vision

that acconpanied it.

"I'"ve been lucky, Aiken. Mst of nmy kind are only able to

choose once. But | picked the Thagdal, and | chose his suc-cessor

as wel |l —although Tana's will took dear Lugonn before

my choice could be made nanifest. After he was gone, | waited

these thousand years, weighing the hopefuls as it's ny duty to

do. But all of themfell short in one way or another. And so

had settled on the best of the rejected, Nodonn Battl enaster

of the Host. His mind is stupendous and his heritage is ac-ceptabl e—
but ah what a neager flane he kindles, for all his

jeal ous pride! What a poor stick to the engendering of a race

of heroes! But he was the best we had until..."

"Silly Hag." The knotted fingers stroked his golden torc, sending sweet
fever rushing through him

She crooned, "Lucky Mayvar! To see the third one cone

after all. Ah, but |I've reached ny limt with you, bright |addie!
Three thousand three hundred and fifty-two of your years |'ve

lived and done the love testing for the Tanu. You'll be the.death of ne, Aiken Drum But not,
pl ease Tanu, until 1've

seen you safely installed."

"First things first," he said, divesting hinmself of her menta

caress with some reluctance. "This Del baeth. You realize that

I don't have the faintest idea howto go about killing hin? I

talk a good gane, but when push cones to shove, the spook

m ght just burn the fewkin' gold britches off ne! Wuldn't

that be a nice end to our schenmes?"

Mayvar gave a gay titter. "Wuld | send ny own Initiate

away unprepared? You'll be taught to use your powers properly

before you go on the Del baeth Quest. Two weeks under ny

tutel age—and that of mghty Bleyn, and Al beronn M ndeater

and the mstress of illusion, Katlinel the Darkeyed—and you'l
be nore than a match for this Firvulag... And to be on the
safe side, |I'll give you sonmething else as well. Wat you woul d
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call an ace in the hole.™

"Wtch!" He sniggered. "Wat is it?"

"You' Il never guess! No true Tanu would dare to use it

because of the nortal danger to hinself. But it'll be harm ess
to you, ny bonny boy, and it'll dispose of Delbaeth if you but
track himdown. You nust keep it secret fromthe others if

you |l ove your life—but with you as clever as | know you are,

it should be no problem™

"What is it, for God s sake?" He grasped her by her bony

shoul ders and shook her as she continued to tantalize him
dangling a snmall nmental image just out of reach.

At | ast she sobered. "Cone along to the cellar, then, and

"1l showit to you."

Stein was in an uneasy and dangerous mood, his great hands

whi t e- knuckl ed as he gripped the railing and pretended to watch
the apprentice fighters larruping each other out in the arena.
The upper level of his mnd |istened obediently to the running
comrentary of the Lord of Swords, who pointed out the tech-nique—
or lack of it—displayed by the young gray-torcs. Be-neath

the veneer, however, Stein was raging. Bluff Tagan

preoccupied with his exposition of martial arts, never noticed;
but the gol d-torc human worman who had been del egated by

Mayvar to shepherd Stein on a tour of Miuriah was all too aware

of the giant's growing inpatience. Wth a farspeaker's tact,

she insinuated herself.

FriendStein are you weary of view ng fighterscnool ? Had

hoped it woul d anusedi stract.. Sonet hi ng wong Sukeyw fe. What WHAT Lady Dedra | will know
" and observe that young ox in the rust-colored kilt, Stein.
Kurdi sh stock. Splendid nusculature and as ganme as they nmke

"em but he won't last five minutes in a Low Melee if he doesn't
learn to stop tel egraphing his ripostes. You don't need a torc
to read that one's mind! Now, if you want a real study in
finesse, keep a close eye on those two Maasai types sparring
with vitredur |ances. That's the kind of work that makes an

old fighter's blood sing ..."

Cal ncal mrel ax Stein. Renenber Venerabl eMayvar's di-rectiveprom se
+ that Ai kenDrum no harmto Sukey.

Di sbelief! FURY. |I hear her she is crying afraid bellspun falling reach out Lady Dedra to her find
her tell me why she

cries! Verywell | will ook but do not betray yourself Tagan- Coercer
freshaware your inattention.

Al oud, Stein said, "Those fell ows have the noves, Lord

Tagan. |'mno expert, but they | ook dam inpressive. But |

don't see how they'd have nmuch of a chance in a contest against
one of your Tanu brain benders."

"Most of this lot will only fight in the Contest of Humans—

agai nst one another. It's only the best who get to fight side by
side with the metapsychic warriors in the H gh Ml ee against the
Firvul ag. Brave and strong-m nded grays have managed to give

a good account of themselves in the High. It's a matter of resisting
the fear-provoking illusions of the Little Fol ks and keepi ng your
m nd on business. O course, ultimtely nost of the grays..."

The vision winked out al nost as soon as it fornmed in Tagan's

tel epathic projection; but it had been clear enough to Stein.

The Lord of Swords peered obliquely at the Viking. Tagan

| ooked nore weat her-beaten than nost of the other Tanu, with

a droopi ng gold mustache, and shaggy brows hedgi ng sunken

green eyes. "There have been exceptions to the usual fate of

the gray fighter. Areally superlative gladiator can expect a
reprieve. And not just until the next year's Conbat, either

Per manently. To serve on ny staff here at the school."
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Dedra said, "You know, Coercive Brother, that Stein's as-signnent
must conme ultimately fromthe Lady Mayvar, who

has taken to kin the Candi date A ken Drum" Putative master

of this perhapsbriefliving gray.

The bl ue-arnored Tanu gave a nmental sneer, disnissing

both Mayvar and her upstart protege. "W'Il see you in the. Conbat one way or another, Stein.
You're a natural, boy! |I saw you at the supper. Just a few weeks of work here..." The
coercer reached out: conradeship, adrenalin, challenge, re-I|ease,
gore, sweet shattering fatigue! "How about it, |ad?"

Stein opened his nmouth to curse the Lord of Swords. But

what he said was, "I thank you, Lord Tagan, for thinking that

I mght be worthy to study under a great chanpion such as

you. After ny master and | dispose of the | oathsorme Del baeth,
we'll be free to think of the upconing Combat. My naster wll
confer with you in good tine."

I didn't speak you spoke damedDedra let ne go let ne go

let me—

"W will |eave you now, Coercive Brother," Dedra said,

bowi ng and drawi ng her |avender chiffon cloak about her sl en-der
body. The sun had gone down behind the rimof the arena,

whi ch m ght have expl ai ned why she had begun to shiver. "You

may be sure that Stein and his master, Aiken Drum will con-sider
your generous offer nbst seriously." Stop it! Stop fighting

me you great bl ockhead!

Tagan snmote his arnored breast with a sapphire gauntlet.

"l salute you, Farspeaking Sister, Exalted Lady Mary-Dedra.
Remenber me to your President... And you, valiant

Stein. W hold the City Ganes thrice weekly here and at the

Pl ain of Sports. Join us! Tonorrow our top westlers will test
the first of the giant apes that were recently captured in the
North African hills. It pronmses a bit of excitenment!"

Stein was forced to remove his horned hel net and abase

hi nsel f before the Lord of Swords. And then he had to hurry

al ong after the gold-torc woman through cold, echoi ng passages
that | ed beneath the arena to the carriage-yard where their

cal eche waited. The corridors were dark and deserted. Stein
called for Dedra to wait for him but she threw a gl ance over

her shoul der and began to run instead. Her nind, operating on
the coercive node, reiterated

You will submit to ne you will be calmyou will submt—
"Somet hi ng' s happened to Sukey, hasn't it?" he cried out.

You will submit to nme you will be cal m—

"You're afraid to tell ne!" His stride |lengthened. "I can't

hear her calling ne any nore!"

Youwi | | submit youwi |l submit YOUW LLSUBM T!

The pressure of his rage built into a great igneous flood,
undernining her restraints, nelting them "They've killed her—
haven't they?" the berserker roared. Dedra dodged away fromhim alnost falling on the danp stone
floor. "Answer ne, you

stupid bitch! Answer ne!"

YOU WLL. ..

Stein gave a shout, mingling pain and triunph, as the |ast

of the nental shackles dissolved. A single | eap brought him

up to Dedra and he snatched the human worman into the air,

spi nning her around so that the panic-stricken, lovely face stared
up hel plessly. He bent her spine backwards and drew her into

a dark niche, clamy and odorous, at one side of the corridor.
"l"mgoing to break your back if you nake one sound! And

don't call out in the farspeak node, either, because I'l| hear
you. Understand? Answer ne, dammt!"

Stein O Stein you m sapprehend we wi sh no harm we woul d

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (52 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:21 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

hel p—

"You listen to ne," he hissed, relaxing the tension slightly.
"There's no one down here but you and nme. No one to cone

and save you. Mayvar should have given nme a stronger keeper
than you, Dedra. She should have known you'd never be able

to hold nme."

"But Mayvar woul d—

He gave her a brutal shake. "Stop trying to get back into

my mnd, bitch!" She npbaned and her head |olled sideways.

"I want to know what's happened to ny wife! You know and
you'll tell me—

"She's alive, Stein." Jesus God nan you're crushi ngbreak-ing
me ease up the spinal nerve bruising ahhhh..

He rel axed, propping her saggi ng body agai nst the rough

stone wall. She hung there like a cut-string marionette, belly
swel | i ng agai nst her rucked-up lilac gown, |avender-and-gold
headdress awy. Her nental explanation cane rushing out.

As with all silvertorchumanwonen your Sukey gone to By-bar

for fertility restoration

"They prom sed ne she woul dn't be harned! Myvar promised—
and that bloody little gold grannybanger. They promised!"
Tears white arns reachi ng conpassi onbalm.. "She hasn't

been hurt, Stein. Can't you understand? W had to treat Sukey
like an ordinary candidate. If an exception had been nade
before Ai ken's position anmong the battl e-conpany was af-firnmed—
don't! Don't hurt ne again! Can't you see |'mtelling

you the truth? Mayvar and Di onket nust nove cautiously at
this stage or all the planning goes for nothing. There's nore
at stake here than you and your wife!".Stein |l et her go. She sank to the dirty floor. Her nind was
numb, shallowy adrift. The violet human eyes | ooked at him
fromam dst runnels of tears. "W never neant Sukey to go to
the Thagdal. There's tine. At least a nonth before her femal e
cycle is reestablished.”

"When will your Tanu bastard be born, bitch? To hell with
Mayvar and Di onket and their schenes! To hell with all of

you! | could hear Sukey calling me, dammit, and now she's
stopped. You prove to ne that she's alive and unharned
or—

Take himto her.

Stein gave a start. H's hand dropped to his sword hilt and

he | ooked wildly about. The corridor was enpty.

"I warned you, Dedra!" H's face clouded again with fury.

She rai sed one shaking finger to her golden torc. "It's May-var
She's seen and heard. I'mto take you to Sukey. Now will

you believe that we're on your side?"

He pulled her to her feet. Her gown was snagged and stai ned.

Swi ftly, he unpinned the brooch of his own short green cape
and flung the covering garnent about her shoul ders. "Can you
wal k?"

"As far as the carriage. But give me your hand."

Qut si de, the bareneck gaffer who waited with their cal eche

was dozing as the cicadas turned up for their evening perfor-nmance.
Ramas were goi ng about with short |adders and sl ow nat ches,
lighting the streetlanps. The broad pronenade that

skirted this side of the stadiumhad only a few cabs rolling

al ong and no pedestrians except for the busy little apes. Respectfully, Stein handed the Lady
Dedra into the carriage

before going around to the other side and clinbing in.

"Where to, marn?" the driver croaked, coming to life with

rel uct ance.

"Redact House. And quickly."
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The driver whipped up the heilad and they trotted off. The
carriage drove through the central city and its western suburbs
before reaching the road that led to the heights. Miriah had

no city wall. The natural isolation of the Aven Peni nsul a was
deenmed protection enough here in the southland where the Tanu
were nost powerful. Dedra did not speak and Stein sat stiffly
at her side, not looking at her. Finally, when they were well
above the city, the woman said, "There's a fountain ahead.

WIl you let nme stop to clean up? If | enter the precincts of the
redactors looking like this, there are bound to be questions.". Stein nodded and she gave
instructions to the driver. After

a fewmnutes they pulled into a deeply shadowed waysi de.

Some kind of bird was goi ng doi nk doi nk anmong the crags. A
spring emerged fromthe yellow linmestone into a triple-tiered
basin and the hellad was pernmitted to drink fromthe | owest
pool, after which Dedra had the driver |ead the beast to where
it could crop fromthe thick shrubbery. She bathed her face in
the central basin and produced a small mirror and a gol den
conb, which she used to repair her straggling coiffure. The
ornat e headdress was badly crushed. After a futile attenpt to
restore it, she threwit into a waste receptacle.

"Let sone trash collector have a treat. | think ny hair wll
do for now, but we'll have to hope Tasha is too stoned to notice
nmy gown. "

"Can you stop her reading our mnds?"

Dedra gave a sour little laugh. "Ah! You don't know about

our dear Tasha-Bybar, the Anastasya Astaurova that was, prine
benefactress of the Tanu breedi ng scheme. Wll, relax, |over

She has no netafaculties at all! Her gold torc is honorary—a
token of Tanu esteem Tasha is the human gynecol ogi st who

first showed the exotics how to reverse our sterilization sone

si xty-odd years ago. There are about a dozen ot her gut choppers
doing the work now as well as Tash, of course, but none as
conpetent as she is. She does all of the silvers herself. Literally
keeps the old hand in."

A picture of the bell-dancer was projected before Stein's

mental eye. "l've seen a few," he nuttered. "But that's a

di fferent shade of kink!"

Dedra di pped one hand into the topmost pool of the fountain

and drank from her cupped palm "She's quite insane now.

She must have been borderline when she passed through the
auberge... Don't give ne that ol d-fashi oned mascul i ne | ook

lover! | think she's a traitor to the human race, just as you do.
But what's done is done. Mst of us wonmen make the best of

it."

Stein shook his head. "How could she?"

"There's a crazy kind of logic toi t ... How do you like
frustrated not herhood for starters? Here's this too dreadfully
sexy bod that can't grow babi es—so why not be a nother by

proxy? Al these perfectly healthy fenale tinme-travelers could
have lovely Tanu children if only some good doctor repaired

the m schi ef done by those gyn-folk with the little | aser scal pel s
back at the auberge. The fix is quite tricky, because Madane's.people seemto've anticipated sone
kind of jiggery-pokery

anong the phil oprogenitive. But dear Tasha perseveres! Finally
she gets it right, and she passes on her skills to a select squad
of Tanu students. And here we all are, ready to be plowed and

pl anted. "

"If she's such a wiz of a doctor, why doesn't she have one

of her prize pupils fix her up?"

"Ah! That's the too-barfmaking tragedy of it all, |over
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Wthin that voluptuous female formwi th the enhanced secon-

daries and the estrogen inplants there beats the heart of a true XY."
Stein glared at her in inpatience. "Wiat the hell are you

tal ki ng about ?"

Dedra clinbed down fromthe fountain and sent an inpe-rious

mental command for the carriage. "An XY, lover. Tasha

is a transsexual. Ch, you could stow away sone real wonman's
fertilized egg in her fake uterus, and naybe shoot her full of
preggy hornones, if you could get themin this primtive world—
and perhaps the enbryo would |ive a few weeks before dying.

But that's all, lover. Maternity is a marvelous and tricky symbiosis.
And of course, no one in our Galactic MIlieu or any-where

el se has ever nmade a true nother out of a nale.”

She stepped lightly into the cal eche without assistance. "Well?
Don't just stand there. Do you want to see your wife, or don't
you?" Stein clinbed in and they rode away.

When the red and white lights of the Redactor Guild build-ings

were quite close, Dedra said, "You're going to have to

be careful when we get inside. Tasha can't read you, but there

will be plenty of others who can. Heavy screens aren't ny
specialty, although "Il do the best I can for you. But if you
start thrashing around and break through ne it's going to be

both our asses in a sling."

"Il relax," he prom sed. "Sukey taught ne things when

we—en the trip down the river when we wanted privacy."

"Trust ne," she pleaded. Looking up at himin the dusk

she tried to find one small scrap of enmpathy; but all that mat-tered
to himwas the safety of his precious, funny-faced |ove.

"I"'msorry | hurt you," he conceded. But that was all.

She stared strai ght ahead at the slouched beanbag shape of

the old driver. "Think nothing of it. My fault for standing in

the tornado's path. Lucky little Sukey..."

The carriage drew up to the entrance. Once again, Stein

pl ayed the solicitous gray-torc esquire and Dedra, the Exalted.Lady. There were two guards in
garnet-col ored hal f-arnor on

station beneath the portico. A peevish silver nale came to escort
them up to Tasha-Bybar's eyrie.

"Mpst unusual ," he fretted. "The routine is conpletely up-set,

Far speaki ng Lady. You know, it was necessary for the

Lord Healer hinself to use his good offices—=

"We're very grateful to Lord D onket, Wrthy Gordon. It's

a matter very inportant to the Venerabl e Mayvar Ki ngmaker."

"Ch, well, of course then. Along through here and up we

go. Gven-Mnivel will still be groggy, you know. Lady Tasha

likes themto rest well afterward."”

"1"I'l bet," growed Stein. He lurched slightly as Dedra ad-m ni stered
a psychic correction.

"We' Il not be long, Wrthy Gordon. How peaceful it is in

your precincts at night! It seens we at Farsense House never

really seemto settle down. In and out, in and out. Someone

al ways has an inportant nmessage or a data-search or a sur-veillance
or a lost dog or sonething even nore vital. | nust

say, | prefer your tranquil atnosphere.”

"I ndi spensabl e in a house of healing," Gordon said. They had reached a | andi ng just below the
topnost floor of the tower.

"The recovery roonms are arranged around the perineter. The

Candi date Gven-M nivel is resting in Three."

"Please don't trouble yourself to wait." Dedra was firm

"We' Il find our way out, and we'll only stay a very few mnutes."
Gordon received this suggestion dubiously, but after arguing

with the farspeaker for a few nminutes, he bowed and retreated,
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| eavi ng them standi ng before the door narked 3. Slowy, Dedra slid it open
Stei n pushed past her into the darkness. "Sue? Are you

her e?"

Soneone noved on a chai se near the open wi ndow and sat up, dark against the lights of Miriah
out si de. "Steinie="

He knelt down beside her and took her face between his

hands. "Have they hurt you? Have they?"

"Hush, love. No." Gently gently ny darling ah how did

you know? How coul d you hear ne?

Muffled, he said, "I did and | cane."

You broke Dedra/ Mayvar control O Steinlove how did you

break free howis it possible O nydear so w | duntamedrash- madl ovi ng!
They will not tie ne separate us never until | die.

"Stein," she whispered, and began to weep..From one corner of the darkened room the one farthest
fromthe door, canme a small sound. The tinkle of a tiny bell

"So you like to spy, too, do you?" Stein's voice was very

soft. He rose to his feet and stood notionl ess.

"So tall! So strong!" The bells shivered up the scale and

down. One with a |l ower note began a | anguorous rhythm The

dancer cane, fluid as a shadow, and undul ated before him

"So you want her? How sweet." It was a song the dancer sang,
acconpani ed by the suddenly discordant chimng. "You want

to take her, to take her, to take her!"

In Stein the white-hot anger was born again, an eruption of
primtive psychoenergy how ing wath agai nst the nocker and

her music. Stein uttered a low cry and reached out to stemthe
peril; and Dedra, with her back against the closed door, threw

her mi nd against him too, even though her restraints were even
weaker than Sukey's agai nst that uniquely nasculine tidal bore.
"Don't, Stein!" Sukey cried aloud. "Ch, don't!"

"You want to take her," | aughed the bell-dancer, bendi ng

and thrusting. "But why why why? Take her her her?"

The bell sound and the | aughing blended with tw sting

lights—+the glittering bits of nmetal that rippled over white skin,
the pul se quickening with the danger that nade it nore sweet—

and then the nusic and dance ended in a shuddering finale and

she opened to himas Dedra nmpaned and Sukey made one | ast

futile try to prevent what was going to happen.

"Take me" invited Tasha- Bybar

And the bronze sword did.

There was a great silence. Quite calmnow, Stein w ped his

bl ade on the draperies, sheathed it, and lifted Sukey into his
arns. He stepped over the thing on the floor. "Get out of the
way, " he told Dedra.

"You can't!" the farspeaker wailed. Mayvar! Mayvar!

The door to the corridor opened, admtting a wi de swath of

light. An imensely tall man stood there, flanked by two ser-vitors
in the scarlet-and-white livery. "I warned Di onket that

this was a mistake," Creyn said, his tone weary. He came into

the room gestured, and turned on festoons of the small cold-1ight
lanps. A grimsmle played over his lips as he | ooked

beyond Stein and Sukey to the fallen dancer. The coar seness

of his nental conmment brought a gasp from Sukey and a sur-prised
bark of laughter from Stein.

"You're on our side," marvel ed the Viking.."Put Sukey down, you great ass," Creyn told him
"Thanks

to you, your w fe must be hidden away until the G and

Conbat... and we'll have to nove even faster than we'd origi-nally
pl anned. ". 8

NODONN SENT THE THUNDERBOLT DOWN | NTO THE DARK WATERS

of the Gulf of Aquitaine, where the wavelets reflected the noon
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and an unsuspecting nonster chased a school of tunny not far
beneat h the surface.

As lightning struck, the sea boiled and bel ched clouds. Fif-teen
of the big fish went belly-up, electrocuted instantly. The

pl esi osaur, however, was only stunned. It broke through the

mael strom raised its wattled head, and bel | owed.

"Ch, you got him" Rosmar cried. "And a big one!"

"The prey! The prey!" The other Hunters all burst forth into
radi ance, riders and nounts ali ke, now that there was no | onger
a need for conceal nent. A wheel of rainbow spl endor turned

in the air above the feebly swi nm ng beast, alnost fifty glo-riously
arnored men and wormen fromthe court of the Tanu

Battl emaster. And to one side, aloof as rosy-gold conets, were
Nodonn hinmsel f and his new bri de.

The Hunt whacked shi el ds, sounded crystal horns. "The

prey! The prey!"

"To Vrenol," Nodonn decided, his voice storml oud.

One of the riders plunmeted, trailing sparks, and swooped

over the brute withing anmd the deadly waves. The snakelike
neck of the plesiosaur |ashed out and the knight hauled his
chaliko up just in tine to escape the dagger teeth. The rider
thrust with his glowing sword and a ball of purplish fire flew
fromthe tip to strike the marine nonster between the eyes.

The ani mal screaned.

A cheer was enmitted by the circling Hunt. "At him Vrenol!"
sonme wonan urged

The Huntsman waved his sword in jaunty acknow edg- nent —

which was a mstake. Wth its attacker distracted, the.plesiosaur sounded with a simultaneous push
fromall four

paddl el i ke Iinbs, |eaving the disconfited Tanu kni ght poised

in the air above a surge of evil-snelling bubbles.

"Ch, hard luck," an anonynous voice drawl ed. One of the

arnmored wonen bl ew a derisive triple toot on her animal-headed
gl ass trunpet.

Now Vrenol was faced with the dreadful expedient of pur-suing
the beast into the water—that el enment so abhorred by

his race—f this first attenpt at a kill were not to end in
humiliation as the prey escaped.

"Ah, the silly young juggins," said Rosmar. "Bring the

| evi at han back up, ny Lord!"

The bl azing face of the Battlemaster sniled upon his bride.

"I'f you ask it, vein of ny heart. But Vrenol deserves to dunk
for his foolishness." Nodonn reached out to discern the non-ster's
position. "Ch, you'd sneak away, would you?" A blue

bolt of energy split the gulf's water, causing the chalikos of
the circling Hunt to rear and squeal. The pl esiosaur surfaced
once nore and this time Vrenol went for it with his |ance.

"He's got it!" Rosnmar exclainmed. "Right at the base of the

neck! Let's go down for the kill!"

The Lord and Lady of Coriah spiraled toward the water,

the wheel of light fracturing respectfully before their passage.
Now t he individual Hunters poised waiting for the end. The

pl esi osaur, paralyzed by the wound, was still able to open and
close its great jaws slowy. The seven-neter bulk of it wall owed
am dst spreadi ng bl oodstains, |apped by small waves and glis-tening
from the noonlight and the radi ance of the killer hov-ering
above.

Vrenol gripped his sword in both hands. The bl ade fl ashed

down. The Hunt cried, "A trophy! A trophy!" One of the | adies
descended, her |ance couched, and with easy expertise pierced
the floating severed head and hoisted it high. She presented
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the trophy to Vrenol. His glow ng form changed from rai nbow

to neon-red and he was off |ike a scorching bolide to draw

triunph figures anong the stars.

"Wel |, he's young," Nodonn observed tolerantly. "W nust

make al | owances." But on the command node of the nental

speech he warned the others:

Don't think the rest of you will be pernitted such sl oppi ness!

These beasts are getting scarce with overhunting and 1'll not

have them wast ed.. The shining troupe responded: W hear Lord and Battl e- nmaster

Al oud, Nodonn said, "Then back to Arnorica and the Tainted

Swanp. | require heads fromthe Firvul ag Foe on your |ances

this night, for they are growing bold. And we must find, if we

can, one of the great arnored reptiles. It is urgently needed for the arena in the capital."
"On with the Hunt!" cried the sparkling riders. They formed a fiery procession again, with the
scarlet figure of Vrenol now

| eadi ng, and vaulted into the sky on the way to the nainl and

of Brittany. Nodonn and Rosnmar followed nore slowy. He said to her

"There cane to ne just now a farspoken nmessage fromny Lady Mother. You and | nust go to

Muri ah—and the reptile

with us. We will take only a small escort to see to the beast.” "You are troubled," she said.
"I't's nothing that can't be dealt with." But his deep thoughts on this matter were heavily
screened.

Rosnmar lifted the flashing glass hel net from her head and

hung it fromthe horn of her saddle. "That's better. The w nd

inny hair! How !l love to ride beside you, ny daenon lover! Shall | ever learn to fly w thout your
hel p?"

"In time you may learn. It's a shall ow enough trick. W reverence you nore for your gentler
powers."” And he sniled

on her.
"My powers are for your service," she said. "But tell ne what is happening in Miriah."
"There are matters touchi ng upon our dynastic hopes. | nust

go down to assist other nmenbers of the Host of Nontusvel —for our Tanu people only respect the
di splay of power." "Is it the Firvul ag?”

"There is a certain Del baeth,” he said, "whom | shall have

to deal with before another does, sham ng our House. But the real danger cones fromnewy arrived
humans. Damm the tinme- gate! Wen will the others understand its perils?"

Rosmar | aughed. "Do you think we humans shoul d be | ocked

out of Exile? Do you think the Tanu coul d survive wi thout us?" He reined up his steed and halted
hers, so that the two of

themdrifted a noment in apparently notionless air. The sound

of surf against the coastal rocks reached them a faint boom ng. "Some hunans belong in the Many-
Col ored Land. People

i ke you, Rosmar, ny green-eyed, gray-eyed |ove, who never

truly fit into the world of Elder Earth. But not all nenbers of.your race who cone through are
willing to accept the Tanu as

masters. There are those who'd take the land away fromu s ... or

failing that, destroy it."

"Let's fight themtogether!" she said, wild with excitenent.

"Yours is the only world | want to know. " Her soul opened to

the bright Apollo, showi ng that what she said was true. Their

two mnds enbraced in an ardent lifting.

"My daenon | over," she | aughed.

And he said, "My own Mercy-Rosmar.".9

JUWP ELI ZABETH. She stood on the headl and above the Wiite Silver Plain

| ooki ng down on the phantom cavalry of cloud shadows racing

there on the enpty noonlit salt. At the rimof the grassy terrace

was a low railing. Beyond that a few stunted, picturesquely

deforned pines at the precipice edge overhung a sheer drop of

perhaps 100 neters to the Mediterranean abyss.

Junp Elizabeth junp to peace.

"Do you hear it?" she asked Brede.
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A dark shape sitting on a stone bench stirred. Its topheavy
headdress with the padded briminclined in agreenent.

"They're farwatching ne fromthe pal ace,"” Elizabeth con-tinued.
"See what happens when | approach the brink—

Junpj unpj unp! Be free abandoned onl yoneof ki nd! Poor-forlorn
thing Elizal onel ybeth. Junp to rel ease. Escape undes-ecrated
whi | e yet possible. Junp...

Pal ms resting on the balustrade, she |eaned far out. N ght

wi nds brought the scent of the distant |agoon to nmingle with
the orange bl ossons of Brede's garden. Qut here on the land's
end of Aven, far fromany freshwater influx that woul d en-courage
simpl e al gae and hardy crustaceans to flourish, there

was no fishy-iodine snell of marine life—enly the bitter al kal
of the Enmpty Sea.

El i zabeth said, "They worked on ne all afternoon while

was | ocked in ny suite, trying to set up what they thought
woul d be an appropriate enotional basis for the suicide i mpulse.
Trading nmostly on nmotifs of despair and dignity-threat,

m xed with a good dollop of ol d-fashioned funk. But their
whol e foundation is spurious. The notivations are unacceptabl e
to ny netapsychic ethic. If they'd gone for the self-sacrificing.altruismangle they'd have been
nearer the mark—not that that

woul d have worked, given this exile situation."

Brede's nental voice, so formal and lacking in the elisions
and concatenations of ordinary mnindspeech, said:

The mastercl ass met apsychics of your MIlieu enbraced a

common et hical fornul a?

El i zabeth | et ami able affirmati on shine through the barrier
she had nmi ntai ned between herself and the Shi pspouse since
her first nmeeting with the exotic worman two hours earlier

"Most of us followed a system consonant with the phil osophy

of an evol ving theosphere. Are you famliar with this concept?
Wth the major religions of the |ater human era?"

I have studi ed your people since their first tinmefaring. Some
of their professed phil osophi es have di snayed and repelled ne.
You nust understand that the Tanu enbrace a sinple, unstruc-tured
nmonot hei sm wi t hout any priesthood or established hier-archy.

W have been quite willing to grant religious freedom

to those humans whose faith was nonmilitant. But there have
been zeal ots who persisted in disrupting the King's peace—

bar eneck ones, of course—and these were speedily granted

the martyrdom t hey subconsciously craved ... But none of the
humans | have studi ed was able to shed light on the Unity of
your Galactic Mlieu. And this is understandable, for only a
true metapsychic can knowit. In humlity I request that you
enl i ghten ne.

"What you ask is virtually inpossible, Brede. A young neta
usual |y begins training before birth. The nental enlargenent

is intensified in early childhood—+this is the kind of work I
devoted ny life to before ny accident. A person with master-class
potential nust expect to spend thirty years or nore adapt-ing
to the full Unity. Enlighten you?...You invited ne to

i nspect your intellectual potential and I'Il agree that psycho-union
between us two is not utterly inpossible. But that torc of
yours presents a wall and a snare all at once. You think of
yoursel f as operant. But, believe nme—you aren't. Not truly.

And wi t hout genui ne netafunction you can't know the Unity

or any of the rest of MIlieu essence.”

The cal mthought came: It is foreseen that one day ny people
will partake of this essence.

"Foreseen by whon?"
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By ne.

El i zabeth came away fromthe railing and stood in front of

t he Shi pspouse. Upon their first encounter Brede had reveal ed.that she belonged to a race
different fromthat of the other

exotics. She was of |ess than nedi um height, with eyes that

were carnelian-brown instead of blue or green. Her face, the

| ower part exposed now that she had once again renoved her

baroque respirator, |acked the preternatural beauty of the ruling
Tanu race but was conely enough, appearing m ddl e-aged.

Brede wore a gown of netallic red fabric that was styled in a
different manner fromthe thin flowi ng robes of the Tanu. It

was trimred with red-and-bl ack beading and over it she wore

a black coat with trailing bell sleeves and borders of red fl ame-shapes.
Her huge chapeau, also black and red, was aglitter with

jewels and had a black veil floating fromit. The costune,

except for the ornate breathing equi pnent, rem nded Elizabeth

of one of the tapestries fromthe Mddl e Ages that had adorned

the grand sal on back at |' Auberge du Portail. There was an

archai ¢ aura about the Shipspouse, a flavor of something con-spicuously
absent fromthe other exotics. Brede was no bar-barian

no oracle, no priest-nother. Al of Elizabeth's attenpts

at anal yzing her had thus far proved futile.

"Tell me what you want fromne," the human wonan said.

"Tell me who you really are.”

The Shi pspouse lifted her bowed head, revealing a sweet,

patient smile. For the first time, Brede voiced her thoughts

al oud.

"Why will you not m ndspeak with ne, Elizabeth?"

"I't would be inprudent of ne. You're nore formdable than

the others. As both of us know. "

Brede rose fromthe bench. Her breath began to come pain-fully
again and she raised the respirator for relief. "This at-nosphere—
so suitable for my Tanu and Firvul ag peopl e—s

rarified for one of my stock. WIIl you cone inside ny home?

The oxygen is enriched within, and we can al so secl ude our-sel ves
in my roomw thout doors, and these hostile mnds wll

no |l onger be able to weary you with their inportunities."

Junp Elizabeth! Don't |let Twoface Brede fool you take you
from onl yescape. She worst of usall! Go back cliffside and

junmp junp...

"The conpul sion is getting rather annoying," Elizabeth

agreed. "But |'mcapable of dealing with it."

"The attack of the Host represents no threat to you?"

"I'n order for their conpulsion to work, it would have to be

strong enough to conpletely override ny superego and will.

They' d al nost have to di smenber ny personality and reinte-.grate it on a | ower, conplaisant |evel
There's a crowd of them

pecking at me now and the directing intelligences are respect-ably
strong. But none of them-not severally and not working

t oget her—ean sunmon the power to conpel ny suicide. Wo

are they? Can you recogni ze any of then®?"

"The four directors are | eaders anong Nontusvel's Host.

The PK adept is Kuhal, Second Lord Psychokinetic to Nodonn

Imdol is the coercer, a battle-chanpion with snall nenta

subtl ety. The farsensor is Ri ganone, a female warrior who sees
hersel f as the successor to Mayvar—an anusi ng conceit! The

fourth, the redactor, represents a nore serious challenge, al-though
perhaps not in the conpul sive node. He is Cull uket,

the King's Interrogator, whose loyalty lies with his nother

Nont usvel and her Host rather than with his father, the Thagdal

Cul luket's faculties for deep-probe and mind alteration are sec-ond
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only to those of Dionket the Lord Healer. But healing is

not the work for which Culluket is known. It would not be

wi se for you to encounter himat close range until you are
conversant with certain aggressive techniques in use anong our

| ess principled el ement."

"Thanks for the warning. A perverted redactor night be

able to get into nmy autonom c nervous systemwhile | was

asleep or enotionally distraught. I'lIl have to spin a specia
stem shi el d—+maybe a trap, too. We had problenms along this

line nany years ago in the Mlieu, before the Unity had reached
full maturation, with all human net apsychics assenting to the
common noral inperative. The sel f-defensive maneuvers are

still taught to young nmetas.. .just in case."

The conpul sion now built to a near-hysterical crescendo as

El i zabeth wal ked at Brede's side on the path through the orange
grove. There were lurid threats of Tanu gang-rape and nuti-lation
vi sions of suffering, exploited daughters yet unborn

wheedl i ngs that prom sed deat h-peace and a reuniting with

Law ence; even—bel at edl y—ogi cal argunents for self-de-struction
based on the genetic ramifications of the situation

El i zabeth turn back! Better for you for allhumans in Exile

all Tanu as well if you die! Don't |isten Twoface Shi pspi der-spouse
lies! Turn back and junp! Junp!

There were oranges on the ground, for Brede was not served

by ranmas. The distinctive snell of citrus-nold bl ended with

the flower perfume; the trees carried blossons simultaneously
with the fruit. Elizabeth reached up and picked a pendant gl obe.
The nental voices keened at ultimate strength: Don't! Don't.turn away fromrel ease! Don't | ose
opportunity Elizabeth! Es-cape

i mpossi ble within roomm t houtdoors! Turn back! Junp!

Turn back. ..

BE GONE

(Bubbl esnapri ppl equench.) (Wthdrawal.)

Brede's anplified voice said, "Now they know you were

fully aware of their attack."

"They had to find out sooner or later. | prefer sooner."
"They'll try again. Mire of them Queen Nontusvel has

nore than two hundred surviving children."

"Let themtry! The conpul sion-aggression would be inef-fective
if they anplified their efforts a thousandfold. Your

people and their torcs! They don't achieve true nental synergy
at all! They can't marshal the proper force behind a nultimnd
thrust. They're primtive and sl oppy—eut of phase and out of
focus. And out of their |eague, if you follow ny idiom"

O cruel in aloof superiority O proud Elizabeth.

She paid no attention to the unspoken reproach. It had been

an irritating day. As they wal ked toward the small white villa,
El i zabeth peel ed the orange and ate the snall segnents. The
flesh of the fruit was dark in the noonlight, adding another
brick to the edifice of her indignation: It was a bl ood orange.
El i zabeth' s voice was snappi sh as she said, "You won't ge
anywhere being subtle with ne, Brede. | never was nuch good

at diplomatic byplay, even back in the Mlieu. | want to know
whose side you're on and what expectations you have of ne.

And just what is this roomw thout doors?"

"You need have no fear of it. It cannot hold one such as

you. But it will keep the Host away from you, body and soul
for as long as you remain within its sanctuary. | had hoped
that you would stay with ne. We could... teach one another

There is anple tine, nearly two nonths before the Conbat,
where | foresee a clinmactic resolution.”
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The | ast pieces of orange rind fell fromElizabeth's hand.

She slowed as they cane out onto a small patch of lawn in

front of the villa. Brede's house bore none of the usual Tanu

faerie lights, but stood in Gecian sinplicity franed by cy-presses

It was a dwelling fit for the nystery woman, | acking

any exterior openings.

The hal f-nasked face of the Shipspouse | ooked up at her

entreating. It seened to say: More than all the rest, we two

are exiled.."Wat happens if our attenpted neeting of mnds is un-successful ?"

El i zabet h i nqui red.

"Then you will do what you nust." Brede was apparently

unperturbed. "Shall we go in together?" Side by side, the two of themcrossed the grass, canme onto
the pillared porch of the little house, and passed through the

snooth marble wall.

Into peace. Elizabeth could not help letting a great sigh escape her lips.

Mental as well as physical silence envel oped her—the kind that had once provoked such angui sh back
at the Metapsychic

Institute on Denali, where the therapists had tried in vain to

reestablish contact with her regenerated brain. But now-how

wel come the stillness! It brought surcease fromthe background noise of all those | esser psyches
that had nunbl ed and squeal ed

and droned and piped their thin discordanci es even when they

were not actually reaching out in childish insolence or daring

a frontal attack against her very ranparts. They couldn't reach

her, of course; but there was still the battering... In the Mlieu

such mental static was shut out by the overwhel ming harnmony of the Unity. Here, until now, there
had been relief fromit

only in that cocoon of fire that was the last terrible refuge of

a suffering, self-centered soul

But this—"Do you like my roon?" asked Brede.

"I do," said Elizabeth. Both her m nd and countenance snil ed.

The exotic worman | owered her respirator. "There is an el -evated

partial pressure of oxygen here, which pronotes eu- phoria. But the nental stillness is the nost
precious attribute of this roomw thout doors. W two may reach out, but none

may enter." The exterior of the villa had been nodest, with classic per-pendicul ar

lines; but the walls inside curved and arched away into i mense di stances. They were ni dni ght-bl ue
wi th ever-changi ng

fragile patterns of faint carmine and silver, renminis- cent of oil-sheen on deep water. There were
pi ctures—

proj ections, rather—ef two deep-space vistas: a barred-spira

galaxy trailing two great arnms, and a planet whose | andnmasses wrinkl ed i nto hi gh nountains, having
bl ue seas in rounded

basi ns resenbling |unar maria.

The furnishings of the roomwere sinple, nearly invisible because they were nmade of the same dark
stuff as the walls..There were a few chests, shelves holding colored glass cyl-inders

with magnetic inprints that were Tanu audi ovi suals, a

pair of long couches, several featurel ess cubes the size of foot-stools.

Hovering at eye |l evel against one wall was a small piece

of scul pture, an abstraction of a fenale figure. Three blue lights

were ranged around it. In the center of the room (or what m ght

have been the center, if the walls had not approached or receded

as one concentrated on themor ignored them) stood the npst

striking piece of decor: a |low oval table that gl owed m | ky

white, flanked by two dark padded benches. On the table was

a glass nmodel that Elizabeth assuned represented sonme intricate

proti st organi smsuch as a narine radiolarian.

"An i mage of ny Ship," Brede explained. "Let us be seated

and | will begin the sharing by telling you of our journey."

"Very well." Barriers firm Elizabeth sat with cl asped hands

| ooki ng not at the Shipspouse and her room of wonders but at

the snall dianmond ring on her own right hand.
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Aeons ago in our distant galaxy [Brede said] there lived a

sentient race on a single small planet orbiting a yellow sun

When this race first achieved a witten history it had but a

single body formand a single nental pattern. Wth the passing

of millennia it devel oped a high technol ogy and the gravo-nmagnetic
transport, which enables vessels to travel at velocities
approaching that of light without being restricted by the linm-tations
of inertia. Suitable planets within practical range were

col oni zed and a federation established. But then there was an
interstellar war, and for long years the shattered col onies were
separated fromtheir nother-planet not only by the gul fs of

space but also by a profound deterioration of culture. One

daught er-worl d al one—Ay own planet of Lene—fetained limited
space-travel capability, using primtive reaction engines

for brief forays into its own solar system

Back on the nother-planet, which was called Duat, the great

war had provoked nel ancholy changes. Danage to the | and

and atnosphere led to climatic alterations. The high mountains
becane a wilderness of snow, the precipitous valleys, though
semtropical, were largely overcast and foggy. Over a thousand
generations, the native people evolved two body forns, both
different fromthe parent stock that had col oni zed t he daughter-worl ds
so many years before.

The upland race, the Firvulag, dwelt in wintry austerity for

nmost of the year. They were nostly small in stature and phys-.ically tough. Their culture was
sinmple, with the technol ogica

conservati sm and cooperative social patterns that often prevai

in harsh environnments. Isolated for long periods in their snow bound
caves, they consol ed thensel ves not nerely with handi-crafts

but nore especially with nental diversions designed to

preserve sanity. They devel oped the ability to conjure enter-taining
vi sions and pseudomaterial manifestations, as well as

many ot her refinements of the psychoenergetic netafunction

that you of the Mlieu term"creativity.” They al so achi eved a
form of farspeech and farsight that enabled themto contact

di stant brethren w thout venturing into the deadly storns. The
Firvul ag becane true, if limted, metapsychics, and they pros-pered.
Meanwhile, in the I ow ands of this same Duat, a second

raci al type flourished—tall and sl ender and pal e-skinned, with
light-sensitive eyes, as was suitable in a warmclinmate with
heavi |y overcast skies. This ancestral Tanu popul ation struggl ed
slowy back to a level of high technology. They never evol ved

into operant netafunction, as the Firvulag did; instead they

devel oped the mental anplifier you know as the gol den torc,

whi ch nade their latent metafunctions inperfectly operant and

gave them a crude but satisfying sinulacrumof psychounity—

the "mnd-fanm|ly" relationship that you have observed anong

our people and anong the golds and silvers and grays of this
Many- Col ored Land. .

There was al ways a strong strain of aggression in the people

of biracial Duat. The Tanu and Firvul ag were perennial antag-onists,
al t hough neither group weaked nore than superficial

damage upon the other because of a reluctance to penetrate far

into eneny territory. The ritual battles becane the basis for a
sinple religion that prevailed for another sixty generations—

until Duat was contacted once again by explorers fromthe

reborn Interstellar Federation

Yes.. .we regained the stars, we daughter-worlds. Wile

our ancient hone-planet went its separate and peculiar way,

we rediscovered the gravo-magnetic drive. But there was nore!

We entered into a wonderful symbiosis with the titanic sentient
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organi sns that came to be called Ships. They were capabl e of

superlum nal travel through the exercise of their own m nds,

generating what you would call upsilonfields by neans of a

uni que ultrasense. If the Ships were suitably notivated, they

woul d carry a thousand or nore of our people along with them

in an inplanted capsule, soaring to the utternost parts of our.galaxy in mnutes—hours, at nost.
As you may have al ready

guessed, the Ships could be notivated only by | ove. And each

Ship that served us had as Spouse a woman of ny race.

The di norphi c popul ati on of Duat was wel coned i nto our

federation. Their golden torcs proved to be conpatible with

the minds of many, but by no neans all, of the people living

on the forner colonial worlds. Atorc-wearing elite cane to

power; and after only four generations, our confederation was

experiencing a Golden Age of cultural and technoecononic

expansi on.

Li ke all Gol den Ages, ours cane to an end. Descendants

of the original Tanu and Firvul ag, who were zeal ous endoga-m sts,

carried their ancient ennities to the stars, precipitating

a new series of ruinous wars. After rmuch suffering, peace was

restored; but our federation decreed that the remant of Firvul ag

and Tanu purebl oods nmust abjure the battle-religion and mngle

their genes so that the basis for the old hatred would be oblit-erated.

Most of the di norphic population eventually agreed to

this. But one diehard segnent refused and denmanded the right

to em grate to another galaxy. This request was denied and

their unconditional surrender required. They fled, only a thou-sand

Tanu and Firvulag, to a renote world near the tip of one

spiral arm where they prepared to battle to the death anobng

thenselves in a |last gesture of apocal yptic defiance.

One person only was synpathetic to their original plea for

exile. This worman was bl essed—er afflicted—ai th nore than

the ordi nary Shi pspouse's share of the netafaculty of prolepsis.

You would call this prescience or foresight. She foresaw t hat

the small nob of nalcontents, so useless in their own gal axy,

woul d have a catalytic effect in another star-whirl younger and

| ess mentally evol ved, where the great |ongevity and nental

power of the exiles would have a beneficial influence on the

slowy coal escing local Mnd. The vision was a cl oudy one.

But it was sufficient to inspire this person to offer the services

of herself and her Ship to carry the exiles away. ..

Thus we cane.

And the human tinme-travel ers cane.

And you cane.

"At this point," Brede admitted, "ny prescience fails ne.

The arrival of people fromEarth's distant future gave nme great

concern, upsetting as it did the Tanu-Firvul ag bal ance of power

that had prevailed up until about seventy years ago. | still have.not fully assessed the inpact.
The survey now bei ng conducted

by your friend Bryan will possibly provide data necessary for
my ultimte judgnent—although neither King Thagdal nor any
of the rest have thought deeply on what woul d have to be done
shoul d the verdict be unfavorable to further human participa- tion
"occupies a simlarly equivoca

position anong the coadunate races of the Galactic Mlieu."
"The human advent has brought about many advant ageous
changes—and not nerely technoeconom ¢ and eugenic. Fac-tions
anong both the Firvulag and Tanu—especially hybrid

Tanu—have begun to weary of the traditional contention and
reach out toward a nore civilized philosophy. It may well be
that the assimilation of latent humanity into the Tanu popul ation

"Humani ty," said Elizabeth,
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is a desirable thing. But you—t"

"No ant hropol ogi cal survey will assess ny inpact."

"Perhaps it is appropriate that you contribute your pricel ess

heritage to our racial evolution at this point. The Thagdal be-Ilieves

this, as do Eadone Sci encemaster, Aluteyn the Lord

Creator, Sebi-Gommol, and a nunber of others anbng our G eat

Ones. But you and your genes for operant metafunction mnight

just as easily be a potential |ethal factor—as the Host of Non-tusve

percei ves you. Wat is to be done? | amat a loss to

know how to proceed."

Slowy, Elizabeth rotated the dianmond ring on her finger

"Some ot her woul d- be mani pul ators of humans have known

the feeling.". 10

| SOLATED FROM THE MAI NLAND ON I TS LONG PENI NSULA AS the Tanu capital was, its citizens were
restricted in their ability to engage in Hunts. Long before humans cane to the Many-Col ored
Land, all Firvulag had been exterm nated or driven

from Aven; citizens hankering for blood sport had either to travel to the |berian mainland or
content thenselves with the

organi zed events that took place in Miriah's huge open-air

arena or at the Plain of Sports, a great green field northwest

of the city that was laid out with grand- and petit-prix race- courses. In addition to the thrice-
weekly contests, there was

hel d nmidway in each nonth, excepting those of the G and

Conmbat and the flanking Truce, a nuch larger Sport Meeting

that attracted contestants and spectators fromall parts of south- ern Europe.

It was at the Septenber Sport Meeting that Aiken Drumand his man-at-arms Stein O eson were
ordered to denonstrate their

newy acquired martial skills. If the two of them passed nuster

in the arena, they would be allowed to participate in the Del - baeth Quest-which was now schedul ed
t o- be conducted by

the King hinself. After frantic maneuvering on the part of the

Queen and her Host, it was decided that not only Aiken but al so Nodonn Battl emaster, Lord of
Gori ah, woul d pursue the

el usi ve nonster under Thagdal's desi gnated agency. Al of the

nobl e sports fans who coul d nanage to get away woul d ac- conpany the expedition to Spain to watch
t he fun,

Openi ng odds on Aiken to take the Shape of Fire were 300

to 1.

A nasty driving rain swept over Aven on Meeting Night. A

team of PK stalwarts | ed by Nodonn's twin brothers Fian Sky-breaker

and Kuhal Earthshaker nobilized efforts to deflect the.downpour fromthe stadi um by neans of
psychic energies. It

was expected that the Battlenmaster hinself would arrive at the

capital in tinme to witness the testing of the Candidate A ken

and his Vi king henchman

In the royal box awaiting the parade of contestants, Queen

Nont usvel gl anced up at a crooked di scharge of natural |ight-ning

that flashed above the transparent roof generated by the

psychoki neti cs.

"Such unusual weather for this tine of year. | hope Nodonn

and dear Rosmar won't be del ayed." She turned to Eadone

Sci encemaster who sat beside her, austere in unadorned silver

"Gomol theorizes that our Flying Hunts nay be disrupting

the ozone layer and changing the climte."

"Twaddl e, " sai d Eadone, secure in her position as Dean of

Quilds and el dest child of the King. "It's nothing but a freak

storm Perhaps the remmant of sone tropical cyclone fromthe

South Atlantic that managed to cross the Gbraltar |sthnus.”

"Let's hope so, August Daughter," booned Thagdal. "If

this rain settles in to stay, it'll nean poor sport for our Del baeth

Quest. The ol d Shape of Fire night just stay honme in his cave
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with his pipe and slippers if the crops at the plantations get all
soggy and nonflammable. We'll have a devil of a time tracking
himif he stays underground.™

"Here's Bryan!" exclainmed the Queen. She now spoke in

Standard English, a courtesy followed by all of the Tanu G eat
Ones in the presence of the torcless anthropol ogist. "And G eggy,
and the Craftsmaster, too! Quite drenched, poor things. Al u-teyn,
darling! Couldn't your PK cope?"

"I"'ma creator, AwWful Lady, not an unbrella nmerchant,™
grunped the stout old Craftsmaster. "Wat's wong with a little
rain, anyhow? We Tanu ought to stiffen up and shake our silly

wat er phobi a. Woever drowned in the rain?"

Bryan bowed to the royal couple. "It wasn't at all bad until

we were forced to make a run fromour carriage to the arena
entrance. There are so nany people here tonight that the ramas
hol di ng canopi es over the new arrivals kept tangling up with

one anot her."

Soneone giggled, a sound approximating that of a strangling
bant am chi cken. A human male in a golden torc, wearing a

cl awhamer cutaway in the colors of the Creator Guild, stumbled
moi stly toward the King and Queen, spattering the other

occupants of the royal box as he waved his arns in greeting..H s nmarnoset face was full of blithe
i nnocence; he seened to

be about sixty years ol d.

"Aluteyn spun us an illusion of dryness!" this personage
decl ai med, executing a kind of curtsy that ended just short of
his pitching over the rail into the arena. "But can illusion ever
mmc truth? Especially when a canopy full of water tilts

and—

"Ch, shut up, Geggy," said the Craftsmaster, l|ooking tired.

"I't's been a long day, Geat Ones," he told the King and Queen

"And did you take good care of Bryan? Show himall the

wondr ous secrets of your Guild?" The good Queen's solicitude

warned all three of the arrivals and dried their wet feet.

"A nost inpressive tour," Bryan said. "The facilities for

training artists and scientists renm nded ne of certain universities

of ny own era. And of course Lord G eg-Donnet conducted

me around the research | aboratories of his own Genetics De-partnment—

"And wasn't it nmarvel ous? Wasn't it?" The forner G egory

Prentice Brown gave a small skip and cl apped his hands. "I

can't tell you what a joy it is chatting with a colleague who

could fill me in on sone of the | atest devel opments of Mlieu

science! Do you realize, Majesties, that the percentage of op-erant

met apsychi cs anmong | ast year's newborn hunmans in the

Galactic Mlieu has risen fromtw to four? | sinply nmust replot

my study of the latency coefficients! | had based nmy origina

prognosi s on the assunption that the population was in equi-librium
but Grenfell says it's not! The inplications are enor-nous."

"I"'msure they are, Greggy dear," said the Queen. "Do sit

down and rel ax. Look—here cone the cl owns!"

"Ch, goody!" Lord G eg-Donnet cried. "I hope the explod-ing

one is here tonight." He plunped down onto a seat and

appropriated a plateful of finger-bananas fromthe royal snack

table, eating themskin and all.

Eadone asked Bryan, "Is what G eggy says true?"

"I should think so, Lady Sciencenaster."

She frowned. "But for a replot, we'll need the conputer.”

"But we have the conputer,” Bryan said. "Ognol and

have been using it to store our data."

Wth sonme stiffness, Aluteyn said, "The kid fixed it."

"Tana's toenails!" exclainmed the delighted King. "Mybe
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ni sj udged Ai ken!".The Queen sat watching the cavorting entertainers with a
fixed smle

"Ai ken Drum has been busy about many things," the Crafts-naster
continued in a voice heavy with irony. "He was able

to show sone of nmy people at the glass works how to restore

the | arge annealing nachine. He and Gormol have been con-ferring
on ways to inprove the nental -assay devi ce—which

as you know has al ways been dismayingly fragile. And he has

al so introduced the vulgar nobility to kite fighting and three-di nensi ona
chess. The new diversions have swept Miriah in

the past two weeks."

"Hm" nused the King. He did not | ook delighted any

nor e.

"Ch, the animals!" Greggy squeal ed. "Just | ook at that gi-gantopithecine!
WIIl he fight? WII he?"

"Not to the death, darling," the Queen said. "W nust save
himfor the Grand Conbat. But there'll be el ephants, and giant
bear-dogs fromthe Catal onian W derness. And—ook there,

in that wagon. Another new nonster! Isn't it dreadful? Like a
cross between a sabertooth and a huge hyena!"

"Hyai nai | ouros, " Eadone said. "Another specimen brought

back by the African expedition. The | ast del ayed shi pnent

arrived today."

Now there was a flourish of brass and tynpani, punctuated

by thunderclaps. The night's contestants paraded forth: first
the | esser grays on foot, wearing different kinds of gladiatoria
gear; then the higher-ranked grays, the silvers, and the hunman
and Tanu gold-torcs in resplendent glass arnor of many colors
and styles. The chali ko steeds they rode were al so arnored and
trapped richly, and many of the aninals had their coats dyed
yell ow or crinmson or bl ue.

The appl ause of the throng swelled alnpost to the pain thresh-old.
Through the entrance and into the arena cane two riders,

side by side. One was a gigantic human nale riding a coppery-red
chaliko. His full arnmor was crystalline green studded with
roundel s and spi kes of glittering topaz. The visor of the horned
eneral d helmet was up and Stein grinned at the shrieking fans
and snote his shield with the flat of a huge vitredur axe. Beside
the Viking rode a dimnutive figure who seened all plated in
gold, astride a great black mount. As the | adies began to throw
flowers he gave a bound and stood upright in his saddle, bearing
aloft a lance fromwhich floated a | ong purple pennon with a

gol den synbol on it.."A banner with a strange device," Bryan nurnured. "Is
that charge really a digitus inmpudicus?"

"The Venerabl e Mayvar," said the Queen in a neutral tone,
"al | oned her Candi date to choose his own arnorial bearings.

Am | right in presumng that the hand-gesture notif represents a certain raffish defiance?"
"Your Majesty is quite correct," said Bryan, keeping a straight
face.

The parade now ranged in a great circle all around the arena.

The Marshal of Sport and the Lord of Swords entered |ast of

all, together with their attendants and the corps of referees.
When these functionaries came to the great fenced stairway in
front of the royal box, they made their duty to Thagdal and

Nont usvel and | ed both contestants and spectators in a |oud

sal ute.

Thagdal 's mind and voi ce bell owed: "Let the ganmes begin!"

The audi ence settled down while the principal fighters and
animals retired to sideline areas. Prelimnary events and circus
acts began to warmthings up. The King asked Bryan, "How

does your survey go, Wrthy Doctor?"
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"I've gathered a considerabl e body of data, as Lord Ognol

has doubtl ess reported."”

The King nodded. "QOggy's fighting tonight, but he tells ne

you' ve been running himall over town—and into the coun-tryside."

"I't's inportant to include agriculture, especially since it has

beconme your policy to del egate operation of the plantations

entirely to humans. | was surprised to find so many torcless

wor kers enpl oyed in nonnenial positions. It's interesting that

nost of them seem productive and happy."

"Were you surprised to discover that, Bryan?" inquired the

Queen. She took a napkin and dipped it into a goblet of white

wi ne, then wi ped nashed fruit pulp fromLord G eg-Donnet's

face. The Genetics Master sniled adoringly at her

"The apparent assinmilation is significant. | understand that

mal contents are relatively few-at least in the Aven area. WII

| be allowed to conpare these data with sinilar surveys of other

met ropol i tan regi ons—say, Coriah, and Fini ah?"

"Unfortunately," the King said, "there will not be tinme. W

will require your conpl eted analysis before the G and Conbat.

You nust make do with the material you're able to gather here—

even if it does tend to be | oaded with positive factors."”

"We gather the crenme de la crenme of humanity for Miriah,".said Geggy, |ooking srmug. "Hardly
anybody runs away down here. Not even the wonen. | nean—where could they go?"
"Kersic, nostly," said Eadone. She appl auded an exhi bition

of roping and hog-tying of elk-sized antel ope, perforned by cowboys in orange |ame. To Bryan, she
expl ai ned, "That's an

i sl and east of here. In your future world it has split into Corsica and Sardinia."
"And the—outlaws live there?"

"A few," the King said, waving a dismssive hand. "Gangs

of sickly bandits preying on each other. Every few years we

mount a Hunt and clean them out. Not nuch sport, though."

"Look! Look! The hoe-tuskers!" The Genetics Master, and

nmost of the rest of the crowd, junped up and down and screaned.

Handl ers with | ong goads brought on six col ossal probosci deans

wi th downcurving tusks. The | argest stood nearly four neters

hi gh at the shoulder. Tanu knights afoot, arned only wth

vitredur | ances bearing |arge banners, perforned an exotic cor-rida

with the animals. One |uckless fighter botched a pase and

was tranpl ed. The rai nbow bl aze of his unbroken arnor dulled

abruptly, as though a switch had been thrown.

G eg-Donnet tittered. "Snapped his neck. Well—there's

one for D onket's baggie-bin!"

The Queen told the appalled Bryan, "He will be restored,

dear boy, never fear. We're a very tough race, you know. But

that poor fellowwill be sidelined for the Gand Conbat while

he heals within the Skin. He's |ost great prestige by being so clunsy."”

The deinotheria and the surviving knights retired to ap-pl ause.

"None of the aninmals are to be killed?" Bryan asked.
"There will be only two battles to the death tonight,"’
the Queen. "Ah. That's the end of that. And now. .."
An el aborate bl ast of brasses sounded. The Marshal of Sport

came to the steps in front of the royal box and Al uteyn transl ated

hi s announcenent for Bryan

"Be pl eased, AwWful Majesties, to accept the homage of the

Novi ce-at-Arnms Stein O eson, |oyal servant of the Candi date

Ai ken Druml "

Stein cantered out on his chaliko, rode up to the steps,

| onered his | ong-hafted gl ass axe, and saluted by touching his

gray torc. The cheers were | oud but tentative. Wien the King

arose and nmade a gesture, the crowd fell silent.

Stein turned his nmount to face the chosen antagonist. Aninal.handl ers on the other side of the

sai d
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arena opened a stout gate on

t he wheel ed cage that held the hyainail ouros.

The beast seened to fl ow across the pocked and st ai ned

expanse of sand. It had the snakey neck and relatively snall

head of a polar bear. Its body, however, bulked at |east tw ce

as large as that of the unborn ursid. The hyainail ouros m ght

have weighed a ton or nore; it nmoved with speed and agility,
flattening its | arge rounded ears against its head and headi ng
directly for Stein in a kind of galloping slither. The animal's
nmout h hung w de open, displaying a pair of oversized upper

cani nes that were longer than Stein's mail ed hand.

"Qooh!" shrilled Lord G eg-Donnet.

Foll owi ng the obligatory etiquette of the arena, Stein cane

at a gallop to neet the creature, swerving aside at the | ast
second to whack it on the runp, en passant, with the flat of

his glass axe. It whirled, giving a kind of hissing hoot, and

sl ashed with one clawed forefoot, then the other. Stein returned
to count nore coups, attacking and retreating, snacking the

ani mal on flanks, back, neck—even gently tapping its flat

skul | . The hyai nail ouros spun about in a frenzy, trying to di s-enbowel
the chaliko or catch the tornenting rider in its gnash-ing

jaws. The spectators greeted each coup with a roar of

approbation. Finally, when the sabertoothed beast was begi n-ning
to reel with vertigo and frustration, scattered voi ces anong

the fans started to shout: "Akill! AKkill!" Stein spurred his mount and galloped in a tight
circle around

the swaying creature, which had risen to its hind legs. It uttered

a series of short, high-pitched bleats, |ike denon | aughter.
Thagdal stood up once nore and gestured.
"AKill!" howl ed the crowd in unison

And then there was silence, except for the thud of the chal-iko's

clawed feet as Stein guided it away from the hyai nail - ouros,

and the rasping exhal ati ons of the wi nded prey waiting

for its eneny to return. Stein disnounted. At the end of his

axe was a stout |anyard; the advancing Viking began to swi ng

the weapon by this cord, whirling it around and around his

horned head. He approached the now ranpant brute with every

facet of his arnor aglitter and the rotating vitredur blade all

but invisible. Then he sprang, his body's trajectory tinmed to

coincide with the swaying of the sabertoothed prey, and scythed

its head off.

The spectators erupted in a nental and vocal tunult, shout- ing, clapping, and stanping. Thagda
opened a wi cket in the.front of the box and descended the stairway that led into the

arena. Down bel ow, the Marshal's attendants threw w de

the gate in the protective fence so that Stein could approach

the sovereign. The Viking took off his enerald hel net and

cl unped forward.

And then the crowd gasped. Fromthe other side of the stadium canme thundering a black steed
bearing a small rider

arnmored in gold-lustred glass. Just as Stein paused in front of the King, Aiken Drumreined up in
a sliding halt scarcely a

meter behind his "servant,"” grinning |like the personification of Jack O Lantern

"And he did it all hinself!" the jester said. "No assists from

m ghty Me!"

The Marshal of Sport had been obliged to act fast with his

PK to keep the great dust cloud Aiken had generated from envel opi ng the disconcerted King. Now the
of ficial stepped forward and decl ai med: "Pray silence for the accol ade of Hi s

Awf ul Maj esty!”

"Yeah," said Stein, giving Al ken a |ook. "You'll get your

chance. "

Thagdal produced a | arge chained nedal lion enbossed with the heraldic nale face. He raised it. As
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the crowd cried, "Slon-shal!"

he hung it around Stein's neck

"Accept this our accol ade, and be forever our faithful nan-at-

arns." The people cheered, and Queen Nontusvel sent down a

napki n threaded t hrough a magnificent ruby thunb ring (Stein didn't mind at all that it was a
little nessy with banana), and

the Tanu | adi es exuded concupi scence, and very guarded hos-tility

emanated fromthe Tanu gentl enen, and a hostler brought Stein's chaliko to him and he rode away.
Ai ken foll owed after,

broadcasting, "That's nmy boy!" on a highly anplified farspeech

node.

Wien Thagdal returned to the box there was a distinct at-nosphere

of jovian pique. "Now, Thaggy," soothed the Queen. "Didn't you love it?" G eggy squeal ed.

A great crack of thunder rang out. "My sentinments exactly,"

grow ed the High King of the Many-Col ored Land. "You will all excuse ne. | amgoing for a roya
| eak. "

"He doesn't really care for humans, you know." Lord Greg- Donnet's cheery infant face was
illum nated by nmonentary sanity. "No nore than you do, ny Queen, and all your Host..The King
endures humanity as a necessary evil. But you would

rather the tinegate had never opened."”

"Shame on you, Greggy," said Nontusvel. "Sone of ny

best friends are human. You nmustn't talk |ike that, naughty

boy. What will Bryan think? Here—-have a nice hard-boiled

egg." The Genetics Master took the proffered silver dish and stared

into it, apparently puzzled. "Eggs? Eggs? But they, dearest

Lady, are the matter of contention! A quarter of a million of

them tucked wi thin her human ovaries! So generous, so waste-ful

so providential of Mdther Nature to stuff every human

femal e with such a superabundance of ova!" He peered side-ways

at Bryan, took up an egg and dipped it into a jar of Gey

Poupon rmustard before taking a nmeditative bite. "Do you know,

Dr. Genfell, that in the Pliocene, dear Mther Nature's nane
is Tana? ... O Te, if you're of the Firvulag persuasion.”
"Don't talk with your nmouth full, Geggy dear,"” said the
Queen.

Tears began to trickle down the madman's snooth cheeks.

"I'f only we could clone her!" And Bryan was quite aware that
the Cenetics Master no longer referred to Mother Nature. "You
woul dn't believe, Genfell, how primtive this outfit really is
conpared to ny old | ab back at Johns Hopkins."

"Watch the tournament, G eggy," Nontusvel urged. "See?

There's Ognol coming into the lists.”

The Lady Eadone Sci encenaster gave Bryan an apprai sing

gl ance. "And what preliminary conclusions have you been able

to draw in these first weeks of your culture-inmpact survey,
Doctor? Genetic considerations aside, we're worried that the
Tanu may be becomning too dependent upon hunman workers

and human technol ogy. As you've noted, none of our young

peopl e choose a career in agriculture any nore. The sane is
beconming true in other practical disciplines: mning, architec-ture,
civil engineering, manufacturing."

"All activities that fall into ny province," Al uteyn put in

| ooking harried. "Creation House is overflow ng with nusicians
and dancers and scul ptors and apprentice couturiers. But do

you know how many signed up for bioluni nescence technol ogy

this year? Five! Another couple of hundred years and we'l]l

have to light our cities entirely with olive oil and reed pith
soaked in tallow"

"You may have grounds for your concern," Bryan said care-fully..The indignant Craftsnaster said,
"There's even tal k of sep-arating

the arts and sciences entirel y—spinning off a new Guild,
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if you pleasel —with nostly gold humans in charge of tech-nol ogy!"

"Gomol 's idea, of course," Eadone renarked, entirely se-date.

"1"ve been in harness since the old days," Aluteyn said. "I

was one of the First Coners who defied the federation and

made contact with Brede. There aren't nany of us left now

anong t he Tanu—the Thagdal, Di onket, Myvar, Lady Ea-done,

the Lord of Swords, poor old Leyr sulking in the Pyr-enees
There! Even | give the damm nountains their human

nanme! Just sixty-odd years of the tinme-gate and a m |l ennium

of Duat culture nearly gone down the drain. Even the best

fighters these days are nostly hybrids! The world' s gone to

hell in a nightsoil cart."

"Conpose yoursel f, Creative Brother," the Queen said.

G eg- Donnet showed his teeth in a wide grin. "You can't.

stand in the way of progress.™

"Ch, really?" said Nontusvel

A gray-torc usher opened the curtains at the rear of the roya

box. He announced: "The Exalted Lord Nodonn Battl emaster

and his consort, Lady Rosmar."

A towering formin rosy-golden arnmor stood in the doorway,

al rost blinding Bryan with sunrise radi ance.

"My son!" cried the delighted Queen.

" Mot her! ™"

"I'mso glad you're in tinme for his testing."

The vi sage of Apollo displayed an ironic smle. "I wouldn't
have nmissed it for the world. |1've brought a little present for

Mayvar's fancyboy." The Queen had risen fromher seat to kiss her eldest child.
Now she took the hand of a human worman dressed in a splendid
costume and headdress of auroral hues and |l ed her to the still-dazzled
ant hr opol ogi st.

"And here's a surprise for you, Bryan. Just as we prom sed

Dear Nodonn will want to go down to the arena to witness the
trial of Aiken Drum so you two must sit together and get
reacquai nted. You do renenber Bryan Grenfell, don't you

darling Rosmar?"

"How could | ever forget?" Mercy said. Tenderly, she bent

and ki ssed the anthropol ogist on the lips, then raised a playful.eye to her respl endent
mustn't be jeal ous, ny

daenon lover. Bryan and | are old, old friends."

"Enj oy one another,"” said the Battl enmaster

He opened the wi cket and descended the stairs to the arena.

The stadi um crowd and the stormy sky thundered together in

a concert of adul ation.

Wat ching fromthe opposite side of the stadium Ai ken asked

the Lord of Swords, "Wo's the badass archangel ?"

"You'll be finding out shortly! | understand he's brought
sonet hi ng special for your testing fromthe nmarshes of Laar."
Tagan went out of the sideline dugout to nmeet the Tanu cham pi on
The jousting had cone to a standstill in the uproar at-tending
Nodonn' s appear ance.

Stein, free now of his glass arnmor and gnaw ng the roasted

|l eg of sone large fow, called fromthe passageway | eading to
the dressing roons. "Hey, kid! Sonebody here to see you

Your old pal, the B.C. stud."

Rai no Hakkinen slid furtively into the dugout, pale eyes
darting. None of the human or Tanu warriors was paying any
attention to him but he spoke in an anxious whi sper just the
same. "Only a minute of your tine, Lord Aiken. That's all—=

The trickster was aghast. "Wiat's this fewkin' lord bullshit?
It's ne, Chopper—your |i'l bitty buddy!"

Ai ken sent a qui ck probe behind bl oodshot Mngol eyes
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and found chaos. There was hardly a sensible thought to
be found in that bog of weariness and dread that was Raino's
m nd. Somehow, the silver torc had exacerbated the persona
devils of the former woodsnman. Hi s experiences during the
previ ous two weeks conbined with this functional derangenent
to drive himto the brink of brain-weck.
"The wonen, Ai k! The goddam nan-eating Tanu bitches!
They been squeezing ne like a |l emon!”
Stein sl apped one great thigh and gave a roar of cruel |augh-ter
Rai no only hung his head. He | ooked as if he had |ost ten
kilos. The formerly arrogant Finnish face had gone pinched and
bl otchy, the blond hair hung | ank beneath a jaunty cap, and
t he once powerful body was shrunken within a costume that
m m cked ltalian Renai ssance styling with its puffed sl eeves,
trunk hose, and codpi ece. Rainp paid no attention to the Vi-king's
derision but raised clasped hands and fell on his knees
before the m schief-nmaker.."For the | ove of God, Aik—help nme! You can! | heard how
you got this fuckin' town eatin' outa your hand."
Redacti on was not Aiken's |ong netapsychic suit, but he
plunged in to do the best he could for the tottering psyche.
Sone of the Tanu contestants for the ganmes had begun to stare
curiously, so Aiken pulled Rainmo out into the corridor. Stein
trailed after, chew ng his bone.
"They been passing ne fromone to the other," Rainp said.
"Al'l the ones who don't have ki ds—and there are a coopful
They try out all the silver guys—grays, too, if they like the
| ooks of "em But if it turns out that you don't knock any of
"emup, they quit being nice and get their buzz by—-by-Jeez,
Ai k! D you know what they can do to a guy wearin' this friggin
torc?"
Ai ken saw. He noved quickly through the Iinbic system
of the humiliated, hagridden brain, turning off pain circuits
and putting up a temporary mtigating structure that would
help... alittle. Wien things were at their worst, Raino would
be able to retreat into it and stay sane. As the woodsnman's
twitching features cal ned, he pleaded, "Don't let 'emget ne,
Al k. W were buddies. Don't let the Tanu bitches ball me to
deat h. "
A sudden burst of conversation and |aughter sounded from
the other end of the | ong passageway. Six tall apparitions of
unearthly beauty, all rainbow chiffon and sparkling gens and
floating blonde hair and on-the-gad pheronones, came gliding
toward the three men with eager exclamations.
"W farwatched you and knew you'd be hiding here!"
"W cked, delicious Raino, to run away!"
"Now we' || have to punish you again, won't we?"
"Sisters! Do you know who the big one is? It's Stein! Let's
take him too!"
There was a perfuned scurrying and a clash of coordinated
coercive power against a mind-shield of gold, followed by
ment al gi ggl es and i npudent tweaks that set Aiken and the
Viking on fire even though the psychic barriers were up. A
single nban: "Don't let "em" And then Rainmp and the Tanu
wonen were gone.
"Holy shit," whispered Stein.
Ai ken shook his golliwg head. "Back in the good old
Mlieu, I'd of said, 'What a way to go.' But you woul dn't
believe what was rattling around in that poor bastard's skull..A genuine fate worse than death! He
just can't keep cutting it
with those crazy broads!"
Stein said, "Too bad you don't give | essons."
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"Ai ken Drum " cane the nmental and vocal conmand of the

Lord of Swords. "You are required to denonstrate your power
before the King and the nobility and popul ace of Miriah."

"Ch-oh. I'"'mon." The trickster |ooked up at Stein, serious

for once. "If they nail nme out there, Mayvar will bring you to
the place where Sukey's hidden."

"Co stick it to 'em kid," the Viking told him

"Be pl eased, AwWful Majesties, to accept the homage of the

gol d-torc human Ai ken Drum sponsored Candi date of the Ven-erable
Mayvar Ki ngnaker, President of the GQuild of Farsen-sors.”

Ai ken rode up on the black charger to pay his devoirs. The
plaudits were nearly as wild as those that had greeted the Bat-tl enaster
Nodonn hinsel f stood at the foot of the stairs with Tagan

and the Marshal of Sport, his head bared and an expression of
benignity on his glow ng face. Wen the cheers had conpletely

di ed away, he said:

"Ai ken Drum~your Venerabl e Patron has acquai nted us

wi th your considerable netapsychic talents. But these are not

the qualities we seek to assess tonight as we wei gh your can-di dacy.
Instead, we would test the fundanmental attributes that

must characterize those of our battl eworthy conpany—eour-age,
resolution, intelligence. Denonstrate these as you neet

t he antagoni st | have chosen for you... H's nane, according

to the sages of Coriah, is Phobosuchus. Most of his kind have
been extinct for nearly fifty nmllion years. But a few survive

as living fossils in the regions south of nmy city, in the vast
estuaries of the River Laar where the | ong-necked sea nonsters
conme to bask and breed. By ny mind s power | have subdued

and transported himhere to try your skill. But |I charge you,

Ai ken Drum to renenber our conventions of sport! You may

use no overt nental force in your conbat w th Phobosuchus—

only bodily strength, bravery, and natural cunning. Violate our
precepts and the massed scorn of this noble conpany will

anni hilate you."

A | ow pi tched sound swept over the crowd. Conflicting

farspoken sentinents eddied around the little figure in the gol den

arnor: sone hostile, some nocking or fearful, but others....1'll be dammed, Ai ken thought.

nmost of them want

me to wn!

Nodonn' s adnonitions havi ng ended, the King signaled that

the contest should begin. Wth one hand Ai ken raised his pen-noned
| ance, saluting first the royal box and then the nob of
spectators. Wth the other hand, as he spurred his chaliko around
to face the center of the arena, he repeated to the Battl enaster
the finger gesture depicted on his banner

There was a great cheer. A heavily barred doorway beside

the ani mal pens swung wi de, revealing a dark cavelike opening.
Nodonn cried out in sinultaneous vocal and nental conmand:
"Phobosuchus, conme forth!"

A dragon raced into the arena, then stopped in the niddle

of the field to gape its jaws and give a hiss |ike an erupting
fumarol e.

The spectators responded with screans of awe and frenzied

appl ause for the novelty, the like of which had never before
been seen in the arena of Miriah. Phobosuchus was a nonstrous
crocodilian. Its skull neasured two neters in length and the
teeth in the bluish-gray nouth were the size of |arge bananas.
At rest, and watching the approach of Ai ken's black charger

with a sardonic catlike eye, Phobosuchus squatted on the sand
with bowed | egs; the body was at least fifteen neters long, the
dorsal surface arnmored with ridged bony scutes. The whinsy

t hi nk

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (73 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

of the Battl emaster had augnmented the natural pal e-green-and-black
banded pattern of the beast with painted designs of his
own heraldic colors, rose-red and gol d.
Infuriated by the nob's screeching, the bright lights, and
the painful nental goad that Nodonn's coercive faculty had
just adm ni stered, Phobosuchus sought whomit m ght devour
It lashed its serrated tail, releasing a noxious blast of nusk
fromits cloacal glands. Then it hoisted its huge body high off
the ground and started running toward the nost likely target at
a brisk gallop.
The pioneer "Scottish" planet of Dalriada where Ai ken Drum
had been nurtured had no native crocodilians, nor had the
ecol ogy engi neers deened that particular reptile order a suitable
addition to the local biota. And so Aiken really hadn't the
foggi est notion of the type of creature that was chargi ng toward
him He decided that it had to be a dragon. A dragon that could
run |ike a racehorse and was thoroughly pissed. Gane etiquette
decreed that he neet the onconming nmonster with bold resolu-.tion. He took a firmgrip on his |ance
and t hunped spurred
heel s upon his mount's w de shoul ders..

and quite forgot to hold onto its m nd
The bl ack chaliko gave a ringing screamof fear and threw
him It fled for its life to the opposite end of the arena while
the young man in the gol den glass arnor scranbled to his feet,
snatched up his lance, and took to his heels with Phobosuchus
in pleased pursuit.
After a silent beat of stunned horror, the spectators began
a hilarious riot of cheering. The heavens added to the noise
with a fanfaronade of thunder, which inspired the crocodile to
bellow in response. It did this with its mouth cl osed, chasing
Ai ken up one side of the arena and down the other while cl owns,
ref erees, aninmal handl ers, manure shovel ers, Tanu knights in
spi ky jewel ed arnmor, and dignified officials tunbled over one
anot her and | eaped or levitated into the front-row seats, trying
to escape the racing nonster
As he approached the stairway to the royal box, where
Nodonn, Tagan, and the other high-ranking observers stood
like a collection of huge carved-genstone chessnen, Aiken
suddenly changed course. He streaked in a flat curve for the
center of the arena with Phobosuchus two or three neters be-hind
and beginning to get a trifle winded. A ken thrust the butt
of his lance ahead of him sank it deeply into the sand, and
went hand over hand up it in a fluid pole vault that sent him
arcing through the air like a golden nissile. He | anded a non-ster's
I ength to one side of Phobosuchus. The creature hesitated,
then shied at the lance and its banner, which still quivered,
enbedded in the earth.
Phobosuchus halted, belly to the ground. It swng its awe-sone
gape toward the gol den mani ki n dancing around its flank
Ai ken dashed toward the rear end of the great crocodile before
it could shift its bulk and finally attained its blind spot. Skipping
lightly as an autumn | eaf, he ran al ong the knobbed and enantel ed
expanse of the aninal's back, keeping his balance like a
I ogrolling chanp while the reptile withed and spun in an effort
to discover what this peculiar prey was up to now.
Abruptly, the crocodilian froze. The crowd drew a coll ective
breath. Aiken flung hinmself prone onto the gaudy cobbl ed hide
and clung to a pair of scutes with a death-grip. Phobosuchus
exploded into a fit of bucking and tw sting, furious to dislodge
the hunman pest that adhered to its back. Its jaws clashed with
a noise of rending tinbers; it bounced and squirned and flung.its three-ton body about with the
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agility of a basilisk, trying in

vain to claw Ai ken off with the black scimtars that tipped its
feet. The reptile's tail churned up clouds of dust that nonen-tarily
hid both dragon and gol den sticktight; but when the beast

finally paused to rest, Aiken was still in position, lying on his
arnored stomach between two lines of scutes just aft of the

front |egs.

Phobosuchus |l owered itself to its belly again and hissed
exasperation. As the nouth, approximately as long as A ken's

body, closed, the trickster suddenly sprang to his feet and
dashed up the neck, between the eyes, and down the | ength of

the prostrate skull to leap off the tip of the snout. The nonster
wat ched in a kind of stunned fascination as Aiken sprinted for

his lance and wenched it out of the ground. He came running

back to retrace his madcap route up the reptile's head and onto
its shoul ders, purple banner stream ng raggedly above his dusty
gol den hel m

"AKillI! AKill!l" trunpeted the crowd.

Phobosuchus bell owed in despair. The jaws opened and the

huge skull tilted above Aiken |ike the span of a nightmare
drawbridge. Lance at the ready, the little nan | ooked into the
dragon's upsi de-down eyes. Aiken's farsense showed himthe
structure of the skull beneath the thick, ornanented hide—

the two parietal openings behind the eyesockets.

Ai ken chose the right fenestra, plunged his lance in, and

i Mmediately leapt fromthe creature's back and retreated to a
saf e di stance. Once agai n Phobosuchus erupted into a paroxysm

of thrashing, and this |asted for sonme tine because dragons do

not die easily. But at last the great body lay jerking in the dust
and Ai ken plucked the shattered |ance with its ruined pennon
fromthe bl eeding brain. He wal ked very slowy to the roya

stai rway.

There was King Thagdal waiting for him And the Queen

smling, and off at one side the Battlemaster, aloof and gl orious.
And there was also a tall stooped figure in a plumcol ored robe
who cl eaned his dusty arnor with a gesture of her hand and

gave hima fresh ensign, violet plunmes, and a cloak like the
spangl ed purple-black of the twilight sky to wear as he stood

bef ore the King.

Three tinmes the Marshal had to cry: "Pray silence for the

accol ade of Hs Awful Majesty!" At |last, the spectators were still.
The Lord of Swords stepped to the side of the sovereign.and held out a scabbard,
Thagdal drew an ame-thystine

sword. Hol ding the blade in one hand and the gol den

hilt in the other, the King poised the weapon in front of the
face of the shining youth

"W tender to you this our accol ade, and bid you be forever our faithful knight.
choose for your initiation

into the noble battle-conpany of the Tanu?"

Mayvar's mental voice pervaded the arena with its nuted

t one.

He may not choose his nane. | will choose his nane at the
acceptable tinme. But that time is not now

The royal nouth tightened and static stirred the blond ten-drils

of the King's beard. "I defer to ny Venerable Sister, your
Patron and Lady. You will retain your human nanme until that
time which she... foresees cones to pass. Receive this sword

then, Lord Aiken Drum and bear it in ny service on the

Del baet h Quest."

Ginning, the golliwg accepted the vitredur blade. The

Lord of Swords fastened the scabbard and its baldric and the

from whi ch

What nane do you
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crowd cried, "Slonshal!" Up in the royal box, Lord G eg-Donnet hung over the rai
cheering and scattering crunbs of egg yol k. "Good boy! Good
lad! Well done!"™ He turned to the Craftsmaster, who watched the cerenony bel ow with stony
restraint. "Now we know t hat
the lad is brave as well as talented in the netafunctions. Perhaps
Mayvar wasn't quite so out of line as we feared, eh, Al uteyn?"
"Stop talking like an ass, Greggy. There's the Shape of
Fire. The kid hasn't a chance of taking him"
Greg- Donnet chortled. "You think not? The bookies are
giving three hundred to one on him O they were, before he
pol i shed off the dragon. Can | interest you in a side bet at those
odds?"
Down in the arena, Mayvar was enbracing her protege. The
King and the Battl enaster nounted the stairs to the box, | ooking
unaccountably grim
"A bet?" Aluteyn Craftsmaster was startled, then thoughtful
"Ch, no, Geggy. | don't think so. In no way."
"I was afraid of that," sighed the madman. He reached for
anot her egg..11
THE TRI MARAN FLEW WESTWARD BENEATH THE OUTTHRUSTI NG
arm of Aven, skimmng the shallow salt |agoon by virtue of
the netapsychic gale Mercy had whistled up when Bryan pro-tested
that the day was too calmfor sailing
For what seened |ike hours they took turns at the helm
She sang the oddly fam liar Tanu Song, and the red-and-white
sail bellied before them hiding the distant nainland and the
snow crowned eastern end of the Betic Cordillera.
So strange, he thought, exulting in the nearness of her and
the speed and the sunshine. So strange to realize that this was
Earth. The Dragon Range of Aven, which woul d one day be-come
the heights of Mallorca, had its |ower slopes dark with
tame forests and neadows where hipparions and antel opes and
mast odons ranged in royal preserves. Those tawny hills, half-shrouded
now in haze to starboard, would in six mllion years
be islands naned | biza and Fornentera. (But never again would
he race a yacht through azure waves off Punta Roy a, for the
Pliocene waters were pale as nmilk, and so her wild sea-reflect-ing
eyes.) So strange.
The peninsul ar mass of Balearis rose fromthick deposition
beds of salt and gypsum and O her sedinents that had been laid
down during the nunerous regressions and inundations of the
Medi t erranean Basin. Streans flow ng sout hward from Aven
carved the nminerals into canyons and buttes, spires and hoo-doos,
striped with pastel colors and sparkling in faerie splen-dor.

and all of it would be gone without a trace by the tine
of the Galactic MIlieu, drowned under uni nagi nable tons of
wat er that would press the very bed of the sea two kiloneters
deeper and nore, maki ng abysses where now the Pliocene
shallows glinted in the trimaran's wake. So strange..After a long tinme the flats closed in around
them and t hen
fol ded i nto blinding gypsum dunes shinmering with m rages,
anong whi ch weat hered turrets of igneous rock poked up.
There were hills and cliffs. The boat sailed up an eerie |ong
fjord where whiteness gave way to purple and gray-blue, eroded
sl opes of ancient ash and vol canic scoria, broken cindercones
lightly clothed in coniferous forest. The fjord was deep, the
wat er now flowi ng from sone western source. But Mercy's
tame wind |l et them press on, breasting the current, until they
energed at last into an open expanse of saltmarsh, a green and
living everglade that seenmed to stretch on forever into the
nm sted west.
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"This is the Great Brackish Marsh," she told him "A Span-ish
river pours in fresh water off the Betics, the high peaks

we'll call the Sierra Nevada."

The di m nished salinity of the narsh produced an environ-nent
much less ininmcal to life than the shores of the Medi-terranean
| agoons. Here grasses and sedges and mangroves

throve in the shallows and there were nmany scattered islets with
shrubs and hardwoods and swags of flowering vines. Gulls and
gaudy pi geons wheel ed overhead. Pink-and-black flam ngos

| eft off straining crustaceans fromthe pools and fled w th honk-ing
cries when the invading trinmaran glided by.

"We' || stop here," Mercy said. Her psychokinetic wind died

away to the lightest of breezes. They hauled in the spi nnaker
and steered to a beautiful anchorage where a tall |inestone
outcropping crowned with laurel and tamari sk gave them shade
fromthe sun.

"The Sout hern Lagoon proper ended when we cane into

the Long Fjord," she said. "This marsh stretches westward for
anot her hundred and fifty kilonmeters or so, and beyond it are
dry | akes and sand and al kali deserts all the way to the G braltar
Isthrmus. It's all far bel ow sea | evel except for Al boran Vol cano
and a few snaller cones. Nothing lives in there but lizards and
i nsects."

She coiled lines neatly. Leaving himto cope with the other
sails, she went into the little cabin to get the basket with the
I unch he had packed: a bottle of genuine Krug '03 from Mu-riah's
bl ack market, a wedge of the |ocal cheddar equival ent,
goose-liver sausage, sweet butter, a long loaf, and oranges. It
had been too late in the season for black cherries.

"I'f only you'd waited for me back in the future," Bryan.said, "we'd have eaten this off Ajaccio. |
had it all planned.

The crui se, the supper under the Corsican noon..."

"The obligatory | ovemaking. Dear Bryan!" Her wild eyes

had become opal escent.

"I wanted to marry you, Mercy. | loved you fromthe first

time | saw you. | still love you. That's why | had to foll ow,
even though it neant coming this far."

One of her hands reached toward him touching his cheek

The breeze noved the heavy fall of auburn hair that was tied
back with a narrow bandeau. She was not wearing exotic cloth-ing
but rather a sinple sunsuit of green and white, cut in the

style of their own era. Only the torc, gleanming in the V-neck

of the halter, recalled to himthe gulf that now separated Mercy
from Rosmar.

What did that matter? What matter any of the changes—

the intrigues of the exotics, the cynical entrusting of her to him
by the Tanu | over as he departed on his preposterous Quest.
Mercy was here with himand real. Al the rest was a fantasy

to be forgotten... or at |east postponed.

But change the earth or change the sky, yet will | |love her—
"Have they made you happy?" he asked.

She cut bread with a glass knife and sliced the cheese. "Can't
you tell, Bryan?"

"You're different. More alive. You never sang in our world."
"How di d you know?"

He only smiled. "I'"mglad you can sing here, Mercy."

"I never fit into the world we were born into. Don't |augh

There are nore of us changelings than you m ght think! M s-begotten
ones. Atavisns. No anpunt of counseling or brain

chemical fiddling or deep-redact ever helped ne to feel con-tented
or satisfied. No man—forgive nme if this hurts you!l —
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no nman ever gave ne nore than nonentary confort. | never
knew a human being | could truly Iove."

He was pouring chanpagne. The words she spoke had no
meani ng and so they brought no pain. She was here with him
Not hi ng el se mattered.

"I't was the latencies, Bryan. | know that now. The people
here have hel ped nme to understand. All those strong neta-psychic
tensi ons | ocked away unused and unrealized. But pull-ing

me—do you see? The operant netapsychics of the Mlieu
have their Unity, but there was none of that for ne back on
the Elder Earth. | bel onged nowhere. Rested nowhere. Found

peace nowhere... | found a little solace in drugs, a little nore.in nusic, in my work with the
medi eval pageants in Irel and

and in France. But it was really no good. | felt | was an outsider

a msfit. Just a bit of nonviable scumon our fanobus human

gene pool . "

"Mercy— | would love you any way. Every way.

"None of that, now " She |aughed lightly and took the gl ass

of bubbling wine fromhim "You know quite well that | was

a hopel ess nmess, banging about like a moth around a streetlight.
| played my ganes at the chateau and found other |ost ones to
share ny bed, and suffocated quite a bit of the pain in a fog
of sinsemlla. An old-fashioned vice. You snoke it as a eu-phoric.
| brought some cuttings with nme to grow-never

dreanming that here I'd have no need of it ever again. This

pl ace, these people, all of this is what | yearned for w thout
know ng. "

"All 1 wanted," he said, "was you. If you can't |ove ne,

all I want is your happiness." She put her fingers against his
lips, then lifted her own chanpagne glass for himto drink
from

"My dear. You are a rare man, darling Bryan. In your own

way, perhaps as uncanny as |."

"l won't intrude on you if you're happy w th hi m=

"Hush! You don't understand howit is here. It's all new

A new world with new ways. Anew life for you as well as

for me. Who can say what m ght happen?”

He raised his eyes fromthe w neglass and met her wld

gl ance, still not knowi ng what she was sayi ng.

"Do you know what they' ve freed in ne?" she cried. "Wat

this golden torc has done? |'ve becone a creator!... Not the

ki nd who spins illusions or invents things or fashions works of
art. A better kind! The highest of the Tanu creative ones are
abl e to gather energy and channelize it. | can do that. Throw

I'ightning, project beanms of |ight, nake things go hot or cold.
But | can do other things as well—things no Tanu is capable
of! I can take air and noisture and drifting dust and any old
ki nd of rubbishy matter you can imagi ne and knead it and stir
it and transformit into sonmething all new Look—ust |ook!"
She sprang up, setting the boat to rocking, and reached
toward the sky, a goddess sunmoni ng wi nd and nud and

mar shwat er and cel | ul ose and sugars and acids and esters from
the grass. A flash of flane, an explosive report—

She hel d cherries.

Laughi ng, al nost giddy, she let the black-red fruit dangle.fromher fingers. "I saw themin you
m nd! Your favorite fruit

that you wanted to lavish on your true |ove! Wll—-here they
are, to conplete the picnic that we've had to postpone for so
long. We'll have themtogether with the gol den apples of the
Hesperi des!"

It was not real, he told himself. Only she was real in al
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this world. And so he was cal mand snmiling as she dropped
the cherries onto a | arge napkin they had spread on the chart
table. The fruit was cold; drops of condensation beaded the
juicy heart shapes.

"I"'mstill learning to use the power, of course. And there's

no guarantee |I'lIl pass it along full-blown to the children, be-cause
these high faculties are unpredictable. But who knows?

Per haps sonme day 1'll be able to nmanipul ate the genes them sel ves!
Nodonn thinks it's possible, although Gommol and

Greggy don't. But even without that, |I'Il do marvel ous things

M racul ous things!"

"You al ways were a mracle,
chil d?)

"Ah, silly!" she exclained, pretending anger. "The Thag-dal's,

of course, as the first nust always be. You know about

our jus prinmae noctis. And does it matter to you?"

"All that matters is that | love you. I'll always |ove you,

no matter what you are."

"And what do you think | an?" She | ooked into his nind

and the anger that blazed out now was real. "I'mnot Nodonn's
concubine! 1'"'mhis wife. He's taken nme and no other."

And si xteen Tanu wonen and four hundred human | atents

of high talent before you ... "I don't care, Mercy. Stop reading
me! | can't help the way the thoughts cone. They have not hi ng

to do with nmy love for you."

She turned away from himand | ooked out over the narsh.

"He'll be king one day when the Thagdal's finished. Wen he

" he said. (Alas the child whose

feels he has the full support of the battle-conpany, he'll chal-Ienge
the old man in spite of Mayvar and win in the Heroic
Encounter. And |I'Il be his queen. None of his other wonen

had netafunctions to natch mine. The exotics were barren
except for five who had daughters and di ed. The humans
were beautiful and fertile but none of their talents are

as fine as mne. They've all been discarded. | won't be. After
I've borne this child for the Thagdal ['Il have Nodonn's. Even
if | can't manipulate the genes, | can learn to split the zygote

with my psychokinesis and have twins, triplets even, just as.easily as a single child. Wth the
help of the Skin I'Il have

them safely and painlessly again and again and again. | could
have hundreds! And live for thousands of years. Wiat do you
say to that?"

"I'f you want it, | wish it for you."

Her indignation nelted as she saw how forl orn and hopel ess

he had beconme before the prospect of her apotheosis. He stood
there, moving slightly to keep his bal ance as the boat rocked,
and she canme to himand put bare arns around his neck and

| et her softness rest against him

"Bryan, Bryan, don't be sad. Didn't | tell you it was a new
worl d? | can't promise to be yours alone, ny dear, but you
needn't fear 1'Il drive you away. Not if you'll be gentle and
discreet. Not if you'll... help ne." "Mercy!"

She closed his lips with her owmn. The warnth and bri ght ness

of her flooded suddenly over him carrying far away the doubts
and fearful pronptings of logic. He kissed and shut her wild
eyes and his own vision of the real world faded before her
openi ng bl aze. As their ninds nmerged, so did their bodies,
easily and perfectly as though angels were coupling instead of
man and woman. He lifted and exalted her and she in accepting
drew hi m even higher until each had consuned the other in a
sunburst of joy.

"That's the way it is with us," she told him "Wen nind
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and body are in sweet harnony it happens |ike this between

| overs. And you're spoiled for the other kind forever."

"Yes," he agreed. "Yes."

"And you will help nme?"

"Always. In any way."

"Rermrenber your pronm se when you wake up, mny dear. |f

you really love me. If you really want me to be happy. | have
enemies, ny dear. There are people who can hurt ne, who

can see to it that | never reach the thing |I've been prom sed.
You nust help ne. I'll show you how. | need you."

He heard hinself say, "Only let nme stay."

"OfF course." Now the sun-flood gentled, becanme soft and

dark as he was carried into the depths. "You'll stay with ne
and love nme. As long as you can.".12

THE BODY I N | TS TRANSLUCENT SHROUD LAY | N STATE UPON

a plinth of black glass in the great hall of Redact House.
These were the Great Ones of the High Table who cane to

pay homage: Queen Nontusvel, Eadone Sciencenaster, Dion-Kket
the Heal er, Mayvar Kingnaker, Aluteyn Craftsmaster, Sebi-Gonmmol
the Lord Coercer, and Kuhal Earthshaker, a son of

the Queen who was deputy to Nodonn and second anong the
psychoki netics. And others of the H gh Table included Im dol
the Deputy Coercer; Riganone, second anong farsensors; Cul -l uket
the King's Interrogator; and Anear the Loving—all chil-dren

of Nontusvel; and Katlinel the Darkeyed, half-human

daught er of the deposed Lord Coercer Leyr. And those G eat
Ones absent on the Del baeth Quest were Thagdal the High

Ki ng, Nodonn Battl emaster, Tagan Lord of Swords, Bunone

War -t eacher, Fi an Skybreaker, Al beronn M ndeater, and Bl eyn

t he Chanpi on.
The rulers of the Many-Col ored Land | ooked upon the dead
Anast asya Astaurova, |inked minds, and sang the Song.

The caul clung tightly to her wi de-open eyes, the arched
nostrils, the clenched teeth visible through parted lips, the
graceful neck with its golden torc. Wite as the salt and as
cold were her splendid breasts and torso all beaded with tiny
round bells, the belled | egs and bell ed arns and i ngeni ous
surgeon' s hands.

Ment al speech, flickering and nuance-filled, passed anmpbng

the assenbl ed nourners with electric sw ftness.

NONTUSVEL: Tasha-Bybar, farewell. So lovely to die, alas, thou
strangest of Earth's gifts to us, never understood and never.sated, in torment even after thy
ref ashi oni ng, dancing to

find rel ease in grotesque death.

DI ONKET; A variation of her sabre dance with an unforeseen
climax. O was it?

GOVNOL: She was a genius! She should have been saved!

DI ONKET: Teans of my redactors strove for three weeks to
restore her within the Skin, but her mind was never able to
cooperate. There were too nany adverse factors: the massive
trauma of the inpal enent, her |ongstanding unsanity—

burned out as she was from our | ovi ng—the subconsci ous

desire for obliteration. Even at best she was an insecure
vessel of life-force, mal adapted, unhel ped by her transsexua
conver si on.

ALUTEYN: None ot her had her skill with the operation.

GOVNOL: No Tanu surgeon coul d equal her. No other human
surgeon coul d/would do the great work she did.

EADONE: She was the opener of human wonbs, the guarantor

of our Tanu survival. Before her coming, our race dwelt
precariously beneath this ferocious sun, multiplying slowy,
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so slowy. But she showed us a way to conquer our bio-Ilogica
limtations, to burst forth in an explosion of life that

has given us nmastery of the planet. Praise to the departed
Tasha- Bybar for having saved us!

ALUTEYN + GOMNOL: Prai se.

MAYVAR: G ven time, we could have saved oursel ves.

EADONE: Wth the rama surrogates? Hardly!

ALUTEYN: Even now, Venerable Sister, the Firvulag outnunmber

us four to one.

MAYVAR: Neverthel ess, what | say is true.

NONTUSVEL: Listen to Mayvar. She tells the truth, although her
vision of it may differ fromthat of nmy Host. Ch, yes... we
can and will survive of ourselves. As to how, | point in
humility to the fruit of my own wonb, the children of the
Thagdal and Nontusvel: strong nen and wonen, of the pure

Tanu strain w thout human adm xture, sitting at our High

Tabl e, | eaders within our Quilds. They are the true salvation
of our race! These children—ny Host—and their own off-spring
are living proof of Tanu viability here on Earth, our

guarantee of racial continuity. I will not deprecate the good
wor k of Bybar nor the contributions of our other human
benefactors. But let it be noted that the Tanu are survival-fit
even without the mngling of human genes! The Host of.Nontusvel, two hundred and forty-two strong,
has proved

fully adapted to life on this planet.

KUHAL + | M DOL + RI QANONE + CULLUKET + ANEAR Let

the Queen-Damis words be noted. It is in our Host that true
survival resides! EADONE: Your offspring's reproductive rate is still far bel ow
the opti mum Queen and Sister. But we may concede that

your strain is the strongest anmong full breeds.

GOVNOL: You still can't deny that human genes saved the Tanu
genetic bacon! In the sixty or so years of interspecific mating
the Tanu popul ation growh rate has increased tenfold. And

the hybrids include nost of your best fighters, your top
creative people, and a majority of the coercers,

CULLUKET: Neverthel ess, we now question the wi sdom of con-tinued
dilution of our heritage.

IMDOL: And above all, Coercive Brother, we question your
schene concerning the human operant, Elizabeth.

GOVNOL: So that's it.

ANEAR: Dear Adopted Brother: we of the Host harbor only
goodwi I | toward those of mixed Tanu and human bl ood.

And we enbrace the |oyal human gol ds, such as yourself,

who have so enriched our lives upon this planet. But we

must take care | est we squander our inheritance by engen-dering
nmore and nore hybri ds.

RI GANONE: Tana's will would be better served by an increase

of purebl cods. The vigor of the Host has proved that the
original Tanu strain may reproduce itself adequately, albeit

at a slower rate.

KUHAL: Di saster awaits us if we continue to mate with humans!
Qur nobl e Brother Battl emaster warned us of this decades

ago. But we were so bedazzled by the benefits offered by
humanity that we would not listen to his adnonitions.

CULLUKET: The prospect of children by the Thagdal and Eliz-abeth
has forced us to listen.

GOVNOL: The King endorses ny plan fully. Eagerly!

EADONE: As Aluteyn and | have done. And y et ... | nust admt
to some m sgivings concerning the role of humanity in our

H gh Kingdom The Thagdal, too, has pondered this natter

For this reason we have commi ssi oned the human ant hro- pol ogi st
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Bryan Grenfell to conduct a culture-inmpact study

so that we may better understand the patterns of the psy-chosoci al
currents, both beneficial and inimcal

KUHAL: We of the Host have no need for human ant hropol ogy!. Qur racial instincts alone are
sufficient to show i npending calanmty! IMDOL: W and our Mot her have seen what nust be done if
the Tanu heritage is to survive. Once Elizabeth' s genes

merge with ours, the true Tanu will be dooned. W say:

Put an end to all bastardization! Return to the ancient way
before it is too |latel!

ALUTEYN: Throw out the babies with the bath water? Pifflel

You and Nodonn are only afraid your precious dynasty

m ght get nudged out of power.

EADONE: Neverthel ess, Craftsmaster, our Coercive Brother Im idol has raised a serious point.
NONTUSVEL: Dearest Sister—we are convinced of its serious- ness!
GOWMNOL: O Adopted Kinfolk, look at this matter rationally. This yearning for the good old days is
futile. |I've studied

the records of the Lord Historian Seniet. Have you forgotten

how it really was before the coming of humanity? Wul d

you go back to living in crude strongholds in the wlderness?
Wul d you revert to the hunter-gatherer culture of the Fir-vul ag?
You lived |ike savages before we shared our tech-nol ogy

and our genes with you!

NONTUSVEL: Not really, Gommol dear. It was a sinpler life,

that's true. Not nearly so grand. But we had the ramas to

serve us. And our young people were interested in crafts

t hen—

ALUTEYN: Not like the damm dil ettantes nowadays. Wasn't for

the humans and the hybrids, the whole economy'd go to pot.
NONTUSVEL: Now, Al uteyn. You exaggerate. | ama First Coner

i ke you, even though | have only been Queen for eight

hundred years. W had a good life in those early days. W

hunted for food as well as for sport. There was sone trading

with the Firvulag for gens and furs and useful herbs and

trinkets. And we bartered our splendid textiles and gl ass

arnor to them Do you renenber how valiantly our warriors

fought when the Grand Conmbat was cel ebrated fiercely afoot,

hand to hand, with no hunman | evies standi ng between our

fighters and the A d Foe? Do you renmenber those battles

on the Firvulag's Field of Gold, and how we woul d rejoice

when we captured their Sword of Sharn and bore the trophy

hone in triunph? And perhaps they would west it back from

us in the year followi ng, but we would train and scheme. and strengthen our brains and nuscles for
t he next Com bat—

and wi n! Those were the days, dear Craftsmaster! But

now. .. for forty years running we have bested the Firvul ag

in the Conbat with the aid of human and hybrid warriors.

How stale the victory becones. Wat if the Foe becone so

di scouraged that they refuse to fight?

MAYVAR: It would show that they, at |east, had evol ved.

DI ONKET: Morally, if not nmentally.

CULLUKET: Lord Heal er, you cannot expect ne to sit unpro-testing
as you and the Venerable Kingnaker flirt with heresy

agai nst our glorious ideal of battle!

ALUTEYN: Di p your heresy in chaliko flop, boy! | say, what

we need are fewer head-wal |l opers and nore technicians!

These sinmple joys of barbarismare all very well. But |I'm
the one who'll have to keep the gl ass-ovens stoked and the
food and drink coming to the table. | renenber how it was,

chivvying Tanu crafters who were nore interested in battling
and screwi ng and Hunting than in getting a day's work done.
Oh, the old-tinme ways had their charm [|'Il concede that |
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wal l owed in gore and flung thunderbolts with the best of

"em But you can't give up progress any nore than you can
pretend the tinme-gate never opened. It did! The humans

came. W used them And now the good ol d days are gone.
NONTUSVEL: W coul d restore the best parts of them

KUHAL: We are not against nmaterial progress, Craftsmaster.

Only against the erosion of our Tanu ideals and their re-placenent
with alien human val ues. The pacifistic senti-ments

of Lord Di onket and Lady Mayvar and their factions

are well known—al | them heresy or noral evolution. But

the majority of us don't share their philosophy. It is a phi-Ilosophy
of weaklings, of hybrids, and of hunans!

GOWNOL: Qur Psychokinetic Brother distorts reality. Al torced
humans, excepting a few abnormals who have not reacted

favorably to the nmental anplification, are loyal to the Tanu
race. As to the erosion of your ideals... when have you

been stronger? You rule the world! And ny plan can only

make that rule nmore glorious. | will admt that times have
changed—but this is not the planet of your origin. You have
adapted, and you'll continue to adapt, to Earth. This is fully
in accord with Tana's will.

KUHAL: We are grateful to the Lord Coercer for explaining our
religion to us.

GOVNOL: Your suspicions of ny plan are groundless. It poses.no threat whatsoever to your dynasty.
Wul d t he Thagda

approve it if it did? Do you question the vision of your own

Ki ng?

EADONE: The plan involving Elizabeth is exciting. | amfas-cinated
by the prospect of speeding our race's nental de-vel opnent—
fromlatency to operancy—by incorporating

her heritage within our owm. To be free of the artificial

action of the torcs! To see our offspring grow up to be true

met apsychi cs! To see them possessed of godlike powers,

perhaps even greater than those of the MIlieu nmetapracti-tioners!
There woul d be no nore black-torc tragedies, no

nore burnt-out young Tanu brains unable to wi thstand the

torc's anplification. Wth Elizabeth's genes, we could take

an evol utionary shortcut, a |leap across the aeons. I|nstead

of waiting thousands or even nillions of years to achieve
operancy, we could see it within our own lifetines ..

ALUTEYN: | adnmit: a nmagnificent dream

GOVNOL: No dream A reality—+f you don't turn your backs

on nmy plan because of superstitious fear or racial chauvinism

or petty politics. The ant hropol ogist will prove to you that

the comi ng of humanity to the Many-Col ored Land has done

you far nore good than harm 1'I|l stake ny life on it.
IMDOL: You may, at that.
NONTUSVEL: Now ... we nust keep our tenpers.

GOWNOL: You Host talk of racial purity. A thoroughly unscien-tific
notion! Any biologist of the Mlieu would tell you that.

Just take an objective | ook at your allegedly pure Tanu
heritage—+ Firvul ag recessives popping up like mad in every

third birth.

KUHAL: Take care, Lord Coercer! Qur Mdther's strain is un-tainted.
Never once has she given birth to one of the Foe.

GOWNOL: If that's true, you're very likely throwi ng out the very
alleles you want to fix! And you want to use the Host as

prime brood stock! Dam it, the Firvulag strain is the op-erant
one! Ask the Lady Sciencemaster. Greggy and | have

given up trying to sell you on mating with the Foe. But

El i zabeth represents a uni que genetic opportunity! A hunan
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operant has genes that not only enhance general survival

as the latents have done, but also give you the grand evo-lutionary
| eap that Lady Eadone spoke of. My plan | eads

to the fulfillnment of Tanu destiny!

KUHAL: Again you presune to interpret Tana's wll.

NONTUSVEL: It would be nmore fitting for the Goddess to work.through our own Tanu line. W're
afraid that Elizabeth's

genes will turn us into hunans, you see. O at least into a

race that is quite non-Tanu.

KUHAL + | M DOL + RI GANONE + CULLUKET + ANEAR We

do not need humanity! Better that we fulfill our destiny

wi t hout hunmans!

GOWNOL: Then why has Nodonn hinsel f taken to wife a woman

of ny race?

( Confusion.)

GOVNOL: Perhaps you'd better read your Crown Prince a re- fresher course in Tana's holy wll.
NONTUSVEL: Do not descend to bl aspheny, Lord Coercer. W

have nade it clear that we acknow edge the benefits that

human genes have vouchsafed: the nore powerful bodies,

the increased fertility, the enhancenent of coercive and cre-ative
met af unctions. And in the case of the precious Rosmar,

we have enbraced a rare and wondrous refinement of the

creative power never seen anong our Tanu adepts. She is

t he uni que one! The val ue of her genes is self-evident. W

wel cone her as a fit consort for our future King. Dear

Nodonn has had many w ves—and as he is scarcely eight

hundred years old, he may have many nore if it pleases

him But let us not wander fromthe original matter at hand.

Your plan, Adopted Son, proposes to go far beyond the

mati ng custons that already obtain between the two races.

The wonan Elizabeth is not a talented |atent such as yourself

or Rosmar. She is a nasterclass operant whose genes mnust

be form dabl e i ndeed. Lord G eg-Donnet postul ates that it

is likely that all of her offspring woul d be operant—-al -though
per haps not so powerful as their nother. He has al so

urged that, for the speedi est achi evenent of race operancy,

we shoul d i nplant her ova in surrogates. But not ramapi-thecines!
Human and Tanu wonen are to bear these wonder

children! Who can assure us that this | arge new generation

of torcless hybrids would be Ioyal to Tanu ideal s? They will

be a newrace. It is logical that they would owe first loyalty
to their own kind. EADONE: There is a danger

ALUTEYN: That possibility hadn't occurred to ne. And | know Greggy never talked up artificial
i mplanting to the King.

That's not the Thagdal's idea of fun

GOVNOL: This is ridiculous! Elizabeth's children would be as
much Tanu as any hybrids. Education would see to it..KUHAL + M DOL + RIGANONE + CULLUKET + ANEAR
The

Host does not concur. There is only one way to secure the

safety of the Tanu heritage. The operant wonman rust die.

GOVNOL: You rust not destroy her genes! Do you want to wait
mllions of years to achi eve operancy? Future generations

m ght call you worse than shortsighted! And if you cone

to your senses later on, it will be too |l ate. There nmay never

be another like Elizabeth to come through the gate!

NONTUSVEL: Alas. If only she hadn't cone.

GOVNOL: She's here. | say it's Tana's will that she not be
wasted... And don't you start twitting nme about religion

again, Kuhal! Not until the Goddess gives you her bl ueprint
stanmped APPROVED! My plan is as likely to coincide with

divine will as your own.
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ALUTEYN: Damm all this talk of becoming operant in millions

of years! We know what's going to happen here on Earth

in mllions of years. The ramas will have evol ved i nto hu-mans.
And we'll be extinct! There's Tana's will for you

Maybe the Thagdal is right about Gommol's plan. At |east

it would give our people a good |long run at playing neta-psychic
before the last snuff. Jack up our brainpower to

operant status and we'll likely figure a way to get off this
flatulent orifice of a planet!

NONTUSVEL: Al uteyn, dear. Control yourself.

ALUTEYN: If only we could be sure. These damm preci ous genes of Elizabeth's.

s0... human.

GOVNOL: How many tinmes rmust | prove nmy notives to you?

I have only the Tanu best interests at heart. | have had,

fromthe beginni ng!

NONTUSVEL: There's still the vexing question of possible ov-erdependence
upon humanity by our race. | confess that |

await the results of Bryan's survey with sone trepidation.
KATLI NEL: And what happens if the survey does show that the
culture inpact was largely unfavorable? WII you of the

Host demand the death of all humans? WII you kill hybrids
like nme as well? Is this the secret solution that you' ve had
in mnd all along?

NONTUSVEL: Ch, Katy. How can you think it?

KATLI NEL: The rest of them do, Queen-Mbther

I M DOL: Nonsense. CULLUKET: You are overwought, Creative Sister. Let me ad-minister

a cal mati ve.

KATLI NEL: No, thank you, Redactive Brother. No, thank you!.EADONE: When t he Thagda

time of Truce, we nmust have this out. Surely there can be a conprom se.
KUHAL + | M DOL + RI GANONE + CULLUKET + ANEAR

Never on Eli zabet h!

ALUTEYN: There's another factor nobody's even mentioned. As

I ong as we're di scussing genetic nenaces, what about the

ot her one? How would he fit into Gommol's scheme? O

has Ai ken Drum slipped the Lord Coercer's m nd?

GOVNOL: |'ve assured King Thagdal and | assure you, too, that
the boy is nothing but a nental nova. His nmind will burn

out as quickly as it flared up. He'll be a puling idiot inside
of anot her nont h.

IMDOL: You' ve tested himw th your psychonetric gadgets and
proved this, Coercive Brother?

GOWNOL: You know very well that the Lady Mayvar woul dn't
consent to ny nmeddling with her great and good protege,
Coercive Brother.

IMDOL: So nuch for guarantees. Tell us, Venerable Sister: On
your honor as Ki ngnmaker—+s the youth Ai ken Drum a

ment al nova?

MAYVAR: No. But he is no nmenace to our race, either

GOVNOL: Even if he doesn't burn out, he's only a harnl ess

nui sance—a practical joker with a certain crowd-pleasing
charm You people just haven't seen this type of human

bei ng before.

If only they weren't

returns at the

ANEAR: | should hope not. RI GANONE: Nodonn doesn't take Aiken Drumlightly. Wiy el se would he have

i nsisted on sharing the Del baeth Quest with
hi n®?

EADONE: That is not the inportant question. What we really nust know is why this charnming,

harm ess prankster has

been taken to kin by Mayvar Ki ngmaker. Let us be blunt.

W1l Aiken Drumchallenge in the Gand Conbat ?

MAYVAR: |f Tana wills that ny golden | addie survive the Del -baeth
Quest, then he will.
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EADONE: Is Aiken Drumfertile?

MAYVAR: He i s.

EADONE: Woul d he chal | enge Nodonn? MAYVAR You nust ask himthat.
NONTUSVEL: A hunman! A human chal | engi ng nmy Nodonn?

KUHAL + | M DCOL + RI GANONE + CULLUKET + ANEAR Tana

forfend!. EADONE: Are Ai ken Drum s netapsychic powers of sufficient
potential to defeat the Battl emaster?

MA WAR: Only Tana knows.

ALUTEYN: You know what woul d happen if the boy did wn,

don't you, kinfolk? He'd challenge the Thagdal! Is that the gane you're playing, Venerable Sister?
MAYVAR: Beware, Aluteyn Craftsmaster. | play no ganes! |

only do nmy Making as the Goddess comrands ne, and

neither you nor the Host nor the entire battle-conpany of

the Many-Col ored Land may tell ne howto fulfill my an-cient
office... O would you?
(Dread.)

ALUTEYN: Well, you blew it once before with Lugonn, so it's

no certainty.

MAYVAR: It is no certainty, as you say, Craftsmaster. But the
Conbat al one nay prove the Goddess's will in this matter

Let no one here presunme to interfere with my Making.

CULLUKET: No one will interfere—+f your notives are true to

the Tanu i deal

MAYVAR: So once again, Young Redactor, you accuse ne of heresy.
CULLUKET: Do you deny you have | ong opposed the battl e-phil osophy?
Do you deny your synpathy for the traitorous

heretic M nanonn, who betrayed his office as Battl emaster

by preaching that Tanu and Firvul ag should be brothers in

sun as well as shadow?

MAYVAR: Poor M nanonn was ahead of his tine, and inpru-dent.

And he has paid for his rashness these five hundred

years.

CULLUKET: But you and Dionket are cool hands! You're wlling

to play a waiting gane until your hunman puppet is on the

t hr one.

DI ONKET: The Venerabl e Kingnaker and | are |loyal to the Tanu
race and resolved to see its destiny fulfilled in glory. And

| adnoni sh you to keep a respectful turn of mnd, Redactive

Br ot her, when addressing your el ders.

NONTUSVEL: Ch, dear. This is all so confusing! Culluket, ny

son, you can't accuse people of heresy sinply because they
prefer the quiet life to Hunting and fighting. There have

al ways been gentl e ones anong us.

IMDOL: And they grow nore numerous. Especially anong the

hybri ds.

KATLI NEL: We hybrids are loyal to the Tanu race! It is our race!.But if it's heresy to persuade
the Thagdal to | ook afresh upon the old violent custons that originated on a forgotten
pl anet in an inaccessibl e gal axy—then perhaps we are

guilty!

NONTUSVEL: O course you aren't, Katy. I'msure Cull didn't nean it that way. Wiy—any of the Host
are of a peaceful

tenperament, unless the Firvulag do sonething hopel essly
provocati ve. .

MAYVAR: And even then, there are those who eschew t he pl ea-sures
of punishing villains such as Del baeth in favor of

remai ni ng securely at honme here in the capital while others

do the Questing.

ALUTEYN: That's one on you, Cull. You never were one to do

your own dirty work.

NONTUSVEL: W& will not quarrel! There will be no nore talk

of heresy. | forbidit.
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EADONE: Qur Awful Queen is wise. Listen to her.

NONTUSVEL: There is still another potential consequent of the

Ai ken Drum matter to be considered. Let us | ook again

upon the plan of Lord Gommol. Suppose it happened that,

in the uncertain future, the operant genes of the wonan

El i zabeth merged not with the seed of our bel oved Thagdal

but with that of this fully human nal el

EADONE: Tana have nmercy! There is the true threat to our racial destiny!

ALUTEYN: The penalty for bearing a human child is death for

parents and of fspring.

NONTUSVEL: How could this be enforced if A ken Drum were Hi gh Ki ng?

IMDOL: A race of operant hunmans contendi ng agai nst us!

Rl GANONE: W woul d be crushed. CULLUKET: Let our loyal Lady Kingmaker explain this away!
MAYVAR: | can only do ny Making as the Goddess pronpts

ne.

IMDOL: And Gommol! Is our human brother manipul ating the

| ot of us in some new experinent, as he has been nanip-ul ating

us ever since he cane through the time-gate?

GOVNOL: Perhaps you would like to challenge me for the Guild

Presidency in the manifestation of powers, Coercive Brother?

NONTUSVEL: GCh, no! Now stop this, all of you! There is only

one way we will ever untangle this nuddle.

EADONE: Tell us, Sister and Mot her

NONTUSVEL: We nust demand a ruling of Brede.. EADONE + ALUTEYN:. Excellent. The Thagdal will surely
agr ee.

RI GANONE: But there's no telling what that weird old Two- Face

wi Il say! She never involves herself in the affairs of the

Hi gh Kingdom She's no true Tanu at a |l | ... she's sonething

el se al t oget her

ANEAR: Sonet hi ng dreadful. EADONE: Listen to ne, you fearful young ones. Brede is the

ol dest and wi sest, our guide and our first benefactor when

an entire gal axy was arrayed agai nst us. She had the origina

vision that inspired transport of the first Comers to our Exile

here.

KUHAL: True, Lady Sciencenaster. But |let us al so renenber

that Brede brought both Tanu and Firvulag to this Earth. In

sonme deep way she is linked in destiny to both races. W

cannot be sure—

NONTUSVEL: W can only hope that she will choose what is

best for both. W may even pray that she will choose what

is best for all three races!... And now, ny dearest ones,

woul d have you link mnds with me once again. But this

time you will not sing the Song for our poor dead sister

Bybar, but for all of us living on this planet, exiled and

afraid. .13

AFTER NEARLY TWO WEEKS OF QUESTING IT HAD COVE TO this: a vast black hole in the mountain and a
nasty choi ce.

"What's wrong with chasing himunderground?" Aiken Drum

asked. Nodonn bestowed a pitying glance on his dininutive rival

"On foot? Wth no bear-dogs to help catch his scent and distract hinP"

The two of themwere sitting on thoroughly w nded chali kos,

waiting for the other | eaders of the great Hunt to reach the ledge in front of the cave. Severa
dozen anphicyons mlled

about yowing their frustration. None ventured nore than two
or three neters into the cavern entrance, fromwhich a chill
danpi sh exhal ation flowed. "Let's take a peek at what's inside,
fulgurant ball of energy like a floating star shel

and sent it wafting into the dark cleft. The two Hunters foll owed

its progress with their farsight. It came into a huge chanber all fanged with stalactites and
stal agmites where there was a

broad | ake. On the far side a | ow arched passageway | ed deeper

Ai ken suggested. He conjured up a
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into the nmountain and Ai ken gui ded the psychoenergetic flare
into this opening, through which an underground river flowed. The tunnel pinched and the roof
| owered after about half a

kilometer, and finally the streamflowed over a precipice into

a void so black that the light of the flare could not illunminate it. For a nonent the two
met apsychics saw with their nmind' s

eye a waterfall dropping like a length of gauze into nothingness. Then the flare was suddenly
ext i ngui shed.

A faint sound of laughter floated fromthe depths.

"And up yours, too," Aiken said to the faraway Shape of Fire..The King's nount cane scranbling up
the rocky sl ope,

followed closely by Stei nahom the nonarch had taken a

liking to, Lord Cel adeyr of Afaliah, Lady Bunone Warteacher

and fifteen or so others of the party possessing the PK power

to assist their faltering steeds in the clinb. Because of Del-baeth's
habit of bonbarding pursuers with fireballs, it had not

been possible for the Quest to take to the air

"Wl 1 ?" grow ed Thagdal

"Gone to ground,"” said the Battl emaster

The King renmoved his di anond hel m slouched in the sad-dle,

and chewed his golden nustache. "Damm it all to hell.

After chasing himall this way,"

"He does it every tine," Cel adeyr of Afaliah remarked,

shruggi ng aquamari ne-arnored shoul ders. "Leads you from one

pl antation to the next. Lets you think you've got himtrapped,
then pops up outside your line, fries a few grays and anybody

el se he catches with his pants down, and then off to the races
again. Daring you to nail him That's our Del baeth. But it

al ways ends the sane way—+nto sone bl oody cave, and the

| augh's on you."

"Dam snart for a Firvulag, Celo."

The Lord of Afaliah spurred his chaliko through the rabble

of bear-dogs to the cavern mouth. "Wuld | have asked for

your hel p agai nst an ordinary spook? Good thing for us Del-baeth
is a naverick and doesn't fight in the Conbat!.. .This

is a new bolt-hole. At |east we've nanaged to chase himfarther
west than ever before. This part of the Cordillera is way to
hel | and gone out on the Isthnus."

The King spat. "Don't know where the devil we are, not

being able to reconnoiter fromthe air. Steinie—you got any

beer left?"

The Vi ki ng passed a | arge canteen

Cel adeyr said, "Now that the Shape of Fire's underground,

it's safe to fly if you wish, Majesty. He'll stay holed up for
several days now to rest. There'd be no danger at all flying
back to Afaliah.”

"Gve it up?" cried Stein. "W still got three days clear unti
the friggin' Truce! There's still a chance we could get him"
The mount ed assenbly | aughed. Bunone Warteacher, awe-sone

in a silvery bascinet that made her look like a bird of

prey, said, "Delbaeth isn't conming out. Wuld you and your

saucy master follow himin?"

"Way not?" Stein asked, and once nore the Hunters | aughed..Aiken said to the King, "I told you I'd
get himfor you. |
promised it, in fact. If | don't get Delbaeth, |I'mscrewed for

the Grand Conbat —i ght ?"

"Qddly phrased," said the King. H's snile was affable. "But

the conclusion is accurate. You've had anple opportunity to

carry out your boastful proposal on this Quest. If we return to
Muriah having failed, I'll consider your service-bid for Stein
null and void. It would be proper to punish you for the insol ence
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of having made the bid in the first place, but in consideration
for your repair of the conputer and several other worthwhile
acconplishrments, | feel disposed to generosity. You'll be el-igible
to fight in the High Melee with the other gol d-torc hunman
warriors. But you may not aspire to the Heroic Encounters.”

"It is fitting," said Nodonn, glowi ng in the advanci ng dusk.

A few bats began to zip out of the cave on their evening forays.
"If we're packing it in," Celadeyr said, "Let's get down the
mount ai n before any others ruin their nmounts trying to clinb

up here.™

"Now just a damm minute," Aiken protested. "I didn't say

I was giving up. There's still three days before the Truce... |'m
going after Del baeth. Into the cave."

"And 1'mgoing with him" Stein said. "Nobody's gonna

auction me off like a prize steer again!" The nmental and voca
babbl e greeting their declarations nmade it possible for A ken

to screen off Stein's unspoken thought: So what if | get killed?
If any Tanu takes ne for a slave, |I'll never see Sukey agai n.
"Make your fool hardy gesture if you nust," said Nodonn

"Show us, if you can, that you know how to beat the Shape

of Fire on his own hone ground." Mst of the Tanu crowded

onto the | edge roared appreciation of the Battlemaster's remark.
"The rest of us will return to Lord Cel adeyr's castle for re-freshnent,
then fly on to the capital. Del baeth will keep unti

after the Grand Conbat. Should we di scover your bones when

we finally penetrate to his lair, we'll conduct suitable obsequies
and sing for you the Song."

More laughter. But in the mdst, a protest.

"So you object, Bleyn and Al beronn?" inquired the Battl e-master
Two riders urged their beasts to the fore. Bleyn the Cham pion
was a hybrid, powerful in both PK and coercion, who sat

at the Hi gh Table. Al beronn M ndeater, another hybrid, was

one of the best warrior-illusionists. Both were of the faction.of Mayvar and both had hel ped to
train Aiken and Stein in

martial arts for their initiation

"It is not fitting that this conpany desert Lord Ai ken here

in the wilderness while he descends to chall enge Del baeth,"

Bl eyn stated. "Shane on those who would hold a brave man's endeavor up to nockery."
Nodonn only smil ed.

Al beronn said, "W two will await the return of A ken and

Stein. We will canp before this very cave nmouth, praying for
their success. W will wait for the three days, so that the tine
originally allotted for this Quest may be honorably fulfilled."

"I also will wait," decided Bunone, "and my three warrior-maids.
Ai ken Drumis a man of singular talents! W, too, wll

pray that he survives."

The Hi gh King threw up one flashing hand in a gesture of
resignation. "Oh, very well! What's three nore days? W' ve

earned a little rest after chasing that damm spook the I ength of
the Betics and never once daring to take to the air for fear of
his fireballs. But if we stay here, Celo, you ve got to fly us in
sonme decent food and booze."

The Lord of Afaliah said, "W can set up canp in the

meadow bel ow, near the torrent, where the attendants and the
baggage train now wait. My son Uriel hinself will lead a

squadron of levitants to bring refreshnent.”

"That's that, then," said the King. He glowered at Aiken

"Three days only! You hear ne?"

The golden manikin leapt fromhis saddle, knelt on one knee
before the royal chaliko, and grinned under his gol den visor
"Thank you for your patience, AWMful Father. We'll bring you
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Del baeth's balls for biddy-swabbers!"

And then, while the Questers watched in incredul ous si-Ience,
Ai ken Drum and Stein took off their arnor and stacked

it ina pile just beside the cave entrance. They left all their
weaponry except Stein's bronze sword and took fromtheir

saddl ebags only the Viking's parcel of snack foods, the canteen
of beer, and a thin golden box about the size of a pen case,
whi ch Ai ken stuffed quickly into the front of his undertunic.
Waggl i ng an adnonitory finger at Nodonn, the golliwog

said, "No fair peeking after us, Sun-Face. Don't you chase us
with flares."

"I will not," the Battlemaster prom sed, his smle un-di mmed.
"Then—goodbye, all!" said Ai ken Drum . There was a soundl ess snap
Two extra bats joined the flock wheeling over the heads of

the Hunt. After taking a few mnutes to get used to their w ngs,
the pair swooped down and di sappeared into the darkness of

Del baeth's cave.

"Hey, kid!"

"Shh. CGotta be sure nobody's farsensing us. Wuldn't trust

that fewkin' Archangel one AU s worth."

" Ki d, what about the friggerty nonster?"

"Wl you shut your snoose-chonmpin' yap? It's tough work,

doi ng these different kinds of mnd-bendery all at the sane
tinme."

"Sorry. "

They hung fromthe roof of the cataract shaft by their tiny
claws. The world was utterly, appallingly black. The waterfal
made a hissing sound as it sprayed into the nmountain's gut. A
faraway runbl e down bel ow announced its drai nage into an
abyssal sunp.

The two bats could "see" by neans of the sounds.

At last Aiken said, "It's okay. They're all going down to

the canpsite. Nobody's making a real effort to farsense us.

The least little screen'|l| take care of themnow .. .Trouble is,
Steinie, | don't really know how good at farsensing any of
these Tanu biggies are. |'mcertain that nost of the exotics

can't farsee underground. That's why the Firvulag live in caves
and burrows. But the King, Nodonn, that damm Ran who does

the PK stunts—they just nmight be able to figure sone way to
spot us through a klomof solid rock.. .just like |I can."
"Jeezuss God. WIIl you lay off the bragging and scan out

where that torch-ass spook is holed up? O don't you care if

we get incinerated?"

"We're not gonna get incinerated. Delbaeth isn't waiting in
sonme cranny to ambush us. He's gone home. He knows nobody
inthis Exile world is stupid enough to follow himinto the
caves."

"Ha ha. Al right, Ace. Now that we're here-where the

hel | are we?"

"We're in a better position to nab the spook than we were
before, hemred in by that nmob of exotics. This is just the kind
of chance | hoped for ever since we took off on this dumb
nmonster hunt! A chance to go after Del baeth w thout the rest

of "emwatching how | kill hinml"."You re not gonna zap himw th your superbrain?"
"Betcher sweet ass I'mnot. | wouldn't have a chance in a

m nd-to-nmnd with Del baeth. Neither would any of those Tanu
turds—dnl ess the Firvul ag was taken conpletely by surprise.

And fat chance of that happening, with that friggerty circus
parade of three hundred knights of the Round Tabl e whoopi ng
after him Nope! There's only one way to take the Shape of

Fire. My little old sweetheart, Myvar, knew it."
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"Well how, for chrissake?"

"I'"'mgonna cheat. Cone on. Let's get outa here to sone

pl ace where it's flat and dry and 1'Il show you."

The two bats spiraled dowmn the shaft. At the bottomthey

turned into pallid eyeless fish and went Wi sking through the

fl ooded tunnel of the sunp, "seeing" the tw sts and turns of
the rock pipe by nmeans of pressure changes and the reflection
of water currents, rather than the echol ocation they had used
while they were bats. They traveled for nore than a kil oneter
before the streambroke into a large airfilled space. One fish

| eaped fromthe water—| opped back. Then both junped up

and met anor phosed into bats. A few nonents |ater they were

in human formagain, sitting on a rock shelf beside the un-derground
river while a small ball of incandescence hung in

mdair to furnish light. The cave ceiling two or three neters
above was covered with a fantastic growth of crystal soda-straw
formations, thin and delicate, each with a pendant drop

of water at the tip.

Ai ken wasted no time adniring the scenery. He took the

gol den box fromhis shirt, manipulated the Iid in some tricky PK fashion, and showed Stein what
was inside: a single thin

gray object about twenty cents in |length, vaguely resenbling

a silvery length of punk with a wire stem

Stein frowned. "You know what that |ooks Iike? Wen I

was a kid back in Illinois we had—=
"That's what it is. Just one of these little things is gonna
kill that shitfire Firvulag stone dead. A long tine ago, sone

poor sucker brought this through the tine-gate, thinking he'd
liven up the Pliocene a little bit. Since they're perfectly harmless,
the people at the auberge had no objection. But when the

guy stepped into Exile, his stuff was confiscated—and all but
this one destroyed before Mayvar got hold of it. You know

why? Because here, things like this are deadly! Not to hu-mans—
not even torc-wearing humans—but to the exotics."”

"Iron." Stein was awestruck. "No iron tools here, no iron.inplements, nothing iron at all. Al
gl ass, vitredur, bronze or

other alloy, silver, gold, whatnot. But never any iron! Hell —
why didn't anybody notice?"

"How much iron did we use back in the Mlieu in places where

it showed? W were al nost out of the iron age. You know what

the Tanu and Firvulag call the stuff? Blood-netal! One prick and
they're goners. O, in the case of this thing—

"Jeez, yes!" Stein exclainmed. H s expression becane intent.
"You're gonna do it, kid. I'ma believer at last. And after we
finish off this Del baeth, you're gonna help me escape wth
Sukey. And if any dumb Tanu tries to stop us—

"You stupid squarehead! You forgot your gray torc? And

Sukey's silver one? The Tanu could track you anywhere. Rel ax!

| got other plans. W'll all nmake it if you don't pull any nore
great nmoves like you did with Tasha."

Ai ken cl osed the gol den box and put it back into his shirt.

"Now sit still and shut up. | gotta track Del baeth, and this
X-ray vision thing is a hell of a |ot tougher than you m ght
think. Good thing these nountains aren't granite."

"Naw. Linmestone, sandstone, medi um grade schists, and

ot her met anor phics down below at this end of the Med. Don't
forget | used to work these rocks when I was a crust driller.”
"Shut up, dammt."

The two of themsat there in their underwear. The psycho-energy
flare went out as Ai ken concentrated all of his power

in his seeker sense. The only sounds were the drips fromthe
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sl ender calcite pipelets.

Could | reach out, too? Stein wondered. Sukey had told him

it was love that did it before, that broke through Dedra's coer-cive
control. Was | ove strong enough to cross the thousand

kil ometers that separated him from Sukey, hidden back there

in Muriah in the cataconbs beneath Redact House? First, vis-ualize
her in the mind s eye. (Easy when your optic nerves are

getting input zilch.) There she is. Nowtell her that you |ove

her, that it's going to be all right, that you're safe, that you're
going to cone back, that you're going towi n ...

"I found him Steinie! |I found the fuckard!"

The astral |ight snapped on. Stein passed a great hand over

his eyes and wiped it on his hip. The attenpt at farspeech

hadn't worked. Hi s head hurt.

Reddi sh hair standing up like a charged nop, eyes seerm ng

to snap with excitement, the trickster sprang to his feet and

pointed toward a solid rock wall. "That direction. Maybe ei ght,.nine klons and a coupl e hundred
meters | ower down. There's
this fuzzy bl ob—a nental aura, | guess. Only living thing

anywhere around. It's gotta be him™"

Stein sighed. "And all we have to do is walk through the

wal | ."

The golliwg was apol ogetic. "That's not ny act, Steinie.

| can't do interpenetration. Can't zap nountains, either, not

so's you'd notice. W'll have to walk, fly, or swm If Del baeth
got there fromhere, so can we. This whole |ousy range is
honeyconbed with caves. It'Il take a while finding our way

through the maze." He |l ooked grim "But it better not take too

long or we'll be into the Truce. That's when Firvul ags go outa
season until Grand Combat tine."

Stein | ooked at his wist chronometer. "Half past eighteen

hours, Septenber twenty-seven, six mllion B.C."

" Checko. "

"Just tell ne one thing before you do your Dracula act, Kkid.

Do we really turn into bats and fish and things when you say
shazoom or is it sone kinda shape-shifting illusion thing and

do we keep our regular bods all the tinme?"

"Dammed if | know," said Aiken Drum "Hang onto that

food and beer, pally-we're off!"

They searched

Tunnel s dry and flooded; great galleries where fl owstone

and stalactites and rippling curtains of thin rock fell |ike frozen
creations of peach and vanilla ice cream constricted slots and
tortuous | ow corridors studded with sparkling calcite teeth;
tunbl ed rockfalls where a cave ceiling had collapsed into piles

of house-sized chunks; partially drained streamvays gl eam ng

with mud; dead-end holes that had to be retraced; tenpting

passages that took themin the wong direction

They ate, and after a while, they slept. They woke and

continued flying, sw ming, walking, clinmbing. The food and

beer were finished nidway through the second day. There was

pl enty of water, but no bugs for bats, no edible bits floating in the subterranean waters that the
men-fish could swallow to

assuage the all-too-real spasns of their possibly illusory stomachs.
Ai ken's mental screen was now projected only between

them and the concentration of psychic energy that presumably

mar ked Del baeth. This hardly seened to shift position at all

now, perhaps the Shape of Fire took very |ong naps between.sorties, or perhaps the fuzzy aura
mar ked sonething el se al- together ... The bats flew down a |ong, sloping tunnel. For the first
tinme since their descent, they were aware of a current of air

agai nst their flapping wi ng menbranes. The nental voice of
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Ai ken spoke to Stein on the intimte human node:
Don't think one solitary thing. Keep your mind quiet if you

val ue your sweet ass. | don't think he can hear ne on this
node but any squeak outa you would hit himS9 and wall to
wal | .

The two bats, now totally envel oped in the heaviest mnd-barrier
that Ai ken could conjure, cane to a ninety-degree bend

in the corridor. They fluttered around the corner and saw |ight
ahead—er angey yellow and flickering gently. The passage was

dry. There were huge footprints in the dust.

Drifting anong the rock formations, the bats approached

the lighted area. It was a | arge open canber full of |oom ng
nmonol i ths al nost |ike shrouded human figures, together with
complex tiers of flowstone that resenbled gigantic gilled fungi
The bats flew up toward the ceiling to a ledge that jutted far
out over the central area of the floor. There, hidden fromthe
si ght of anyone below, the bats turned into Al ken and Stein
Silence. Don't nove. Don't rattle that damm sword scab- bard.
Don't do one friggerty thing.

Ai ken crept toward the edge of the formation on his stomach

and peered down. A large fire burned within a well-nade cir-cul ar
hearth. Piles of barkless tree trunks were neatly stacked

in an alcove. Oher parts of the cavern were furnished with a
table, chairs, a bedstead of gargantuan proportions having a
canopy and side curtains of the finest Tanu brocade, and any
nunber of carved wooden chests and shel ves. Leathern bags

bul ging with nysterious contents stood at the base of one pillar.
Near anot her was a framework hung with fish netting edged

with wooden floats. The floor was carpeted in glossy pelts—
sonme dark, some spotted. Most of the dirty dishes on the table
seermed to be large nollusk shells.

Drawn up close to the fire was a species of overstuffed chair
uphol stered in gray hide. In the chair, quite asleep, was a
humanoi d exceeding the tall Tanu in height and vastly nore
robust of build. H's head had a tangl ed brick-col ored mane of
hair and a bushy beard. He wore a | eather shirt with the front

| aci ng open, showi ng the reddish pelt of his chest. H's breeches

were scarlet. He had taken off his boots and extended his huge.feet toward the fire.

the toes wiggled. A cyclic

noi se rem ni scent of a malfunctioning ore crusher told Aiken
Drum t hat Del baeth, the Shape of Fire, nost fornmidable wild
Firvul ag in the southern reaches of the Many-Col ored Land,

was snoring. Ai ken opened the gol den box and renoved the pencil-slim
gray object. Hefting the little thing, he seemed to calculate a
trajectory. He ignited the tip of his secret weapon with his
creative netafunction

The sparkler burst into vivid white light, throwi ng out gl owing
iron filings like tiny nmeteorites. Aiken held the firework

at arm s |ength.

Down bel ow, Del baeth surged from his chair, bellow ng.

H s body, nearly three meters tall, was transformed into a

bl azi ng mass that reached fiery arnms toward the ceiling | edge
and began to nold a ball of fire between incandescent paws.

Ai ken threw the sparkler, guiding it with whatever PK he

could rmuster through the thick psychic screen he had erected
around Stein and hinself. Del baeth's fireball arced up, dead

on target, and bounced. There was another echoing cry fromthe nonster. The fragile
firework struck his flaming formand fell to the cave floor, stil
spitting sparks. Delbaeth's fire was extingui shed. He crunpl ed
slowy, alnbst seening to nelt into the ground, and did not

nmove again.

Now and t hen
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"Come on!" Aiken cried.

The two bats flew down and becane nen once nore. They

stood besi de the awesome carcass, and Stein said, "See where
it hit hin? Right on the forehead, because he was | ooking up
One tiny little burn with a hot iron wire!"

There was a | eather bucket full of water beside the table.

Ai ken hoisted it and poured a streamover the still-coruscating
sparkler. It hissed and went out. A hole had been burned in
one fur rug, ruining it.

"You did it!" Stein swept up the little nman and crushed him
in a bear hug. "You did it!" Dropping Aiken, Stein howed to
the stal actites: "Sukey, babe, we did it!"

Ai ken frowned, then | aughed out loud. "I'll be damed,
Vi ki ng. She did hear you! Maybe you can't pick her up, but
| get this little weak farspeak whisper. Aw...you'll never

guess. She | oves you."

Stei n grabbed up the bucket and enptied it over Aiken

"Thanks," said the golliwdg. "I needed that. Now cut off.his head and let's get out of here. W've
gotta find the shortest route to the open air and fly back to bedoozle the royalty. Not

to sweat, though! We're one whole day early!"

Stein began to draw his great bronze sword fromits anber-studded

sheath. But when the bl ade was hal fway out he froze and tilted his head. "Listen! Hear that?..
It's a lot clearer now

than it was up next to the ceiling with that spook snoring."

Ai ken cocked an ear. A slow, deep boom vibrated the rocks.

Several seconds passed. Boom Like the tolling of sone huge

bell the sound repeated. Boom Slow. |nexorable

"Do you know what that is, kid?" Stein asked. "It's surf.

Sonewhere just the other side of that rock wall is the Atlantic

Ccean. "

THE END OF PART ONE. .1

FELI CE WALKED THE RU NS OF FINIAH. By the tine that the Truce was in its third day, the minor
eruption of lava fromthe ol d Kai serstuhl vol cano had cone to

an end. Streans of once nolten rock solidified into clinkery

masses—fat, rounded, and branched |ike nonstrous roots where

they had flowed out fromthe central mineworkings into the

streets and arcades of the devastated city. It had rai ned heavily.

Bui | di ngs that had been white or gol den and rose, or bl ue-green

and silver with the colors of the Creative Lord Velteyn, were

now streaked and snmeared with ashy nud. Ash had snot hered

the gardens and bl asted the foliage fromnost of the ornanental

trees. The central plaza, where Felice prow ed, was a tangle

of burnt-out shops, shredded awni ngs, broken carts and trades-nen's

boot hs, and bodies half-buried in cinders and nuck.

G ant ravens as long as Felice's arns pecked at the swollen

remai ns of chalikos, hellads, ramapithecines, and people. The

scavengers were not disturbed by the passing of the small woman

dressed in shining black. Perhaps they took her for one of

t henmsel ves.

There were noi ses. The ravens uttered their pruk pruk calls.

A broken water conduit gushed and fl ooded down a flight of

stairs, washing clean the corpses of gray-torc soldiers and Low life, invaders. In a cul-de-sac
near the pal ace of Lord Velteyn,

nearly a dozen uninjured ranas in ruined aquanarine tabards

huddl e toget her, whinpering. A sound of human groans cane

froma porter's house adjacent to the nmain pal ace approach

Felice ignored it and wal ked toward the entrance of Velteyn's

mansi on, an iron-tipped arrow nocked and ready in her com pound

bow. She had nany other arrows in a shoul der quiver

all with stained shafts. There had been a few stubborn grays.down at the river |anding determ ned
to fight on, even though

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (94 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

their Tanu overlords had fled; and down in the artisans' quarter
a bareneck woman had cone rushing out of a devastated gl ass-crafter's
wor kshop, brandi shing a vitredur machete and crying

vengeance on the despoilers of Finiah even as Felice shot her

in the throat.

Humans were too irreligious to hold to the Truce. Long after

the Firvulag and Tanu had quit the burning weck of the city,
Lowife warriors continued to fight against those of their fell ow
humans who renmained | oyal to the exotics. Captured grays, as

well as the few silvers who fell into the invaders' hands, were
hust| ed before a guerilla tribunal where a Lowife officer showed
theman iron chisel and an iron knife and bade them choose:

"Live free or die." A surprising proportion had opted for death
rather than the renoval of their mind-anmplifying collars.

Felice entered the palace. The carrion birds were absent

here, but there were flies, swift-scuttling rodents, and an ap-palling
stench. The bodi es of guards and servitors were heaped

behi nd i nprovi sed barricades of furniture and demount ed doors.
Many of the defenders had died wi thout a mark upon them

faces contorted by the nmind-blasting attack of the Firvul ag.
Except for the buzzing of insects, the rustle and squeak of

rats, and the sighing sound of wi nd through snashed panes of
colored glass, the palace of Lord Velteyn was quiet in its ruin.
The little wonman in bl ack penetrated deeper into the apartnents
of the Great Ones, |eaping over the piled corpses of human

retai ners who had fought an increasingly desperate rearguard
action as the invading arny hunted their trapped exotic masters.
Felice came to a great open door of bronze, studded with

green stones. Bodies in Lowife buckskin and honmespun nin-gl ed
with those in palace livery to clog its threshold. And here,

for the first time, there were also Firvul ag bodi es, sonme squat,
sonme taller than humans or Tanu and as burly as fairytal e giants;
all were attired in the gol d-chased obsidi an arnor of Pall ol
One-Eyes's elite corps and all had been dispatched by iron-tipped
weapons that Velteyn's human guard had presunmably

wested fromthe Lowives

Calmy, Felice pulled a spear froma dead shape-shifter and

used it for an al penstock as she clinbed over the noisone

mound bl ocki ng the doorway. Inside the room which was an

el abor at e bedchanber reduced to a shanbles by the fighting,

were six bodies attired in colored-glass arnor. Four nen and

one Tanu wonman were bl oodi ed, transfixed by iron-pointed.arrows. The second worman, a gold-torc
human arnored in sapphire blue, bore no wounds and had presunmably succunbed
to mental assault.

Felice removed her hoplite helnet and set it upon a |arge

bedsi de stand. On a | ower shel f, incongruous in undisturbed
tidiness, were a golden ewer and basin. The girl filled the basin
with water and set it on top of the table. For a nonent, she
stood | ooki ng down at the corpse of the human wonan. In

death, her azure eyes showed wi de pupils, oddly enphatic in

a face as pale as chal k. Long chestnut hair spread on the carpet
in a ninbus around the bare head; her helnet |ay nearby. The

sl ender fingers in jewel ed blue-plate gauntlets were hooked

over a golden torc.

Li ke an acolyte enacting a ritual, Felice knelt. The rigor

had | eft the dead hands and the torc was easily freed fromtheir
grip. The knobbed front catch clicked. The girl pivoted the
collar on its back hinge and slipped it fromaround the livid
throat. Rising, she went to the basin, dipped the gold severa
tinmes, and dried it upon a soft towel.

Then Felice fastened the torc about her own neck
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The reality opened to her. She uttered a piercing cry.

This... so it was like this. Al of it had been hidden wthin
her, battened down and deni ed, so feared by the weaker ones

all around her. But now open, released, and ready to be used. She went out onto the bal cony of the
death room Trenbling

vision partly blurred by the tears of her joy, she | ooked over
the ruins of Finiah. There was the w de Rhine, the heights of
the Vosges, High Vrazel itself on the western skyline, where
Ki ng Yeochee and Sharn-Mes and the other Firvulag were

doubtl ess still celebrating the triunph over their ancient Foe.
There were the high passes she had conme through al one, too
late for the war, passing Chief Burke and Khalid Khan and the
remmant of the Lowife force conducting newy |iberated human
survivors of Finiah to the bottom and canp where they would
awai t the judgnment of Madane Guderi an.

Gold warm at her throat, Felice began to |augh. The sound
swelled on the wind until it reverberated over the wasted city.
The ravens, shocked out of their aplonb, took wing..2

SHARN- MES THE YOUNG CHAMPI ON REGARDED THE RI OTOUS scene in the Hall of the Mountain King and shook
his head in

hunor ous wonder nent .

"Just look at that gang of stewed fewrets. It'I|l be at |east
three days' sleep to work off this three days' drunk. You know,
Ayf, this is going to play havoc with our travel schedule. The
arnor and weaponry will have to be refurbished before we head
south unl ess we want to go into the Grand Conbat | ooking |ike
a tatty rabble.”

"There's still plenty of tinme." Ayfa, |eader of the Warrior
Qgr esses, tossed off her bunper of nead and hel ped hersel f
toarefill. "The lads and | asses are entitled to a cel ebration

It's been forty years since we've had anything worth getting
drunk about. Who cares if we mss sonme of the prelins down

at the Wiite Silver Plain? The high-ass crowd aren't about to
start any main events without us."

"l suppose,"” Sharn agreed, "that we do deserve a party."

The two great captains were sequestered in a snug gallery

that ordinarily accommodated nusicians at fornmal feasts. But
there was nothing formal about the action now taking place

bel ow them Al of the Firvulag veterans of the brief Finiah
canpai gn, together with nost of the rest of the citizenry of

H gh Vrazel, seened to have crowded into the royal audi ence
cavern to cheer the unexpected victory.

Brown al e and nead and cyser and bl ackberry brandy foun-tained
up fromhollow stalagmtes right into the waiting nugs

of those nerrymakers who were still on their feet. Enough
pastries, meats, and other party food remai ned to nmake the
oaken tabl es creak under the weight. One nob in front of King
Yeochee's enpty throne was playing a type of blindman's bluff.in which the hooded fenal e
protagoni st had taken the game's title quite literally. Another hilarious crowd surrounded the two
heroes of the battle, Nukal avee and Skinl ess and Bl es Four - Fang,
who vied with one another to see who could create the

nmost ridicul ously obscene illusory body. Points were awarded

by the cheers, jeers, and occasional retchings of the onl ookers.
More serious-m nded revelers (and the naudlin drunks)

gat hered about a crookbacked goblin bard who had reached the
one- hundred-sixty-fifth verse of a lugubrious ballad of dooned
Firvul ag | overs. Cheerier souls were concocting ingeni ous new
stanzas to the soldiers' beloved drinking song, " A Princess
Must Never Have Fleas," detailing those eccentricities that the
royal denpiselle might legitimtely expect to get away wth.
Warriors of the wal king wounded, cosseted by plump little
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wenches, bragged of their late derring-do. Superannuated stay-at-
hones nmuttered into their beer that the reduction of Finiah
couldn't possibly conmpare to certain ancient affrays in which
they had participated during the good ol d days.

Queen Kl ahni no supervised the safe retirenent of fallen

cel ebrants, who were dragged away into al coves and packed

cheek by jow to sleep it off. King Yeochee wandered around

in bare feet and a stained gol den robe, his crown tilted over
one ear, kissing all of the ladies and quite a nunber of the
gentlemen as well. Pallol the Battlenmaster, still disdainful of
the enterprise but always ready for a party, had succunbed to

a surfeit of sidecars—another |egacy of the insidious Lowives.
He lay snoring in the King's crystal grotto, his huge head resting
in the lap of the resigned concubi ne, Lulo.

"Yes," Sharn repeated hinself at length. "W definitely

deserve a celebration... Wiat do you suppose the Low ives

are up to?"

"Il look," said Ayfa, who possessed nore farsight than

the majority of her race. She was a handsone creature if one
over|l ooked the excessively devel oped arm nmuscl es, a concontitant
of her prowess with the two-handed sword. Her hair was
apricot-colored and her broad face freckled. Like nost Fir-vul ag,
she had dark, tw nkling eyes. She had shed her arnor

and wore a runpled kirtle and bl ouse of nadder rose, which

cl ashed with her hair.

"Yes, there they are. The human prisoners, or refugees, or

what ever you call '"em are installed in the old stagi ng-area
canp. But Burke and his cronies are slogging along through. Ravi ne Pass toward Hi dden Spri ngs.
They're getting rained on." "Good," said Sharn. "Maybe it'll rust their perishing iron."

He took a pull fromhis beaker and wiped his lips with a furry

paw. "Danmmit, Ayf, that's a bad business—dsing the blood- nmetal. Unprecedented! You know, when we

trapped that bunch

of Tanu engi neers near the sneltery, one of "emlet off a really

heavy curse before he died. | can still hear it: 'The Coddess

wi Il avenge us. Accursed through the world's age be those who

resort to the blood-netal. A bloody tide will overwhelm

them..""

"Well, it seems to ne that the curse is for the humans, not us. W'd always planned to put the

Low ives to the sword once

they' d served our purposes.™

"But we're only too willing to use them-and their iron—

in the neantinme! | hate it, Ayfa. It's a Lowife way of doing

battle, not our way. A d Pallol was bitching about how we'd

surrendered our ancient honor just by fighting al ongside hu-mans
and how the iron was so obscene that it nade a travesty

of our whol e conbat-phil osophy. | can't help agreeing. How

can war be glorious with such an i gnoble weapon? It puts the

m ghtiest Firvulag or Tanu hero on the sane | evel as sone

hal f-starved human pi psqueak with a conpound bow. It's un-fair!"

Ayfa grunted. "I suppose the Tanu have been fighting

f ai r ... with their chalikos and bear-dogs that have turned the

Hunts into massacres! Or the human cavalry and charioteers

in the Gand Conbat who' ve been whi pping the shit out of us

for the past forty years!"

"Aaah. You wonmen never did appreciate the fine points of

chivalry!" "No—we're willing to fight dirty to win." The female war- rior served herself another

great tankard of mead. "And speak-ing

of that—did you see how the Lowife infantry dealt with

t he mounted Foe in Finiah?"

Sharn acknow edged the fact with a surly nod. "Unsporting!

That's not our way."
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"Screw our way. The chalikos weren't the Tanu way, either,

until that human animal tanmer cane along... Now you listen

to me, big boy. There won't be any iron weapons to help us in the Grand Conbat this year, but you
can bet your sweet

filberts that we will adopt those new antichaliko tactics of the
Low i ves. This go-around, those gray-torc troopers are in for.a helluva surprise! |I've already got
the arnorers working on

the nodification. Easiest thing in the world."

"It could make a difference," he conceded. "If we can get

the warriors to accept it."

"I''"ll leave the persuasion to you," she told him snmling.

Then her expression changed. "Keep still for a minute while |

go back to ny farsight of the Lowives coming fromFiniah ... |

get a few under three hundred surviving irregulars going over

the pass and nmaybe twi ce that many captives and casualties

down in the Rhineside canp. Most of the refugees are bare-necks..
No—wait. Sone are too well dressed. By dam,

they' ve got to be ex-grays or silvers with their torcs chiseled

of f! Nonconbat ants. Maybe scientific types, special-talent ar-tificers.
A d Madame Guderian will make good use of them

you can bank on it!"

"1 wonder just how loyal to her those |iberated townees will

be, though?" Sharn was skeptical. "The hunans who craved

freedomthe nost tended to be the newconers and t he psychos.

The peopl e who'd been here for a while settled down under

Tanu dom nation even w thout being torced. Alife of freedom

inthe wild greenwood is going to be as appealing to those

easy-goers as a case of hives."

"Hush. 1'm1looking for Felice."

"Ch, that one. The one you'll have to take into your crew
if—=

"—+f she finds a golden torc and goes netapowerful. | could

strangl e that Yeochee for pushing the dirty work off on mne!

As if the Conbat wasn't tough enough for us wonen these

days... Oh-oh."

"Spotted her?"

"She's in a roomof Velteyn's mansion. Wearing a torc.

And she's looting a body of its glass arnor. So nuch for

Yeochee's idea. This kid is way ahead of him maki ng her own

Combat pl ans!”

"Cheer up." Sharn clinbed to his feet, yawned hugely, and

scratched his hairy chest through the open front of his tunic.
"You're rid of her, anyhow. It'll take her a while to get used

to the torc. And there's no guarantee that her latent rnetafa-culties
will measure up to her nerve, in any case. Even if she

did masterm nd Epone's killing and help bring back the Spear,

she's still only a young girl. Maybe coercing aninmals is the

only power she's got.".Ayfa's eyes cane back into focus. "Te only knows. | guess |I'mjust too
tired nowto give nmuch of a dam."

Sharn gave her a hand and haul ed her up. "It's been a short

war and a long party. \What say we nake our duty to the King

and Queen and anble on hone?" He gathered their black-gl ass

arnor by the straps and slung it onto his back

"Good thinking," Ayfa agreed. She cl apped her conpani on

on one shoul der and, rising on tiptoe, kissed the end of his

grubby nose. "I hate to think of the overtime we're going to

owe the babysitter.".3

THE GUARDI ANS I N THEI R WHI TE TUNI CS STOCD READY AROUND

the square of bare granite that had been marked off with rounded
stones. There were soldiers as well this norning, in consid-eration
of the visit of the Mst Exalted Personages. Thagdal
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Eadone, Gommol, and the two brothers Nodonn and Vel teyn

kept well back fromthe vicinity of the time-portal and waited

for the manifestation with the stoicismthat dignitaries invari-ably
assune when they are obliged to inspect sone inportant

but depressing activity taking place at an inconveni ent hour
Pitkin the Castellan said, "It's just dawn, Exalted Ones.

Here they cone."

A bl ock of air above the granite began to shimrer as if

suddenly heated. Four figures materialized within the singu-larity
and hovered sone thirty centineters above the surface

of the rock.

"Sindbad the Sailor, a Joe Meek nountain-nan type, one

nmor i bund hash afici onado conplete with hubbl e-bubbl e, and

a classic British birdwatcher,"” Pitkin rattled off in snap ap-prai sal
"The drugger's for the discard, |'mafraid; wasted to

a shadow. But the others will serve."

The guardi ans had darted forward to seize the arns of the
tinme-travel ers and assi st themas they stepped down the gap

that separated the invisible floor of Professor Cuderian's device
fromthe solid ground of Pliocene Earth.

"Fortuitous that they don't materialize inside a nmass of bed-rock,
isn't it?" Pitkin remarked. "This region has undergone

many vi ci ssitudes, geol ogi cally speaking."

Si ndbad had been separated fromhis scimtar, and the ot her

dazed timefarers were being frisked for iron by a guardian with

a nmetal detector. Pitkin said, "That new iron-sniffer of the.Craftsmaster's is a great
i mprovenent. No nore worries about

m ssed contraband... Ah. There goes the tail-field" back for

the second lot."

On the next cycle the tine-portal adnitted a young man in

a suit of white denimcarrying a crossbow, a goateed chap
costunmed as Queen Elizabeth |, whose farthingale skirts were

a dreadful nuisance to his fellow enbarkees, a deeply tanned
woman wearing an Atal anta peplum and buskins; and a well-rejuvenated
black man in a dacot |ounge suit, draped with a

dozen extrenely expensive AV recorders.

"Al'l serviceable stock," Pitken said. "Don't be fool ed by

Good Queen Bess. There's probably a useful technician under

that pearl-studded red wi g ... Now let's see what kind of impedi nenta
we rate today."

The tenporal field sprang into exi stence once nore and

guardi ans hastened to renove three | arge containers | abel ed

MEDI CATI ONS, a case of Canadian Club, a papillon dog yapping
hysterically inside its mesh carrier, a twenty-liter carboy of
"Joy," a set of Larousse's Grand Dictionnaire Universel du

Xl Xene Siecle Francais, and a contrabassoon

"After these new arrivals are processed, they go to the hold-ing
area, as you know, Exalted Ones. Because of the ener-gency,

we have set up a tenporary stockade by walling off

sections of the outer ward, transferring the bear-dogs to exterior
pens. In this way we can accomopdate nost of Lord Velteyn's
refugees fromFiniah in relative confort within the castle proper
until they are able to nove on to Miuriah. It's fortunate that

this disaster took place at Truce tine when there are extra
supplies and transport avail able for those traveling down to the
ganmes. And of course the security matter is rmuch nore easily

dealt with at this tinme as well."

"Sounds like you' ve got things in hand," the King nuttered
grudgingly to the Castellan.

"We have Lord Gommol to thank for the initial disaster-relief

pl anni ng. Castle Gateway was the |ogical receiving area,
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of course, and we were able to rush help northward in time to

meet the refugees on the eastern shore of the Lac de Bresse

just five days after the—dh—exodus from Finiah. Now, if

you'd care to step into ny office, Exalted Ones, | can go over

the revised distribution systemfor the tine-travelers that com pensates
for the tenporary suspension of the Finiah run. There

are also prelimnary overviews of Castle Gateway's role in.laborforce procurenment for the

reconstruction and pacification operations.”

"Thank you, Pitkin," Gommol said. "W won't trouble you

for that now I'Il meet with you later nyself to finalize the
concentration of tinme-travelers during the Truce interim™

The Castell an bowed, excused hinself, and hurried back

up the path leading to the fortress. Only the five Exalted Per-sonages
and a small squad of soldiers waiting at a discreet

di stance now renained in the tine-portal area. The sun was

well over the brow of the eastern highl ands.

"Sonetines," the King said, looking after Pitkin with a

peeved expression, "the efficiency of you humans really de-presses
me. No righteous indignation. No avowal s of ven-geance

or fealty. Just revised distribution systens and

prelimnary overviews!"

The Lord Coercer laughed in a genial fashion. "Vengeance

is the Battlenaster's departnent. Mne is nmaking certain that
this disaster is confined to the Finiah region and neutralized as
qui ckly as possible to minimze its inpact on the soci oecon-ony.
If it weren't for the inmportance of the bariummnines, |'d

be inclined to wite Finiah off."

"Why, you arrogant little squeakpoop!" Velteyn' s face was
suffused with a red glare. "You're tal ki ng about nmy honme! The
cradl e of Tanu culture on this planet! The Cty of Lights!"

"The lights," Gommol said, unperturbed, "have gone out.

Finiah is in ruins. The Foe used brilliant strategy to attack it.
It's awkwardly situated, on the wong side of the Rhine and

too far away from our other popul ation centers. There are
Firvul ag on one side of it and How ers on the ot her—and

Madane CGuderian and her rustic irregulars making nmerry in
between. O all our cities, it was the ripest for surprise attack."
"I'"ve kept it safe for five hundred years!" Velteyn shouted.
"Once we get the walls back up and sone reinforcenments for

the Flying Hunt, we'll have it as secure as ever. W'I| wi pe

out Guderian's outlaws by organi zing a Quest through the Vosges
to destroy their settlenents. Once the Lowife nests are burned
out, the Firvulag will crawl back into their own holes just as

t hey' ve al ways done. They never would have nobilized for

the attack at all if it hadn't been for that obscene old woman
and her dammed iron."

"I't may not be as easy as you think to put down the hostile
humans, Creative Brother," Eadone told Velteyn. "And |'m

afraid that Lord Gommol raises a serious point about the isolated. position of Finiah.

years, when there were fewer

of us and fewer Firvulag, your little walled city on the promontory
was at a strategic advantage. But today it is trapped

within a web of inimcal forces. Now that the humans are aware

of the power of iron, they'll nmake dreadful use of it. Even a
handful of Lowlives will be able to waylay caravans and troop
columms, attack your plantations, perhaps set up a bl ockade in

the river that could reduce your citizenry to starvation. There

is no way you can be supplied by |and. The Bl ack Forest massif
behind you is too formdable a barrier. Neither could your

arnmed forces be reinforced by |and. Sol diers would have to

cross the Rhine to reach you from our other northern strong-hol ds—

In the early
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from Goriah, Burask, or Roniah. Even rebuilding your

city will be a very difficult task because of the length of the
lines of supply.™

Velteyn's flanming face went al nost purple. "But we nust

rebuil d! The destruction wasn't total. By no neans! Al nost all
of our nonconbatant Tanu citizens survived. Six hundred and
eighty-nine airlifted to safety by nme, by Lady Dectar, and by
our gol d-torc human brother Sullivan-Tonn."

The King said, "But you |lost nost of the knights. And nore

than four thousand humans—sil vers, grays, and barenecks—

and every single rama! The whol e damm wor ki ng popul ace

ei ther dead, taken prisoner by that Tana-bedamed ol d harri-dan
or run off into the bushes where the Howers or the wld

animals will finish themoff."

"The plantations are still secure! And the mlitary outposts.
We can rebuild, Awful Father! W can nmake Finiah inpreg-nable.
We'll bring in nore PK and coercer adepts to strengthen

our mental capability."

For the first time, Nodonn Battlenmaster spoke. "W will

have to reopen the nmine. That is self-evident, unless we dis-cover
a new source of the vital bariumore. But there can be

no thought of restoring Finiah to its fornmer glory. Its day as a
gracious and venerabl e seat of culture has passed. In future, it
must present an austere but secure face to our Foe. W will
rebuild it as a fortified mning settlenment.. .but that's all."
Velteyn's entire body reacted as if froma physical assault.

H s m nd screaned.

O ny Brother what do you say how can you woundsoul fl ay

me di sgracedegrade ne before ny people a battl echanpion

fall en unavengedunr est or edabandoned to human/Fi rvul ag der-ision

+ Tanu pityscorn ....Nodonn turned away. He wal ked to the enpty granite plat- formof the time-
portal and stood in the mddle of it, aurora-hued

robes bright in the sunrise. Hi s i Mmense voice rang in

their mnds and ears.

"Blane this! Fromthis cane your pain, Brother! Fromthis

source of rottenness and deadly peril that has seduced us from
our ancient way! Cursed be the woman who first opened the
time-gate to invading humanki nd. We will all of us be nourning

for a world forever lost unless we have the courage to shut the
humans out before it is too late. If we continue our fatal de-pendence
upon them the death of Finiah will be nothing in

conparison to the death of the Many-Col ored Land!"

Eadone said, "I could alnost believe it now. And yet—

"You're wong, Nodonn!" Thagdal said. "You've been trying

to sell that prophecy of doom ever since they first started coming.
But | ook at us! We're stronger now than we ever were

before. It's a damm shanme about Finiah. The city was a shrine

to our pioneer heritage. But, let's face it—a bl oody incon-venient

place to get to or from for all its picturesqueness and
charm and pretty lights and all!.. .Tell you what, Velteyn,
son! We'll build you a new city in sone better place. How s

that sound?”

Gommol joined the King in persuasion. "Perhaps on the

shore of the Lac de Bresse. W can cut a newroad fromit to
CGori ah and open a whol e new region for exploitation. Just as
soon as the Conbat is behind us, we can begin the planning.

Al'l of the other cities will contribute to its building, and you
can have every one of the tinme-travelers for the next two years
as a popul ation base. W'll build you a new Finiah even better

than the ol d. Proper streets and drains, proper water system
and access, proper urban planning and defensive works. Wat
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do you say to that?"

Nodonn sai d: Proper/human?

Gommol said: Rather wattl| edaubhuts handcrafted You?

Eadone sai d: Take confort our Murning Brother. W wll

see you restored never fear. Go now to your LadyWfe

+ sorrowi ng fol k and bid them hope.

"Yes." Velteyn lifted his head and the psychic lunminosity

faded. He spoke aloud. "It is a good plan, Awful Father, and

| stand hunbly grateful before your generosity.” And to No-donn

"I'f you think nme lacking in courage, Brother Battle-naster

I'"lI'l prove differently at the Gand Conbat. | confess

that the battle-joy went out of ne with this disaster... but by.gane-tine |'Il be a warrior
restored. The Firvulag will pay a

thousand tinmes over for their unholy alliance with the Lowives. As for the human despoil ers—ron
or noiron, we will see

them screanming in the Geat Retort as they offer their lives to

the Goddess at the Conbat's glorious end!" "Well said," observed the High King. "And now that the
future is assured, | believe it is safe to go into the Castle for
breakfast.".4

THE REFUGEE CAMP AND FI ELD HOSPI TAL HAD BEEN SET UP I N

the former invasion staging area in the Rhine bottom and. Wth

the Tanu withdrawal to Castle Gateway and the retreat of Fi-niah's

| oyalist humans to the |lake forts, the riverside was secure

enough while the Truce prevailed. The wi sdomof Od Man

Kawai had dictated that the unfortunates not be sheltered in

H dden Springs village.

"It is a mtter of sinple psychology," he told Peopeo Mx-nox

Burke. "If we bring themto our canyon they will want

to stay there, where there is ready-made housing and a vestige

of civilization. But we cannot feed five or six hundred people
indefinitely, nor will our buildings and sanitary facilities ac-comodate
such a nunber. And the Firvulag bring in fresh

straggl ers every day! No—these refugees nust be notivated

to establish new settlenents of their own. For this reason we

nmust assenble themin a spartan canpsite, care for their dis-abilities,
furnish themw th equi pnent and gui des, and di sperse

them as rapidly as possible before the post-Conbat Truce ends

and the Tanu begin their counterneasures."

It was Khalid Khan who cane up with the suggestion for

the Iron Road. The metal smith pointed out that the w | derness

sneltery shoul d becone the site of a new hunan stronghol d.

O her snaller settlenents could be strung al ong the bank of

the Moselle to secure the trail between the iron workings and

Hi dden Spri ngs.

"Provided the Tanu don't return in force too soon after the

Truce's end,” Khalid had said, "we can secure this whole region for Lowife humanity by producing
quantities of iron. The

ref ugees can support thenselves by naking it after we help

themto get established. | think we can bank on the How ers.clearing out once word of the iron is
passed around. But a

massi ve Tanu Quest woul d be another matter, of course."

"If the next two phases of ny plan succeed,” Madane Cud-erian

had said, "there will be no Quest."

Seven days follow ng the attack on Finiah, Madane Gud-erian

and Chi ef Burke came on chalikos to nmeet with Kawai

for a last inspection tour of the refugee canp before proceeding

south. The old woman and the tall Native Anerican disnounted

and tied their beasts to bushes near a stream then wal ked with

the aged Japanese into the grove with its rows of pal netto-thatched

| ean-tos and other rather squalid shelters. The area

was becom ng garbage-strewn and fetid.
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"We have tried to have the refugees police the area," Kawa

said in a low voice, "but nmany are still in a shocked and
depressed state and indifferent to personal hygi ene and orderly
behavior. There was a bit of trouble yesterday, as Chief Burke
has doubtless told you. A group of perhaps forty, led by five
de-col lared gray soldiers, insisted upon being allowed to pro-ceed
to Fort Onion River on the |ake. W procured an escort

of Firvulag and sent them away. It woul d have been usel ess

to detain them™

"We did not |ose any of the doctors?" Madanme was anxi ous.

"Or the glass technicians?"

"The medi cal personnel renmined with us," Kawai said.

"They were not willingly enslaved. One gl asshl ower is gone.

We have also lost the printer, several skilled stonemasons, some
weavers and jewel ers.”

The old woman attenpted a chuckle. "W will not mss the

latter, at any rate." Her voice was hoarse and she coughed
often. During the aerial bonmbardnent of Finiah, when she |ay
unconsci ous on the floor of the flyer, she had inhal ed funes
fromcabin materials set on fire by Velteyn's lightning balls.
Unli ke Cl aude and Richard, she had not been seriously burned;
but Anerie was deeply concerned about damage to Madane's

| ungs, which could not readily be treated with the nmedi cations
and equi prent on hand. Al so, the old worman refused to rest

and was obstinately deternmined to participate personally in the
next phase of her plan. The yout hful appearance brought about

by her rejuvenation had begun to fade away, and there were

now deep furrows in her forehead and besi de her thin nouth.

Loss of facial substance had thrown her cheekbones and her
beakl i ke nose into gaunt proni nence. The golden torc rolled

| oosely about her thin, corded neck..Kawai said, "There remain with us in the canmp sone five
hundred and fifty souls, mpst of themin good physical health
in spite of their confused nental state. It is my opinion, as
well as that of the three |iberated physicians, that these people
will recover once they enbark on a course of positive action

We will begin dispersing the strongest within the next three
days. They will travel with Homi and Axel and Phil enbn to

the site of the Nancy iron workings. Qhers of our own people
and some of the volunteers who remain will acconpany this

group with supplies. If all goes as planned, we will have at

| east the shell of a stockaded village erected within two weeks.
Several smaller settlenments will be built between here and Nancy
as soon as Philenon and Axel can train the workers."

Madane nodded. "Bien, entendu. But remenber—produc-tion

of the iron nust be given priority! Let nothing be spared

in the encouragenent of those refugees who are willing to undertake this work. W must equip al
of the Lowives with

i ron weapons as soon as possible."

They wal ked anmong the inprovised huts toward a tributary

of the Rhine, where the hospital tent had been set up. Many

of the refugees cane out of their shelters and stood in silence,
wat chi ng Madanme go by. She nodded to them and sonetines

spoke a nane, for alnobst all of these people had passed through
t he auberge during her tenure—and even those who were not

known to her personally knew very well who she was.

Some of them sniled. A nunber of faces displayed open

hostility and one man spat and turned his back on her. But

nmost watched with a spiritless torpor that nade the old worman's
heart shri nk.

"I't was right, what we did!'" She hurried al ong between

Burke and Kawai, arns held stiff at her sides. "They had to
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be freed. They will becone accustoned to it soon and then

they will be content again."
"Of course," said Chief Burke gently.
Kawai said, "They are still profoundly shocked. W nust

make al |l owances for them Later they will appreciate their

rel ease from bondage. "

"Many will continue to hate ne, though." Her voice was

toneless. "First for having sent theminto slavery, and now for
having freed them casting theminto fresh uncertainty. Their

m sery |ies heavy upon ny conscience. If | had not permtted
themto pass through the tine-portal, this tragedy woul d never
have taken place."."They woul d have found another way to make themsel ves
nm serabl e," Burke said. "Look at me! The last of the shnp-hawks,
for God's sake. No nmore Wallawallas after the Big

Chi ef passes into the Happy Hunting G ounds—so | dramatize

the damm shanme of it by calling a press conference and telling
the rotten paleskins, 'I will fight no nore forever.' Not a dry
eye on the Tri-D in a dozen Yankee planets as the noble Native
Anerican jurist makes his gesture. But later | got a note from
the tribal council of the Yakimas telling ne to get the hell back
on the bench and quit being such a damm kvetch."

ad Man Kawai said, "W have all of us been foolish

Angel i que. But you are not to blame. Wthout your tinme-gate

as an honorable exit, | would likely have taken ny own life.
That is perhaps true of many of us exiles. But | cane here
instead—and it is true that | endured nuch suffering at first,
while | was a captive of the Tanu. But |ater, after ny escape,

I knew also a great joy. | have |l earned that there is happiness
to be found in service to others. Wthout you, wi thout your
tinme-gate, | would have ended ny days as selfishly as | |ived
nost of them | amstill a fool, perhaps. But | ama fool who
has known good friends and true peace."

Madane's head | owered. "Nevertheless, | will not find ny

own peace until | atone in the way that | nmust. The slavery of

the gray and silver torcs nust be abolished. And the tinme-porta
nmust be cl osed. W have nade a begi nning here at Fini ah—

but I will see it to conpletion or diel"

She began to cough violently and her face went bl uish white.
"Goddamit!" muttered Burke. He scooped her up and went
striding toward the shelter of the field hospital, a great tent
made from dozens of durofilmtarps zi pped together into a
pavilion with screened sides.

"Put me down, Peo! | amquite all right.’
his arnmns.

Kawai , trotting ahead, brought a swarthy man with tired

eyes and a stethoscope held at the ready. "Put her on the plank

table," the physician said. After exanm ning the state of the old

wonan's lungs, the doctor said, "You don't take care of your-self,

you' re gonna drown in your own gl op! Hear ne? You

been doi ng the drai nage exerci ses Anerie prescribed?"

"They are undignified."

"Mashal | ah! W1l you listen to the woman?" He scratched

at an irritated ring of skin beneath his Adanis apple where the

gray torc had been. "You guys—tal k sone sense into her!".He produced a m nidoser and applied it to
her jugul ar.

"That will help sone. But only rest will let your body get

that fluid out of your lungs. Now are you going to behave?"

Madanme said, "Helas, Jafar cheri! There are matters that

require ny attention." lgnoring his protests, she got down from

the tabl e and toured the hospital, where nost of the faces | ooked

warmy upon her. One obviously pregnant wonan, lying on a

She struggled in
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cot in the remmants of a splendid court costune, seized Ma-dane's
hand and kissed it.

"Thank God you freed us." The woman began to weep.

"Twel ve years. Twelve years of a |iving ni ght mare—and now

it's over."

Madanme smled and gently extricated her hand fromthe

worman's grasp. "Yes, for you it is over, dear child. You are

free."

The wonan hesitated. "Madane... what am| to do with

it when it cones? There are other wonen, too, carrying their

children. I amtoo close to delivery. But the others—

"You must nake your own choices. The tenets of nmy own

faith would counsel ne to bear the child. It is, after all, in-nocent.
After t h at ... perhaps the wisest action is that foll owed

by the Tanu thensel ves."

The pregnant wonman whi spered, "I should give it back to

t hen®?"

"The Firvulag will help you." Madame raised her eyes to

the doctor. "You will see to it, if this is what she deci des?"
"Towill."

The ol d woman bent and ki ssed the forehead of the expectant
mot her. "I nust now undertake a | ong journey. Perhaps you
will pray for ny ... safe arrival at ny destination."

"Ch, yes, Madanme. And I'Il tell the others."

Wth a small gesture of farewell, the old wonan turned

away. The doctor followed her to the door of the tent where
Kawai and Chief Burke waited.

"They are now in your hands, Jafar cheri. You and Lucy

and Lubutu nust take care of them since Anerie will go south

with us."
The physici an wagged his head in dismy. "You're stil
determ ned to go?" He | ooked hel plessly at Burke. "It's insan-ity."

"I must carry out ny plan,” she insisted. "W |eave early
tonorrow nmorning. Only three weeks remain of the Truce and
there is notine to waste.".Burke said, "If you won't consider your own wel fare, think
of the rest of us! Having to worry about you and take care of
you. Anerie would probably act sensibly and stay in Hidden
Springs if she didn't feel you needed her."

Angel i que Guderian | ooked up at the huge red nan with
affection. "You do not trap me with your forked tongue, non
petit sauvage. Now that Felice has returned fromFiniah with
her obedient herd of chalikos, we will ride south in confort.
As for Soeur Anerie, she has her own reasons for w shing to
participate in the operation, as have the other volunteers. And
so we march! Au 'voir, Jafar. W go nowto the village to
conplete the last arrangenents.” She began wal ki ng t oward

t he hospital door.

The doctor called out, "Reconsider, Mdane!" But she only

| aughed.

A d Man Kawai shrugged as he started after her. "You have

seen that it is useless to argue with her, Jafar. And perhaps,

when you are as old as Peo Burke and I, you will understand
why she thinks she nmust finish this affair herself."
"Ch, | understand," said the doctor. "Only too well."

He went back into the ward, where the expectant nother

had begun to npban..5

MARI ALENA COOKED THE FAREWELL SUPPER HERSELF, LAYl NG

pl aces at Madane's table for the el even who were goi ng sout h,
pl us one for Kawai, who would take over as Freel eader in the
nor ni ng.

When all were seated, the Frenchwonan said, "The Rev-erend
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Sister will ask a blessing.”

Anerie said in a |low voice, "Lord, bless this food. Bless
this conmpany. Bless this crazy undertaking."

"Aneen," said Khalid Khan

The others, excepting Felice, said, "Amen." Then they

heaped their plates and passed stoneware jugs of chilled wi ne.
"I thought Pegleg was coming,"” Khalid said.

Madane confessed, "I told himto neet us tonorrow before

we set out. Perhaps you will think me a foolish old wonan,

mes enfants, but | judged it would be better to confer one | ast
time toni ght anong ourselves. | know that Fitharn has seened

a faithful conrade during this perilous tine. Neverthel ess, we
shoul d not forget that his first loyalty is to his own Firvul ag
race. And | have never trusted the arriere-pensee of King Yeo-chee
and Pall ol One-Eye. There is always the chance that they

plan to use us treacherously once we have succeeded in de-stroying
the torc factory and closing the tine-portal."

Vanda- Jo, the plai nspoken Public Works Chief, gave a cyn-ica
hoot. "W'd be fools to let 'emknow every card in our

hand. If we bring this double-barreled blast off, the Firvul ag
will benefit. They don't need to know our planning details. Al
they have to do is help us with the traveling and hiding out."”
"Too bad outlaw hunans aren't covered by the Truce," said

the nun. She dropped a piece of neat to her little wldcat,

whi ch | urked under the table.."Fat chance," said Peo Burke. "Pass the burgundy—er
what ever that is. My old wound needs anestheti zi ng. "

" Speaki ng of wounds,"” Anerie went on, "l realize it's use-less
to urge Madane to stay behind. But C aude and Khalid

are another matter. Caude's burns are just beginning to dry
and a week isn't nearly enough recovery time for Khalid's
concussion and arm and | eg wounds. "

"You need ne," the Pakistani said. "I'mthe only one who's

ever been to Miriah.”

"Ten years ago," the nun corrected him "And via the G eat
Sout h Road, not on the Rhone."

"The capital can't have changed much in that time. Besides,
I"m | ooking forward to the boat trip. Gert and Hansi used to
kayak on the river back in the future."

Hansi | aughed grimy. "It should be a real pleasure cruise

for invalids. But there's no escaping the fact that we need
Khalid's know edge of the city. Things will be tricky enough

wi t hout getting lost."

"This is true," said Madanme. "I amdi stressed that you mnust
go, Khalid, after you have already done so nuch, but your
hel p mi ght be crucial to our success... O aude, on the other

hand, is nerely being stubborn when he maintains his indis-pensability!"

"l suppose you're the only one capabl e of pushing that anber

message carrier through the tinme-warp!" the pal eontol ogi st

snapped. "I'mfitter than you are, Angelique, and |'ve earned

my place on this mission if anybody has."

"Ml et pol onais! Stay home and recover your health." Felice whacked her spoon handle on the table.
"Now don't

you two start that again! You're both a pair of sick old coots
with no business out of your rocking chairs, and if we had any
sense we'd lock you in a shed together and go off w thout you.
@ul denzopf, taking a placid pul

on his pipe, "we have no sense."

Madane glared at Claude. "It is nmy duty to go! |, who

sinned in opening the time-portal, nust atone by closing it."
"Hogwash, " said Claude. "You've got a death wish, that's
what . "

"Fortunately," said Uwe
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Madane flung down her knife. "WII you, of all people,

i mpugn ny notives? Look to your own death w sh, Nbnsieur

| e Professeur!™

Claude took a primsip fromhis nug of wine. "Honi soi

qui nerde y pense, sweetheart."."Order, damit!" Chief Burke pounded his huge fist on the
table. "As Warlord in Chief of this flea-bitten crew, | declare
that there will be no nore discussion of notives! Al of us have
volunteered. Al of us have proved that we can be useful in

one way or another—either at Castle Gateway or down in

Muriah at the torc-works caper... Now. | want to know whet her
there are any nore serious questions before we wap it up for

t he night."

"l have thought of one thing," Basil said with some diffi-dence.
"As a newcomner to the group, |'ve hesitated to suggest

any maj or nodification of Madame Guderian's original schene.

And until Felice returned yesterday norning with her gol den

torc and the chalikos and said she would go with us, the point
was nmoot anyway. What |'mtrying to say i s—how about the

Spear ?"

The others | ooked at the al pinist don with blank inconpre-hension
Basil had been liberated in the fall of Finiah, having

spent a nonth in the city dungeons followi ng his recapture on
the lake. His place in the new expedition had been assured

when he declared hinself willing to use his nountaineering
skills in scaling the walls of Castle Gateway, the Coercer Head-quarters
in Muriah, or any other fortress the group mght care

to invade. He was al so, he admitted, "frightfully keen to teach
the Tanu a | esson for having spoiled ny Pliocene holiday."

A d Man Kawai now shook his head in regret. "The Spear's

power pack is conpletely discharged, Basil. You couldn't get

a glimout of a micro-LED with the juice that's left. |I had a
stab at trying to open the pack nyself, but | sinply could not

i nprovise a suitable tool. It needs a craftier hand."

"Still," Basil persisted, "if we could get the pack open

there's a good chance we could recharge it. AmI right?"

The former electronics nmanufacturer lifted his skinny shoul -ders.
"The flyer w as water-fusion powered. Why n ot t he zap- p
Felice said, "Jeez, guys, |I'mnot sure | can fine-tune ny

PK enough yet to break into the thing without ruining it."

"That wasn't what | had in nind," said the al pinist. "Wat

you could do is carry the Spear south nuch nore easily than

the rest of us could do. It would be priceless for the assault
agai nst the torc-maki ng establishnment."

"He's right about that," Khalid agreed. "The factory is in

the Coercer @uild Conplex, |locked up tighter than a Lylmk's
virtue."."Lest we forget,” Anerie interposed, "the Spear is dead."
Basil said, "I have an idea who might resurrect it. C aude

told ne all about himone |ong hot afternoon weeks ago when

we spent sone tinme together in quod at Castle Gateway. Your
talented little friend in the gold suit."

"Ai ken Drum " said Felice. "Little tricky-pockets!"

Gl aude's greeni sh eyes flashed. "He could! If anyone could

deci pher that antique photon weapon, Aiken could... But would
he? They made hima silver, remenber. He m ght have thrown

in with themby now He was al ways out for the main chance."

"He was our friend," Amerie said. "He's a human bei ng.

He's got to hel p us against those monsters!"”

"Felice could twist his arm" C aude suggested, his snile

bland. "Or isn't that your style any nore, little girl?"
The athlete ignored him "Basil—+ think your idea is a
wi nner. W'l take the Spear, even if | have to shlep it on ny
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back the whol e thirteen hundred kl ons down to Muriah. One

way or another, we'll get Aiken Drumto nmake us a can opener."
Chi ef Burke said, "W can hope for the best... Anything
el se?"

Nobody sai d anything. Use tapped the dottle fromhis pipe

into the enpty bowl before him "Mrialena is always furious

when | do this. But perhaps one last tinme?"

"She'll forgive you," |aughed Gert.

Chairs scraped back. Everybody got up and stretched. Those

with cottages in the village prepared to | eave. The others woul d spread sl eeping bags upon
Madane' s fl oor.

Anerie laid a hand on Kawai's shoul der as the old man

turned toward the door. "One favor, old friend."

"Only name it, Amerie-san.”

The nun picked up the tiny pet wildcat. "If you could give

a hone to Deej —

He bowed gravely and took the little animal into his arns.

"I will keep her safe for you until you return to Hi dden Springs.

And you will. | have nmade a nost form dable vow to the

Martyrs of Nagasaki."

"Crazy old Buddhist,"” said the nun, pushing himout the

door..6

"THI S JUDGMVENT THEY DEMAND OF ME CONCERN NG YQU, "

Br ede began.

"Yes?" Elizabeth replied aloud, as al ways.

"I't nust be nmade consonant with their own racial destiny

here. | have foreseen ny dear Tanu and Firvul ag people united

and operant. This is ny vision as of the npbst ancient days,

before we ever cane to this galaxy, to this planet of the Many-Col ored
Land. This destiny will happen, even though ny pro-lepsis

fails in showing me the how and when... | would like

to think that we have becone friends, Elizabeth. | am deeply

aware of your desire for noninvolvenment in our affairs. But |

cannot believe that you are an extraneous factor here! You are

part of the pattern! And so are all of these others, your con panions
of Group Green, who have so gravely influenced Tanu

and Firvul ag and even the poor |ost ones of the northern wl-derness.
I can see the lines of destiny reaching toward a sure

convergence at the Grand Conmbat in three weeks' tinme. | see

it, I tell you! And your role... is strongly interwoven. But if

not as racial genetrix—then what ?"

"Brede, | will not be used." Even with her mental screens

firm the deternination behind Elizabeth's statenent had an
adamantine luster.

"Then choose to help us," the exotic woman pl eaded. " Your

own human race, your own close friends, are bound up in this

climx."

"No judgnent you make concerning nme will satisfy all of

the Tanu factions. You know that. Your H gh King wants his

new dynasty. But the Host of Nontusvel won't be satisfied unti
I"'msafely dead. As for ny friends... they seemto be in better
control of their own destinies than | aml Wiy won't you con-.sider strict justice for ne for a
change, rather than view ng ne

as a chess-piece in your proleptic gane? Let nme go free and

harm ess away fromthis place if that's what | choose."

And | do. Soaring the world al one splendid at peace. "But—the pattern! | tell you, | see it! If it
is not your genes that are to influence us, then there nust be sone other factor
O Sister of the Mnd, help ne to focus ny faltering vision!"
"Prescience was not a netafunction that was understood in

my tine. It was a wild talent. Unpredictable. The foreseeing

was dangerous enough... but any attenpted nanipul ati on of
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future events foreseen was known to us to be futile. Whether

I go free or not, your vision nust come to pass. So let ne go."
Brede seenmed not to have heard. They were sitting together

inthe limtless roomw thout doors where the anbi ent atnp-sphere
was enriched to the exotic's special need. But she had

gone rigid and gasped in shall ow exhal ati ons while her features

wor ked and her partly open mind showed a whirl pool of faces—human and Tanu and Firvul ag and
Howl er—al | gyrating and

pul sing around Elizabeth's own i mage, and that generating
filamentous probability lines formng and reform ng i n what

was al nost a Lissajous fabric of incoherence—nordered, un-

uni fied.

"The psychounion!" Brede cried. "Not the genes—the nen-ta

Unity!" The mind of the Shipspouse brightened in such

sweet hopeful ness that even Elizabeth faltered in continuing to

ref use enpat hy.

"What —are you sayi ng, Brede?"

"That is your role! It doesn't matter when ny people achieve their coal escence with the | oca
Mnd. It will happen. And

when it does, | nust be able to guide theminto the orderly

| evel s of netapsychic union that were the basis of the governing
forces of your own Galactic Mlieu, the reconciliation of di-vergent
intellectual energies into an operant organi c whol e.

You are to teach me how this is to be done! That is your role

anong us. You gui ded young children of your own time into

the Unity. This was the focus of your life's work, as you have

told me. In your Mlieu, inmmature netafunctional minds were

not left to flounder and nake their own way. They were taught,

| ed, enlightened. Show ne how this was done. So that | will

be ready. And then, if you still desire it, | will help yout o ... |eave
us."

"You don't know what you're asking of ne, Brede."

"But this nust be the solution! So elegant, so |ogical an.extension of the work | have al ready
done for ny dear ones.

Consi der themas they are now, in their disunity! My poor

Fi rvul ag, operant but weak and inmpotent, their psychic energies
diffused into silly byways. Their kinsmen, the How ing Ones,
festering in bitter despair. And will the Tanu be any different

when they in turn achi eve true operancy, delivered fromtheir

gol den torcs? Your operant hunman race on the Elder Earth

m ght well have perished if it had not been helped in its ex-trenty
by other entities who were wiser. Help me to help ny

peopl e. And then, when they are ready, | also will be ready."
"You foresee this outcone?" Elizabeth inquired, dubious. Brede hesitated. Again the pained,
gasping breaths. "I have—

al ways been the guide and teacher of ny people. Even in tinmes
when they were unaware. Wence shall the Unity cone, if not
fromne? And where can | learn, if not fromyou?"

"The difficulties would be enormous. Not only is your mnd
exotic and therefore unfanmiliar to me, but you are also a mature
psychic entity conditioned to the torc device over thousands of

years. | have never worked with any but hunans. Al nost al
of themwere very young children, still flexible and able to
absorb the training with a mni num of painful catalyst. | can

only conpare the process with a child's first acquisition of

| anguage. This is a process that seens nearly effortless to a

baby; and yet when an adult attenpts to |earn new | anguages

Wi t hout using sophisticated ancillaries, he | abors and suffers.

The bringing of latent netafunctions to fully adept operancy is infinitely nore difficult. First,
you woul d have to becone

operant —and then make the nuch greater leap to adept status
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bef ore absorbing the nmastercl ass teaching techniques. There

woul d be atrocious suffering."”

"I will endure whatever is necessary."”

"Even if you survive ny education with your sanity intact,

there is no guarantee that you will attain full operancy—uch

| ess the adept level. If your strength failed at any point, you
woul d surely die. And then what woul d beconme of your peo-ple?"

"I will not die," said Brede.

"There are other... technical difficulties. The catal yst | spoke
of. I can't think of an algetic source of sufficient intensity that
woul d be available to us here in your roomw t hout doors."

"Pain? Is this the only way that the psychic enl argenent

can be acconplished?"

"The only sure way. There are others. In my own world,.latent humans have attai ned operancy when
certain psycho-barriers

were overcone through sublimation of the will to the

cosmc Unity. But these other roads are uncertain—and in any

case, I'monly qualified in the one technique. It has its roots
inthe preliterate cultures of my own era. The prinitive people

of Elder Earth were fully aware that pain, endured steadfastly

and with dignified acceptance, acted as a psychic refining agent
that opened the newy sensitized mnd to wi sdom ot herw se

i naccessi bl e—as well as the individual spectrum of netafunc-tions."
A panoranma of pre-MIlieu adepts flashed before Brede's

mental eye. Elizabeth showed her nonks and nuns and prophets

and yogi s, shamans and warriors and consecrated | eaders, ab-original
heal ers and seers fromall of the wild places of pre-Intervention
Eart h—hunmans enduring sel f-inposed ordeals in

the belief that they woul d energe transfigured.

El i zabeth said, "As we hunans attai ned hi gh technol ogy,

the creative use of suffering was nearly lost. Mst high-tech
civilizations are zealous in the eradication of pain, both physica
and nental. Up until the time of the Intervention, very few of

our intellectuals would have placed any value on it—this de-spite
the teaching of earlier philosophers and the clear evidence

to be gl eaned from ant hropol ogy and even from devel opnent a

psychol ogy itsel f."

"My race was as yours in this respect," said Brede. "Un-derstand
that | speak of my original home planet—-not of these

Tanu and Firvul ag, who are different. The best of the dinorph-ics

still celebrate |ife-passages with ordeals. The very Conbat
itself has roots therein."
"But still perverted! |mmture! Anobng the advanced human

cultures of pre-Mlieu times, we had conparabl e ki nks. One

form of physical suffering that was esteenmed was that endured

by athletes. Ritual game playing. Do you see the parallel? But

our human race never valued any form of psychic pain. That

attendant upon the nornal education process was tolerated as

a necessary evil —but there were constant attenpts to anel-iorate

it or elimnate it altogether. It never occurred to our

primtive educators that suffering per se had a positive influence

upon nental growth. A few religious groups did discover how

pain worked as a tool for nental enlargenent. My own church

had a rat her nuddl ed concept of algetic offering that at |east

produced the proper endurance-discipline. But the faithful saw

algetics only fromthe spiritual angle. Wen certain practition-.ers happened to levitate or read
t hought s or perform ot her

met apsychi ¢ functions, everybody was highly enbarrassed.” "Yes... yes.
headdr ess nodded. Exotic

rem ni scences floated through Brede's nental vestibulum "W

of Lene also held to the belief that suffering was evil. And

The great jewel ed
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those who denied it were sadomasochi sts and hopel essly anom al ous.
For exanpl e—these exiles! My dear foolish people.

have never, until now, conpletely understood ny deep notives

for adopting them and hel ping themto escape from our gal axy.

But now it becones obvious that my prol epsis recognized that

tiny kernel of psychic validity in their aberrant mnd-set. The

Fi rvul ag, especially, who endured the greatest rigors in their
natural environment, were keenly appreciative of ordeals. And
yet—they stalled in their nental evolution. As did the Tanu,
seduced by their torcs, and nost of the other people of our

federation as well... As | have told you, all but the incompatibles
enbraced the nmind-anplifying device after the | ast of
the wars."

She paused, touching the gold at her own throat that was

hal f - hi dden behind the lowered respirator. "And this torc, which
seened such a boon, resulted in a dead end for the Mnd of

an entire galaxy. Unless ... the evolution continues here. And
it must! But, Al nighty Tana, why is nmy vision so dinP"

El i zabeth said, "The time-di nension nay be much greater

than you ever suspected. Qur MIlieu perceived the past manifest
in the present, the present manifest in the future.”

"Eli zabeth!" Brede's voice caught. "Six mllion years? Ah,

no!"
"We had | egends. And there is the conpatibility."
"And the Ship," Brede whispered. "I told nmy dearest one

to choose the best."

She raised her glittering mask. Tears fell onto its red nmetallic
snoot hness, |osing thenselves in the crystal ornanentation

The wonen sat silent for a long time. Between themon the

table rested the exquisite glass nodel of the interstellar orga-nism
that had been Brede's mate. Together the disparate spouses

had shared a kind of psychounion that, inadequate as it was,

had partaken in a small neasure of the true nental conjugation
El i zabet h had known anong her own kind. But Brede's Ship

was dead. And she—i ke Elizabet h—was al one.

"What ever the risks," cane the anplified voice fromthe

hi dden nouth, "you nust teach ne. | know that the Mnd of

my people will mature, just as | know that the destinies of.Tanu and Firvul ag and hurmanity are
i nterl eaved. Perhaps the

Unity of ny people will perfect itself soon and perhaps | ate.

But there nmust be a teacher. And if not ne, then you."

Eli zabeth flared in anger. "Ch, no you don't! Damm you!

Can't you understand the way it is with me? | don't want to
sacrifice nyself for your people. Not even for nmy own peopl e!
Can't you accept that operancy doesn't equate wi th sai nt hood?"
"There have been saints anong you."

The person behind the mask seemed to nelt, to change.

El i zabeth stiffened, shocked by the netaphoric thrust that she
instantly repudi at ed.

"No! You can't trick me that way. You're no saint and

neither aml! I'man ordinary woman with ordinary flaws. |

once was able to do unusual work because ny natural talents

were trained up for it. But there was never any ... consecration
When | seened to lose ny abilities, | didn't offer up the |oss
and nake the best of it. | chose this Exile route. I'ma flyaway

and glad of it! My being trapped here in the Pliocene, separated
forever fromthe Unity, with my metafunctions restored and
nmonsters nipping at my heels, is a cosnmic joke. And you are,

too, whoever you are! And | still want ny balloon back!"

And that is enough for you |loving none | oved by none 0

hi ghf | yi ngfl eei ng Eli zabet h?
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"I loved once and suffered the | oss. Once was enough. Love
costs too nmuch. I won't be a nother to your people. Not
physically and not nentally."

Brede's m nd and mask mirrored only Elizabeth.

Bitter mnd-laughter underlay the vocal speech of the human
worman. "Ch, that's clever of you, Two-Face! But the ploy
won't work. | know all about mnmy sin of O ynpian selfishness.
But you can't prove that ny duty lies with your people, or
with exiled humanity, or with any hypothetical merging of the

races. "

Brede rai sed her hands. The nmask canme down and there

was only the sad, patient snmile. "Then help ne to fulfill ny
duty, which does lie with themall. Teach ne."

"We—ae don't have a pain source of sufficient intensity.”
"We do." Brede's determi nati on was unshakable. "There is
hyperspatial translation. My body can be sustained in the su-perficies

of the continuumfor as |ong as necessary. | have the
| egacy of conpetence fromny Spouse. | require no nmechani sm
what ever to span the width of this galaxy. | have never con-sidered

using the transl ati onal power before this, sinply be-.cause there was no question of deserting ny
peopl e. And of

course | would not actually leave themnow | would return.”
"If the attenpt at nental enlargenent doesn't kill you."

"I amwilling torisk all, to suffer all."

El i zabet h excl ai ned, "How can you | ove these wetched

bar bari ans so much when they can never appreciate what you

do for then?"

Only the smile, and the invitation to enter the m nd.

Wth great reluctance, Elizabeth said, "There's another thing

| haven't touched on. The teacher... shares the ordeal."

O Elizabeth. No | did not realize. | have been presunptuous
and you must forgive. | see nowthat | have no right—

El i zabeth broke into the protesting thought with brusque
words. "Brede, I'mgoing to die. Even if | fly out of here,
your dearly bel oved people are going to track nme down sooner

or later and finish ne off. And so... why not? Perhaps, if |
succeed with you, it would be a kind of epitaph. If you're
willing to chance the ordeal, |I'Il take you. You'll be ny |ast
student. And if your vision of joint racial destiny is fulfilled,
perhaps you can even be ny justification.”

"I never intended to cause you nore pain. And | comnis-erate.”
"Wl |l —don't waste it." Elizabeth's tone was wy. "Every

bit of suffering is valuable!... Are you sure you can work the
transl ati on?"

Brede's m nd showed her. Elizabeth would not physically
acconpany the exotic traveler, of course. But her mnd would
remai n neshed with Brede's to channelize the neural fires.
"Whenever you are ready," the Shipspouse said, "we can

go forth."

The ceiling of the roomw thout doors opened. There toward

the south was the mlky river of the Galactic Plane. And behind
its dust clouds, the Hub; hidden beyond that |lay the other arm
of the spiral, alnmpst a hundred thousand |ight-years distant.
"Al'l the way across," said Elizabeth. "Now. "

And there they were, in an instant and forever, stretched
on a rack the width of the starry whirl pool, poised between
gray linbo and bl ack, distorted, spangl ed space. The atons of
Brede' s physical body had becone nore tenuous than the rare
atomic fog that floats in the void between the stars and vi brates
still with the birth cry of the universe. The m nd of the Ship-.spouse shrieked on the sane
frequenci es as the agoni zed par-ticles.
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And in this manner, the enlargenent began

It would be all the nmore difficult because Brede's |latent powers were so great. Al of the well-
wor n psychoenergetic

circuits leading fromthe torc would have to be rerouted through

the syncytial nmazes of the right cortex, reeducated to operancy

within the refining flane of the ultimte pain that the universe

could inflict upon a thinking, feeling creature. By enduring,

Brede nmight pass in a short tine through a process that ordi- narily took many years. But the pain
initself was worthless

unl ess discipline could be naintained and the divarication of

the mental network kept firmy under control. This was where

t he gui dance of a skilled teacher was all-inportant. Wile Eliz-abeth's

great redactive power clanped around the pul sating

psyche and kept it fromdisintegrating, she also directed Brede's

flaring linbics as though they were countl ess netapsychic

torches burning away the accunul ated cortical debris of alife- tinme 14,000 years in |length.
The m nd of the operant, steadfast in the nutual anguish

| ed and braced that of the aspirant. The two of them hung

| ocked together in the inferno between true space and hyper-space,

where there is but a single dinmension, an afferent input

that sentient beings of all races apprehend only as pain..

The process went on and on, sinultaneous and eternal ac-cording

to their shared subjective consci ousness. Brede knew

in her agony that changes were taking place within her soul —

but she could not rise above the fire I ong enough to study

herself. She could only accept and affirmand continue to be

strong, hoping that when the suffering was done her m nd woul d

still live in the physical universe.

The pain | essened.

Now Brede felt Elizabeth's binding energies soften to gentleness. She becane aware of other life-
forces besides their

own two, appearing to sing amidst the dimnishing flame. How

odd! And what was that? There, so far away, beyond the gray

and the black and the humr ng nmegatonal song and the rack

of invisible waning fire was a glinpse of brightness that m ght

have been approaching; and the clearer her perception of it,

the nore irresistible it becane. Brede abandoned di scipli ne,

forgot all self in her sudden eagerness to reach it, to see and

join with it, now that she was capable of the Unity ..

Ret ur n.

O no Elizabeth not now |l et nme go on—W have reached the Iimt. Return with ne.
No no we exiles together continue on with me to the end

of it and join beyond pain where it waits for us |oving..

We nust return. |'mgoing to draw you back. Don't resist.

No no no no—

Let go. Stop looking. You may not have that and live. Cone

back now fromthere submt to ny redaction fly back across

t he expanse don't struggle Sancta |1l usio Persona Adanmantis
ora pro nobis wherever you are subnit Brede subnmit to ny
gui dance rest in me we are alnost there... there.

The Shi pspouse sat unmasked across the table from Eliza- beth.
"CGone. It's gone. You took ne away fromit."

"It was necessary for both of us. And the cul mi nation of

the pain in your ordeal. Wiich was successful ."

Tears steaned down Brede's face. There was a slow rekin-dling
after near-extinguishnent, and regret that would be a part

of her until, at last, she died. In the silence of the room without
doors Brede recovered.

There was an opening and an invitation. Brede ventured in,
then cried aloud as she knew the first true Union with a mnd
of Earth.
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So that is-howit is.

Yes. | enbrace thee Sister.

The exotic woman put fingertips to the lifeless gold at her

throat and unfastened the catch. She held the open torc at armis length for a nonent before | aying
it on the table beside the

Ship's likeness.

I live. |I function freely feeble an infant tottering on first

| egs but the netafunctions are rel eased and such richness and

the Unity is twoinone now but |ater when I know t he | oved

M nd—

There will be spontaneous growh with joy instead of pain

until you are filled to capacity. This last is subject to the limitations
of your physical body as well as the state of the |ocal

M nd. Since you already love the Mnd, you will be able to

pour forth without dimnishing. This is something | cannot do.

And that which | saw—

What nost of us operant or no shall see and possess ulti-nately.

Not many aspirants catch a glinpse of it. Fortunately.

Once nore the two wonen sat in nmental silence.

"There is no nmenory of anguish,” Brede finally said out

loud. "But | can see that there would not be. The guiding and.the acceptance are all-inmportant in
differentiating unproductive

m sery fromcreative purgation. And after that cones joy. Yes—
that, too, is what one would expect. Not nere absence of pain,

but ecstasy."

"Alnmost all mature humans are aware of the thin line di-viding

the two—even if they can't understand what to make

of it. If you wish, as part of your further education, 1'll share
some concepts of the MIlieu essence that our phil osophers and

t heol ogi ans debated. "

"Yes. You nust show ne all that you can. Before you—

go." Elizabeth refused the ganbit. "The psychol ogy of each sen-tient
race savors the theosphere in a unique way. We m ght

study the possible niche that your people mght occupy. And

now that there are two of us, we can do what no single operant

nm nd can do—partake together of the essence in a linmted

fashion. It will be dilute because the M nd of the Pliocene is

still so infantile, but you'll find it wonderful."

"It is already wonderful ," said Brede. "But the first thing I
must do with ny enriched newness is | ook once again al ong

the Iines of probability in search of the all-inportant pattern

that was unclear. WIIl you join ne?"

The teacher and sister vani shed. Mental doors slammed. "I

ni ght have known! Brede, you're an incredible fool."

The exotic worman's mind was fully open but Elizabeth

woul d not go in, would not | ook.

"I"'mleaving your roons w thout doors," Elizabeth said.

"I'mgoing to find your King and tell himyour judgnent con-cerning
my fate. Your new judgnment. And |'mgoing to find

the balloon, and in ny owmn sweet tinme |'mgoing to |l eave this

pl ace."

Brede bowed her head. "I will give you your balloon. And

if you wish, I will deal with the Host of Nontusvel. Pl ease—
let me go with you to the King."

"Very well."

The two of them went out and stood again briefly on the

promontory above the Wiite Silver Plain. The salt was crowded

with miniature lights. As the tinme for the Grand Conbat ap- proached
the tent-city of the Firvulag grew. Even though it was

the mddle of the night, supply caravans flanked by rama |ink-nen
could be farsensed as they crept down the slope south of
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the city toward the tenporary encanpnent. Landi ng stages at.the shore of the |agoon were
illuminated and there were lights

on the water as well.

Brede studi ed the scene, nasked and inscrutable. "Only

three weeks until the Grand Conbat, and then it will be re-solved."
"Three weeks," Elizabeth repeated, "and six mllion years.".7

AT THE TI ME OF THE GRAND COVBAT TRUCE, ALL ROADS I N

the northern regions of the Many-Col ored Land | ed to Roniah
Through this city passed Tanu and Firvulag ali ke on their way

to the ganes—the Great Ones of both exotic races traveling

via riverboat while the hunbler majority followed the G eat

South Road that paralleled the west bank of the Rhone all the
way down to Lac Provencal and la dissade Form dable.

Most of the travelers from northern regi ons broke their jour-ney
at the Roniah Fair. There the ancient enenies m ngled

freely in a once-a-year orgy of commerce that extended through
the mddle two weeks of the pre-Conbat Truce, day and ni ght
without a | etup. Booths were set up along the great pillared

ni dway and anong the surrounding exterior gardens of the

river city. The peripheral area became a huge canpground

where human and Firvul ag entrepreneurs presided over tented
caravanserai s and di ning establishnments catering to the tourists.
This year it was the Finiah refugees, well supplied with

nmoney but al nost conpletely bereft of possessions, who were

the nost eager customers at the Fair. To bolster their spirits
they spent lavishly for the |uxury goods that were the stock-in-
trade of Firvulag crafters: polished gens and anber, jewelry,
novel ties carved of ivory or sem precious stone, gold and silver
gewgaws, begemmred headdresses and garnent trins, fancy

tack for chalikos, ornate belts and scabbards and battl eharness,
perfunes and unguents and scented soaps derived fromw | d-flowers
and herbs, peculiar liqueurs, psychoactive flycap and

panaeol us fungi, and delicatessen such as wild honey, candies
with al coholic syrup centers, truffles, garlic, spices, gournet
sausages, and that paranount exotic del ectable—wld straw berry
preserves. More-staple goods were purveyed by human.vendors from Roni ah and the other Tanu
settlenents: fine tex-tiles

and ready nmade garnments, dyestuffs and ot her domestic

chemical s, glass tools of every description, glass tableware and
containers, glass arnmor, and gl ass weapons. Fromthe Tanu

pl antations flowed quantities of beer, wine, and spirits pack-aged
i n wooden casks or |eather bottles, snoked and preserved

meats, dried and pickled fruits and vegetabl es, and a wide

vari ety of nonperishable cereal products such as flour, groats,
and plain and flavored hardbreads. The food was not only sold

to the travelers, but was also sent down the river to aid in the
provi sioning of the Grand Conbat itself.

Late on COctober fourteenth a certain refugee party cane

riding down the crowded highroad and arrived at the Roniah

Fair. It made its way into the private canpground area where
petty Tanu and Firvulag nobility could erect their own pavilions
separate fromthe commnalty. The group of travel ers was

unique only in that it consisted entirely of humans. There were
two gold-torc | adies who m ght have been nother and daughter—
the el der wearing flow ng eneral d gauze robes and an outra-geous
j ewel ed chapeau, the younger in full blue coercer's arnor

and a gol den cl oak, bearing a |ance fromwhich floated a banner
of gold with a raven displayed sable. The | adies' entourage
consisted of five bronze-arnored soldiers |led by a captal of
gigantic stature, an elderly steward, two handmaids, and a
gnarled little one-legged wangler, in whose presence the pack-chalikos

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (115 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:22 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

and renounts seened unaccountably skittish

"Yes—we | ost everything in the Finiah disaster," the gran-dam

told the synpathetic human canprmaster as they signed

in. "All save a few treasures and these faithful gray-torc serv-ants
are gone, |leaving ny daughter and ne sadly destitute.

Still... there is the possibility that we may recoup our fortunes

at the Conbat, for the Lady Phyllis-Mrigel has trained dili-gently
and shows great promise as a warriormaid, and so we

may gain both riches and revenge at the Wiite Silver Plain, if

Tana wills."

The canprmaster saluted respectfully. The lovely young face

of the Lady Phyllis-Mrigel sniled at himbeneath the raised

visor of her helnmet. "CGood fortune will surely attend you in

the lists, Lady. | can feel your mghty coercive power even

t hough you' ve got it | eashed back."

"Phyllis, dear," the old woman chi ded. "For shane."

The girl blinked and the wave of coercion receded. "Your.pardon, Wrthy Canpnaster. | didn't mean
to press you. This

will be ny first Conbat and |I'm overexcited."

"Smal | wonder," said the man. "But don't you worry, little
Lady. Just keep cool and you'll come out a sure winner in the
prelinms. |'ve got a feeling about you."

"You're kind to say so, Canprmaster. | feel that |'ve been
waiting all ny life to participate in the ganmes...'

"Ladies, it's late," interrupted the old steward, who had
been fidgeting in the saddl e during the chitchat. "You mnust

rest.”

"Master Claudius is right," said the huge captal of the guard.
"Tell us our allotted space, Canpnmaster, so that we can rest
our bones. W've been on the trail six days and we're worn
out."

"Six days," tsk'd the canpmaster. "Then you weren't wth

the refugee group that was sheltered at Castle Gateway?"
Hastily, the captal said, "W were too late to join the train

|l ed by Lord Velteyn. There is great confusion still in the north-land."
The canprmaster studied a board-nmap. "Mst of your fellow
citizens fromFiniah who are still here are canped in the river-front

spaces, which are the nost attractive sites that we have.

I can place you down there for only a slight surcharge—=

The old woman was firm "Mich as we would like to join

our conpatriots, it is necessary that we econom ze so that we
will not run short of funds at the Conbat itself. Furthernore,
we shoul d be enbarrassed anong our friends because we are

unabl e to reciprocate any entertai nment they night offer us.
Theref ore, good Canmpnaster, indicate to us a nodest place
sufficient for our two tents and the picketing of our aninmals.
One woul d prefer high ground, if this is available."

Slightly disappointed, the nan re-studied his board. "Wl|
there's Nunber 478 on the northern edge of Section E. High

and breezy—but you'll have to carry water."

"I't will do splendidly. My noble daughter will bring us water

by virtue of her psychokinetic power. The fee? Ah. Ca y est.

And now we bid you good night."

The man took the coins and threw a shrewd gl ance at the
warriormaid. "So you have PK, too—eh, Lady Phyllis? Now
I"mpositive you'll do well in the lists! I'Il watch for you and
risk a few bob. As a rookie, you should get nice |ong-shot

odds. Yes, indeed!" He waved a cordial farewell as the party.rode down the | anp-bordered |ane into
the hurly-burly of the

crowded canpground

"You dunmy, Felice," said Chief Burke. "What's the idea letting | oose your coerci on? Now t hat
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man' s goi ng to remenber

you. "

She gave a light |augh. "He'd remenber us anyway, Peo.

At | east now he knows |'m a genui ne gold. You should have

seen your face when that guy suggested we canp next to the

Fi ni ah crowd!"

"This is, our worst danger," Madanme said. "Felice and

may easily delude any torced persons by pretending to be hal f-deranged
with grief because of our m sfortunes. But the rest

of you, with your sundered gray torcs, are sure to be detected

as interlopers if Tanu or torc-wearing hunmans attenpt to com municate
with you nentally. You nust stay close to Felice and

me at all times so that we nmay intercept and turn aside any
telepathic inportunities. The purchase of supplies and forage

must be undertaken tonight by Fitharn. Unless he is deliberately
probed by a powerful netapractitioner, he will be above sus-picion."
"I still think it's risky canmping in here," said Vanda-Jo.

"We've been over that," Burke said, 'This far south, it

woul d be suspicious if we tried to canp anywhere el se.”

"No nore Firvulag tumuli to shelter in down here, mssy,"

Fitharn said. "The Little Folk in these parts don't dare have

|l arge settlenments, the way we do up north. Only single-famly

burrows for the nost part, well-hidden in the wildest regions

far fromthe trails. Folks around here are |eery of strangers—

even ones that come recommended by King Yeochee." "W have already had hints," remarked Madane
with some

tartness, "that the royal authority becomes exiguous in the

hi nterl ands. "

Fitharn grinned. "Qur King's sovereignty is a little |less

formal than old Thagdal's. W've an el ected nonarchy, you

know. But we Firvulag are loyal in our fashion. And unlike

sonme ot her people | could nention, we'd never stoop to using

a deposed ruler as a life-offering."

The party cane into a region where the tents and canpfires

were nore w dely spaced. There were | arge rock outcroppings

and fewer trees and the | anp-bordered trail led increasingly uphill. That they traversed the | ow
rent district was obvious

fromthe small nunber of chalikos and hellads that were pegged

out among the canpsites. The shelters were nostly black Fir-.vulag tents or the notley | odgi ngs of
el derly Tanu bachel ors.

Unli ke the noisy conviviality of the central area, this part of

t he canpground was sommol ent except for the calling of insects

and snorts and grunbl es from donestic aninmals.

Fitharn said, "Here's 478. Nice and secluded." He, of course,

could see in the dark better than the humans could see by

daylight. Hopping easily on his pegleg, he went up the rocks

that hemred t he space on three sides and ascertained that the
adjoining sites were enpty. "Qur closest neighbors are Fir-vulag,

Madane. Looks like a perfect spot. I'Il hobble the beasts
for unloading and take a pair of renpunts to the Fair for supplies
right away."

Felice swng down fromthe saddle of her tall steed. "And
"Il set up the tents." She cane over to Amerie's nount and

smled up at the nun, who, |ike Vanda-Jo, was disguised in

t he bl ue-and-yell ow striped robes of a gray-torc serving wonan.
"Still feeling creaky? Let nme help you."

Anerie was levitated out of the saddle and floated gently

to earth.

"You're learning how, all right," the nun observed.
"Ch, yes. By the tine we reach Muriah, | should have it
pretty well figured out."
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"How about Madane and nme?" Vanda-Jo was letting her irritation show "And poor old C aude and
Khalid could use a

|l eg down, too."

The athl ete bent her psychokinetic power to the unseating

of the others. Then, as Peo and Basil and Gert and Hansi

unl oaded the pack-aninmals, the girl erected the two Tanu-style
tents, with their tel escoping poles and guy-lines, sinply by
putting her mind to it. Another nental exercise brought waters
streani ng through the air fromthe Rhone, which lay nearly

hal f a kilometer away, into three | arge decanol e tubs that the
men had set inflated and ready. An entire deadwood tree, plucked
fromthe cliffs behind the canp, cane sailing down and | anded

wi t hout a sound at the edge of the site.

"Now cones the dicey part," Felice said, concentrating.

"My creativity isn't under control yet, so everybody stand back

while | blast the tree into firewood. | hope! If | bobble it, we'll
end up with charcoal or ashes, so cross your fingers."

Zap.

"Ch, well done," said Basil. "Split her right down the md-dle.

Now of f with the branches, ny dear.'’ er like bratwurst!”
Urve urged. The girl's small-scale

mental lightning flared again and again, cutting the tree into

convenient billets. Wien the pile of wood |lay there, steam ng

gently, nost of the party appl auded.

Madane said, "One can perceive that your three primary

met af unctions are developing to a form dabl e degree, ma petite.

Zap zap zap. Panmedy- pow pow pow.."Slice

You will exercise prudence, will you not?"

"Haven't | behaved nyself on the trip from H dden Spri ngs?”

Felice inquired reproachfully. "Don't worry. | won't go wan-dering
away to show off. | want to see these Tanu bastards

screwed just as much as you do, Madane. | won't jeopardize

the plan."

The ol d woman | ooked exhausted, but she said with deter-nination
"C est bien. Then let us have a small council of war

before our good friend Fitharn returns. The tine has conme for

i mportant deci sion making."

"W can gather round the campfire," said Felice

A dozen stool -sized rocks cane flying through the darkness

and forned a circle. Pieces of wood arranged thenselves into

a cone and ignited when a glow ng ball of psychoenergy na-terialized
beneath them Wthin perhaps ten seconds, the fire

was abl aze. The conspirators sat down on the rock seats and
began di vesting thensel ves of arnor and ot her superfl uous

gear.

"W have arrived," Madane said, "at a critical point in our
enterprise. The useful ness of Fitharn and his Firvulag confreres
is virtually at an end, since they will not violate the Truce by
participating directly in any attack upon the Tanu. W, of
course, have no such scruples. W Lowives are ever outl aws,
protected by no Truce. We know what we may expect if we

shoul d be captured. Neverthel ess, the exotic eneny wll not
expect us to strike again so soon after Finiah. Tanu intelligence
is doubtless aware that nost of our irregulars have di spersed.
They will expect us to consolidate our position in the north—
whi ch we are doing, of course—but they can scarcely dream

that we would be so bold as to npbve against themin the south,
on their own hone ground.”

Chi ef Burke said, "The presence of Tanu refugees has worked

in our favor. There are so nany ill-equi pped exotics on the

road that our group, dressed in the stuff Felice |iberated at

Fi niah, attracts no particular attention."
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"Thi ngs have progressed snoothly thus far," Madanme agreed.
"But now begins the nost dangerous part of the operation. The.new noon is on the twentieth, six
days fromnow. This is also
the | ast day of the Roniah Fair, after which there will be an
enptying of this canpground as the exotic people hurry on to
the Wiite Silver Plain. It is ny belief that the torc factory
stri ke-force should embark at once for Miuriah via riverboat. It is possible to make the trip in
| ess than four days—perhaps
only three—+f a skilled skipper is obtained and one can conjure
up psychokinetic w nds."
"We'll find us a good boatnan," said Felice, peeling off
her sapphire shell. "And he'll do exactly as we say, once Khalid
puts the chisel to his gray torc."
"You're sure you'd rather not try to m nd-bend hin?" the
met al smth asked Felice.
"I"'mstill too clunsy to work through the torcs. If he fought
me, | could accidentally kill him Don't worry—'Ill be able
to tane hi m barenecked. "
Madanme continued. "W nay hope that you will arrive in
Muri ah around the dark of the noon, obtain the assistance of
Ai ken Drumif possible, and nount your attack at a suitable
time. Let us say, early on the twenty-second. In the snmall hours
of the norning. And at dawn, | nyself will put the nessage
t hrough the tine-portal."
There was an unconfortabl e silence.
"So you're still determned to nake the grand gesture,”
Cl aude said.
The firelight showed Madane's face tightened into its nost obstinate expression. "W have been
over this. There are only
two of us capabl e of approaching the tine-gate under the cloak
of invisibility—and Felice would be wasted in the Castle Gate-way
operation. Her great talents can best be used in the southern
thrust, while ny nore nmeager ones are quite adequate for the
castle action.” "You'll have to wait around here for a week," C aude said.
"What if you cone down with another pneunonia attack?"
"Ameri e has given ne nedicines."

"So you'll just stroll up to the tine-gate and toss the anber

i nsi de!"

"Au juste."

"Velteyn is still at Castle Gateway coping with his refu-gees,"”

Chi ef Burke warned. "He nmay not go south until the

last m nute. We know that he has no difficulty seeing through
your illusions. You nay be able to approach the gate without
bei ng detected—but | doubt that your creative netafunction.would be able to operate within the
taufield itself. Once you

throw the nessage carrier inside, it will becone visible to the
guardi ans and sol diers standi ng nearby. They'll sound the
alarm"

Cl aude added, "And Velteyn or some ot her high-powered

Tanu will come running and nelt your personal invisibility
screen |ike the snows of yesteryear."

"I will have acconplished ny task," the old worman sai d.

"And died!" daude exploded. "But it's not necessary,

Angel i que! |'ve thought of another way." And he told them

Une nodded his bearded head. "That just night march,

Cl aude. You should be able to do the necessary work w thout
difficulty, and it would solve the problem of finding a place

for Madane to hide out as well. And you'd be a backup for
her in case—

Cl aude broke in. "You guys don't need ne down south. |'d
be a nui sance—+ admit it. But up here, | can be an asset."
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"We know your notives, all right," Felice said. "Chivalrous

ol d poop."

Madane gl anced around the circle, then made a small ges- ture of resignation. "W will revise the
castle action as C aude

has recommended, then. At dawn on the twenty-second, when

we two nmake our attenpt against the tinme-gate, the rest of you

will already have acconplished the assault on the torc factory."
"Sit deus nobis," nuttered the nun

Chi ef Burke said, "Qur iron will be a secret weapon in any
hand-to-hand fighting with the Tanu, but it will have no special
advant age over human enem es—especially gold-torcs. W

have only two weapons with really |large destructive potentia

for the blasting of the Coercer Guild stronghold. There's Fel-ice's
psychozap—whi ch may or may not be powerful enough

to do the job—and the Spear."

"Which is nothing but a pretty glass clothespole,” Khalid

rem nded them "unless we get Aiken Drumto hel p us recharge

i t ... How about it, Felice? Do you think your energy projection
will build up strong enough to break down thick masonry and

bronze doors?"

"As of now, | doubt it,"” the girl said. "I get better every
day, but we'd damm well better not plan on that kind of attack
But, listen—as | understand it, our prinmary target isn't the

whol e headquarters building but just the factory part. Wuldn't
those torc conponents be delicate little gadgets? Could be, al
we'll have to do is bring the roof down on "emand it's bye-.bye, baby! Vanda-Jo could tell by
| ooki ng at the building just

what spots |I'd have to hit. Right?”

"I mght be able to," said the Public Wrks Chief, but her
tone betrayed doubt.

"I'"ve seen that place," Khalid said. "It doesn't | ook anything
like the fairytale towers of Finiah did. It's a bl oody great cube
of marble and bronze about as vulnerable as the Polity Bank

in Zurich! Unless Felice checks out as a nountain nover by

next week, she's going to find it a helluva tough zap."

The little athlete had renoved al nost all of her glass arnor
and its paddi ng and sat on her rock attired only in a white
chenise and a pair of sollerets with golden spurs. She swung
her bl ue-shod feet. Reflections fromthe genmred plates of the
f oot gear danced over her delicate face. "I don't know what 1'1|
be capabl e of next week. But whatever I've got, I'Il lay all
over those Tanu friggers."

"You will follow Peo's orders, child," Madane said sharply.
"Ch, yes." Felice's eyes were w de.

Basi| said, "Whatever Felice's eventual firepower, our best
chance of success still lies in the photon weapon. If we can
recharge the Spear, we mght even denolish the Coercer Guild
complex froma distance with a m ni mum of hazard to our

party. W could do it fromout in the [agoon, couldn't we,
Khal i d?"

"The building is on the northern edge of the city, west of

the place where the main rollerway conmes up fromthe docks.

One wall of the keep structure is flush with the escarpnent.
There's a sheer drop of nmaybe a hundred neters on that side

of the peninsula, then a klomor so of dunes and carved-up

sedi nents before the shore of the Catalan Gulf... What do you
thi nk, C aude? You fired the damm thing."

The pal eontol ogi st said, "Wth a steady platformfor the

shot, you could zap the building to ki ngdomcone. O even

shoot the cliff out fromunder it."

Anerie's voice was low. "If we do it in the wee hours of
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the norning, perhaps the casualties will be mnimal."

"Cetting cold feet, Sister?" the big Native Anerican in-quired.
"This is war. |If you' re squeanm sh, you' d better stay

with Madane and O aude. "

The old wonman's face was troubled. "It mght be best, ma
Soeur . "

"No!" said Felice. "You agreed to help where you were

needed nost, Amerie. And that's with us. W can't risk another.stupid disaster |like Peo's pig
screwing up the assault. This

tinme, the doctor goes along."

"I'"ll do ny best," the nun insisted. "I told you that | woul d.
Just settle on a plan and I'll follow it."

"Let me suggest," Basil said, "that we rethink the role of
Aiken Drum 1s it really necessary for us to wait until we reach
Muri ah before contacting himto enlist his hel p?"

The rest of them | ooked at the clinber, not understanding.

"W might try to farspeak himfrom here," Basil expl ai ned.

"Let the young man know we're conming. Insure that he's there
wai ting for us. Perhaps even present the problem of the Spear
to himso that he can be thinking about it in advance of our
arrival ." Madane began to protest, but Basil held up a tactfu
hand. "I know that Madane Cuderian has doubts about her

ability to farspeak over great distances—as well as farspeaking
on the intinmate node. But it's occurred to ne that we m ght
utilize your other friend, Elizabeth, in a telepathic relay."
"Say!" C aude excl ai ned.

"You did tell us, Madanme, that you perceived Elizabeth's
farspeech shortly after G oup Geen arrived in the Pliocene
Surely by now the woman's faculties nust have recuperated

to the extent that she could receive your own transm ssion on—
er—ight beam even if it were a bit wavery, so to speak."

Madanme said, "I doubt that | have the conpetence. Eliza-beth's
thought flickered past ne in an instant. | did not-how

shall | say it?—store the data of her nental signature.™
Felice junped to her feet. "I could help you, Madane! W

woul dn't have to farspeak Elizabeth on the intimate node to

get her attention. A sinple shout at top volune on the human

conmand nmode would do it. Al Elizabeth needs to know is

that we're out here hollering. Her seekersense could surely zero

in on us and then pick up Madane's weaki e-squeaki e on the

very narrow focus."

The old woman frowned at the eager girl. "Qther ninds

nmi ght be equal ly capabl e of tracking down the source of our

tel epat hic | oudhail."

"Not if we handle it ny way! Felice exulted. "Wat we

do—early tonorrow we synchronize tinepieces and | go ten

or twenty klons back up the North Road. Then we si nmul cast

at predetermned intervals! If we farspeak that way, the Tanu

can't possibly get an accurate fix on the double shout. But an

operant |ike Elizabeth shouldn't have any trouble sorting the.mental patterns of the two of us and
tracki ng Madanme when she throttles back to the intimate node.” "It could work," Amerie said.

Chi ef Burke growl ed, "None of this nmakes nuch sense to

a poor old redskin shyster like ne. But let's try it."

"I't sounds nediumcrafty," Khalid said, "provided Felice

and Madanme can nesh brains... and provided this Aiken Drum can be trusted with our precious
petards. "

"You're crazy if you tell himthe whol e plan,
Cl aude?" Anerie

conpl ai ned.

The old man sighed. "Maybe because |'ve lived so |ong.

Maybe 1've lived so | ong because." "C aude," Madane asked, "would you trust Elizabeth's

Cl aude said. "Wiy nust you al ways be so cyni cal
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judgnent in this matter?"

"Absolutely.” "Then it is sinple. Tonight we rest, tonorrow we attenpt

the communication. If we make contact, we will request Eliz- abeth's own assessment of the
character of A ken Drum and

proceed as she advi ses. D accord?"

Her dark gl ance flashed around the circle. The other ten nenbers of the expedition nodded.
"That's settled,” said Chief Burke. "You | eave at dawn,

Felice, and we'll schedule the big broadcast for noon. You dress up in your arnor and all and take
Basil and Uwe and

Khalid as your gray-torc escort. Any Tanu get nosy, you're just looking for your Uncle Max anpbng
the refugees. Wile

you're putting sone di stance between us, Madanme and the rest

of us odds and sods can go down to the Roniah wharf and scout out a suitable boat. Gert and Hans
know t he kind of vessel we'll need.”

"Don't be late getting back to canp,” Felice cautioned them

"And try to get sone nore blue |lacquer at the Fair. The stuff

that O d Man Kawai used to coat the Spear is starting to pee

of f."

They rel axed then, and as the midnight nmoon came up over the Rhone, Fitharn and Firvul ag returned
with forage and fresh

food. Madame took the gnomish little exotic aside and told himsuch of their plans as seened
expedi ent .

"So you see," she concluded, "that in a few hours nost of our people will be enbarked upon the
river, while C aude and

I conceal ourselves near Castle Gateway and await the day when we shall deal our doubl e bl ow
agai nst the Tanu sl ave-.masters. And now. you are free to |leave us, ny friend. Take with you the
prof ound gratitude of our conpany... and of al

free humanity. Tell King Yeochee what we hope to do. And

bid himfor ne—farewell."

The little man squirmed within her mental clasp, crushing

his pointed red hat between his hands. His alien consci ousness,

so hard to read even when the screens were down, was now

all but walled off. The inmages that flickered through the near- opacity were colored with
conflicting enpotions. "You are troubled,” Madanme said softly.

"Angelique..." The gnone's words and t houghts nmade a

junble: fear love loyalty mstrust hope doubt pain.

"Dear little friend, what is it?"

"Warn your people!" Fitharn burst out. "Tell themto trust

no being too far! Even if they are successful, tell themto

remenber ny warni ng!'

Hi s face | ooked up at hers for one last instant. Then he

di sappeared into the night..8

THE GOLD- TORC LADY AND HER STEWARD HOVERED BEFORE

the Firvulag jeweler's display while the rest of their retinue,

guards and serving wonen, prevented the fairground nultitude

from pressing too close

"I wonder if this one is suitable, daudius?" the wonman

asked. "Or is it perhaps so large as to be vul gar?"

The old gray-torc | ooked with disdain upon the anber paper-wei ght

that the jeweler's assistant proffered on a velvet cushion.

"It has," the steward declared, "bugs in it."

"But they are part of the originality of the piece!" the jeweler

protested. "Caught at the nmonent of their ancient mating

hundreds of millions of years ago! The two insects, nale and

female, united in their nuptial enmbrace forever within this glowing

gem Is it not poignant, Exalted Lady? Does it not touch

your heart?"

The | ady peeped askance at her steward. "Do you find it touching, non vieux?"

The jewel er waxed rapturous. "It cones fromthe darkest

dept hs of Fennoscandia, fromthe Black Lake's haunted shores!

We Firvulag do not dare to harvest this amber, ny Lady. W
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obtain it!"-he paused dramatical |l y—=from How ers!"”
"Tana have nmercy!" the gold-torc |ady whispered, eyes w de.
"So you really do trade with the wild ones! Tell ne, good

jeweler... are the Howers really as hideous to the eye as runor
has it?"
"To see one," the artisan assured her, keeping a solem

face, "is to go mad."

The | ady bent a satirical eye upon her silver-haired servitor.
"1 have suspected as nuch. Ah, yes."

The jeweler's assistant ventured to renmark, "Sone persons.believe that this year—because of the
unrest y'see—the How |ers have even dared to cone south!"

The | ady squeal ed in alarm

Her captal, a huge man with a face |ike seamed cordovan

sl apped his sword hilt. "Now then, Foeman! Beware how you
attenpt to frighten our noble mstress!™

"Ch, Glucholl is quite right, brave Captal ," the jeweler

made quick to say. "And | et ne assure you that we of the True
Fol k are quite as al arned about the natter as you. Te only
knows what the ugly devils want. But we shall be alert [est
they come slinking anbng us during the ganes."

The wonman shivered in delicious dread. "How exciting!

How terrible! We will purchase the anber, jeweler. | am nost
taken with the doomed insect |overs. Pay him C audius."

G unbling, the steward took coins fromhis belt wallet.

Then his eye fell upon a tray of rings and he began to snile.
"We'll take two of those as well, | think. Wap themup."

"But, sir!" protested the Firvulag. "The carved-jet rings have
a certain synbolic significance that you nay not be aware—
The old man's icy green eyes blazed under their white brows.

"I said, we'll take theml Now get those fornicating ternites
under waps and be quick about it. We're going to be late for
an appoi ntnent!"

"Yes, yes, right away, Wirthy Master. Get a nove on, Galucholl, you young lout!" The jewel er bowed
to Madame

Guderian as he handed the soft pouch to the steward. "Good
fortune attend you, Exalted Lady, and nmay you enjoy your
purchases." The old gray-torc laughed. In a manner overly presunptuous
for one of his status, he took the woman by one el bow and
signaled for the escort to close in around their mstress.
When the custoners had di sappeared into the crowd, Gal -uchol
said, "Well, he could have been buying the rings for

soneone el se.”

The artisan gave a | augh that bespoke |ong experience. "Ch,

my boy. Wat an innocent you are."

Gert stuck his sandy head and one arminto the tent. "Here

y' go, Madane. Al sliced neatly in half. Didn't even disturb

t he poor bugs."

"Thank you, ny son. Claude and | will finish the work

Since it is alnost noon, you and the others had best take your
positions on the high rocks around our canpsite. At the slightest.sign of alarmyou nust notify me
so that | can cease the

transm ssion. "

"Ri ght you are, Madane." The head vani shed

"Here's the nessage." O aude held out the ceram c wafer.

"Just like yours, but with nmy signature. You have the cenent?"
She bent over the pieces of anber that lay on the decanole
table. "Viola," she said at last. "It is ready. One for you to
carry and one for me, par nmesure de securite. | shall keep the
one with the pathetic ternites, even though you have signed
it. It is fitting."

The two of them considered the nessage carriers. Shining
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t hrough the reddi sh-gold fossilized resin were the words of the
sandwi ched waf ers:

PLI CCENE EUROPE UNDER CONTROL OF MALI GN EXOTI C

RACE. CLOSE TI ME- GATE FOR THE LOVE OF GOD. | GNORE

ANY SUBSEQUENT MESSAGES TO CONTRARY

"WIIl they believe us, do you suppose?" she asked.

"They can check our signatures easily enough. And, as you

said, two witnesses are better than one. Nobody' d ever suspect
a straight old lace like nme of pulling a hoax."

They sat together, saying nothing. It was very hot in the
closed tent. She brushed a | ock of graying hair back from her
brow. Arivulet of sweat trickled in front of one ear

"You are a fool, you know," she said finally.

"Pol acks are suckers for bossy wonmen. You shoul d have

known Gen! Sector chiefs were known to flinch Iike whipped

curs before her black wath. Besides, |I'mtoo ol d-fashioned to
conprom se nyself with a piece |like you, hiding in a trapdoor-spider
burrow for a week with ny poor old nuts singing the
"Marseillaise' while the rest of ny equipnent tries not to stand
at attention."”

"Quel home! C est incroyable!"”

"Not for Polacks." He consulted his watch. "Fifteen seconds until noon. On your mark, old woman."

El i zabeth and Di onket the Lord Heal er | ooked down on the black-torc child inits cot. A
full bl ooded Tanu, it seened to

the human wonman to be older than its actual age of three

year s—aot only because of the longer linbs, but also in the

overgl aze of suffering on its still-beautiful face. The child was naked except for a towel
over its loins..A water mattress supported the swollen body as confortably
as was possible in this tankless nedical technology. The child's
skin was a dark red; peripheral body parts such as digits, ears,
nose, and |lips were alnmost black with congestion. Beneath the

smal | gol den torc, the neck was blistered, clotted with some

white salve applied in a futile attenpt at soothing. Elizabeth

slid into the ruined infant mnd. Livid eyelids opened, show ng
fully dilated pupils.

Di onket said, "Renpving the torc would only nake him

worse. Then there woul d be convul sions as well. Note the
degeneration of the neural |inkages between the cerebel | um and

the Iinbic areas, the anomal ous circuits fromthe torc to the
prenotor cortex, the chaotic firing within the anmygdal a that

has frustrated our own attenpts at anal gesia. Onset of the syn-drone
is typically abrupt—five days ago in the case of this

boy. Death will ensue within approximtely three weeks."

El i zabeth rested one hand upon the hot blond curls.

Ah baby there baby lie easy poorlanbie et me see let ne

into look to help ah there the relentless conduits between gold

and charged fl esh where nmisery ranps to and fro poor baby... ah.

See. | quench it sever the controlinterface between hi ghbrain

and | ow adnitting peace so rest now wait now and sl eep unti

they come bright to carry thee away poor baby matured at | ast

in the light.

The smal |l eyes closed. The body relaxed into flaccidity.

El i zabeth you have renoved his pain Tanabet hanked.

Ref usi ng as always to neet his mind, she turned away from

the cot. "He will still die. | can bring no cure, only relief unti
the end." But if you stayed longer if you experinented..

"l must go."

You coul d have gone but you have not. Shall | tell you why

you have stayed with us even though your balloon waits for
you in the room w thout doors?
"I have stayed to teach Brede, as | prom sed." Nothing—

laid
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no shred of enpathy passed her nmental screen. But Dionket

Lord Heal er was old, and there are other ways of readi ng soul s.

You have stayed with us in spite of your professed disdain

in spite of your selfish self because you have been touched..

"OfF course |'ve been touched! And repelled! And I will go

away. Now-shall we continue to waste tinme in futile sparring,

or shall we see whether | can help you with these wetched

babi es?". Eli zabeth Brede is so close to understanding her vision if
you would only help her to interpret—

"Brede is a spider! The Host of Nontusvel warned ne of

that. At |east they're honest barbarians, naking no bones about
their antagonism But Brede weaves netapsychic webs and

say to hell with her!" The spill of bitterness was swiftly re-confined.
"Shall we get on with it, or not? And speak out | oud

to nme, please, Lord Healer."

He sighed. "I'msorry. Brede—and all of us—have only

sought to keep you with us because of our great need. W have

not given proper consideration to your need. Forgive us, Eliz-abeth."
She sniled. "OF course. Now tell me what percentage of

your Tanu children are afflicted with this terrible thing?"

"Seven. The syndrone that we call 'black torc' may appear

anong purebl oods at any age up until the approximte onset

of puberty, after which the adaptation to the torc is presunmably

in honeostasis. Most of the cases are under four years of age.

Wth the hybrids, there is never a danger of black torc, only

of the inconpatibility dysfunctions that purebl ood humans may
experi ence when wearing the device. Severe though the dys-functions
may be, with careful redactive treatnment they can

usual ly be renmitted. But we have been powerless to help these

bl ack-torc children ... until now. Your execution of the era-sures
and cutoff was astounding! You of the MIlieu are ad-vanced
far beyond us in deep redaction. Even if you will not

stay—my | hope that you will at least relieve the rest of these

suffering little ones before you | eave us?"

O Yes? Inmmerse in nore innocent agony 'breast nore wail-ing

dunb endurance so usel ess unchannel ed unproductive evi

rending of me and it poor babies why so ungodly why these

ever bedammed torcs? It is our way Elizabeth the only way we know how could
we turn away from even this simulacrum of operancy once

knowi ng it could you?

Their nassive egos confronted one another, naked in power

for the nost fleeting instant before veiling. But she had | ooked

down on Dionket the Healer in her mghtiness, and he had

abased hinself and entreated and of fered—what was it he

of f ered?—and he had shown her how nmany others there were

like him

Tears started to Elizabeth's eyes. She would have | ashed. out, but she knew that this man at | east
was no mani pul at or

And so her response was gentle.

"I can't play the role you ask of me, Dionket. My reasons are conplex and personal, but there are
practical considerations

that I will point out to you. The Host of Nontusvel still neans

to kill me, even though they know t hat Gomol 's schene of

mating ne with the King has been forbidden by Brede. The

Host is even nore worried now that | night bear children by

Ai ken Drum-er team up with himsomehow during the G and

Conbat! You know nme well enough by now to see the impossibility

of either notion. But the Host think only of their

dynasty. Right now, they're too distracted by Conbat prepa-rations

to nmount nore than an occasional attack on nme, but

I"'mstill not safe sleeping anywhere but in Brede's room wi t hout
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doors. You and your faction could never protect nme from No-donn
and a massed thrust coordinated by him Wen |I'm sl eep-ing,
I"mvul nerable. And they're determined. | won't live the

rest of ny days inprisoned in Brede's house or fending off

m ndbolts fromthat pack of nental savages."

"W are trying to change the old pitiless ways!" Di onket

cried. "You could help us in our struggle against the Host!"
"My mind-set is wholly nonaggressive. As you know. Bring

about your great changes first and then ask me to help."

"As Tana wills," he said, resigned. "Wen do you depart
fromus?"

"Soon," she said, |ooking down again at the sleeping child. "I'Il take care of all the rest of
t hese bl ack-torc children for

you whil e you and your best peopl e observe. You may be able

to learn the program"”

"W will be deeply grateful for your guidance... And now,
if you will agree, we will |eave this chanber of nind-hurt for
a time. Even though you screen it away, | know that you are

di m ni shed by contact with the black-torcs. W will go to the

terrace, beyond reach of their pathetic aura."”

The towering formin red and white wal ked fromthe ward

into cool stone corridors, past screens of marble filigree and onto a great garden bal cony. There
was a stupendous view of

Muriah fromup here on the Munt of Heroes, and they could

see a long stretch of the Aven Peninsula, the saltflats, and the

| agoons all spread below in the clean |oud scorch of the noon

sun. The crying of the pain-filled young m nds was bl otted out

in the solar emanation. The light so dazzled Elizabeth that she

faltered, nonentarily blinded——and perceived the call

El i zabeth Orne Far speaker respond.

Di onket said sonething solicitous. Taking her arm he guided her into a shaded corner where there
were w cker chairs.

El i zabet h! Elizabet h!

So faint, so garbled, so hunman, but who?

"Your experience with our poor little ones has affected you,

my dear. It's no wonder. Sit here and I'lIl fetch a restorative."

Coul d Di onket have heard? But no. It was on the uniquely

human node and al nost beyond her own perception, nuch

| ess his. "Just-sonething to drink," she said. "Anything cold."

"Of course. |I'Il return imediately.”

El i zabet h!

Whoyou whereyou | Elizabeth respond. Me/us! Felicel/ Angel i queCGuderi an! ThankGodit wor ked 0O
damm quick losing mindneld t u ne nar r o w An gel

| have you Madanme Guderian. G aceadieu we were soafraid we call ed sol ong noresponse
listen we are soneofus comng to you sabotage torcworks re-quire

hel p Ai kenDrumif trustworthy do you think can you

vouch?

Ai ken?

Yesyes himalone le petit farceur! Ifonly wecantrustdisten

this howthisway it is... Elizabeth listened in astonishnent to the faint babbling thoughts

i nexpertly squirting data, snmearing a crazy quilt of

m nd- pi ctures and cl unsy subvocalizations, the whole so cl ogged
with anxiety, so wavering and distant that only a Master could
have nade sense out of it. Wat an incredibly bold plan! But

t hese human rebel s had al ready acconplished the incredible at

Fi ni ah, hadn't they? This schene, too, m ght succeed. But—

Ai ken Drun®? What could she tell them about him his mnd

now i npervi ous even to her, doubtless of nasterclass potenti al
per haps even gone fully operant by now. What could she tel

them about the laughing little nonborn chosen of Mayvar Ki ng-naker?
Br ede?
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El i zabeth | hear. Prognosticate. (DATA)

Do it.

Har m ess?. Never that nonhuman is.

Harml ess forbest nyfriends hunmanity atlarge?

(lrony.) Longview affirm fal seal oof Elizabeth.

Damm you . .

Madane Cuderi an?

Yes Elizabeth.

I will relay your request to Aiken Drumw thout telling him
nore than he needs to know about your plan of action. | believe
it to be in humanity's longtermbest interest to include himin
your scheme. But there may be shortterm danger. Be wary. |

will continue to do what | can for you for as long as | can

O hankyounerci butit will be dangerous pourl'anour dedieu
be withus Elizabeth we cannot/nmustnot fail (fear guilt hope).
El i zabet h?

Be at peace Angelique Guderian. And all of you ny friends..

"Here now " Dionket proffered a tray. "Cold orange juice

shoul d be the very thing to restore you. Vitam n C, potassium
and many ot her good things in this splendid Earth fruit."

El i zabeth sniled and accepted the crystal tunbler. The far-away
ment al voi ce had di sappeared am d the bedl am of ot her

t hought waves.

Sei zed by uncontrol |l abl e | aughter, Stein fetched his com pani on
a hercul ean whack on the back. The small figure dressed

in gold stood as firmy as a netal statue.

"Aiken.. .kid! Isn't that the dammedest absofuckinlutely

greatest news you ever heard in your life? They' re com ng

Qur good ole Goup Green pals are comng with their pockets

full of iron and a friggerty big zapper that we can blast the

chi ckenshit Tanu into orbit with! And they can cut off our torcs!
Sukey and nme can be free! Al of the humans who don't want

to wear these things can be free! Wuld you believe it?"

Ai ken Drumsmled his golliwog smle. "That's what Eliz-

abeth says." The two of themwere on a bal cony of Mayvar's apartnment
in the Hall of Farsensors. Their interrupted lunch |ay uneaten
on the table before them The high hot sun shone upon the

hol i day- decked capital city, aswarmw th Tanu and human vis-itors.
Qut on the shimering Wiite Silver Plain to the south,

thousands of small black Firvulag tents spread in serried ranks,
together with larger pavilions of ochre and rusty red and ot her.earthen hues that sheltered the
nobility of the Little People.

Great bl eachers with awnings colored scarlet and bl ue and

purple and rosy gold were being conpleted on both sides of

the great Field of Lists where the sporting contests were to be
held prior to the bl ood events of the Conmbat proper

Stei n, bareheaded and wearing only a |ightweight tunic,

clutched his cup of iced nead so firmy that the silver threatened
to buckle. "How about it, kid? Do you really think you can
recharge that photon cannon thing they're bringing?"

"Can't say for sure until | eyeball her, Steinie. But if it's
just a matter of figuring howto open a fewkin' powerpack |ike
Madane said, it should be el cincho to a genius like M. "

"Hot damm!" The giant tossed his drink off and sl amed

the goblet onto the table. "I'msure as hell gettin' in on the

bl anket party for the torc works! Think they might let ne do

the zappi ng? There's nobody can teach this boy any tricks in

how to handle light-blasters... or were you figuring to join the
zorch yoursel f?"

Ai ken's grin becane benused. He took a daisylike flower

fromthe table centerpiece and started to pick off the petals.
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"Who, ne? Strike a blow for human freedom and the destruc-tion
of the Tanu ki ngdon? Me use the Spear of Lugonn? Pissy

patoot, my man! | probably couldn't even |ift the fewkin' thing."
He dropped petals into the congeal ed gravy on his plate. "You
know, Steinie, that Spear—the zapper, | nean—+s really a
sacred thing to these exotic folks. Humans using it in war has
caused t he biggest stink since the Tanu first cane to Earth a
t housand years ago. The Spear was one of two photon weapons
the exotics brought here fromtheir hone gal axy for cerenonial
fights between great heroes. The second one is smaller, called
the Sword of Sharn. Used to belong to an old Firvulag warl ord.
Now it's only used as a chanpi onship trophy in their G and
Conmbat. Nodonn's got it."

Stein snote the table. "We'll show that bastard! We'll show

t he whol e bunch of 'eml No nore human sl aves. No nore

filthy breeding schenes. Wthout a steady supply of torcs, this
whol e goddam Tanu setup is gonna fall apart!"”

Ai ken inspected the shredded bl ossomw th conic dismay.

"Sure seens |like that's what woul d happen... Poor [i'l flower.
Al'l ruined.”

Stein shoved back his chair. "Let's go tell Sukey! She's

been worrying her heart out, hiding away there in Redact House.
that," A ken said casually.

"You know. The fewer who know a secret..."

"She' d never tell."

"Not willingly." Aiken did not |look at Stein. "She's safe
where Di onket and Creyn put her. But there are other redac-tors—
unfriendly ones—loating around that place, too. If Su-key's

t houghts just happened to drift a little one day, a really

top digger like Culluket Prettyface m ght get wind of our little
conspiracy. Al Sukey would have to do is inmagine the Spear
Conjure up an imge of you shooting it, for instance."

Stein was stricken. "Sweet Jesus, A ken! Can't we bring

her over here with us?"

"I couldn't cover her the way the friendly redactors can

She'll have to stay there until the northerners get here with
their iron chisel. Then | can cut off her torc, and yours, too,
and you can sail away into the sunrise just like I prom sed. |
gotta confess, kiddo—until we got this crazy flash fromEliz-abeth
and Madame, | didn't have the | east fewkin' idea how

was gonna carry out ny pronise to you two. But with your

torcs off so you guys are out of the Tanu nind-net, so to speak

it won't be that hard."

"Can't get this thing off fast enough for ne." Stein gave a
futile tug at his own gray collar. "Lately, just in the |ast week,

."Maybe we better hold off on

like, I been getting these screw feelings. And it's this torgc,
kidl I knowit is. I'll be doing nothin' special and all of a
sudden an ordinary thing |ike a shadow makes nme junp like a
goosed noose. O |'Il feel like the worst goddamm nonster in

the world is right behind nme, reachin' out. And | dassn't turn
around and | ook, because that's all that keeps it fromjunpin
ne. .
"Don't sweat it," the trickster said. "Four, five days, you'l
be bareneck and free as a bird and on your way to the Spaghetti
I slands with your |ady."

Stein gripped the arms of the [ittle man in gold. "And you,
too, right, Aiken?"

"Aw." The m schief-naker's eyes slid away. "I was having
fun here in King, Arthur's Court. And the Conbat's nearly
here. | think | nmight just be able to take sonme of these turdlings.

Wn nyself a fair lady or a spare ki ngdom or sonething."
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Stein roared with laughter. "And end up with stir-fried brains!
You can have your kingdom sweetheart. What's left of it when
me and Madane's gang get finished!"™ He started for the bal-.cony doors. "I'mgoing to Sukey. |
won't say a word about

the zapper. Just tell her things are |ooking up. Ckay?"

Ai ken held up the mangl ed stem of the daisy. Slowy, it

strai ghtened. The bruised disc plunped and restored itself.
Lavender ray-florets sprang out anew, crisp and perfect.

"And we thought you were a goner, li'l flower!" Aiken
chortled. "It just goes to show-sdon't junp to conclusions!"

Ri sing off the ground, he tucked the flower behind Stein's
ear. Then he returned to the nornal node of hunman | oconotion
and strutted away, whistling, "Over the Sea to Skye."

They did it around the canpfire at nightfall, since it had been decided that the two old people
woul d have to | eave

Roni ah and go into hiding that night, with the rest of the party
enbarking for the south at dawn on the norrow.

"I't's appropriate," Anerie said when they were all together
"that the traditional Introit for this service should be King
David's prayer for victory. It can serve for all of us as well as
for C aude and Angel i que.

May the Lord send you help fromhis holy place

and defend you from Mount Zi on!

May he grant you your heart's desire

and nake all your plans succeed!

Now repeat after nme: 'I, Angelique, take thee, Claude ..."'".9
Lord G eg-Donnet cane scanpering into the conputer room

of Creation House as Bryan and Ognol were feeding in the

very last of the data. His turquoise tailcoat was fresh and
cl ean and he had a huge white rose in his buttonhole.

"I'"ve been looking all over for you to tell you the news!

And then Katlinel said you were in here, so | hurried as fast
as— He broke off as he caught sight of the dog-eared

not ebooks and storage-pl aques that Bryan was packi ng away

into his wicker portfolio. "The survey? Don't tell ne you're
ready to finalize it!"

"Why, yes, Greggy." Bryan sniled. "W could have spent

nmonths nore on it, but King Thagdal was explicit about

havi ng some sort of results before Conbat tinme, so we're

doing the final digest today. The King will have two weeks

to study it and confer with us before he presents it to the

Hi gh Table, or whatever."

"How exciting!" crowed the Genetics Master. "WII| you

let me order the printout, Bryan? WIIl you?"

"Why, certainly. Just give Qgnol another minute or two."

G eg- Donnet began to junp up and down, huggi ng hinsel f.

"I love it when the plaques conme pouring out! Can we print

scads and scads?"

"Only three for now, |'mafraid," the anthropol ogi st said.

"The survey nust be confidential until King Thagdal approves

it for general circulation. H s Mjesty was very firm about
that."

G eg-Donnet's lower lip thrust out pettishly. "Spoilsport!
There's no fun when the conputer prints only three."."Geggy published five thousand copies of his
new pl ot

of the netapsychic |atency coefficients,” Ognol renmarked,

| ooki ng up fromthe input nouthpiece. "Better hurry up and
reserve yours, Bry. There are only about four thousand ni ne
hundred and ninety-one left.. .That's the last of our stuff.
W're ready to go."

Bryan gestured to the control console. "Be our guest,
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Greggy. But only three: one for the King, one for Qgnol,

and one for ne."

The madman sei zed the nouthpiece. Hs little old baby

face regained its usual good-hunored expression. "Stand back
everyone!.. .Begin sysprint plaque opren-three-shutpren sent
end. \Wheee!"

The machine, stoically ignoring the [ast indigestible byte,

| abored for six seconds and brought forth a trio of ten-by-sixteen-
cent rectangles of pale-green plass, entitled:

SOCI OECONOM C STRESS PATTERNS

DEMONSTRATED | N TANU- HUMAN

CULTURAL | NTERACTI ON

—A Prelimnary Survey—

BRYAN D. GRENFELL OGMOL ur JOHANNA- Centre

for Anthropol ogi cal BURNS vul THAGDAL

Studies Guild of Creators London 51:30N, 00:10W Muri ah 39: 54N, 04: 15E Sol -3 Soi -3
"Doesn't that | ook authoritative?" G eggy squeaked,

snat chi ng one of the plaques fromthe hopper. "Just |ike back
horme! Let ne read just the abstract, Bry. Pretty please!"

Bryan lifted the book out of the Genetics Master's hand

before he could press the contents activator and stuffed it

into the inside pocket of his own jacket. "I prom se you'l

be the first toread it after the King gives his approval. You'l
just have to be patient, Geggy."

Qgnmol took his own copy of the book and the one intended

for his royal father. "This is sensitive material, G eggy. Not
to be bandi ed about lightly."

"Ch, cockypop!" the adult infant cried. "I've a good m nd

now not to tell you my news! That's why | was | ooking for.you two. So you wouldn't miss the fun
But if you're going to be such neanies—

"When the King gives his consent," Bryan soothed, "I'l|

see to it that you get your very own copy in a fine red | eather
case. Stanped in gold. Wth your name on it."

Greggy beamed. "Oh, very well, | was only joking.
woul dn't want you to miss Lady Mercy-Rosmar's fornal
chall enge to the Craftsnmaster!” "Omipotent Tana!" Ognol exclainmed. "So she's really

going through with it? Going up agai nst Aluteyn at the Conbat in the manifestation of powers?"
"You bet!" said Greg-Donnet. "The King and Queen are

here to watch the chall enge, and ever so many others."

Bryan could only stand stunned into silence. But Cgnol

was sayi ng, "Does the grapevine give her a chance for the
presidency, Geggy? |'ve been so out of it working on this
survey that | can hardly separate one intrigue from another

any nore. | suppose Nodonn's behind the challenge. Mark

my words—he and the rest of the Host won't rest until they've
taken over all the Guilds! Just | ook how R ganone keeps
crowdi ng Mayvar over at Farsense. And Cul | uket woul d chal -1 enge
Di onket as Lord Healer if his psychopotential only

measured up to his power-itch."

"Mercy's brought the cauldron and all," G eg-Donnet said.
"She'll give us sone kind of denonstration, bet on that,
Creative Brother. It should be quite a giggle! |I feel sorry for
poor old Aluteyn, though. It's tough to do your best for years
and years in a hard job when people aren't all that fond of
you—and t hen have sone charismati c young charner come

al ong. "

Qgnol | aughed. "Bryan knows all about the lady's charm

Secure the data, Bry, and let's go."

The ant hropol ogi st seenmed to snap out of his preoccu-pation

He spoke his private | ocking-encodenent into the

conmputer's input, shut the machi ne down, took his portfolio,
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and started to follow his exotic co-worker.

G eg- Donnet was rummaging in a cabinet. "You go on

ahead, colleagues. | want to bring sone of ny reports down

to the rotunda. Everybody's there! It's a wonderful chance

to corner people, ha-ha!"

After the two had gone, G eg-Donnet |et his own plaque- books fall to the floor in a heedless
clatter. He darted to the

rear of the computer and slid open a small door in the opaque.glass of the data storage nodul e.
Inside was a miniaturized

manual termnal, part of the mai ntenance system of the ancient
machi ne, whi ch had been transported pieceneal to the Pli-ocene
by a notably persuasive technician during the earliest

days of the auberge. The stylus for the tiny stallboard had

di sappeared years ago; but G eggy, who had been a great

and good friend of the | ong-dead conputer technician, had
tucked an ol d gnawed pencil stub inside the redundant term na
as a substitute. It was quite adequate for tapping out any
nunber of outre and useful instructions, including overrides
of | ock-codes.

G eg- Donnet pecked:

EXEC ' ALGOVERI DE' LLLL

BEG N RETRI EVE DT (T)

AUTHORS:

GRENFELL + OGvdL;

BEG N SYSPRI NT PLAQ (1);

BEG N EXPUNCGE

END

There was a rum native buzz. A single pal e-green plaque

fell with a nuted click into the hopper. The conputer nade

no sound at all as it obliterated fromits nenory the entire
body of data that Bryan and Ognol had stored within it.

G eg- Donnet patted the machine, tittering, and tucked his

copy of the survey into a pocket beneath one of the tails of
hi s cl awhamrer coat.

"Tidy graphs and | earned jargon! Statistics and correl ations
and extrapolations of dire, dire portents! No surprise to ne,
of course. Who needs an ant hropol ogi st to point out the del uge
conmi ng? Naughty humani ty! | magi ne poor Thaggy t hinking

we' d been good for his people! Wn't he be shocked to find
that Nodonn was right about us? And here it is—all spelled

out by clever Bryan and sinple Oggy—the fate of humanity

and the Tanu-human hybrids wit so plain that even the nost

t hi ck- headed of the Host will understand... Ah, Bryan. Wth
Qggy riding herd on you, you'd just tamely hand the thing

over to the King and trust in his good sense not to do the
obvious. O do you even see the obvious, Bryan?... And

they call me crazy!"

He went back to the scattered books on the floor, forned.theminto a neat stack, and skipped away
with it. Wth a little luck, he wouldn't have nissed any of the fireworks.
Qgnmol |1 ed Bryan through a secret passageway that even-tually
opened into an al cove hard by the dais of Creation

House's great rotunda. The nook was shiel ded by curtains of

an ingeni ous weave that provided a one-way view into the
chamber. "An old guard cubbyhole fromthe Tinmes of Unrest five
hundred years ago," Ognmol whispered. "All the CGuild head-quarters
have them and the secret passages, too. But no one

bothers with them any nore except Gommol and his coercers.

You know how paranoi d about security they are.”

Bryan was paying little attention to the explanation of his
conpani on, nor did he waste much tinme on the Hi gh Faculty

al ready seated on the dais around the enpty throne of silver
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encrusted with beryls that was the accustonmed seat of Al uteyn
Craftsmaster. The ant hropol ogi st recogni zed perhaps hal f of

the top-ranking creators: the aged mnusician Luktal, Renian

d asscrafter, Clana the illusion-spinning daughter of the Queen
and her bl ood-sister Anear, Seniet the Lord H storian, Lord

Cel adeyr of Afaliah, Ariel the Sage, and the two talented
hybrids of the High Table, Katlinel the Darkeyed and Al -beronn
M ndeat er .

The rotunda proper was jamed al nost fromwall to wal

with hundreds of Guild nenbers, dressed in various per-mutations
of their heraldic blue-green with white or silver

There were also a great nmany outsiders of high rank who had, Ognol expl ained, either wangl ed guest
passes or sinply

crashed what shoul d have been strictly an i nhouse cerenony.
"See there?" Qgnol pointed. "Those two in the hooded

whi te cl oaks? The Thagdal and Nontusvel in nufti! Dressed

like that, they're officially nonpresent, so no one need pay
any special attention to them"

The royal incogniti had, however, been accorded front-row
standi ng room next to the dais.

"Here's Lady Eadone,” said Ognol. "Now we'll begin."

The tall silver-clad woman, flanked by two mal e attendants

in silver niello half-arnor, cane out and stood at the right
side of the stage. Sonewhere the chain jangled. There was

dead silence. Bryan now had no difficulty understandi ng Ea-done's
speech.

"Creative Brothers and Sisters! W are in extraordi nary. assenbly. According to the nost ancient
rul es of our fellow ship,

| stand forth as speaker until the matter of this neeting

shall find resolution. Let nmy action be noted." "The action of the Dean of Guilds is so noted,"
decl ared

all of the menbers.

Eadone said, "Let Aluteyn Craftsmaster, President of the

Quild of Creators, cone forth and assunme his rightful place.”
There was a low murmur fromthe cromd. Fromthe w ngs

opposite the al cove where Bryan and Ognol hid cane a stout
figure in arichly jeweled caftan. Aluteyn posed for a nonent
in front of his throne, his silvery-gold hair and nustache
abristle with static. In a loud, harsh voice he said, "I take
my seat, yielding the speakership freely to the Fivefold Be-nevol ence
of the Lady Dean." He plunped hinsel f down,

spread his |legs, and hunched forward with arns angl ed and

hands resting on his knees: He | ooked as though he was

ready to spring at the first sign of restiveness in the ranks.
"Lord President and fellow Creators," Eadone decl ai ned.

"There has been presented, with due process, a challenge."

The throng uttered a sound like a wave breaking gently on

an of fshore bar. "Let the chall enger cone forward and be
heard."

A smal | conmotion broke out on the side of the rotunda

opposite the dais. The crowd opened an aisle |eading toward

the throne. The creators and the curious aristocrats of Miriah
craned their necks. A few even had the bad manners to levitate
slightly in an attenpt to get a better view as Mercy entered
"Way!" sang a herald near the entrance. "Way for the

Exal ted Lady Mercy-Rosnar, Creative Sister to us all, wife

to Nodonn Battl emaster Lord of Goriah, and challenger this

day before the extraordinary assenbly of the Creator Guild!"
Wat ching her, Bryan felt his heart contract within him

She had put off the rose-and-gold col ors of her awesone

husband and assuned those of her adopted guild. Her |ong
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gown was silver tissue cut at the edges in |ong dags and
scal l ops resenbling butterfly wings; |ike wings also were the
patterns of iridescent greenish blue that nmade great swirls
and eyespots which appeared and di sappeared on the fabric

as she approached Al uteyn. Her auburn hair hung free. Mercy
was foll owed by four brawny gray-torcs in the livery of House
Nodonn pushing a wheeled trolley of polished wood. Upon

it reposed a |l arge and ornate caul dron, apparently made of
gold.."It is the Kral," Ognol whispered, "the sacred vessel of
our GQuild which is usually seen by the commnalty and
menbership only at the Gand Conbat. Traditionally, the

Lord Creator nust fill it at that time for the edification of
all Conbatants."

"What's Mercy doing with it now?" Bryan demanded. But

QOgnmol only gestured for himto watch.

The human wonman had reached the foot of the dais, where

an area perhaps ten by ten was opened for her. She nade a
sign. Her attendants placed the cauldron on the floor in the
center of the space, then stepped far back so as to | eave
Mercy standing alone with the great kettle beside her.

" Speak your chall enge, Mercy-Rosmar," said Eadone.

The pale face lifted. Bryan i magi ned that he saw the sea-col ored
eyes go wide and wild.

"I challenge Aluteyn Craftsmaster to defend his presidency

of the Guild of Creators! | bid himstand forth at the nman-ifestation
of powers during the Grand Conbat, contending

with me in the exercise of creative nmetafunction, until by the
express judgnment of the King, the Dean of Guilds, and our
nobl e nenbershi p, one of us shall be decl ared suprenme over

the other and shall assune the presidency; while the one
vanqui shed shall choose between the quitting of this Kingdom
of the Many-Col ored Land and voluntary life-offering to the
Goddess, whose WIIl shall in all things prevail."”

There was a roar fromthe crowd. Bryan turned to Qgnol .

"What did she nean, for God's sake? Life-offering? Isn't

that your orgy of ritual executions at the end of the ganes?
Do you nmean that the loser in this damed mani festation of
powers forfeits his |ife?"

"It is the nost honorable course. But a few, such as

M nanonn the Heretic, who was deposed by Nodonn, and

Leyr the fornmer Lord Coercer, overcone by Gommol, have

chosen the ignomny of banishnent."

Bryan cried out, "Mercy!" But Ognmol held hi m behind

the concealing curtains and the sound of his voice was | ost

in the tumult.

"You should feel the Craftsmaster’'s thoughts!" QOgnol

fingered his golden torc. "Very bad formto let your hostility
show | i ke that, even if one is a First Coner. Watch this now,
Bry. The validation, we call it. Can't have just any young
upstart naking the chall enge, you know. "

Al uteyn had risen fromhis throne and now noved forward.until he was able to | ook down upon Mercy
fromthe front

of the dais.

"I accept your challenge, Creative Sister—subject to your
filling our sacred caul dron here and now, denonstrating the
validity of your right to challenge. And first, you shall ex-tirpate
the thing | place therein!"

There was an expl osi on and an ammoni acal stench. The

wonan | eapt back as a sliny apparition materialized out of

the gol den kettle. Its body was sinuous but without scales,
dri ppi ng foul rmucus. There were pores along the heaving
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sides like small portholes. Goping filanments the size of elon-gated
human fingers fringed its head. It resenbled a nonstrous

eel, perhaps neters in length and nearly a neter in dianeter
oozing forth fromthe cauldron toward Mercy while Al uteyn

wat ched with folded arns and a sour snmile. The creature had

no proper nouth. Its head termnated in a species of funne
lined with caruncul ated ridges; inside gleanmed row upon row

of sharp triangular teeth. Fromthe gullet of the nonster
protruded a tongue-like menber as thick as a human forearm
studded with rasps.

"Good God, what is it?" cried Bryan.

"A lanmprey fish, |I'd say—er a sinulacrumof one, nore likely,
unl ess he had this fell ow stashed away and nagnified him Not

a particularly ingenious effort. Perhaps Al uteyn thought your |a-dy's
sensitivities would be overcone by its horrid appearance.

But she doesn't seemto be intimdated ... ha! Watch!"

Mercy stood her ground with resolution as the thing hung

over her, its horrid |ips aquiver and tongue groping for prey.
"The Craftsnmaster has given you a fish!" she cried in a |oud
voice. "I will give you its accomnpani nent!"

There was a second detonation, together with a great cloud

of steamthat swathed Mercy and the giant |anprey swayi ng
above the caul dron. Abruptly, the stench in the air vani shed.
There was another aromm, one that was not only pleasant but
mout h-wat eri ng—and quite faniliar to Bryan the former Lon-doner
The vapors parted and there stood the auburn-haired

sorceress with her huge kettle filled to the brimwith snal
things that were gol den-brown and snoki ng and giving off that
delicious fragrance together with a conplenentary snell of
fried potatoes.

Mercy began scattering the kettle contents to the crowd.

Bryan col |l apsed in | aughter against the wall of the alcove,.as nuch fromrelief as from any ot her
enotion. "Oh, ny dear! That's showi ng him"

Qgnol said, "1 presune this is sone human in-joke."

The throng of Quild nenbers and nobl es were catching

the tidbits that Mercy threw and devouring themw th hilarious
cheers. Aluteyn turned his back on the scene.

Lady Eadone declared, "Let it be noted that the challenger

Lady Mercy-Rosmar, has denonstrated her right to neet Lord
Aluteyn Craftsnmaster in the nanifestation of powers. Unti

that tinme, let the two of you dwell in the peace and fell owship
of our Guild. This extraordinary assenbly is now adjourned."
"Lady Mercy-Rosmar farspeaks you through me," GOgnol

said to Bryan. "She has perceived our presence behind the
curtai ns because of the—er—eri de coeur you uttered when

you realized she was placing herself in peril by issuing the
chal | enge. She wi shes to reassure you. She further asks that
you nmeet her tonight in the Creators' Forecourt, where she

will arrive in her cal eche at twenty-one hundred hours. She

wi shes to discuss inportant matters with you."

"Assure her that I'Il be waiting."

The Tanu- hurman bowed in a strangely formal manner. ™

must go now to present the results of our survey to ny Aw ul
Fat her."

"Yes, of course. Wll, why don't | wander back to nmy roons for a bit—and then a swim WIIl you
join me later?"

"I fear not, Bryan. The interview with the King nmay take

some tine."

"Well, give himny conplinents.” The ant hropol ogi st was
jovial. "Later, I'lIl tell himnmyself what a good job you've
done. |'ve never seen anyone pick up cultural theory so
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qui ckly. Perhaps the King will authorize us to do a broader

study along these lines. I1'd like to continue working with

you, Qgnol." Still displaying the air of distance that was at variance to
his usual friendliness, Ognol held out a gol den-furred hand

for Bryan to shake. "I|'ve enjoyed working with you, too,

Bryan." He opened the secret door and held it while the

ant hr opol ogi st slipped inside. "CGood—good |uck to you,
Bryan! And thank you for the hangover pills!"”

Before the startled human could reply, the sliding pane
closed in his face. He was alone in the di m passage between

the walls.
"Funny." Bryan took out the pal e-green rectangle of his.survey and stared at it. "W did a
wor kmanl i ke job, given the short tinme available. An interesting overview, all in all.

A d Thagdal should be pleased with it."

But why, then, had Ognmol seened apprehensive? Bryan

hadn't a clue. "Perhaps |'ve been too close to the study during
these hectic weeks," he told hinself. "As a hal f-bl ood, Ognol
may be making a subjective evaluation of the survey relative
to sone exotic criteria of his own."

Well, alittle relaxation and he m ght noodle it out. Nothing
like a good swmin Oggy's private pool to refresh his fatigued
cortex. And then a drive with Mercy in the cool of the

eveni ng.

He got to thinking about her and the fish and chips, and

went of f chuckling. The puzzle of Ognol —-and the plaque

in his jacket pocket—aere conpletely forgotten

On the dark summit of the Mount of Heroes there was a

snmal | open neadow between twin crags, far above the Coll ege
of Redactors and the city and the gunnetal |agoons. They

sent the old carriage driver away to wait and stood side by
side in the utterly silent night. It seened that they had cone
to a place between two different skies—the one above al

di stant and frosty and old, and the one bel ow war m and
exciting with the twinkling lights of three kinds of people—
the olive-oil flanes lit by humans, the jewel -lanps of the
Tanu, and the nmassed bonfires of the Firvul ag nmaking a
festive display out on the southern flats.

"I think," Mercy said, "that ny favorite thing in all this
Many- Col ored Land is the faerie look of the lights... and
best of all when | see themfromup high. Like this, from

a nountain, or when flying with ny Lord."

She took a small backward step so that his arms could

cone around her. Her hair nmet his |lips as she swayed back
against him "But | forgot that you' ve never flown with us,
Bry. My poor earthbound one! Wien |I'm able to go al one

and lift another, | rnust take you. But in the neantine, we
have this here tonight."
She turned to him The still-incredible thing began to

happen again. Their minds and bodi es canme together in the

ecstatic conjugation that seened as far beyond ordinary sex

as nmusi c was beyond noise. They lofted into ever-ascendi ng

Il evels of life-energy where balls of colored |ight pul sed and

sang, clinging and crying out—she in triunph and he in.wonder and a kind of defiance that dared
the I ove to becone |ove-death if this was the only way to prolong it infinitely.

But it could not be, never was, and al ways there was the

brink and the tunble into deep dark while the glaring colors

shrank and receded and went out. And he, swall owed, sated,

was enfolded within her and fl owmn safely back over the holl ow

wat ers, hearing her hush himas he nourned the end (again), ever asking, "Wy doesn't this sea
reflect the stars?"

"Hush, love," she said. "Never mnd."
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They lay quietly on her soft cloak. Wen his nmind steadied he was able to | ook at her starlit face
and very nearly recal

what the fulfillnment had been like (again). "It's enchantnment, Mercy,"” he said. "You ve bew tched
me. Are you killing ne, too?"

"Does it matter?" she |aughed, taking his head into her

lap. Afold of fabric wiped his eyes and she kissed the lids. "It can't go on, can it?" he asked.
"After the Conbat,

he'll take you back to Goriah. O wll you stay if you become Lady Creator? |Is there a chance

you'll stay, Mercy?"

"Hush." "Do you | ove hinP" he asked after a while.

"OfF course," she replied, her voice warm "Do you |ove ne?" He spoke low, his mouth partially
muf fl ed in her gown.

"Would | be here with you if | didn't? Ah, nmy dear. Wiy nmust you always talk of |oving and staying
i nstead of the

joy? Haven't you been happy? Haven't | given you all that

I could, all that you could bear? Do you want the whole of it? WII nothing else satisfy you?"
"I can't |leave you. Ch, Mercy." The corners of her nouth turned up. "And you'd do

anyt hing for me, would you?"

He gazed at her snile and could not speak. She began to hum and the words of the fanmiliar |ove
ballad forned in his

m nd by the power of hers:

Cupid is winged and doth range

Her country, so ny Love doth change. But change the earth or change the sky,

Yet will | love her till | die.

"And now we' || have one another again, sweet Bryan

and after that go down into the city. And you'll give ne as.a gift the little book you' ve witten,
the book that prom ses such terrible things for ny Tanu people if they continue on

as before with the humans and all. But you never intended

your book to apply to nme, did you, Bryan?"

"Ch, no. Not you." "I'"'mone of them after all, and always have been. He

knows that and so do you."

"Yes... both of us know what you are."

"But it's really a nost upsetting thing you've witten,

sweet heart, particularly if the wong people such as Cul | uket
or Imdol should read it and m sunderstand. Not even Nodonn
can control the entire Host. And they believe all humanki nd
to be harnful. Even me. Even the dear |oyal hybrids. But

you weren't to know that, were you? How your little book

could be the death of us all. You' d never foresee such an
interpretation... so earnest, so civilized and sane, ny |ove."
Bryan was puzzled, lost in his dream ng. The survey? That

was only his work. "It has nothing at all to do with us,

Mercy. Nothing to do with you. Enchantress."

"Then give ne your copy of it. Gve it to ne and never

tell that | have it."

O course he did. And she lifted his head from her | ap

| aughi ng, and then | eaned over hi mkissing and | eading him

on. Wen they had gone there and back (again), she sum noned

the carriage and driver and they drove down the

mount ai n. Qutsi de Redact House, as she expected, Nodonn

and Cul luket the King's Interrogator were waiting.

"He's asleep,” she told him "The only other copies of

the survey are in the possession of Ognol and the Thagdal —

and stored in the conputer, of course.”

"Ognol can wait," Nodonn said to his younger brother

"And the King has his own reasons for keeping the matter

secret. But he will seek the life of this man, this unsuspecting
wi tness for the prosecution. You nmust keep himsafe unti

the cul mnation of the Conbat, Redactive Brother. He is vital

to our cause. See that he is kept happy and unaware."

The Interrogator nodded. "I understand fully, Brother Bat-tlenaster.
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Qur conpany cannot fail to be inpressed when

the human cancer affirns its own existence." He smiled at
Mer cy.

Two red-and-white-clad attendants appeared and lifted the
unconsci ous ant hropol ogi st fromthe cal eche. Nodonn nounted

and took the place next to his wife.."Until later, then, Brother. W two will go to Creation
House and see to the conputer ourselves."
Cul I uket inclined his head. "Until later." He turned to | ead

the way into the caves deep within the nountain and the nen

carrying Bryan followed after.. 10

NAKED AND VWEEPI NG THE SILVER- TORC G RL CAME RUNNING fromthe King's chanber. "Ch, dear," said
Nont usvel , casting a significant gl ance at

the Master of the Royal Bed. "Not again." "It wasn't ny fault, | swear, Queen and Mdther!" the
girl
wailed. "I did everything! Everything!" She fell on her knees. The Master of the Royal Bed

gestured and a gray-torc val et

came up to wap the shivering love-gift nanquee in a robe of white satin.

"Get her out of here," the Queen ordered. "I'lIl see to H's

Maj esty nyself tonight." The Master bowed. He and the servant hurried away with the sniffling
girl. Nontusvel extinguished all the |lights except

one candel abrum of pink jewels. This she lifted on high and carried to the tall door enmbossed with
the gol den bearded mask.

It swung open before her

"My King, it is I," she said. "Be of good cheer."

Only a few scattered gleanms, |ike ruby and gold enbers, lit

t he bedchanmber of Thagdal the High King. There was an odd sound, a little like a gul ping sob, and
then a noi se of someone

bl owi ng hi s nose.

"N- Nonni e?"

"Yes, dear."

The King sat on the edge of the bed, his mghty shoul ders hunched, head down. "Fail ed again. The
sword undrawn, the

bow unl oosed, the m ghtiest chanpion of themall laid |ow and hunmiliated. |I'm done for, Nonnie.
Fi ni shed. Not even that

dammed Lal age and all her tricks could conjure up a glinmer."

"It is all in your mind, beloved. You' ve been worrying too nuch.".She set the candel abrum down on
t he bedsi de table and

stood before him magnificent and conforting in a flow ng

pei gnoir of peach color trinmed in gold. Her flaming hair hung

down, her arnms opened wi de, welcom ng as her nothermn nd

with its invitation: Rest in ne.

She drew himup and they went out onto the bal cony. It

was very late. The nmoon was ol d, an ochreous sickle near the

hori zon, giving an unhealthy tinge of brass to the |agoon

"You nust not be down-hearted," the Queen said. "Wat

has changed? Are the Foe yonder on the salt any nore confident

of victory than they've been in years past? Hardly. W are

strong and we will crush them as always."

"It's not that."

"Ai ken Drum then? A clownish gadfly? Mayvar is senile

and it is high time dear R ganone took her place as Lady

Farsensor and Ki ngnaker. The boy knows quite well he would

have no chance agai nst the Battl emaster. Has A ken Drum

i ssued any format chall enge for the nmanifestation of powers?

O course not! And he won't chall enge by Melee Rules at the

Conbat, either. Nodonn will remain your heir—patient and

| oyal as al ways. And soon you'll recover your good spirits and
your vigor as well."
The King shook his head. "It's not Aiken Drum Two new

things. |+ didn't tell you."
"WIl you tell ne now?"
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"Brede has energed fromthe roomwi thout doors. | nay

not have the operant woman, Elizabeth."

The Queen's screens shot up to conceal her elation. "The
mating scheme with her is then—

"Brede has placed Elizabeth's genes under the strongest

taboo. The Shipspouse clains that the woman's destiny has

been revealed to her. That it's not in accord with the schene
Gommol and | favored. | haven't told Gommol yet, either. |

was afraid to! Can you inagine that? My genes plus Elizabeth's
were going to engender a new superrace under Gommol's gui d-ance.
And now she's taboo and |' m+4+' m—

"Gomol 's vision is undoubtedly flawed," said the Queen

with some sharpness. "He is only a hunman being, for all his
coercive power. And an aging one. Only a few years nore,

and Imdol will be deposing him"

The King's thought was percepti bl e even under the screen

anot her patient and | oyal son of yours?

"Now, Thaggy," she chided, slipping an arm around his.nassive waist. Hs belly nuscles contracted
and he straightened

his shoulders. One or two static sparks danced in his hair and
beard.

"Never mnd about Elizabeth,” Nontusvel said. "She is
beautiful and | can understand your di sappoi ntnent. But that
kind of woman isn't your type, vein of ny heart. A G and
Mast er met apsychic! How too off-putting! |I don't suppose Brede
sai d what woul d be done with her?"

"She wouldn't tell me. Said it would be obvious after the
Grand Combat. Bl oody two-faced eni gma! What can you ex-pect
froma fenale who marries a dam intergal acti c worn?"

The Queen giggled and pressed next to his naked torso.

"And then another blow this afternoon,” he nuttered.

"Not Rosmar?"

"Of course not. That creative |out of an Ognol! Cone inside
and |I'Il show you."

They returned to the bedchanber. The ki ng ki cked aside

the rug, then used his PK to manipulate the |ock of a floor-safe.
A smal | greenish plaque floated up into the Queen's

wai ti ng hands. She pressed the SLOWactivator in the upper

ri ght hand corner and studi ed the gl owi ng pages as they rolled
across the plastic. Now and then she stopped the flow to study
a chart or graph

"Skip to the end," the King said. "The conclusion."

She pressed the upper |efthand corner and the pages spun

qui ckly. Then a touch fromthe REVERSE and she had it. "Oh,
dear!"

"Exactly! How s that for an unwitting scenario of doonf

That besotted idiot of an anthropologist didn't realize the implication.
But Qggy di d—and he nearly wet his pants beggi ng

me to believe that it woul dn't happen. That he and the ot her
hybrids and the torced humans would renmain |oyal."

The Queen whi spered, "All you need do is extrapol ate the
trends a bit farther than Bryan has al ready done."

"And add the focusing factor he doesn't yet know about —

the iron. I'Il wager nmy right nut that hybrids are imune to it
just like humans. Does that suggest anything to you?"

"Dear Tana, not that! Can nothing be done to stop it? Cur
beautiful Exile world! Qurs!"

She threw herself into his arns and wept. The King held her
inanmghty grip. H s eyes had begun to shine in the dark. The
tendrils of his sparkling beard stirred, and sonething el se.
"We'll stop any human-hybrid coalition before it's ever born..That thing of Bryan's is only a
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scientific survey, not an oracle.

But it's a danger to me in a way | hadn't anticipated. Dammt,
Nonni e—+'d hoped to cal m Nodonn's fears about humanity.

That's why | conmi ssioned the survey in the first place—+to

prove that the advent of hunans was beneficial to us, not a
raci al nenace as Nodonn mmi ntained. | nean, commoDn sense

showed we' d made marvel ous strides since the opening of the

ti megate. Technical progress as well as genetic. The anthro-pol ogi st
was supposed to confirmwhat Gommol and | had been

saying all along. And instead—

"Dear est husband, Nodonn only wants the best for our Many-Col ored
Land. He doesn't nean to threaten you."

The King grunted. "This survey can be used to prove all of

his doonsaying is justified. It's a clear contradiction of ny
stated policy. It may seemfar-fetched to you now, but this
little book could be the death warrant of every human and

hybrid in the H gh Kingdom-and if they go, so does the

econony of ny realm 1t's back to the w | derness stronghol ds

for us Tanu, ny lass."

Nont usvel raised her tear-bright eyes. "You said yourself

that the survey isn't an oracle. None of these dreadful contin-gencies

need happen at all. You won't let them"”
"I won't!" he vowed. "Qur Many-Colored Land will not be
taken over by Lowives! I'll see to it! And I'Il acconplish ny

purpose wi thout any of the danm draconi an neasures Nodonn
advocates. There must be a way that Tanu and humanity can

continue to prosper together—and I'mgoing to find it. | have

said it!"

"Thaggy—?" the Queen ventured breathl essly.

"Cone here, woman!" he bel | owed.

When dawn cane and both of them were drowsy and at

peace, she murmured to him "You see? Everything's perfectly

all right. It was all in your mnd."

"Mnrmm" the King agreed. He raised one of her hands

and ki ssed each di npl ed knuckl e.

"As to your problemw th the silvers... | think you sinply

need a change. These silly human strunpets with their neager
little duglets are not in tune with your present nood of high
seriousness. You require an entirely different type of conso-lation
A gentler, nore reassuring sort."”

The King said sleepily, "Renenber that chubby bl ack-haired

one who sang the Welsh lullaby? I liked her. | kept expecting

her to be sent around, but she never cane."
per -sona

busi ness to find out what's happened to her. |If D onket

thinks he can keep her for hinsel f-why, Nodonn and Cul | uket

will sinply point out a fewrealities to him™" She smled at her
hal f - dozi ng Lord.

"Good old girl," Thagdal said. He let her hand fall. His

eyes were closed. "And I'Il gather up all copies of Bryan's
report and have them destroyed, and Gommol can take care of

the ant hropol ogi st as well. Too bad about Oggy, though... He
was a good..."

"Sleep, nmy King." The Queen drew the silken sheet up to

cover them both. "Sleep for now"

Eusebi o Gomez- Nol an | eaned back in his Victorian arncthair

and bl ew three sl ow snoke rings. They floated across the desk
toward the person sitting opposite, turned solid, and fell to the
pseudo-Oriental rug with soft thuds.

"Hope you don't mind, Lord Coercer," said Aiken Drum

"Can't stand tobacco."

."The very thing," Nontusvel agreed.

make it

my
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Gommol made a graci ous gesture. Hi s cigar extinguished

itself and he placed it in the onyx ashtray. "My boy, events in
thi s d oud- Cuckoo-Land of ours have taken sone engrossing

turns of late. | believe it's tinme that you and | had a |ong chat."
"I thought you'd never ask."

"I'"ve revised ny earlier opinion of you considerably during

the past week or two. Mayvar has been nost el oquent in your

behal f. And so has Bunone Warteacher, whom you i npressed

no end on the Del baeth Quest. Both of these |adies feel that

you will be a form dable contender in the upconi ng ganes.

They were also fervent in their praise of your—dh—non-mar-tial arts as well."
grin was w cked. He | ounged back in his seat with

one | eg draped over the chair-armand studied the fingernails

of one hand. "So what el se is new?"

"l mght nention," Gomnmol said smoothly, "a runored dis-ability

of our AwWful King, provoked—so it's said-by inti-mations

of nmortality as nmuch as by the collapse of ny late

genetic schene."

"Brede screwed you, eh?" The little man snickered. "Now

| get it. The old sinking ship syndrome. Wth poor old Thaggy

cast as Titanic and you as Chief Rat."

The Lord Coercer's guffaw was entirely good-hunored.

"You are going to require a great deal of help, ny boy. I"'mprepared to offer it. Al | ask is
that you think over my prop-osition

carefully.” He took a fresh cigar fromthe humi dor and

twirled it between his fingers. "W are, | believe, approaching

a pivotal point in the history of this Exile world. The Finiah
attack was only the overture. And if there is a power struggle in the offing, doesn't it make
sense for all of us humans to

stick together?"

He took a clipper fromthe drawer and operated deftly on

the cigar. Then he tossed the silvery little gadget to A ken

Drum still smling.

Ai ken caught the cigar clipper and Gomol ' s unspoken

t hought sinultaneously. He peered at the thing and saw letters incised in the netal: SOLI NGEN-+NOX
STEEL. . 11

GERT CAME BACK TO THE PASSENGER COWMPARTMENT LOCKI NG grim "Hansi thinks we'll be into the next
batch of bad rapids

soon. You'd better put the skipper back together again."

Amerie was bent over a supine figure. "W're working on

himnow. Five mnutes." Chief Burke held one armand Felice

the other. Uwe and Basil were ready to grab the legs. "Here

we go," the nun said. She applied the stimulant to the uncon-scious
boatman's tenple, then got another injection ready. The

little nonitor taped to the man's forehead began to change

color in all of its four quadrants.

Bl ood-ri mmed hazel eyes snapped open. Fromthe puffy

lips cane a croak. "Gawd... ah, Gawd!" And then he screaned,

a sound of bitter hopel essness and physical agony. Hi s body
contracted in a superhuman heave that had the four restrainers
using all their strength to keep himpinned to the deck

Ahh! Wotinell yer bleedin' sods done? Wtcher done? Yer

tookit orf, y'filfy buggerin' baboons! Thass wotcher did. Iss

gone! Cone..."

Tears poured down the stubbly seans of his cheeks. The

boat man how ed |i ke an animal as Anerie watched the forehead

moni tor, white with anger at what they were having to do. The

thin grizzle-haired man's once natty green tunic was now st ai ned
with vomt and bl ood and dust fromthe ordeals he had endured

under his kidnappers. Around his tanned throat was a band of

pal e flesh where the gray torc had been
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They had been on the river two days and this was the sixth

time they had brought the boatman around. Gert and Hansi

could handle the boat on the smooth stretches of the Rhone;

but in rough water they had to have the skipper's hel p—and

every tinme they woke him the scream ng was worse. Only a.few of the de-torced Finiah prisoners
had di spl ayed w t hdrawal synptons as severe as this nan's, and those peopl e had been
heavi ly sedated during the earliest, nost painful part of the

separ ati on.

But the Rhone boatnman could not remain asleep. "For God' s sake," Chief Burke said, "hit the poor
meshugeh with the trank!"

Anerie said, "He has to absorb the first injection properly.

Do you want himto crash on us? He's on the brink now Just

|l ook at that vital-signs nonitor... Felicel Go into his mnd!"

The cries thinned into a gurgle. The nun turned her patient's

head so that he could cough up thin bile. Felice's eyes di med

and sweat started out on her brow. The boatnman's frenzy began

to dimnish under the drug and the pressure of the girl's coercive

power. The colors of the forehead nonitor shifted again.

"Good," Anerie said. She slapped on the tranquilizer, then

careful |y adm nistered the blend of euphoric and energizer. The skipper seened to rel ax.
"Cone out of himwhen you think the nedications have

taken hold,” the nun told Felice. "Jeez, what a balls-up.” The athlete let go of the linp arm
she had been clutching. Burke and Basil haul ed the groggy

boatman to his feet.

Urve said quietly, "WIIl he last? How s he | ook inside, babe?" "AIl | can do is coerce the guy,"
Felice said. "I'"'mno good at redact. This man needs a top-stemrefit and |I'm not capabl e.
I think he navigates now by the seat of his pants. If he's not

totally insane, he's next door to it."

"Rapi ds ahead!"

Vanda- Jo sang out from her |ookout position on the extended

mast, where she clung to a squirrel-clinb apparatus installed

by Basil. Khalid cane |inping to assist her down. The two of

them di smantl ed the clinbing gear and | ocked the plass roof

panel s of the boat back into place. The mast sank into its

housi ng.

"Don't stand there!" Chief Burke told them "Everybody

buckle in and be damed sure all the seals are tight. Cone on

Felice." They dragged the skipper into the wheel house. Hansi slipped

out of the captain's seat and the barely revived boat man was

fastened in. Wbbing fromone of Basil's al pine slings served

to strap Felice to a smaller pilot's chair.."l'"mall right,"” Felice cried. "Get back to your
seats, quick!

I can handle this bird. And | think | can just about hold the

boat with ny PK now, in the straight stretches."

The others ran aft. A great roaring filled the air, reverber-ating

fromsteep canyon walls that rose sheer at |east 600 neters

on either side of them Even though it was only early afternoon

dusk filled the nmisted slot where the Rhone boiled along in

ever-accel erating flow. The vessel tilted forward. Black boul -ders

with collars of fountaining spray went past in a blur..

Listen to me Harry listen to me Harry you are going to drive

your boat just like you always do drive it along safe and sound

bet ween the rocks Harry through the rapids just |ike you al ways

do safe and sound do you hear nme Harry drive the boat you're

a good skipper Harry you're the best this is nothing to a white-water

ace |like you Harry bring her through safe and sound do

it Harry do i t

The red eyes of the boatnman narrowed. He spun the whee

to starboard and the craft heel ed around a | oom ng obstruction

raced toward the canyon wall, then corrected at the |ast nonent

to pass through an opening spill between two col ossal standing
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waves that |ooked |ike yell ow whal ebacks. The boat zi gzagged
through a churning welter of rock and foam shot around a

curve and headed for a wider section of the canyon where the
wat er seened oddly cal muntil at the | ast nonent Felice saw
that the fl ood poured over an abrupt shelf into m sty opacity.
She let panic rule her for an instant before she caught sight of
the safe bypass channel that was hidden in the cloud and spume—
—but by then it was too late. Harry had escaped her grip.

The boat went over the lip of the falls, turning end over end
until it landed spang on its roof panels and seened to buckle
am dships |i ke some great broken tranpoline. The skipper naned
Harry was now | aughing in hysteria. But there was no tinme to

do anything to him with the rest of them back there yelling
and cursing and hanging in their harnesses upside down in the
dark bubbling yell ow gut.

It took every bit of her psychokinetic power to turn them

back over, so tenacious was the grip of the cavitating surge in
t he undercut rock bel ow the cascade. But finally she haul ed
themfree of it. They flew along on the river's surface again,
and she tried to catch Harry and put himback in control —

—but oh, God, there ahead it stood! And there was no way

they could maneuver in time not to hit it! And—spung! The
pneumatic craft caroned off a great jagged nonolith with water.shooting in through one broken
panel while they held a fifty- degree bank around a sharp curve in the Rhone.
At |last the boat wallowed into straight and | evel notion.

The waters slowed, flattened, opened out two kiloneters wi de
inthe mdst of a valley with brown steppe hills.

The boatman was still giggling. Felice tore off her straps,
lurched to him and slapped himwith a fury that nearly sent

hi m unconsci ous again

"You stupid fuckard!"

The man's subvocal thought defied her through pain and

mani acal triunph: You were afraid ha ha afrai d nonstercunt

and | gotcher!

Al oud, he groaned and spat blood fromhis bitten tongue.

Hansi and Gert canme staggering in to take over the helm "Ah, shit, she breached," Hans
excl ai med, spotting the

br oken panel

"We can fix it," his partner said. "There's a tool kit and
spare plass underdeck. Al we have to do is denount the broken
pi ece. ™

Gert took the wheel while Felice and Hansi supported the |inmp body of Harry. "Wat happened,
Felice?" Hansi inquired.

"Quy suffer a rel apse?"

"The only rel apse happened to yours truly," Felice snarl ed.

"l let the bastard get away from ne. He nust have been waiting
his chance all this time. And when | saw that damm dropoff

just ahead | panicked and let ny control slip. That was all he
needed. He took us over the falls on purpose."

Hansi said, "No real harm done. No use kicking yourself

for being scared. These cataracts woul d make Genghi s Khan
holler for his nommy."

Chi ef Burke, his ruddy conpl exion faded to gray, reeled

up and clung to the frane of the wheel house door. "That was

a bitchcat awanpus, Felice."

"W broke a panel," she said. "W'll have to nmoor sone-pl ace
for repairs. And figure out how to keep the Ancient

Mariner, here, fromcommtting suicide and taking us al ong."
"So that was it." The Native Anerican and Felice dragged

Harry to the passenger conpartnent and dunped hi m wi t hout
cerenony onto the deck. The exhausted girl dropped into a seat
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and cl osed her eyes. Harry drool ed and cursed until Burke and
Basil tied and gagged him

The boat steered toward a heavy stand of willows on the

| eft bank. They cane into a quiet backwater where curving. branches of great trees nade a cave of
green lumnosity. There was a tiny sandy beach

"That was a bad one," Uwe observed. "I thought the boat

was going to fold over on us like an onelet."

"Felice lost control of Harry," Chief Burke said.

Her brown eyes went wi de and she junped to her feet. "I

was distracted! Al right—+ was scared! AOd Fearless Felice

|l ets the bad vibes get to her at long last. So what are you goi ng
to do about it, Red Man? Try me in your kangaroo court?"
Anerie cane and put a hand on Felice's shoul der. "Peo

isn't blamng you. The boat man was docil e enough on the other
runs. You couldn't know he'd try sonething on this one. Your
nerves are ravelled after shooting rapids all day, and it's a
wonder you did as well as you did."

Felice looked nollified. "I was able to turn the bl oody boat
ri ghtside up again, anyhow. My PK' s conming on fast. But the
dammed coercive function gets tangled up in my enotions too
easily. W really mscal cul ated when we took old Harry's torc
off. The Tanu have the right idea with their pleasure-pain cir-cuits.
| could have had hi m bi ddabl e as a baa-lanmb in the torc,

and he woul dn't be col d-turkeying all over us, either."

"Day before yesterday you said you couldn't hack it," Khalid
rem nded her. "And what if he'd let | oose a tel epathic warning
to any golds or silvers in range? Don't forget that the G eat
South Road is somewhere up on the west bank. There are Tanu
caravans up there—and Tanu on the river, and silvers at the
pl antations. Qit kicking yourself."

Vanda- Jo peered at the jungly bank. "Do you think it's safe
to canmp here?"

"It better be," said Hansi, com ng fromthe wheel house. "I
don't want to go one klomfarther until Gert and | give this
tub a conpl ete checkup. God knows what el se we broke when

we cane slamming down." He began renoving the roof panels
preparatory to nooring.

Ducks fled as they nosed in. "I might pot us a few waterfow
for supper,” Basil suggested. "W didn't," he added with a
rueful chuckle, "retain nuch lunch.”

"We can all use rest and food," Anerie said. "Then to-norrow

we'll be in good shape for-—whatever |ies ahead. And

what does, by the way?"

Khalid said, "If we've passed six big rapids, then only one

stands between us and Lac Provencal. | haven't been on it, but.it's said to be the |ongest and
wor st of all —+he Donzere- Mondragon

stretch. "

"Kal ei doscopic," groaned Felice.

"After that there's only the Aissade into the Med Basin. |

did ride that when | was taken to Muriah. It's steep but not
difficult. Only needs a steady hand at the tiller. Gert and Hans

can handle it easily. But we'll have to depend on this boatnman's
skill one last tinme tonorrow "
They all | ooked down at Harry. H's hair stuck up in dia-bolica

spi kes. His eyes bul ged and he strained and grunted

agai nst the gag.

Aneri e sighed and reached for her nedical kit. "Poor Harry."
"Poor us," Felice retorted.

A half kiloneter downstreamfromthe grove of wllows

where the boat was nmoored was a junble of |arge rocks, over-grown
with tamari sk and acacia, that protruded out fromthe
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shoreline and made an excell ent | ookout. They deci ded to keep

wat ch there, at least until late evening, to be sure that no other
boat s happened upon their hiding place.

Anerie's turn came when the sun had been down for an

hour and it had becone cool. She was glad of the chance to

get away fromthe others—especially the wetched boat man

whose vital signs had stabilized under renewed sedation and a

vei nfeed. She nmade her orisons under brightening stars. A few
insects shrilled and the Rhone burbled beneath the riverside
rocks. Little herons squawked in the shall ows while chasing

their supper.

Across the broad waters the hills were dark. There nust be
plantations in this likely valley, Amerie thought. But no lights
were visible fromher vantage point. No boats cane by during

her watch, either. Night traffic was normally nonexi stent on

the river. Still, there was the small chance that the nonarriva
of their skipper at his usual stops would be noted by his fel -l ows—
hence the watch. Burke and the others had not nade

too great a point of it, but it was obvious that the farther
downriver they progressed, the greater the suspicions of the
other rivermen m ght becone when good old Harry failed to

appear at sonme accustonmed rendezvous. Al of the craft on the
Rhone were distinctive; Harry's, although of a compn express
design, had a spruce-green band around its silver hull and its
name. Wl |l opi ng Wndowblind, painted in large letters on bow

and stern. They had debated disguising the boat. But in the.beginning they hoped that its owner
woul d be cooperati ve,

enabling themto bluff their way clear down to Muriah. Now,

of course, it was too late to do anything but press on. \Wen

t hey passed other boats, they tooted greetings on the airhorn,
hopi ng that the absence of a telepathic hail between skippers
woul dn't be remarked during the busy Truce season..

There was a snmall sound anong the | ower rocks.

"It's only ne." Felice clanbered up to the high perch. "I"1lI

take the last trick."

"Not a soul on the river that |1've seen. Only birds. Al in

order back in canmp?"

"Your patient's fine, if that's what you nean. The boat's

back in good shape, and Gert and Hansi have gone off into the
bushes to celebrate. VJ was in a generous nood, too, but only Uwe took her up. And | think that
was nostly sweet charity

on the old puffer's part."

She pl opped down cross-1| egged beside the nun, who did

not comment on the badi nage. "Nice night, isn't it? The weat her
inthis Pliocene world is pyrotechnic! | suppose they nust have

a rainy season in winter, but it couldn't be l|ovelier now Prob-ably
why the exotics have their Grand Conbat this tine of

year. Perfect weather for a war."

The nun did not reply.

Felice said, "There'll be a lot of fighting, once we've hit

the torc works and closed the time-gate. Those Tanu sl avers

are going to get what's comng to them now that we've got

their nunber with the iron. | have other ideas, too, that | haven't
di scussed yet with the others... Like, maybe formng a coa-lition
with any of the silvers who'd be loyal to humanity instead

of the Tanu. Elizabeth could sort themout for us and we could
re-torc themw th stolen gold and have a hunan elite corps

ready to counter any mass Hunt the exotics m ght nount. Hu-nman
met as versus exotic netas! We could take over the whole

cor puscul ar ki ngdonm "

Anerie was still silent.
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Felice came closer. "You don't approve. It's not your Chris-tian
ethic. You think we should try to gain our freedom by
sonme kind of negotiation. Sweet reason and brotherly

| ove!... Wiy have you been avoiding nme, Anerie? Have you

decided I'ma nonster, too, |ike the others?"

The nun turned. In the starlight her face was kind. "I know

just what brand of bullshit you're getting ready to serve up

Felice. Please don't. I've tried to explain to you howit is with.ne. | know you have your needs

and you' ve been frustrated
by missing the Finiah fight and driven half-bats by the poor
boat man. But you can't use ne to relieve your tensions. Not

through cruelty, or through sex either. | have a right to ny
own comitnent. | don't expect you to understand it, but
you're damm well going to respect it."

Felice's laugh was uncertain. She sat very still, her tanned

face contrasting with the halo of pale hair. "So nuch," she
said, "for the brotherly-love pitch. Thanks for nothing, Sister
For a while there, | thought you cared."

The nun rounded on her and grabbed the sl ender bare shoul -ders.
"You inmpossible child! O course | |ove you. Wy do

you think I cane?"

"Then, why? Why?" Felice's voice rose to a wail. For an
instant, her coercive power stabbed out. The nun jerked away
with a cry of pain. Felice exclaimed, "lI'msorry, Amerie! I'm
sorry! | won't do it again. Don't |ook at ne—don't think at

me |like that." The bright head sank. "Never ever. Either one

of us. Why? Wy is it so wong to find a little happi ness and

warmt h? W m ght be dead tonorrow and that'll be the end
of it."
"Felice, | don't believe that. Whether we live or die, | don't

believe that's the end. That's one of the reasons for ny re-nunciation."
"Your religious munbo jumbo! Who can prove there's a

God out there? Or if there is, who can prove he cares—that

he's not sone game-playing horror? You can't prove it! You're

an educated worman, a doctor. You know there's no proof!"

"Only in human psychol ogy. In our need. In our instinct

reaching out. In our very odd veneration for the |ove that gives
wi t hout taking."

"I need your love! You won't give it to ne! You |lie when

you say you | ove ne!"

"I have to be true to nyself, too. To | ove nyself, C aude

called it. | had to come to the Pliocene to discover that | was
worth [oving. And you.. .dear Felice. You' ve never |earned

to love at all. Not in human ways. Your need is different and—
terrible. My kind of |ove can't satisfy you and what you cal

|l ove would be an injustice to me. | want to help you, but I
don't know how. All | can do is pray for you."

"Wonderful!" The girl's laugh was rich with scorn. "Go

ahead, then! Let's hear how you pray for poor dammed i nhuman
Felice!". Arerie reached out, took the resisting girl in her arms. The
chant was soft in the night.

"Lord, how great is your constant care. W find protection
under the shadow of your wings and are filled with the good
things you give us. You have let us drink fromthe river of
your Kindness, for you are the fountain of life. In your |ight
we will find light of our own."

Felice cried out, "Ch-shit!"

She wept and Anerie rocked her. After a long tine, the

girl pushed away and w ped her face.

"Tormorrow... it's going to be tough. | was scared out of

my mind this afternoon and |I' mgoing to be even nore scared
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tonmorrow. If | let that damed Harry get away from ne again
we're all going to be drowned or dashed to pieces. And | might
not hold him |—-nay confidence is going. And that's fatal when
you're playing mnd-ganes. |If you're afraid that you m ght

fail, then the whole thing comes apart and-what am | going

to do?"

"Il keep praying."

"Fuck your nonexistent God! If he knows everything, he

ought to help us without our asking! O are we supposed to
grovel ? I's that what he needs?"

"I't's good for us to reach out to him To will his help in
getting things that we need."

"So your God is a psychologist! And praying is just nme-tapsychic
focusing, so that if you have enough faith you nove

the bl oody nmountain! Wio needs a God at all if we end up
answering our own prayers? | should pray to nyself, then—
right? But | don't believe in nme, either!™

"Felice, | don't want to bandy semantics or theology with

you. |If the word 'pray' seens ridiculous to you, forget it. Just
keep the psychic validity behind the concept. Tonmorrow, try

to reach out and demand strength fromthe M nd of the universe,
fromthe life-source. Never m nd whether it's aware of you or
not, who it is or what it is. You have a right to share inits
strengt h—ot just for your sake but for the sake of all the rest
of us who are depending on you."

The girl said slowy, "I think I could do that. | can believe
inMnd. | canf eel ... that nuchis real. I'Il try, Anerie."
The nun rose to her feet, lifting Felice with her. She kissed

the girl on the forehead, then | ooked beyond, across the river
to the hills black against a purpled western sky. "Felice—
there's sonething over there.".The girl turned. On the far shore was a nmanifestation like a
glittering string of beads moving in and out of the trees.

"The Hunt," said Felice.

They watched it in silence. It was noving southward through

the bottonml and that | ay between the Rhone and the Great South
Road.

"I can farsense thema bit," Felice said. "They're out of a

pl ace call ed Sayzorask down beyond the gorge at the head of

a big lake. They're |ooking for us."

Anmerie started to say, "You nean the overdue skipper—

"They're | ooking for us. Fortunately, none of themcan fly,

and they don't have any hot-dog farsensors, so they aren't

aware that |'m eavesdropping on their mental yammerings.
Strictly a collection of provincials. But the big boys will be
wai ting for us farther south."”

"How coul d they know?" Anerie said

"Sonebody told them" Felice said. "And |I think I know

who. "

They left the noorage as soon as it was light, while the yellow water was still nostly buried in
cotton wool fogbanks.

The air cleared when they cane into the next deep gorge, and
they saw that they were not alone on the river; three other craft
were lined up at the top of the chute, waiting for a little nore
dayl i ght before daring the twenty-kiloneter stretch of rough
wat er .

"Bad news!" Gert sang out.

"Pass 'em " Felice decided. "Peo, Basil, get that zonbie

up here. No sense trying to play tricks. Those other boats can't
do a thing once we're in the rapids."

The noi se of the cascading turbul ence nmade it al nost i m possible
for themto hear one another. Wen Harry, blue-lipped
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and feebly snarling, was strapped into place, Felice gave the

other men a shove aft. "If we spring a | eak, get everybody out

of the harnesses and do the best you can.™

They passed the anchored boats at a distance of twenty-five

meters. Felice forced Harry to wave and worked the airhorn

hersel f, toodly-toot-toot. And then they were into the rapids ..

Take us through Harry do your job Harry do it and I'Il get

you another gray torc do you hear ne another one just as good

as the one we took only do your job Harry steer steer dodge

and draw and race through the boomng froth and the haystack

bul ges above the underwater rocks O go Harry good old boy.stay off the knifeledge and the
monstrous eddy whirling at the bend and the crazy tall waves filling the air with bl obs of foam
go on Harry go boy go and set her over broadsi de working the

multiple rudders |ike organ pedals and twirling the wheel vir- tuoso Harry renenber the new torc
the old ecstasy just as good

as before | ook out for the sluice and skimher on down Harry braving the violent Rhone all clogged
with landslides and rock piles that should hold back the waters but never will come on |I'm hel ping
you Harry hol ding you and see not scared O no kaboom sheesh all right Harry just a bouncer good
recovery God there's a big nother big as a house in the middle of the

channel right or left you know which is best Harry Harry Harry

O you asshole get us out of this spin you Harry or 1'll squeeze you until you Harry get us out
Harry stop the spin I'll hurt you

Jesus Jesus we're going to hit again Harry Harry you rotten swine | won't let you you can't do it
I won't let you you can't

I won't let you—

D e.

Felice screamed. The mind within her grasp went incan- descent in a |ast surge of opposing rage.
And then, ever so

easily, it slipped away from her and went off along a way she dared not follow Al one, she
returned to the chaos of the

riverboat caught in the treacherous white eddy, rotating just

downstream from a great craggy mass that parted the Rhone into two thundering streams. The boat
spun faster and faster.

Wth every other revolution it whanged agai nst an underwater obstruction, the inmpact causing the
strong inflated hull to vi-brate

like a beaten drum Harry hung in his harness, seenming to wink at her. The

vital -signs nonitor on his forehead was solid black. Felice worked the quick-rel ease fasteners and
| et the body

fall to the deck. She took the skipper's place, grasped the wheel, tranmped the rudder pedals, and
sent her PK below the hull to

lift.

Ah, so hard so heavy so hard... trying to tear |oose from

the grip of the spinning water! But | amstrong (do you al

hear?) and you can nmake me stronger so do it! Up ... up ... helpmelift it up. All you lives

| oves you nust help you will. Up!

UP!'... And the two-in-one hears and hel ps and the nmany-in- Al as well because it is not only for

me and the drunbeats

stop and the scratching hiss of the nuddy gravely water stops and the whirling the rocking the
buffeting all counternove-

ment stops..| lift. W float.

I amable to hold us (thank you) even pull us higher now.

Faster and faster until we fly! And the frustrated water withes
underneath and the amazed canyon walls |l ean over to get a

better view of the nagic.

Ahead of us the walls fall away. Water jets out in a great

round plume, creamy as rich mlk. It arches down and down

and down, so far into the vapor that clothes the great hidden

| ake. The term nal gush of the Rhone is swall owed bel ow us

without a trace

We soar! Hi gh above the nmist-country, we soar safe in

sunlight. Qur enemies are stifled and blind bel ow and t he hap- pi ness
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is so great that | burn—+ burn for joy.

Anerie and the Indian Chief come at last into the wheel - house
and warm t henselves at ny fire. And then they put

hands on nme to still the shuddering and say, "Take us down,
child."

And | descend. Softly..12

"YOU ARE CERTAIN, MOTHER?" NODONN ASKED.

The Queen replied, "You will see for yourself. The Thagda
finished with her only a short time ago and sent her back to
Redact House. Culluket got the truth fromher when | farspoke
hi m of what had happened. He is bringing her to the pal ace
again for our scrutiny."

They were in the Queen's norning room She was still en
deshabille, while the Battl emaster, summoned fromthe arena,
wore a |light practice cuirass with vanbrace and paul dron for
hi s unshi el ded right arm and shoul der.

"A new human conspiracy!" he nused al oud. "The audacity

of the Lowlives al nbst passes belief. That Guderian wonan is
at the bottomof it, of course. The human-Firvul ag entente, the

use of the holy Spear... and now this!"
Nont usvel said, "It was a vengeance-thought that the girl
Gren-M nivel let slip, you see, when the Thagdal was filling

her full of his grace. The gist of it was, 'You won't be able

to do this to human wonen nmuch | onger when we destroy your

torc factory and shut the tine-gate. W will free all hunan

sl aves.""

"It was fortunate that you were within range and caught her

t hought . "

"I't was heavily screened. But | amthe Mther of the Host."
"Exactly who is she, that she shoul d have had know edge

of this plot?"

"Al as—a nost pronising young heal er. She was reserved

fromthe customary biddi ng by Di onket hinself. She should

have been sent to the King's couch |ong ago. But for reasons
that are not yet clear to me—you will want to investigate this—
she was secreted in the cataconbs of Redact House by the.connivance of Mayvar and the Lord Heal er
Wth your Awful

Father in such low spirits over recent nelancholy events, |

bet hought ne of this girl as a potential source of confort. She
had stunned the entire conpany at the bidding banquet with

her enpathy. |+ confess that | saw in her rem nders of ny

own self as a young maiden, lulling nmy dolls to sleep and
dream ng of the babies | would sonme day bear... But enough

of that. As it is ny duty to assure the consol ation of our King,
I charged your brother Culluket to discover what had becone

of Mnivel. A royal command superseded even Di onket's au-thority
over the girl and she was duly produced. Culluket is

much too forthright to deal with the mental preparations that

M ni vel required—your Awful Father being in the delicate
condition he is, we could not risk her putting hi mdow—-and

so | undertook the coercion and redaction of the young woman
myself. | worked with her all yesterday afternoon, and she

went to the Thagdal |ast night as eagerly as a nynph. He never
knew t hat she despi sed him And of course your Father never
heard M nivel's deep avowal of revenge, since he was dis-tracted
by his own passion. | had her sing for himand vouchsafe

the nmost maternal forms of solace in addition to the usual. She
was a great success."

"And all unwitting," Nodonn now suggested, "she may be-cone

the key to our victory as well."

The door to the suite opened. The King's Interrogator, hand-some
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and stern in a hooded cape of dark burgundy, pushed

Sukey in ahead of him and notioned for the escort of garnet-arnored
guardsmen to renmai n outside. Culluket saluted Non-tusve

and his brother.

"Awful Modther! Brother Battlenaster! |'ve questioned the

wonman Gaen-M nivel and laid bare all that she knows."

Sukey stood with a resolute face. Her eyes and nose were
reddened from weepi ng and her hair hung in strings. She stil
wor e the di aphanous | ove-gift robes the Queen's attendants had
dressed her in the night before.

Nont usvel and Nodonn studied the intelligence that Cullu-ket's
m nd di splayed to them

"Child, child," nourned the Queen. "Not only the treason—

but a human lover as well! Alowy gray—Stein O eson, nan-at-
arms to Aiken Drum And you have conceived his child!"

"Stein is ny husband," Sukey said.

The Interrogator, so |like and so unlike his gentle nother,
pushed back his hood. "The penalty for that action al one woul d. be death, Gmen-M nivel. Death for
you, for your unborn child,

and for the father of the m sbegotten. You have abased your
silver torc and forfeited all claimto Tanu kinship. You are no
| onger Gmen-M nivel but merely Sue-Gnen Davies, an outl aw

human. You and any persons who are accessories to this treason
or to the larger infanm es you have revealed to ne will answer

to our justice—no matter how high their station.”

Sukey's swollen lips smled. Her thought was clear: W

| ose our lives. But you will |ose your whole world, even though
you continue to live!

"Send her away," said Nodonn. "W nust discuss this."

As Cul | uket turned Sukey over to the guards, the Queen

said, "Let us go into the atriumwhere there is nore air. | don't
feel at all well."

The Second Redactor took his mother's arm and the three

of themwent into a little enclosed courtyard that was a bower
of autumm roses. The Queen and Cul | uket sat on the nmarble

copi ng of the central fountain. Nodonn paced the flags, his
arnor's facets throwing prismatic refractions into the garden
shadows.

"What have you done with the nan?" Nontusvel asked.

"There was a row, of course.” Culluket's tone was dry.

"Stein and Al ken Drumwere at the Coercer College, break-fasting
with Gommol, if you please! Naturally the young noun-tebank

and the Lord Coercer clained to know nothing of Stein's

relation with Sukey—whi ch was the ostensible reason given

for my taking himinto custody. Stein becane quite violent,

even in spite of his torc. Gomol had no choice but to subdue
himand turn himover to us, however. The truth of our ac-cusation
about the woman | eaked from Stein's nmind as froma

sieve. He'll be inprisoned until the G and Conbat and set up

in one of the gladiator events. The girl goes into the G eat
Retort, of course."

"And A ken Drunf"

Cul luket's laugh held admration in spite of hinself. "Now
there's a cool one! You need no redaction to know that there
nmust have been col | usi on between master and man in both
treasons. But Druminsisted upon playing the innocent. He
demanded that Gommol and | inspect his mnd together, right
there on the spot. Wthout the proper softening process our

exam nation had to be rough and ready—but the little wetch

was a match for us. W couldn't discover a particle of treachery
hi dden anywhere in his mnd. No know edge of Stein and. M nivel, no know edge of any plot against
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the torc factory or the time-gate."

The Battl emaster stopped his pacing and sat down beside

his brother on the edge of the fountain. He stirred the water
with one finger. Little simers of steamrose. "You and Gom nol

did the interrogation... together."

The Queen | ooked from Nodonn to Cul luket. "You can't

mean—

But Cul | uket gave a slow nod. "It could very well be. Gom no
is capable of it! | suspected nothing.. .Runors of the

Ki ng's inpotence have been circul ating anong all nenbers of

the Hi gh Table, and we know our precious Lord Coercer cares

for nothing if not the main chance. He has undoubtedly realized
that his earlier appraisal of A ken Drumas a netapsychic nova
was m staken. Furthermore, the disallow ng of his genetic
schenme featuring Elizabeth and the Thagdal has nade necessary

a slight revision in his dynastic scenario."

"Ch, the ingrate!" cried the Queen. "Gomol allied with

Ai ken Druml This is what conmes of admitting Lowives to our

Hi gh Table! W nust do sonet hing about him at once! Inido

must issue the challenge to Gonmol at this year's manifestation
of powers."

"He'd lose,"” Culluket said flatly.

"What then?" the Queen inplored. "Gomol will throwin

his ot with the Lowife rebels! Isn't it obvious?"

Cul | uket | ooked puzzled. "But Gommol woul dn't destroy his

own torc factory, his power base. It's counter to the man's
entire psychol ogy. Sonehow, Ai ken Drum has nanaged to

keep this part of the plot fromhim?"

"Then let's tell Gommol!" cried Nontusvel. "Turn hi magainst
that horrid little gol den beast!"

"Peace, dearest Mother." Nodonn's sun-bright countenance

rel axed the agitated Queen with its warnth. "There are so many
thi ngs af oot —so many intrigues and plots and counterpl ot s—
that they collide with one another and entwine in a tangle that
seens to defy unknotting. The northern insurgents with their
iron, perhaps with the Spear; the nonstrous Felice, nurderer

of our sister Epone, who now wears stolen gold; the rebe
general Guderian and her saboteur cohorts; Ai ken Drum whose
loyalties |ie Tana-knows-where; the King's schemes; the an-thropol ogi st
and his survey; and the Lord Coercer—who woul d

mani pul ate us all! A form dable snarl."."But not," Culluket insinuated, "beyond your power to un-
ravel ,

Brot her Battl emaster?"

"I," said Nodonn, "have a Sword."

The Queen drew in a sharp breath. "You can't!"

"They are humans. They have outl awed t hensel ves. Ai ken

Drum poses a peculiar problem because of his great popularity
with our citizens. W'Ill need strong proof of his treason, but
he can be dealt with. And so can Gommol —ruch nore easily,

| believe. This entire mess can be turned to our advantage."
"Are you so confident of your own ability?" Culluket asked.
"The iron alone is a nortal threat to our survival here. If you
shoul d nmiscalculate, the entire Hi gh Kingdom could be thrown
into chaos."

Ever serene, the Battlemaster said, "W of the Host have

agreed that it is necessary to return to the sinmpler way. To the
old custons that we followed for nearly a thousand years. The
superficial glanour of humanity's bastard culture has blinded
too many of our peopl e—even the Thagdal hinsel f—and

brought us to the brink of ruin. But Tana has been conpas-sionate.
It is not too late to turn back. The very conspiracies
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of these Lowives show themup clearly as the danger we could
only suspect before. Not even the nost obtuse of our people
will be able to ignore the human peril when |I have done with

my counteraction... And there is also this."
He hel d up a pal e-green plaque. Culluket exclained, "The
survey! Congratul ations, Brother! May | inspect it?"

I gnoring the request, Nodonn said, "The human ant hropol - ogi st

has been unwi se enough to deliver an honest eval uation

His survey points to the inevitable ascendency of hunmans and
hybrids in the Many-Col ored Land, should we Tanu conti nue

to exploit humans genetically and permt themto occupy po-sitions
of power. The King has studied the survey but he stil

waffles over the inplications. He and the other noral weaklings

at the H gh Table may think that the status quo can be main-tained
sinply by destroying all copies of the survey and the

conputer file of data, and doing away with Bryan Grenfell and
Qgnol . But thanks to ny darling Rosmar, we have not only

a copy of the book—but al so the anthropol ogi st hinself safely
tucked away. Dearest Mother, it is my intention to force the

ant hropol ogi st to reveal the truth about his own human race at

the cul mination of the Grand Conbat. | will produce himjus!
prior to the Heroic Encounters so that the conspirators of the
peace faction have no tine to prepare opposition. Wen the.peril is nade clear, the conbined wath

of our entire Tanu

battl e-conpany will fall upon those who are traitors to our

anci ent ideals. Upon Gommol! Upon Ai ken Druml And upon

any of our other kinsnmen who have beconme so depraved as to
consider humanity essential to our survival here.”

The Queen raised a hand to her lips. "But then the Thag-dal —
Nodonn was relentless. "Queen and Mdther, if he persists in his folly, his time has cone. | wll
be merciful. The choice,

at the end, will be his own."

Cul | uket hastened to say, "You, as Mdtther of the Host, are

whol |y exenpt fromhis fate."

Nont usvel had her nental screens up. Her eyes refused to

nmeet those of her sons. "Sonmetinmes... our ways are very hard

| thought there night be another way."

Nodonn swept on. "As for the sabotage plot in Sue-Gnen

Davies' mnd, there are ways to turn that affair to our advantage
if we work quickly. We have no details of the proposed assaul t
on the torc factory. Obviously, the northerners did not take

Ai ken Drum and his loutish crony entirely into their confidence.
But we do know the date—the twenty-second, two days from
now—and we can presunme that the attack will take place at

ni ght when activity around the Coercer Headquarters is nmini-nmal
The second part of the Lowife plot, the attenpt to send

a message through the time-gate, nust certainly take place at
dawn on the twenty-second."

Cul I uket exclai med, "Gomol would certainly try to stop

the factory attack if he knew about it. W can beat himto the
punch and take the credit ourselves!"”

The Battl emaster threw back his gl orious head and | aughed.
"Redactive Brother, what a sinpleton you are! But never m nd
The planning of campaigns is my duty. You'll see how well

I"ve fulfilled it soon enough. Now then... you nust sunmon

all of the top fighters of the Host, who have by now arrived

in Miriah. This very noon our Mdther will hold a sacred re-union
in order to inpart a special blessing on her warrior chil-dren
before the ganes. When we are together and secl uded,

will explain the strategy that will deliver all of our enemes
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into our hands."

"The murderer of our dearest Epone,'
in, "she is reserved to ne."

Nodonn nodded agreenent. "Extract all useful information

fromthis Felice and then it shall be as you request. But this.fenmale nonster nust be able to
fight in the gladiatorial games

when you're through with her. It is part of ny overall strategy.

the Interrogator put

The others will go into the Great Retort. These Low ives mnust
all suffer the nost public destruction, as an exanple to the
others. | will brook only one exception. | have other plans for
Guderi an. "

"Both she and Felice wear the gold," cautioned Cull uket.
"Felice's will be removed by her own iron," said the Bat- tlemaster. "She will wear gray as she
spills her blood on the

White Silver Plain. Guderian's torc will not matter, as you wll
shortly discover."

Nontusvel's tears had dried. She rose fromthe fountain's

edge and said brightly, "If we're going to have a great crowd
for luncheon, | mnust consult with the cooks at once. You will
excuse ne." They kissed her hands and she rushed away, trail-ing
fragment ed t houghts of hostessly menu pl anni ng.

Cul l uket turned a level eye to the Battlenmaster. "There is

still one human whose position remains to be clarified. | nust
insist that you be straightforward in a matter of such high
seriousness. "

The i mage of Mercy seened to hover between the brothers.
Nodonn's gl owi ng face was unreadabl e and his mnd as

well. "The others of the Host were too polite to question ny

choi ce of consort—er too prudent. But since you dare to be

frank, 1'll tell you what | have di scovered about her. From ny

first neeting with Rosmar, | was struck by the incredible af-finity,

the sweet consonance of thought between us that was
so different fromthe relationships | had known wi th other
human wonen—even wi th wonmen of our own race. And so

after | took her to wife, | had G eg-Donnet prepare a genetic
assay of ny renarkable bride."
" And?"

"Mercy-Rosmar's plasmis alnost identical to our own. She

has nmore of our genes than she has of human. Tana al one

knows how to account for it—but then | amno scientist.”

Cul I uket, who was, |ooked profoundly shaken. His screens

hid a stormof intellectualizing but could not efface the tinge

of suspicion pervading it.

The insouciance of the Battlemaster nelted into sonething

bl ack. For one terrible instant the startled Cull uket was w apped

in a second skin all lined with needles, and the point of each

one was the source of an electric charge that inflaned the pain

receptors of his epidernis alnost to the point of overload. He.woul d have fallen, would have | ost
consci ousness except for

the grip of Nodonn's great mind

As swiftly as it had cone, the agony was w ped away,

repl aced by a sensation of utter well -being.

And Nodonn's thought: Cogitate as you will Redactive Brother. But never again doubt ny judgment or
hi nt that

Mer cyRosmar is anything but | oyal

Master of every obscenity! "Now you're behaving like a sinpleton again," chided the

voi ce of Apollo. "Just renenber who it is who will be king.

And never nmake the mi stake of thinking you can teach ne

anyt hi ng about the inflicting of pain.".13

TOGETHER W TH MANY OTHER S| GHTSEERS FROM MURI AH , KAT- |inel the Darkeyed went down on chali koback
in the evening
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cool to wander over the Wite Silver Plain and satisfy her
perenni al curiosity about the everyday activities of the ancient
Foe, encanped now in harnl ess splendor all about the north-eastern
end of the battleground.

She rode over the wide bridge spanning the canal. The bed

of the watercourse was paved with |inmestone blocks, and it ran
three neters deep with star-spangled fresh water. The flow

came fromthat huge spring, the Well of the Sea, whose waters

had been the rationale for the siting of the field of combat from
the earliest comng of the Tanu to Aven. Here and there the
Littl e Peopl e di pped buckets or filled skins. Farther down-stream
sone Firvul ag wonen were washi ng cl othes; and stil

farther along, where the canal waters shallowed as they curved
east and net the Great Lagoon, were the quaint bathing tents

of the nodest folKk.

Katlinel let her chaliko have its head. It anbled down the

I ong central avenue of the tent-city where bonfires burned atop
cai rns of heaped rocks. The |arge earth-col ored pavilions of

the Firvulag nobility were here, awnings and flies fringed in
gold and silver, and enbroi dered designs ornanenting walls

and roof panels. Every Geat One's tent was fronted by a tal

pole fromwhich floated the richly jewel ed standard of its oc-cupant,
all decorated with hair plunes and gol d-plated skulls

of vanqui shed foemen. Every standard was topped by the effigy

of a different nonstrous head, which represented the favorite
illusionary aspect of the Firvulag warrior

The Little People were everywhere. Some wore their hand-sonely
chased obsidian arnor; but nbst were nore casually.attired in trousers and jerkins or gem studded
robes with borders of fur (which nust have been very unconfortable in the sultry
dusk). Pointed caps were the nbst common headgear anong

men and wonen al i ke. The grander |adies had veils floating
fromtheirs, or decorated padded brins, or ornanmental horns,

or long |l appets that hung before or behind their ears. It was
customary for the lofty Tanu to refer to their shadowki nfol k as
"l'ittle." But nost of those that Katlinel passed were at | east
equal to humans in stature; and now and agai n she caught a
glimpse of some doughty chanpion who far surpassed any Tanu

in height and bulk. It was being said in the capital that nore
Firvul ag than ever before had come south for this year's G and
Conmbat, cheered by their triunph at Finiah. The arny was

runored to include certain proud fighters who had di sdai ned

to contend of |ate because of the contanination of the ganes

by hunman partici pants. Medor had cone out of hiding, and the

hi deous Nukal avee who fought under the guise of a flayed

centaur with all the raw nuscles and sinews and bl ood vessel s
exposed to strike horror into his opponents; and even old Pall ol
One-Eye the Firvulag Battl emaster had returned, breaking his
twenty-year sul k.

There were supposed to be nearly 50,000 of the Little People
encanped on the Plain already—early two-thirds of the entire

Fi rvul ag popul ati on. About half of this nunber were fighters,

and they out nunbered the Tanu knights and their human aux-iliaries
by about two to one. Eventually, alnbst the entire

chivalry of the Many-Col ored Land woul d be arrayed agai nst

this concentration of the Foe.

Fi rvul ag hawkers inportuned Katlinel as she rode anong

the canpfires and the jolly groups of feasters and dancers. She
was offered jewelry and precious trinkets on every hand, since
this was the craft that the Firvul ag excelled in above all others;
there were also vendors of sweets and salted nuts and hard

cider and strange fortified wines. But she resisted their pleas.
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Only when she reached the end of the |ong avenue and circled

around anmong the squat black tents of the hunmbler folk did

she succunb at last to tenptation in the shape of a goblinesque

little maiden with thick blonde braids and a pert scarl et hennin,

who offered flagons of carved nyrtlewood filled with a mar-vel ous

perfune distilled fromforest flowers

"Thank you, Lady." The diminutive seller bobbed a curtsy

as she accepted paynment. "It's said anong us that the Dane's.Hesperis breathes forth a scent that
even the nost reluctant

swain finds inpossible to resist."”

Katlinel l|aughed. "I'll renmenber to wear it with caution."
"Well, 1've heard," was the saucy retort, "that sone of your
Tanu gentl emen need all the help they can get."

"We' || see about that at the games," Katlinel said, and rode
on, sniling.

Anot her chaliko fell in beside her own as she passed through

an area crowded with dining and drinking tents. Wwen a drun-ken
ogre cane carousing out and seized the reins of her nount,

the rider on the other beast closed in even before she could
spin a defensive illusion. One nmental bolt sent the Firvul ag oaf
staggering into the arnms of his jeering mates, who dragged him
away wWith a breezy apology to Katlinel for the inposition.

"I amin your debt, Exalted Lord," she said, bow ng her

head to her rescuer

He was a handsome figure, tall and broad-shoul dered, wear-ing
a close-fitting coif beneath a visored cap adorned with a

smal | gol den coronet. The coif hid his hair and throat and fel
over his shoulders in a very short cape, all scalloped and jew el ed
at the edges. Hi s hose and doubl et were deep violet.

"It is ny pleasure, Exalted Lady. |I'mafraid that sonme of

my countrynen take their celebrating too seriously, too far in
advance. "

She studied himw th frank surprise as they rode on together
"You amaze ne, Lord. Wth your neck covered, | nistook you

for one of ny own people."

"And which are they?" inquired the other, the faintest taunt

in his fine voice

Katlinel flushed and gripped her reins, ready to spur the
chali ko away fromthe upstart. But the man reached out a hand
and the aninmal stood still.

"Forgive ny inpertinence, Lady. It was unforgivable. But

it is obvious that your beauty derives fromhuman as well as
Tanu blood. And | perceive fromyour silver and green gown

that you are—as |—eof the illusion-spinners, and one of rare
power. If you will forgo your just annoyance at mny crude banter
and think instead of the small service lately done for you,
perhaps we may yet ride on for a few nonents and speak

together. | have a great curiosity about your people."
"And a clever tongue as well, Firvulag Lord!... Very well,
you may ride with ne for a short tinme. | amKatlinel, surnamed.the Darkeyed, and | sit at the High

Table in the very | owest

chair, being the | east anong the Tanu Great Ones."

"Surely not for long!"™ He doffed the crowned cap; the purple coif covered his skull. "I am known
as the ruler of Meadow

Mountain. My domain lies far to the north, on the fringes of

the Firvulag realm Never before this have | attended the G and

Conbat. My people are so occupied with the daily problens

of survival that they have scant heart for religious ganes."

"A heretical notion, to be sure. But one that | can synpathize with."

"There are those anbng you who are not ardent nenbers of the battle-conpany?"

"Many," she admitted, "especially anpbng the hybrids such as nyself. But the force of tradition
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remai ns strong." "Ah. Tradition. But of late the old ways seem shaken. Hu-nmanity,

once so docile and useful, rises up in revolt against

your Hi gh King."

"In alliance with you Firvulag!" "The Tanu were the first to use humans. Shouldn't we as

well? W Firvulag are, it's true, nore hidebound than you. Why—nost of ny people will not even
nmount an ani mal such

as this, preferring to march on their own sturdy |egs."

"But you have no such scruples?" "I've been forced to be a realist, Lady. Tell nme—s it true

that human scientists are honored and fostered anong the Tanu? That you've used their specialized
know edge to enhance your

own technoeconony?" "I belong to the High Faculty of the Creator Guild. Most

sci ence, excepting that of healing and psychobiol ogy, falls within our province. W have many
human scientists at work in our College, educating our young people as well as engaged

in practical application of their know edge. Agriculturalists,

earth scientists, engineers of every sort, even specialists in the social sciences—all have placed
their talents in the service of

the Many-Col ored Land." "And geneticists?" the Lord of Meadow Mountain inquired

softly. "Most certainly." He said, "If only we were not Foes. If only we were free

to cooperate, to have a free interchange of ideas and resources. | know that we Firvulag would
have nuch to offer you. And

y ou ... could do so nuch for us."

"But that is not the way," she said.."Not yet. Not so long as the stern old battl e-conpany rul es
your Hi gh Ki ngdom "
"I must | eave now, " Katlinel said.

"WIIl you come again and tal k? There is still nore than a
week before the Conmbat begins and we officially beconme Foes
once nore."

She held out one hand and he took it and saluted her in the
classic manner. His lips were cold. A flash of netapsychic
insight told Katlinel that they were also illusory. But the mnd
that opened to her in nonentary hope—that was not cold at

all.

"Il come again tonorrow night,
you anong your friends?"

"Few here would call me that." Hs smile was both ruefu

and cautionary. "Ride here and | will find you. It would be

better if none of your people knew that you condescended to

have converse wi th Sugoll, Lord of Meadow Mbunt ai n—whi ch

humans of Elder Earth call the Fel dberg."

"We of the High Table do as we please,” said Katlinel. She

spurred the chaliko up the trail leading fromthe salt plain to
Aven. . 14

GOVNOL PANNED THE | NFRARED SPOT SLOALY OVER THE

bl ackness of the Catalan Gulf. "Still nothing. And the Flying

Hunt will be nmoving their search into this area in another hour

if they stick to their grid. Are you certain the saboteurs planned
to land tonight?"

"Goddamit, yes," growl ed Aiken Drum He squatted in

an enbrasure between a pair of battlenents, peering through

an ordinary |lens-ocular. He and the Lord Coercer were on the

hi ghest turret of Guild Headquarters. "Arrive tonight, farspeak

me to whatever rendezvous seened safest, confer about the

best way to crash this place, then nount the assault during the
wee hours Monday norning after a day's rest and recon. Don't
dunmp on nme if your spies were too inconpetent to |ocate 'em
"I believe your friends are here already," Gomol said.
"They coul d have come in obliquely along the coast with the
traffic from Tarasi ah and Cal anosk and Geroni ah and the rest
of the Spanish cities. Suppose they sailed southwest into the
Cat al an backwaters after shooting the dissade, then sinply
doubl ed back al ong the Aven shore? If they're down on the

she said. "Shall | ask for
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coast now, we'll never spot them-and neither will Nodonn

and the Host, airborne or not. There are half a hundred little
creeks and inlets along this northern side of the peninsula, and
all full of caves where they could hole up out of farsense range."
He shut off the power of his big viewer. "You'll just have to

wait for their hail, even if it does increase the chance that the
Host might find themfirst. Wat a pity your saboteur friends
didn't trust you to fly out and neet them as soon as they reached

the Basin."

"Aw, shut up,"” said Aiken. "I'mtrying ny seekersense on

Felice's pattern. She m ght not be too good at screening yet."."And then again, she might! W'|
have to be very cautious with that one... And that great booby, Stein! If our block in

his mnd doesn't hol d—f Culluket recognizes it and gets other
redactors of the Host to join in a nultiphase probe-Stein is
going to open up! | can't risk the Host know ng ny invol venent
inthis affair and neither can you. We're going to have to put
Stein out of the way."

"Qumbal I, will you stop griping ny ass?" Aiken's button

eyes held a vicious glitter. "Stein's nmental block will hold.

You just try killing himor Sukey and the whole thing's off

bet ween us. You grab?"

"Only too well. But | nust point out the risk we' re running.

If the Host obtains firmproof of our treason, we wll be declared
outl aw humans. No rules of Truce or other precepts of the
battle-religion will protect us. | know how powerful you've
become—that's why | agreed to foll ow your |leadership in this
affair. But the massed m nds of the Host are capable of an-
nihilating both of us if they act in full concert under Nodonn
I've had forty years of experience with the Tanu and you' ve

been here three nonths! If you won't listen to ny advice, you'll
end up with your head on a pike—for all your high netafa-culties!"
The trickster came down fromthe battlenent, a conciliatory

smle making his teeth shine in the dark. "Gunbal | —-baby! |

told you we'd be buddies. | know | need you. Hellfire, man,

even if you weren't Lord Coercer and the craftiest intriguer in

t he whol e ki ngdom—you' re the boy who knows the torcs. Wo

the hell wants to be king w thout subjects? You gotta keep

those collars rolling out, sweetie! Jeez, | alnpst blew nmy cortex
when ol d Elizabeth gave nme the nmarvel ous news about these

turkeys com ng south to sabotage your place. And they want to close the tine-gate! Not only cut
of f the supply of warm

bods, but their futuristic goodies, too! No nore real Scotch for
you and nme. Sweet houghnagandy!"

Gomol | aughed. "There's scant chance of either happening

now. You and | and the Tanu rmay have our differences, but

the valuation of the gate and the factory is hardly one of them
Not even Nodonn woul d dare go against the King and public

opi nion by treating these sabotage threats lightly."

"But he might try to muscle in on our act," A ken warned.

"Just like he did with the Del baeth Quest. He'll try to make it

| ook Iike he's the one who sniffs out the plots and snuffs 'em
and we can't let himgrab face fromus. W' ve gotta catch.these human saboteurs redhanded doi ng
their thing so we can

show what |oyal citizens we are."

"I't would be nore prudent to take the factory saboteurs as

soon as we discover their hideout. But your idea does have PR
advant ages. |'ve arranged for neutral observers—tord Bornol

of Roni ah and the Lord of Swords—to w tness our brilliant

defense. Both of thembelong to the Coercer Guild and they'l

be able to vouch for ny zeal in case that scheni ng hot head,
Imdol, attenpts to say later that | was in | eague with the
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i nvaders."

"I wish | could be here to help." Aiken spoke with every

evi dence of sincerity. "But you can't fly, and one of us has to
handl e the tine-gate operation personally. W can't just warn
the castellan and hope for the best. This Madane Quderi an
isn't any dumy, the way she orchestrated Finiah. She'll have
sonet hi ng sneaky planned. Probably wild diversions while she
creeps up on the gate invisible. But with me waiting to pop
her illusion—have no fear!" He added quietly, "Just be sure
you do as well with Felice, GQunmball."

The Lord Coercer was replacing the protective pod over the

infrared scanner. "I1'll have ny best human gol ds ready for her
I ron weapons won't do the saboteurs a bit of good agai nst
them" In a nonchal ant nmanner, he asked, "Wat do you sup-pose

becane of the Spear and the aircraft after Finiah?"
Ai ken lifted his golden shoul ders. "Haven't the faintest!
Sure as shit the rebels woul d' ve kept on using both of "emin

other attacks if they were still operational. | thought Velteyn
clained to've shot the plane down."
"He said he penetrated the craft with his ball Iightning,"

Gommol corrected. "But no one saw the flyer crash and no
wr eckage was ever discovered. W certainly must find out what

happened. If the weapon and the ship are still usable, we could
be in very serious trouble, my boy."
"Aaah," Aiken scoffed. "If they still had a zapper and an

aircraft, would they cone down south by riverboat and try this

| anebrain attack on your fortress?" A ken was reasonable. And
his mind was artistically screened. "You got nothing to worry
about. We'Il wormthe whole thing outa Felice and her ragtag
commandos and you can have your reception comittee and
observation teamall primed and ready ... And save a few pris-oners
for questioni ng—ekay? Even if the bird and the zapper

they used on Finiah are a term nal fewk-out, it would be awfully
nice to know where they canme from There m ght be others!".The strange bedfell ows eyed one anot her
for a long mnute.

Nei t her one could detect the presence of any suspiciously
screened chicane in the other. They were both experts.

"Well —guess I'Il do a little eyeball scan," Aiken said at

last. "I'lIl get down to the shore and be ready when Felice and
her gang give a shout.” He flipped a hand at the Lord Coercer

in farewell

A longtailed noth, |linme-green with w ndowpane eyespots,

went fluttering fromthe high tower, down the northern cliffs,
and over the dunes and badl ands to the shore of the

Cat al an Lagoon

O Ai ken. Hey! That you sweets? Longtinenot hi nk! Thought you | ong
gone.

How coul d you Stein/Sukey trapped Cul |l ukettorturer?

El i zababe misread nme not! Blanme nme not having done

dammedest under friggertytough chew Sukey |eaked to Queen

re Stein so Cull pounced. Options for ne: [1] Let Cull take
Stein; [2] fight & get us both taken. Yes? Yes! Threw good

m ndbl ock Stein won't betray ot hers/nme. He/ Sukey secure for

now Cull thinks he knows all. Before Conbat | spring pair

detorc ship off to save |ovenest + unborn Steinling happily-everafter
And Gommol ?

El i zacraftybeth you know.

Ai kenDrum + Gommol = KingYou + GrandVi zi er He.

Why not ?

Pernit probe inplenentation?

You can't probe | ongdistance and |'mtoo busy now to cone.
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What matter no trust little ConYankeeMerlin anynore?

Not allied Mordred.

Who he? And why you care anyhoo GrandDropout Mast er?

Ai ken don't betray ourfriends! Beware not only for theirsake

for yours Otrickster-selftricked unto the end dear A ken don't.

Rel ax El i zababebal | ooner. Wien | king all well but interfere

not thwart not anbitions gods/superfol k | est juggernaut squish

you grab?

O you Ai ken do what you nust but woe to you because of

what you nust do.

You oracles all alike anal pain. Keep al oof overflying |like

bef ore whynot? You got balloon now so take off get |ost! But

I et ne al one nothing stops nme now nothing not you not Brede.not Archangel Nodonn not old G oupG een
gangom ne not even chocol at ekryptonite by friggertydam!

El i zabet h?

You gone?

(Laughter.)

The longtailed noth followed the call to a deep cavern on an inlet of the northern coast of Aven
The saboteurs, like the

Firvul ag, knew that the sinplest way to escape detection by

Tanu searchers was to hi de underground. Felice guided Aiken

to them by nmeans of a gossanmer mnd-thread, tuned nicely to

his inti mate nbode, which no other being could possibly far-

sense. And when the gold-clad little figure appeared with a

silent snap on the other side of their shielded canpfire, Felice

was standing there in the | ooted blue-glass arnmor that A d Man

Kawai had adapted to her small stature, the Spear gripped in

one gauntl eted hand—and nurder in her eye.

"You tipped '"emoff!" Her coercive power closed |ike a

bear-trap

"Me? Me?" He squirned in her nind s clutches. She was

stronger than he had expected. A lot stronger. He could break

free—but was it wise to let them know how his powers had

mat ured? And now what the hell had she done? A big nuffer

of a boul der plugging the cavern exit! Where had it conme from

so silently, so soon? Goddanmmit, was she a creator, too—er

had that been just a deft bit of the old PK?

"Felice, baby, you are making one helluva booboo. Yhhh! Lay off the nmarbles, kid, for chrissake! |
didn't tell '"em Gve

me a chance to explain!”

She rel axed her holds, both coercive and psychokinetic. A

great cage of light-blue flame sprang up to encircle him (Well,

that was that. She could create.) For the first time he paid

attention to the others standing behind Felice, disguised as

guards and serving wonen. He only recogni zed the nun

"Arerie!" cried the shining youth. "Tell her she's gotta | et

me explain!"

"Tal k fast, Tricky-Pockets," Felice said.

He seemed to bare his innocence to the gold-torc fury. Stein

and Sukey—they were the ones who had inadvertently bl own

the gaff—not him Since the information he gave Felice was.basically the truth (and since he was
mar vel ously adept at concealing the seans that joined truth to semtruth and fal se-hood),
the girl's redactive power, weakest of her five nmeta-functions,

could find no fault with his recital. Still glowering, but reluctantly won over in spite of her
deeper instincts, she

turned of f the cage of astral fire and set himfree.

Ai ken whi pped a snowy handkerchief fromone of his pock-ets

and wi ped his sweating face. "My sweet Lord, you're a brute, Felice! Really |learned how to use
your collar in a hurry,

didn't you?" She did not answer.

Ai ken assuned his nost ingratiating air. Addressing hinself
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to the others, he said, "Everything's all set, guys. W've got an inside nman—a gold-torc who's
lived here for years pre-tending

to be loyal, just waiting for a chance to strike a really valid blow for humanity. He's going to
deactivate the [ ock on

a very small service door that hasn't been used in years. They

used to shovel their rubbish out of the keep and right over the

edge of the cliff, see? There's a little narrow trail giving access

to the door but you can walk on it all right. | checked. You'll have to conme onto the trail from
above, through town. But for

the getaway, you can rappel right down the cliff face into the old dunp and hightail it into the
badl ands. A little luck and

there'll be such a reeraw going on that you can nmake it back to these caves before they even know
you' re gone."

Wth a magician's flourish, he hauled a | arge sheet of duro-film

out of another pocket.

"Look! 1 brought you a conplete map! City, Guild build- ings, interior of the headquarters bl ock
showi ng your route

fromthe service door to the torc-naking roonms. See—this is where you are, and here's the old
dunp, and here's the Coercer

HQ at the edge of the cliff and the door. You just conme into

town in your disguises—you | ook bonzo, by the way!—-and | ose yourselves in the greenway bushes just
west of the Coercer

House wal|l." He spread the map on the floor and nost of the saboteurs

hunched down to study it. But Felice said:

"What about the Spear?" Aiken was offhanded. "Oh. Right. Is that it you got there?

Bi g sonuvabitch, isn't it?" "If we could get it working," the girl said, "we could hit

the Coercer headquarters froma distance. There'd be no need for a penetration at all."."l gotcha.
Ch, absolutely. | kinda forgot all about that old

zapper, what with our having an inside man at the skonk works

all ready to let us walk inside."

"Who is it?" asked the biggest of the desperados. He wore

the bl ue cl oak and bronze hal f-arnmor of a captal of the provin-cial

guard.

Ai ken frowned in anxiety. "I can't tell you his nane. If any

of you got captured, there's no way you could avoid giving

himaway. And we can't let that happen. This guy is not only

| oaded with netafunctions, but he's also in a high position. A

perfect undercover agent for later on, see? Now | emre give

this a good think. Like |I say, 1'd alnpbst forgotten about this

Spear. Areal long shot—but if I could fix it and warn our

inside man to get out of there..."

Felice silently handed the great glassy lance to Aiken. Chi ef

Bur ke brought up the powerpack and its cable, which they had

toted from Hidden Springs in a | eathern chest. A ken stroked

t he bl ue-l aquered weapon with steady fingers, lifting the cap-Iock

to inspect the studs, hefting it into his right arnpit and

pretending to take aimat Felice's big rock plugging the en-trance.

"Pam " he ejaculated. A wavering little spark, the size of

a firefly, emerged fromthe business end of the device and

drifted through the air. It collided with the rock and fell into

an inpotent shower of red-glow ng dust.

"So much for refueling the zapper with nmy m nd-power!™

He gave thema sprightly wink. "Now |l et's have a | ook at the

juice box."

He jabbed and thrust at the pack's peculiar sunken fasteners

with several of the tools that he carried in his golden suit.

"Gonna take nore than |'ve got here to get it open," he said.

"Tell you what! |'Il change it into a piece of straw and nyself
into a bird and take it back to ny workroom |If | get it open
and figure howto recharge it, I'll bring it back here before

nmi dni ght tonmorrow, and warn our coercer pal what's up, and
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you can bl ast the place to hell and gone fromout in the |agoon
But if | give you a mnd-squeak at twenty-four bells telling
you it's no go, you carry on with the other plan. How s that
sound?"

Hi s eyes flicked eagerly fromface to face.

"I think," said Felice, "that we shoul d postpone any deci sion
until you cone back here with the Spear. Operational or not..And | think you should go along with
us on the torc factory

assault."

"I'd like nothing better," he said earnestly. "But |'m sup-posed
to go to this conbatant's banquet at the pal ace. These

folks are just sitting down at table around m dnight. There's
no way | can get out of going. |I'mone of the hottest contenders
in the light humanwei ght cl ass!"

"I don't like this," said Felice.

"You still don't trust ne." Sorrow clouded the golliwog

face. He gestured to the map. "Wat else do | hafta do?"
"You've got it all planned, haven't you?" she said archly.

"We just follow your little red lines on the map. Tine al

pi cked, route all picked, getaway all set up. Wat would you
say if | told you that we'd make our own penetration at our

own time? Not on Monday at all? Just to nmake sure there's no
nasty surprises waiting behind the rubbish door?"

He flung his hands into the air. "It's your gig, babe, not

m ne. But without the zapper or ny inside man opening up for
you, you'll need one helluva can opener to break into that
fortress. To say nothing of |osing your sync with Madane's

hit of the tine-gate.”

Chi ef Burke said, "Felice, naybe | could go back with him™"
"And how d you let us know if there was any funny busi-ness?"
She was sarcastic. "Farspeak me through your broken

gray torc?"

"Cone al ong yourself, then," Aiken suggested to her

The others burst into a storm of protest.

At last Felice said, "W'll have to carry on with your sug-gestion
about the Spear. But God save your ass, Aiken Drum

if this is one of your hookem snivey tricks!"

"Piffle," said the gol den man. He picked up the Spear and

its heavy pack as though they were toys and cocked his head

in the direction of the barricadi ng boulder. "Are you going to
be a gentl ewonan and open your little door for a lad with his
hands full?"

Felice crossed her sapphire-arnored arms and gave a tin-kling

| augh. "Suppose you show us how you'd do it, Fancy

Pants."

Ai ken emtted a martyred sigh. He faced the cave entrance

and stuck out his tongue. The nmmss of mineral suddenly seened
shot through with thousands of small holes that grew and grew
until the huge rock was nothing but a lacy webwork. It collapsed.in another instant of its own
wei ght, making a sound Iike

smashi ng gl asswar e.

"Shoddy wor kmanshi p around here," observed the jester

He changed into a crescent-w nged nightjar. Kutuk-kutuk

The bird gave a nocking call as it slipped out into the night,
a straw and a lunmp of nobss caught in its claws.

None of the people inside the cave could see the direction

it took: straight north, toward the mainland of Europe.

Qunbal | ?

Yes Al ken.

They bought the house and ot and the little white fence
around it too. Exactly as we planned. They'll futz around for
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a while when | don't farspeak back tonorrow night. But then
they' Il decide sone nonster ate me and go ahead with their

pl an. What el se can they do? Right? You be ready when they

cone in that back door. Felice is in blue arnor and | oaded

with nmetafunctions. Be sure your boys have their heavi est screens
up. Besides her there are six nen dressed as gray guards and

two danes got up as servants in those stripy robes. None of

them have any nental firepower at all. They'll be easy to stop
if you |l ook out for the iron.
And Fel ice?

Do what ever you have to do and watch your sweet petard.

| understand. You go now to Castle Gateway?

On swift little wings. Plenty of tinme. You just have yourself
a nice day tonmorrow and be sure the welcome mat is all shook
out and ready at midnight. Bye-bye!

Bon voyage to you A ken Drum

"I knew it! I knew it!" Felice raged.

"I't's half past midnight," Use said. "W nust go now. It

will take at least three hours to get into the city, even if we do
secure nounts at the main dockyard, and nore time to make

our way along the cliff. W cannot wait any |onger to hear
fromA ken Drum "

"I't's atrap!" the girl insisted.

Anerie urged her. "Try to make nental contact one nore

time. Try both himand Elizabeth."

Felice's wild brown eyes fixed on sone distant vista. She
hel d her fingers to her golden torc. They all waited.

The little athlete seened to shrink smaller than ever, despite.the blaze of glass arnor.

Nei t her Ai ken nor Eliza-beth.

Not hing. W& can't go. It's a trap. | knowit."

Chi ef Burke stood over her. "That little gold nmanzer mni ght

have pulled a fast one at that. But there are other ways to
explain his silence. He could be in a position where he doesn't
dare farspeak us. Perhaps sone exotics cane and haul ed him
away to the party before he could get a word off. Isn't that

possi bl e?"

"No! | nean—naybe." Her expression was frantic. "Oh,

Peo—t all depends on his farspeaking skill! And | don't know
enough about this business yet to tell whether he's capabl e of
it or not. | suppose you could be right."

"Then we're going to have to get on with it," said the Native
Aneri can.

"Can't we wait? Look over Guild HQ in daylight ourselves,

the way we planned to back in the begi nni ng? Make our own

pl an for penetration?... My PK and creativity and coerce are
com ng on strong, guys! | think | could fuzz the mnds of the
guards at that place so we could walk right in the front door
Hel | —+n this blue rig-out and with you as ny | oyal escort,
I"mjust another @uild nmenber to any big guns that happen to
saunter by. | can shield the bunch of you easily. And by God,
I'"lI'l smear that torc factory into marnal ade just as soon as | get
into range. Not with thunderbolts! Soft and sneaky—wi th PK

that just liquefies the walls! Then we can escape before anyone
knows what's happened. But not out that door of Aiken's—

we'll go out one of the windows on the northeastern corner of
the building, as far away fromthat service door as we can get.
It'Il be easy with ny PK and Basil's clinbing equi prent."

Chi ef Burke hesitated.

Une contributed his placid opinion. "If Felice is certain that
her metafunctions are equal to the task, there's no reason why
we can't follow her nodified plan tonight. Khalid knows the

" Not hi ng.
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city. W can take a conpletely different route fromthe one

| aid out by Aiken Drum The Coercer @Quild conplex is huge.

If they're waiting in anmbush at this rear door, they may be

carel ess el sewhere."

Felice gave a crow of joy and kissed the graybeard. "Yes!

As long as we don't follow that joker's blueprint, |I'mready

to go tonight."

"Do the rest of you agree?" Burke asked. There was a.nmurnur of acqui escence. "Then hoi st your
little tushies and

get your disguises in order. We're off to the main | andi ng stage

to steal sone horses—+ nean, chalikos. If ny future ancestors

could only see ne now. ". 15

"WAY! WAY FOR THE EXALTED LADY PHYLLI S-MORI GEL!" THE captal sang out. The nmob of barenecks and
grays and wel | -dressed Firvul ag

that crowded the central square of Miuriah parted mnimally to

|l et the nounted party pass. Even in the early hours after m d-night

the place was a crush of commerce and anusenent and

carnival display. The Little Folk were by ancient custom night

peopl e; and down here in the south, where daytinme tenpera-tures

in the Mediterranean Basin soared to heights that were

barely tolerable to specially adapted humans, |et alone a race

that had evolved in cold uplands, the Firvulag were abroad

al nost excl usively between sunset and sunri se. Those who

wi shed to cater to themkept a simlar schedul e.

There were plenty of Tanu and gol d-torc humans about as

wel | —aost of them 1like the Lady Phyllis-Mrigel and her

train, having recently arrived in the capital and seeking | odg-ings.

Sone of the Great Ones stayed in the palace; others were

accommodated with rel ations; the keenest fighters headed for

the pavilions that had been erected on the turfed racecourse

northwest of the city, where they could practice their nartial

specialties. But the visitors with no special accomodati on

arranged in advance usually did what the Lady Phyllis now

did: They demanded, as was their right, the hospitality of their

Gui | d.

She and her eight attendants rode unhindered into the great

courtyard of the Coercer conplex. Hostlers took charge of their

nmounts. An urbane silver nmajordono, calmin the mdst of the

hul | abal oo, assigned the | ady and her handnmaids a suite in one

of the dormitory nmansions; the nen-at-arnms were directed to

a barracks..Felice's coercive power settled without trace over the wll

of the najordono. "We will pay our respects to the H gh Faculty of the Guild, such as nmay be up
and about, before retiring. Coming as we do from dol eful Finiah, we have need

of fraternal support and synpathy. You will be glad to conduct

us into headquarters personally."

"I will be glad,” the man repeated nechanically, "to conduct you into headquarters personally.”
He led themfromthe basenent, through the gardens, and across the plaza that fronted the | oom ng
bl ock of the keep. The stronghol d had been hung with extra decorative |lights and was a veritable
bl aze of blue and anmber. None of the Tanu or

gol d-torc humans outside the building paid any heed to the new

arrivals. Felice's mnd was apparently overshadowed by grief. Her raven standard, borne by Chief
Bur ke, had |ong streaners

of silver and black fluttering fromits finial, the Tanu synbol

of bereavenent.

They came to the guards at the nain entrance. The nmj or-donp

said, "This Exalted Lady will confer with the H gh Fac-ulty."

The squad | eader lifted his great bare sword of blue vitredur

in formal salute. "The Exalted Lady will confer with the H gh Faculty."

"W will follow you," Felice told him "You will follow ne," said the guardsnan

The maj ordono bowed and retreated. Felice and the others

wal ked bet ween ranks of bl ue-and-gol d-arnored gray-torcs who stood |ike enpty-eyed dummi es on both
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sides of the foyer

There were no other people in sight. The bronze of the sabo- teurs' military harness jingled
faintly. At each step Felice took

the jewel ed sollerets on her feet chinmed on the marble floor

She | owered the visor of her crested sapphire helnet. The others, as if hearing her mind's
command, | oosened iron weap- ons that had been sheathed in gol d-pl ated wooden scabbards.
Fol di ng conmpound bows appeared from under capes; two of

the nmen passed spares to the "serving wonen," who now shed

their outer robes to reveal half-arnor worn underneath. They nounted a great staircase, with stil
no sign of Tanu or human Guild nenbers. Felice conjured up the inmage of

Aiken's map, then tried to verify their position with her farsight.

But the effort was still beyond her and only Khalid's spatial sense kept themfromgetting lost in
the maze of corridors.
Farsensi ng and seeking, like creativity, were subtle things need-.ing experience; while coercion

and PK had burgeoned within

the gold-torced athlete like jungle plants, long starved for |ight
and noi sture, that suddenly achieve their rampant growth under
tropical sun and rain. Felice could control this ushering guards-man
with ease, just as she had bl anked the minds of the thirty

other grays they had passed since penetrating the headquarters
bui | di ng. But now—

A bronze door opened. A Tanu woman in a gown of navy blue cane into the corridor and halted at the
sight of the proces-sion,

giving a telepathic greeting.

Al'l hail CoerciveSister fromN nelva and |l et ne assist your
seeking—"Peo!" Felice cried. "I can only hold her for a second!"
The big Native Anmerican stepped forward, his face inpas- sive under the bronze rimof his plumed
kettle-helnet. He drew

an iron shorts word, pulled the woman toward himw th one

armas if enbracing her, and sent the point of the weapon up

behi nd her rib cage and into her heart.

The guard who had been | eading them stood quietly, a blue-and-
gol d robot awaiting orders

"Did she get off a warning?" Burke asked.

"No," said Felice. "Back inside that door with her, and then

out of here. We've still got a way to go."

They began to trot down the corridor, turning to right and

I eft and passing through ornanmental gates and doorways until

none but Khalid retained any orientation. The |lighting grew

di mer. There were occasi onal heedl ess squads of guards,

whom t hey i gnored—and finally a truly nassive pair of doors

nmore than ten nmeters high, enbossed with the heraldic male

face and flanked by six grays in full blue-glass arnor.

"This has to be it," Felice murmured. To their oblivious

escort, she sent a coercive command: You w |l unbar the en-trance
to this torc factory.

I amunable to do this. No gray can do this.

"Shit!" hissed the little woman. "Stand back and we'll hope

for the best!"

The six guards at the doorway pivoted right and | eft and

mar ched away |i ke jewel ed mechanical dolls, followed by the

gray who had led themin. Felice stood before the huge bronze

val ves with hel neted head thrown back and both fists clenched

at her sides. The polished yellow netal along the juncture went
greeni sh, blue, blotched purple—and then began to gl ow as

the power of her psychokinetic faculty sent the nolecules of.netal to vibrating, going fromsolid
to nolten within thirty

sl ow seconds.

The nonnetas watched it transfixed, their iron weapons

ready. Heat fromthe nelting bronze and its pungent snell beat

at them nmaking themdraw back fromthe snall figure that

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (163 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

now raised glittering blue arns and bade the ruined portal sw ng

wi de.
Behi nd the door was darkness. Felice stepped forward, ig-noring
the pool of still-liquid netal that snoked on the floor

A burst of azure fire seened to explode in the vast black
beyond the open door. And then another appeared, strontiumred,
and anot her of violet—blazing images in human form

al rost twice the height of small Felice. There were fl ashes of
green light and rosy-gold and mal evol ent scarlet, all hovering
in the dark. Crowds of them Fifty or sixty or nore, all nassed
in mdair with swords and shields raised but visors open so
that the saboteurs could see the contenptuous triunph in the
exotic eyes of Nontusvel's Host.

"I amlImdol," thundered the voice of the blue | eader. "Your
death."

Felice sent a three-meter ball of flame rolling at him "lron!"
she shrieked. "Iron! 1I'll bring down the roof!"

Four expl osions rocked the corridor. The jewel-arnored

Tanu came flying out of the huge inner chanber |ike avenging

angel s. The invaders | oosed their arrows. There were agoni zed

shouts, falling meteors, lightning bolts, the deep runble of

falling masonry, a snell of ozone, dust, ordure, broiling neat.

Aneri e, backed agai nst the opposite wall of the corridor

and blinded by fumes and netallic reek, shot her arrows wldly

at tall glowing figures. Pulses of enotional energy smashed at

her unshi el ded m nd. There was a metapsychic conflict going

on as well as a physical one, but she, lucky normal, could only

perceive its overtones. Wien her quiver was enpty she cl utched

her short-shafted javelin in both hands, consigned her soul to

Jesus, and got ready to die. A crash resounded as a wall came down—fortunately falling
intoward the torc factory and not into the corridor. The neta-powered

jewel -1anps along the walls had all gone out and the

only light now came fromthe gl owing arnor of the Tanu, the

bursts of astral flame, and occasional puddles of nolten slag.

The place was thick with snoke. Amerie fell to her knees and

sought air along the floor. Things |lay there—shattered bl ocks.of |inestone, netal |anp-fittings,
pi eces of jeweled and bronze arnmor, and softer dark masses that glistened and oozed.

Anerie crept slowy through snmoky hell. Uae Cul denzopf's bearded face shone nonentarily in a lurid
bl aze. Hi s head | ay

close to the wall. There was no body.

Sobbi ng, still carrying her iron-tipped spear, she followed the wall. There were nore detonations
behi nd her and a noi se

i ke an aval anche. A fernal e voice uttered awful whooping

shrieks like a warning siren. A great glow ng rose-colored form

went soaring over her head toward the center of the tumult—then another that shone green and
white. The nental bom bardment

i ncreased. She flattened herself on the floor, beyond praying. One of her feet was conpletely
nunb. The corri dor

was filled with a brain-blasting throb that made her teeth and

even her eyes respond in a harnmonic of synpathetic pain. The

fumes and fire di m nished, as suddenly the whole scene re- treated to a distance. She fl oated
above her body—poor thing—

and saw that one | eather boot was burned black, still snoking, and the sooty bronze of her cuirass
backpi ece had a deep in-dentation

above the area of her kidneys. Her right arm was

raw fromelbow to wist and there was a glimer of white

bone.

"What are you waiting for, angel ?" she asked testily. But she did not die. Taking up residence in
the battered thing lying on the floor once again, she |l et her eyes open. She saw a short human
figure in shining blue arnor standing over

her .
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"Well, I"'mglad to see you!" she shouted, joyous in relief. "Did we win after all?"

One jewel ed gauntlet raised the blue visor. A man with a | arge nose and hunorous eyes | ooked down
at her, smling

with small, perfect teeth. She had never seen himbefore. "You did not win," said Gommol .

Anerie felt her damaged body rise fromthe floor, sustained by the Lord Coercer's psychokinetic
power. He wal ked back

into the inferno with her drifting after himlike sone grotesque balloon-doll. The snoke was
pushed away before himand little
flames extingui shed thensel ves as he passed. A radiance streamed from Gommol's face, illumnating

the ruins. There
were giant notionless forns clad in dulled glass |lying here and

there, and smaller shapes. She saw Vanda-Jo, nouth still wide in her last silent scream Get and
Hansi, mated in death as in
life, were crushed beneath a stone lintel. Khalid Khan sat against.a wall |ooking |ike a parody of

a pieta, a Tanu warrior spitted

by an iron spear cradled in his dead arns. "Sal aam al ei koum
bhai ," she whispered, and Khalid was |lost in the dark

"Only superficial damage to the factory itself," Gonmol
remarked in a pleased tone. "It was stupid of ne not to have
foreseen this contingency. It's going to be a great bore having
to express gratitude to the Host for having saved ny bacon
especially since you people seemto have killed a nunber of
them Ah, well. No real harmdone."

A sunburst of rainbow |ight now shone in the nurk ahead.
Anerie heard a deafening voice intone: "Wl cone, Lord Coer-cer
Better late then never."

Gommol cane into the area where the bronze doors had

been. The |l ast rags of snoke and vapor dissipated. Dozens of

brilliantly gl eani ng knights were standi ng about in negligent
attitudes, |eaning upon broadswords or glass |ances. Chief Burke
and Basil, burned and bl oody, w apped fromankle to neck in

gl ass chain, hunched on their knees at the feet of a ruby-arnored
dem god. And Felice was there, flat on the floor, helnet off,
eyes shut, face and neck colorless except for the soft gleaning
of the golden torc and the shine of her hair.

Gomol sent Anerie floating toward the other prisoners

and | owered her softly. To the blue titan who had addressed

him he said, "Qur thanks to you, Brother Imdol, to Lord

Cul luket, and to all the menbers of your Host. Atinely
intervention, indeed. | see that the torc factory suffered no
serious harm"

"It is quite safe.”

"Splendid!'" A snall golden container at Gomol 's wai st

popped open and a cigar enmerged. The Lord Coercer bit off

the end, ignited the tobacco with psychoenergy, and blew a
fragrant plune toward the ruined ceiling with a fine air of
savoir-vivre.

"My own sources of information had nmade nme aware of a

possi bl e sabotage attenpt tonight," he said. "Unfortunately,

we were nmisled into believing that the invaders would try to
penetrate fromthe rear of the keep. My forces were in anbush
there. Lord Bornol and the Lord of Swords had kindly vol -unt eered
to watch with us. They should be here at any nonent."

Gommol swept the nmassed force of the Host with a confident

glance. "If you permt, I'Il relieve you of the tedium of the
nmoppi ng- up operation. Redactors are on their way to succor.our fallen brethren. Those who are not
too badly injured will surely be out of the Skin in time for the Conbat."
Imdol's glaring face was as carved fromrock crystal. "W

have lost fifteen of our sacred nunber to the iron. They rest

in Tana's peace, beyond the help of the Skin."

Gomol frowned, studying the tip of his cigar. "Terrible!

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (165 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

Monstrous!" He gestured at Felice. "But | see you have avenged

yoursel ves on the Lowlife wonman." "She is not dead," said ruby-clad Cul |l uket.

ment al bondage. Qur revenge will be taken in due tine."

"Aye," said all the others. "Revenge against all traitors."
Gommol stood stark still. Snoke fromthe cigar curled play-fully
inthe air currents entering through the breached ceiling.
"This woman showed a form dabl e psychoenergy," said | midol
"Much greater than any of us could have anticipated," Cul -1 uket
added. "She killed three of our conpany by her mnd's

power al one."

"I't was only with the greatest difficulty that we all conbi ned
and subdued her," cane the concerted voices of the rose-gold
twi ns, Kuhal and Fi an.

"But not," Imdol concluded, "before she had perpetrated

one final crinme—you understand that this is what we shal

say." The Host bl azed brighter and brighter. A certain insinuation
of the Second Coercer took unmi stakable formwithin the massed
ni nds.

"Stop!" Gomol cried. The m ghtiness of his nmetapsychic

power roared out to prevent them to fend themoff while
shielding his soul fromthe conmbined stroke of forty-seven
exotic mnds focused through the hatred and jeal ousy of [ m dol
son of Nontusvel and the Thagdal, who woul d surely be naned
Lord Coercer by acclamation once the human usurper was dead.
"You cannot..." cane the agonized gasp of Eusebi o Gonmez- Nol an,
"You cannot.. .conbine against a brother. Tana for-bids

it!"™ No brother you but a HUMAN and a traitor and a conniver
with the nonster Aiken Drumwe know it we are sure so

die... di e ..

have her

in

"No proof! No... proof!" Gommol's body tw sted, the spine bowed backward in tetany. He fel

arnmor as heavily as
if he had been turned to stone.

Imdol cried out, "W of the Host have our proof! Proof.for the others may cone | ater

will seemto die

a hero—tast victimof the nonster Felice—dntil it suits us to
reveal the full fabric of your treachery! Die, Mnipulator. De."
A last sound cane from Gommol's nouth. The contorted

linbs relaxed. The face within the bizarre sapphire gl obe of

his hel net went gray, then white. A skull with perfect teeth
grinned at the Host of Nontusvel. The cigar on the floor beside
it consuned itself in fragrant patience.

Cul l uket the Interrogator placed gray torcs around the necks

of Anerie, Chief Burke, and Basil. And then the nountain
clinmber, who of the three badly wounded prisoners retained

the nobst strength, was forced to take an iron bl ade and sever
Felice's golden torc.

"No gray for her?" Imdol inquired.

"Later," the Interrogator said. "It taints the pleasure if |
make t hings too easy for nyself.".16

HELPI NG HI MSELF TO EARLY BUGS, THE NI GHTJAR WHI PPED

around the predawn sky. Behind the foothills of the Jura the
sky was al ready pink. Mbs of herbivores down on the plateau
were stirring. There was activity in Castle Gateway, too—but,
maddeni ngly, no trace of any invisible human skul kers any-where.
The nightjar made a futile |low pass. It was a bl oody nui sance
that he hadn't been able to |ocate O aude and Madane yet.

They had to be hiding underground. No doubt with Madane's
illusion-spinning creativity reinforcing the natural psychic shield
of the dense granite and hard-baked soil. But they'd have to
conme out to nmake the sortie against the time-gate. And when
they did, he'd nab 'em

For

n

inhis

ow you
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As yet, none of the castle personnel knew that Ai ken had

arrived. He'd flown right up the valley of the Rhone, stashed
the Spear in the upper branches of a big old plane tree down

on the bottons, and winged it on up here to do the search

Who noticed whether or not a nightjar flew around in the

dayti me? He' d hoped to spot their hideout, turn back into himself,
and |l ead a castle search party right to the spot (tah-dah!).

But the damed ol d | ove-birds had foiled him Ah, well.

It was really kind of cute, when you thought about it. Wird,

but cute (I nean—ef course they couldn't. Could they? A

hundred and thirty-three?) It was kind of a shame they couldn't
have been content to Darby-and-Joan it off in the Hercynian
Forest sonewhere with the nunchkins instead of messing around

in the games of the big boys.

But there it was. No helping 'emnow. But he'd zap quick

and nerciful so at |least they'd be spared getting dragged down
to the Grand Conbat and distilled alive in that glass thing the. Tanu fancied for traitors. Gomol
had tried to convince A ken

that the cerenonial death of the old fol ks was strategically
necessary. (He would think so.) But to hell with him Gunball's
sadi sm woul d have to be content with the two ol d heads on

pi kes.

Aha! Activity again. The main gate of the castle was open-ing.
Plenty of soldiers coming out, in addition to the white-garbed
portal keepers. Just about dawn, too.

He banked, hunched his wings to stall, and plumeted down

to keep an eye on things.

Above him gray on gray-pink and outlined in mall ow on

the sunward side, was a strange cunulus cloud. Its bottom

sagged in udderlike formati ons. One of the bags elongated |ike

a vaporous Tanu breast as turbulence within the cloud in-creased.
The bag stretched | ower, becanme a dangling sl eeve,

then a miniature tornado with vortex w nds spinning at severa
hundred kil onmeters an hour. It twi sted and groped through the
air, hunmng |oudly. But norning w nds were keening over

the plateau and the people on the ground did not notice the new sound. They gathered formally
about an area of bare rock.

The nightjar did not observe the little tornado either—not

until it vacuumed hi mup, spun himoff with a great tangential
toss, and landed himin a nearly dry waterhol e sonme three
kil ometers away ... The stunned trickster regained consci ous-ness

a fewmnutes later and sat cursing the solicitous little

hi pparions that came to nuzzle his nuddy face.

And then his nmind flinched froma far, far obliteration of

a fam liar psychic pattern; and he knew about Gommol. By the
time he pulled hinmself together and flew back to the time-gate,
it was too late there as well.

"Cheri, the time has cone," she said.

He stretched, yawned, snoothed his silver hair back, then
reached out and caught her by the wrists.

"Fou, " she whi spered, when she was abl e.

"We both are. W nmke a pair—ike antique bookends."

She | aughed softly, but that brought on the coughing which

she had been at such pains to suppress. And there was bl ood.

He said, "How |l ong has this gone on? Angeli que—why didn't

you tell me?"

"I have taken Anerie's nedicines. Wat else was there to

do? You woul d have been made anxi ous for nothing. Say no

nmore about it! It is time to go. And soon it will not matter."."Goddanmit, we'll get away!" he
i nsisted, voice all raspy.

She kept back as he rempbved the top course of granite rocks
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fromthe wall, and enough fromthe center of the barricade so
that the two of them would be able to squeeze out. An under-ni ned
acacia tree sagged down like a curtain in front of the

openi ng. Beyond was the deep dry watercourse where she had

first found shelter in the Pliocene Exile sonme four years earlier
It had been Claude's idea to hide in this place, not even a
kiloneter away fromthe tine-gate area. Under cover of her
illusion of invisibility, they had come six days earlier during
the hours that the noon was down and burrowed into the arroyo
wal |, enlarging the hole that had already been forned by the
roots of the scraggly tree. They had walled thenselves in with
boul ders fromthe streanbed. Fromtinme to time during the

ni ghts, when her netapsychic senses told themthat it was safe,
they woul d venture out. The hol e had been enlarged into a
chanber nearly head-high, three nmeters long and two deep. It

had suited them

As they crept fromthe place for the last time, Caude heard

her half-joking little murnmur of farewell; "Adieu, petite grotte
d' anour. "

He said, "Two old spiders in their hole, you mean. But you
didn't devour nme, ma vieille! Still—4t's just as well our time

was short.”
"It sufficed," said she, nmind all asmle. "But now | think
we have both reached the point of plus qu'il nenf aut ... nore

t han enough."
She handed himthe anber with the nmessage she had signed,
then covered them both with her mental cloak. They scranbl ed
up the steep wall. The surface of the savanna was fully four
met ers hi gher than the streanbed. No one fromthe castle could
have been able to farsense their hiding place, not unless there
was a powerful netapsychic deliberately searching for them
and alert for her illusion. They had only a short distance to
wal k and nonments to wait before they fulfilled the duty they
had set for thenselves. And then, back to the hiding place,
where they woul d hope for the best, should the alarm be rai sed..
Last night—er rather early on this norning—they had tried
to find out what had happened to the saboteurs. Madane had
sent her nmind' s ear straining over the long kilonmeters that
separated them fromthe Bal earic Peninsula... But the distant
munbl e refused to finetune. She could not hear and dared not
call. And so the two of themhad sinply prayed for their friends,.nade | ove again, and slept. She
muf f1 ed her coughing in the
bl ankets. Her mental al armwoke them at the preselected time. As evanescent as norning w nd, they
approached the crowd
of people near the tine-portal. In the east, the sky was now
greeni sh yell ow and the day would be hot. (But their cave had
been cool, and they had had plenty of water and food and the
soft decanol e couches, and so the brief days had passed without
effort. He had told her about Gen and she had told hi mabout
Theo, and then they had expl ored one another as only the wise
ol d ones can, the lucky ones who are still strong and alive to
danger—for the adrenals hold the great secret of old |overs,
but only for those who are brave.)
They were alnpbst at the gate. It was nearly tine.

And the world around them abruptly turned bl ack
Both of themcried out. The sound did not propagate. They
seenmed to stand yet on solid ground, but all around was dark-ness

until there canme a pinprick of light that swelled to a
sun, to a glowing face, to the face of Apollo.
"I am Nodonn." Well, it's finished, Caude told hinmself. And now she'll die with the guilt.
A voi ce was speaki ng al oud. They knew that no one heard
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it but thenselves. "I know who you are and what you woul d

do. | have decided there nmust be an end to you and your
meddl i ng. "

Angel i que' s t hought was resigned: You Tanu have won this

time. You may kill us, but others will come to shut this devil's

gate. "They will not," said Nodonn, "because | have chosen you
its mind-1ight nunbing. "M

peopl e have never understood the great harmyou did to us in
opening this way across the aeons. They would brook no in-terference

with it. Not even | dared to close the tinme-gate by

force. But now there is another way. You will do nmy will and

at the sane tinme achi eve those goals you have set for your-selves.

The goal s you have both sought ever since comng to

this Exile. | presume you understand."”

C aude replied: W understand, all right.

"My people will believe that you two al one are responsible

for the closure. The supposed calanmity will be nore acceptable

to them when they learn that the insurgent |eader and the nman

who bonbarded Fi ni ah have been renoved fromthe Many- Col ored

Land... But you know that | cannot coerce you into.this final deed. The torced guardians at the
gate woul d det ect

my intervention. And so you will have to act freel y—and

visibly."

She said: Yes. It will be the ultimate proof to those at the other end of the gate. O aude said:
And I'mglad | blasted your damed sl ave-city!

Maybe you think closing this time-gate will nake you

Tanu safe fromany nore human uprisings. You're in for a

di sappoi ntrent! Things are never going to be the sane here

agai n.

The sun-bright face darkened. Nodonn's voice rolled in their

m nds. "Go back where you canme from accursed!"

Cl aude said: You fool. W canme from here.

And then their human ears heard birdsong again. The true

sol ar di sk was breaking over the rimof the highland beyond

the Rhone. Not a stone's throw away, a shinmering bl ock

hung in the air just above the square of stones where the porta

guardi ans and sol diers waited.

Their illusion of invisibility still intact, the two old people

began to run over the dry sod. Four human time-travelers na-terialized

within the tau-field and were assisted to alight.

Angel i que stunbl ed. C aude seized her hand, shoving aside

sol di ers and bewi |l dered tinmefarers.

"Junp for it before it recycles!”

One of the armed guards gave a shout and rushed forward,

wavi ng his bronze sword. Fully visible, the old man and wonan

stood side by side in mdair, hands |linked. The tenporal field

reversed itself and they di sappeared.

In the sky above, a nightjar shrilled its furious kutuk-kutuk- kutuk and flew away.
Only one of the auberge clients whose trip had been so

unexpectedly aborted was not suffering hysterics. Still holding

hi s plankton net and sack of specimen bottles, he answered

Counsel or M shim's questions warily.

"They were just standing there, | tell you. We only saw

themfor a split second when those mirrors in the nmachine's

walls cut off. And then they were skel etons! And then dust... |

really must demand an expl anation. Counselor. The brochure

states nost enphatically that there is no hazard in the journey

through ti me— One of the other counselors, kneeling in front of the gazebo,

broke in. "Alan, cone and look at this.".Mshim said, "Please go upstairs and wait with the
ot hers,

Dr. Billings. I'll be with you in just a nonent."

The flam ng mask was enor nous,
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When the man had gone the two counsel ors bent over the

pil e of ashy powder. There was a peculiar gold ornanent half-buried
init, a kind of barbarian necklet. Wien Mshima lifted

it, glittering flakes—all that remained of the internal com ponents—
sifted fromsmall openings and mingled with the

dust .

"And here... oh, God." The other counsel or had di scovered

the two flat pieces of anber. The writing was clearly visible
within., "We—we'd better rush these things up to the director,

Al an."

M shima sighed. "Yes. And tell that Billings chap and the

others that they needn't wait after all."

The twin rings carved fromjet were not discovered unti

| ater, when the gazebo's dust was reverently swept up to be
stored—until the investigatory panel's work should be fin-ished—
in a durofilmsack in the auberge director's safe.

Six mllion years away, in the roomw thout doors, Elizabeth

and Brede wept. Foreknow edge, as Elizabeth had suspected

all along, had only nade it worse

THE END OF PART TWD. .1

BY THE TI ME OF THE GALACTIC M LI EU THE MOUNTAI N WAS

worn away to a remant. It rose fromthe Mediterranean as the

i sl and of Menorca, easternnost of the archipelago that had been
call ed the Hesperides. Mnte del Toro, not 400 meters above

the sea, nmarked its greatest em nence on eroded El der Earth.

Most of its ancient |abyrinth of caves had by then been opened

to the sun by wearing elenents or, in the case of deeper caverns,
drowned by the encroachi ng sea.

But six mllion years in the past, the nountain had anot her
aspect. Wen exotic newconers to the Balearic Peninsula first

saw its shadowed mass with the twin crags flanking a sunmt
meadow (where Bryan and Mercy would lie), they naned it

the Mount of Lugonn and Sharn—after the Tanu and Firvul ag

chanpi ons who had fought their ritual battle at the Ship's G ave.
Later, the nountain was sinply called the Mount of Heroes.

By a rare express command of Brede, it was nmade the property

of the Guild of Redactors. Their college of healing and mi nd-exploration
was built on the southeastern slope overlooking Muriah and the Wite Silver Plain. After the Tines
of Unrest

and the bani shnment of M nanonn, the very caves within the
nmount ai n were annexed-at first to serve as secure crypts for

the internent of the Great Ones, and latterly for far | ess sacred
pur poses.

Felice had vowed to herself that she woul d never cry al oud.

Her mind' s voice night rage and the Interrogator |augh; but
sonmehow, through all the days, she renmi ned steadfast and

never uttered a sound through the jaws wedged open. She had
willed this one thing: paralysis of her vocal cords; and they of
all her betraying flesh had obeyed.. Cul |l uket had gone slowy, learning her, utilizing both re-
dacti on

and coercive power, now struming |like an artist, now

thunmpi ng with overwhel mi ng crude malice. And if the sensory

overl oad sent her into fugue, he coaxed her back wth tweaks

at the core of the brainstemto restore full-alert wakeful ness
when it was tine for the next refinenent to be denobnstrated.
Mental humiliation of her, he had discovered to his surprise,

was not nearly so effective as the purely physical assaults upon
her femnine dignity. But she was still a child, of course. A
perverted child. She had yielded up the required informtion
rather quickly (the Spear of Lugonn in the possession of Aiken
Drum the Ship's Grave and its trove of flying nachines, the
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schemes for producing iron weapons, the fortified villages

abuilding in the north); and the data were sent to Nodonn so

that action could be taken follow ng the Grand Conbat .

That had satisfied the others of the Host, |eaving Culluket free to satisfy hinself.
To peel open her mind slowy, like a fruit, so that he could

observe and then savor all of the strange hunors of the alien

nmur deress. Her secret horrors, the massive psychic wound from

the I oss of her golden torc (and yet that not as devastating as

one m ght have expected), the nonstrous netapsychic faculties

for coercion, psychokinesis, creativity, farsensing, now walled

up and latent |ike ravening beasts in squeeze-traps, never to be
freed again.

Taste the rage! Watch the agony deepen at the forced shar-ing.

Fl ay, open to reveal the unsatisfied needs, the infant dep- rivation short-circuiting the pleasure
and the viol ence pat hways

deep within the cerebellum Delicious possibilities there! Re-alize
them Replay frommultiple vantage points the filth, unti

even she, wetched Lowife, understands her own vil eness.

I nhumani ty proven by a nonhuman male, exquisitely skilled.

He worked her, shock foll ow ng shock, pain piled upon

pai n, her body's degradation translated into maceration of ego;

her hatred and fear of other beings clarified as hatred and fear

of her self.

Leave her bereft of everything she has ever val ued, waiting

for dissolution. (Her body had to be unharmed, of course; but

he would fulfill his promse to the Battlemaster if he delivered

her able to fight in the Conbat as a petit-nal autonmaton.)

But she would not go mad.

Pi qued, he rumuaged in the weckage, trying to discover.the explanation. He al nbst mssed it. But
there—a minute

spark barricaded within a stubborn shell of screening that re-sisted
all his attenpts at puncture. D mnished and encapsu-| at ed,

the being that was Felice continued to abide.

If only he could make her speak, cry out! That was the way,

the key. He knew it! One voluntary sound and the | ast defense

woul d fall. But she would not. After days had passed and the Conbat
was al nost upon them he dared go no further for fear of
extinguishing life, along with that stubborn remant of shiel ded
identity.

"Keep it, then," he said, "for what good it will do you.”" And after pleasuring hinself with her
one final tinme, he

clamped the gray torc of slavery around her neck, rel eased her

jaws, and had the attendants take her away to a cell in the
deepest of the cataconbs.

St ei ni e?
Lovel ove you're awake. "Does it still hurt, Sue?"

He knelt on the danp stone floor next to the niche with its strawstuffed mattress and took her by
the hand. There was
just enough light to see her, cast by the single Tanu jewel -l anp

set like a sad star in the high ceiling of the cell, surrounded
by stal actites.

"There's only a leftover ache now. I'lIl be all right. Lord

D onket said there was no pernmanent damage. W'l| be able

to have others later on."

But not him Sukey not ny first unbornson. "It nust have

been ny fault. W shouldn't have... after we were sure you

were pregnant." Stupidstupidsel fishprickbabykiller!
"No!" She struggled up, sitting on the edge of the stone bed

and taking his face to kiss. "Never think it was your fault. I'm
certain it wasn't." (And will the certainty into his mnd through
the silver torc still worn; but hide the reality. O never let him

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (171 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

find that out.) "You nust stop thinking about it now, [|ove. Get

ready for the escape! The Conmbat starts tonmorrow. |'msure

that Ai ken has waited until the last minute so that the Tanu

won't bother to come after us."

Stein grow ed deep in his chest. He shook his head, |ike a bear warding off attacking bees.
Al ar med, Sukey perceived the

random neural firing within his brain that signaled the onset of

a spasminduced by his nal adaptation to the gray torc.

"Damm Ai ken Drum ™" Stein groaned. "He said... he prom.ised...but first you, now ne...Christ,
Sukey, ny skull's
expl odi ng—

She held his head to her breast and plunged within his mnd

as she had at ever-shorter intervals during their time in Miriah
Once again, she was successful in stopping the threatened con-flagration
But if the torc stayed on himnuch |onger, he would

not survive

"There, Steinie. There, love. |'ve got you. |'ve fixed it."
Water dripped fromthe ceiling of their prison cell—+egular
nmusi cal. The wild beating of Stein's heart slowed and his rough
exhal ati ons eased. He lifted his head to neet his wife's eyes.
"You're sure that it wasn't ny fault?"

"Believe ne. It wasn't. Sonetinmes these things just hap-pen.”
Still kneeling beside her, he sank back to rest on his heels,
great hel pl ess hands turned palnms up, the inage of a shattered
giant. But Sukey was not deceived. She could see into his

m nd.

If he could not blane hinmself, he would | ook el sewhere.

Ai ken Drum hoi sted the heavy Spear of Lugonn easily,

menaci ng the ornate chandelier in Mayvar's audi ence chanber

in the Hall of Farsensors. The gl assy | ance shone gol den, now
that the last of the disguising blue | acquer had been cl eaned
fromit. The powerpack was fully charged.

"Take that for your yoni, witch!"™ he chortled, striking a

wi cked pose.

Mayvar's smile was indul gent. "Tonorrow, ny Shining

One. Tonorrow it all begins. But there will be five days of it,
renenber. And you can use the Spear only at the very end,

after midnight on the fifth day when the Heroic Encounters
take place, and even then only if Nodonn decides to use the
Sword. And if you survive to neet the Battlemaster at all—=
"If? 1f?" he squealed in nock fury. "You cl apped-out old
seeress! Are you going to renege on your own Mking? Do |

have to prove nyself to you agai n?"

He cast down the photonic weapon with a ringing clang and

| aunched hinsel f, suddenly naked as a fish, at the scarecrow
figure I ounging on the anethyst throne. There was no one el se
in the chanber and the seat of power was quite | arge enough

for two.

"Enough.. .enough!" she wheezed, laughing until tears.trickled through the furrows of her cheeks.
"At least let me live to share the triunph and give you your nane!"

He I et her go, still feigning vexation at her apparent |ack

of confidence. Perched on purple velvet cushions with his |egs
crossed, he stuck two fingers under his golden torc and pull ed.
The nmetal stretched |ike an elastic band, then sagged as |inp

as half-pulled taffy. He began to fling the gold about, spinning
it thinner and thinner, catching |loops of it on the toes of each
bare foot and weaving cat's cradles with the flexible filanment
that had been a gol den torc.

"So doubt me, Hag! And I'Il give back this silly gift of

yours and go ny own way. \Who needs you? |'ve got ny

qui verful of powers all honed and ready at last and |'ma match
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for any of "emnow Bring on the Firvulag spooks! Bring on

Thagdal and Nodonn!"

"1f you would be king, you nmust play by their rules,” she

said flatly. "If they suspect that you are fully operant wi thout
the torc they may yet conbi ne agai nst you. And strong as you

have becone, ny Shining One, the massed m nds of the battl e-conpany

could kill you, given the incentive."
"The fighters are crazy about me. And the ladies think |I'm
cutel™

"But the Host spreads runors. They say you co-conspired

with Gommol and Felice's saboteurs. They say that your inept
handling led to the closing of the tinme-gate. Far nore omi nous,
they say that you would mate with the operant woman Elizabeth

and engender a race of fully operant humans here in the Mny- Col ored
Land. "

"Me and the Ice Lady? Wiat a detunefying thought!”

H's smrk was as jaunty as ever, but the golden skein nelted

back into a circle, which he replaced about his neck. He began

to put his suit of many pockets back on. "But you nay have

a point at that. A good thing Elizabeth is about ready to pack

it inand fly. I can't understand why she's hung around this

Il ong. Not unless she really does give a dam about us after

all."

"Don't think of her." The crone patted his head. "Don't

t hi nk of anything but the Conmbat. Your participation in the

prelim naries should present no special hazard. And no one

may chal |l enge you in the mani festation of powers if | nominate

you Second Farsensor. But once the H gh Ml ee begi ns you

will need to nuster all the bravery and cl everness and neta-psychic
power at your conmand. It's not enough for you sinply.to survive the fighting. You nust show
yoursel f an inspired

| eader and a destroyer of the Foe. Then, as the Conbat draws

toits climax, contingents fromall the guilds may rally to foll ow
your banner rather than that of Nodonn! Thus you will be seen

as a valid kingly aspirant in the Heroic Encounters at the end."”

Ai ken said in a wistful little voice, "You sure | can't use
iron?"
Mayvar cackled. "Ch, you jester.. .on the day when you

become King of the Many-Col ored Land you may do as you

pl ease. But never dream of using the blood-netal in this Com bat.
It would be said that you were allied to the Lowives in

the north. Why do you think | cautioned secrecy when | gave

you the weapon to use agai nst Del baet h?"

Ai ken laced his fingers behind his head and rocked back

and forth, contenplating limtless vistas.

"When I'mking we'll change all kinds of rules. Wth a

cohort of gold-torc humans arned with iron, we'll nop up the human rebels and take care of the
Fi rvul ag, too. But we won't

sl aughter 'em-hell, no! Now that the time-gate's closed, |'ll

have to scrounge up subjects anywhere | can. And | ook at all

of the neat things the gnonmi es make! Fancy jewelry and chaliko
tack and booze that's just stone faraway! Nope—+'Il pacify the
Little Folks by threatening "emwth the ultinmte weapon and
we' || have one big happy ki ngdom under Good Ki ng—

He stopped rocking. H's black eyes wi dened and his nmouth
dropped in stunned surprise. "Oh, dam," he whispered. "My-var—
can you hear it? It's nostly on the intimate human node

but enough sl ops over into the gray band for you to pick up if
you spread it out and listen sharp. You grab? It's Stein."
"Vengeance," Mayvar said. "He blanmes you. Incredible!"

The golliwog youth sat stiffly on the edge of the amethyst
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throne, farsensing for all he was worth. "Still no firm conclu-sion
But mulling it over, the stupid o x ... How | promised to

keep Sukey safe. But she wasn't kept safe. Ergo, ny fault!

Can you beat that for idiot logic? Sure as shit, that little broad
i s unconsciously | eaking sone part of the truth to him Wnen!
It'd be enough if she just hinted the miscarriage wasn't spon-taneous.
Looks to ne like there's only one thought noving

Stein—blanme it on sonebody besides hinsel f."

Mayvar said, "You did prom se no harmwould cone to

Sukey. The word of a gold-torc nobleman and royal aspi-rant—
"What about your precious rules?" he exploded. "Play by.the rules, you said! Are you tellin' ne
now | shoul d have gone

agai nst the King and Queen just to spare Sukey a little hough-magandy
that shouldn't have done her or the kid any harn? If

Stein wasn't such a thick-headed—=

Mayvar had cocked her head, still farsensing. "Hear what

his mind cries out! This is no joke, Aiken Drum"

Hi s tirade agai nst her forgotten, A ken focused again. The
farspoken maunderings of the hal f-crazed Viking were nostly

bei ng broadcast through his torc on the uni quely human spec-trum
and they were so chaotic that even human |isteners would

have been unlikely to expend the effort needed to deci pher

them But if a person were patient and |lifted aside the ranblings
and nutters and the m xed-up busi ness about Sukey—there was sonething el se.
The saboteurs conming to invade the torc factory, thinking

they would receive Aiken's help with the Spear. Aiken's cosy
arrangenent wi th Gommol .

"Ch, Christ,"” breathed the trickster. "H s mnd-bl ock's going.

And with Gomol dead, ny puny redact isn't going to be able

to nail the lid back down tight enough."

"You must act at once. If Stein's thoughts are brought to

the attention of the Host, they will use himto prove you
reprobate and unworthy of aspiring to the kingship. They will
serve you as they did Gomol ."

"God... I'll have to get both Stein and Sukey out of here
toni ght Aot wait till after I'mking, like | planned."

"It is late for that course of action." She showed hi m what

the safest course would be, at the same tinme trenbling at her

test of him

"l couldn't,” he told her. "Not Stein and Sukey!"

"Alive, they will always be a threat to your sovereignty."

"No! There's gotta be another way!"

"You feel an obligation to then? Your honor? Your half-jesting
proni se? Your pride?"

"Not them Anybody else I'll zap to charcoal, but not them"”

Not the crazy dunb |overs see how they suffer because of one

anot her shrunk/enl arged by the giving but what would it be

I'i ke? Poor doonmed dammed saps wondered at but denied by

the safe avoider as | avoid/deny you dyi ng womanbodyni nd.

He repeated, "Not them"

Mayvar rose fromthe throne and swayed there hooded,

| ooking like the cal yx of some huge, unopened violet flower.

He knew but could not see her fresh tears. "Bl essed be ny.Making. | knew that you were not as
Gomol ... and there is

anot her way."

He bounded up and grabbed her by the arns. "Wat?"

"Rermai n here and make ready for tonmorrow. Trust ne. |

will see that your friends are sent out of Miuriah tonight.".2

ON TH S COVBAT EVE, EVERY TRUE MEMBER OF THE ANCI ENT

battl e-conpany had t houghts only for the com ng clash of Foes,

the joint celebration of life and death that they believed was
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their reason for continuing existence in the Many-Col ored Land.
But there were a few who had rejected the ancient traditions,
and these cane toget her—even one who had not set foot in

the capital city for five hundred years—to consi der whether

or not this year's Grand Conbat night be the great turning
poi nt foreseen by Brede.

To their exasperation, the Shipspouse herself woul d not

attend the neeting, would not confirmor deny the possibility.
"The Conbat itself will manifest the Goddess's WIIl," she had
told Dionket, "and then you will know what you nust do."

But the Lord Heal er had not been satisfied with that. Wat did
a mystic know of power struggles? Her vision was so discon-certingly
| ong.

And so he had summopned the | eaders anong the antibattle
faction, even the pair |ong banished, to a secret chanber deep
within the Mount of Heroes; and when Katlinel dared to bring
in the two outsiders, the extraordinariness of the tinmes excused
it and even lent it a mad kind of suitability.

DI ONKET LORD HEALER Greetings to you all, fellowtraitors

and peacel overs, and especially to our Psychokinetic Brother

M nanonn Heretic, and our Coercive Brother Leyr, so |ong

absent from our cabals, and our distingui shed Foeman—

SUGOLL: Ally.
DI ONKET: —ow so fortuitously allied, the Lord Sugoll, ruler
of Meadow Mountain, and greatest of those called How.lers... Sisters and Brothers, we are indeed

poi sed on the

brink. Say, Myvar. MAYVAR KI NGVAKER: Ai ken Drumis ready. The human youth

is fully operant, possessed of all faculties save redaction in

a truly remarkabl e degree. | believe no single Tanu or Fir- vulag chanmpion will w thstand hi m
Fai |l i ng catastrophe or

a mass attack by the entire battl e-conpany—whi ch cannot

happen unl ess he is attainted unworthy according to our

anci ent code-he will becone king five days hence after

defeating both the Thagdal and Nodonn at the cul m nation

of the Grand Conbat. M NANONN THE HERETIC. A human ... barely nore than a child

Atrickster, if runor does not lie! This is your pivotal figure? MAYVAR | have tested himin al
the ways. He is flawed—

and who anong us is not?—but he will be worthy.

ALBERONN M NDEATER: Kid's got good stuff. Nerve. Heart.

BUNONE WARTEACHER: Ji sum Bot h ki nds. MAYVAR. He can be cruel, but he is capable of love all un-
realizing

| have been true to my Making.

LEYR THE BANI SHED: But—a little human nount ebank? KATLI NEL THE DARKEYED: You |oved a human once
your sel f,

Fat her. And our races are nerged, for better or for worse. MAYVAR Aiken Drumw || engender
operants. Not so many

as Elizabeth mght with her fuller penetrance, but enough

GREG DONNET CENETI CS MASTER: Have no fear, kinfolk! Aik-en's

genetic assay is colossal! | nean—onpare himto Nodonn, for instance. The Battlenaster is

gor geous, but we

al |l know how few purebl ood of fspring he's sired. And his

hybrids haven't a H gh Tabl e candidate or even a first-class power in the |ot.

BLEYN BATTLE- CHAMPI ON: Who wants to be the one to rem nd Nodonn of his deficiencies? (Rueful

| aught er.)

LEYR Well, you've seen this boy fight and I haven't. But it's hard to swallow the notion that any
human coul d stand up

to Nodonn, nmuch less this stripling with a silly name. MAYVAR He will receive another nane,
according to our cus-tom

after he survives the H gh Ml ee.

M NANONN: Look here. Granted this Aiken Drumlicks Nodonn in the Encounter—and |'m not nearly so
sangui ne as you
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seemto be on that point, Kingmaker—both the post of Lord

Psychoki netic and the governorship of Goriah will fall va-cant

when the boy assunmes the throne.. DI ONKET: Exactly. And now that Sebi-Gomol is dead,
Coercer Guild nust al so seek a new | eader.

LEYR Almghty Tana! |s that why you got Mnnie and ne back

her e?
KATLI NEL: Fat her—surely you can best Imidol in the mani-festation
of powers. His coercive will is much weaker than

Gommol ' s was.

LEYR Ye-es, but don't underestimate the eneny, Katy-girl.
Imidol won't settle for a sinple nmanifestation the way somne-one
like Aluteyn would. He'll want a battle-trial—ninds

and weapons—during the Ml ee.

DI ONKET: This is true. And you are much ol der than | m dol
Coercive Brother, and there is considerable risk. But we
know your mind. If you were victorious and reascended to
the Hi gh Table you would play a noderating role... no
matt er who becanme Hi gh King.

LEYR Danmit—M nnie's the peacel oving heretic, not ne!
ALBERONN: But you'd never favor the extermnation of hu-manity—
nor of us hybrids—as does the Host of Nontusvel

LEYR O course not—t

KATLI NEL: And nuch as you | ove Conbat between equal s,

Fat her, you have scant heart for the sensel ess slaughter of
the Hunt, or the perversion of the Low Mel ee that has cone
about since the advent of torced human fighters, or the
unsporting tactics used against the Foe in the H gh Ml ee
itsel f.

LEYR Bad busi ness, those gray shock troops and the whol e
matter of nounting our fighters on chalikos. Snall wonder

t he Foe sul ks and nakes Lowlife alliances.

DI ONKET: The Host must not be allowed to dom nate the High
Tabl e! We appeal to you, Leyr. And to you al so, M nanonn
MAYVAR: W stand at a crossroads, Brothers and Sisters. W
may choose our turning or have it forced upon us.

LEYR. Very well. Perhaps |'mgetting soft-headed in ny old
age... but I'Il challenge that young braw er |m dol

MAYVAR: And you, M nanonn?

M NANONN: You see ne allied to your cause in the event of
Nodonn's defeat, contending agai nst Kuhal Earthshaker for
the | eadershi p of the psychokinetics.

MAYVAR: You have the power. You were Battl enaster once.

M NANONN: Fi ve hundred years gone, before ny enlightennent.

And you know nme little, Kingmaker, if you think that |I.would sacrifice ny principles nowto to

becone a killer

once nore.

DI ONKET: For an end to killing!
M NANONN: Not even for that.

MAYVAR: |f the Guild presidency mght be decided in a peaceful manifestation of powers and not

battle-trial?

M NANONN: That wi Il never happen under the Thagdal's regime.
MAYVAR: But if our faction forces a change of the rules under
a new ki ng?

M NANNON: Then | would willingly aspire. However, until the

dawn of that unlikely new day, | nust take | eave of you
Sisters and Brothers. | fly back to ny place of banishment
in the wilderness. Farewell.

(He goes.)

BUNONE: Until we neet again, dear Brother Heretic! \Wen our
faction controls the Many-Col ored Land and | forgo ny
war -t eachi ng for fancy enbroi dery!
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ALBERONN: That you may, and pink and blue to boot, Lady,

i f you undertake further Quests with Ai ken Drum

BUNONE: Shame on you, Creative Brother, for not considering
the feelings of the Kingnmaker.

MAYVAR: | have no illusions about the sexual faithfulness of
my hunan protege. | see himas he is.

DI ONKET: Tana help us if you do not.

LEYR Yes—how about that, Kingnmaker? What happens if this
trickster of yours plays his own game once we've put him

on the throne?

BLEYN: W can all nobve into M nannon's cave in the Catal an

W | der ness.

MAYVAR: He is worthy! | amcertain of it! Under him we wll
be able to inaugurate a new era. The only questionabl e factor
was the influence of Gommol —and he is dead. Wth the
tinme-gate closed, we will push gradually for the enanci-pation
of the grays, an end to involuntary human concu- bi nage,
abolition of the Hunt, and peace between Tanu and

Firvulag at last. Wiat was inpossible under the Thagdal or
Nodonn is not only feasible but certain if Aiken Drumis

Ki ng of the Many- Col ored Land.

SUGOLL: Let us speak of others who also share this | and. GREG DONNET: Ch, listen! This is
mar vel ous—and so | ogi cal ,

froma eugeni c standpoint! Positively elegant! | couldn't
contain my enthusi asmwhen Katy came to nme. O course,
she and Sugoll will be only a token of what might follow as the old racial prejudices are broken

down. But |ater—

the results will be very simlar to the injection of A ken's
genes insofar as ultimate inprovenent of the netapsychic
phenot ype—

LEYR What the hell is this little capon blithering about?
KATLI NEL: Sugol |l and I, Father. The merging of all three gene
pool s.

LEYR: Katy?! Do you nean to tell me that you and this—this
Firvul ag—

KATLI NEL: How er.

SUGOLL: My body is, of course, an illusion. Like all of ny

subjects, | ama mutant. Katy accepts me as | am But |et
there be no maski ng between us, either, father-in-law el ect.
Look.

LEYR (!) Conpassi onate Tana.

GREG DONNET: Their children will be beautiful. Their m nds,
at any rate! And |'moff with themto the North Country

this very night to ook into the teratogenic thing and see if
it might not respond to a little fiddling. Anyhow-ronster

is as nonster does.

LEYR Katy.. .oh, Katy.

DI ONKET (emnbraci ng her): Blessings, Creative Daughter. And
upon you, Lord of the Howl ers. You take with you the

flower of our Hi gh Table. Be with her a bridge.

SUGOLL: Threefold, we may hope. Farewell.

(He goes, with Katlinel and G eg-Donnet.)

BUNONE: Cheer up, Leyr. At least they'll be out of this ness.
You can work off your steamon Inmidol. | rather |ike that
Sugol | fellow nyself. Alot of style for a Firvulag...

MARY- DEDRA: Then we only wait? Wait for Aiken Drumto conquer?
ALBERONN: Sone of us take the active role in his cohort during
the H gh Mel ee. There are nunerous volunteers, admrers

of his prowess, especially anmong the hybrids. But Aiken
Drumwi Il require captains follow ng his banner as well.

Bl eyn and | have offered oursel ves.
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BUNONE: And |I.
LEYR Oh, hell. Way not? I'lIl throwin with him now that the
worl d's turned upside down... But there's one tradition

they haven't dared to neddle with: warrior's privilege! How
about it, fighters? Alittle practical preparation for the G and
Conbat, hey?
ALBERONNE + BLEYN + BUNONE: Warrior's privilege! No.nonconmbatants allowed! Roll out the barrels!
(They go.)
DI ONKET: The rest of us will have other work. CREYN. And may | remind you, Lord Healer, that some
of the
work awaits to be acconplished yet this night. MAYVAR You have secured it, Mary-Dedra?
DEDRA: It is here, Lady Kingmaker, in this golden box. MAYVAR As a human, Dedra may touch it
wi t hout peril. Open
and show us, child.
DI ONKET + CREYN. Ah. DEDRA: It was where Elizabeth farsensed it, hidden beneath a granite sett in
an obscure corner of the Coercer House base-court.
Lord Gomol nust have put it there hinself |ong
ago agai nst—some contingency. No one saw ne renobve
it.
CREYN: And it is certain, Lord Healer, that this tool of the
bl ood-netal may safely renove torcs fromhunmans? DIONKET: | have it fromElizabeth, who learned it
from Madane
Guderian herself. Both silvers and grays have been |i berated
by neans of iron in the north. As to the safety of the op-eration
t hat depends upon the individual's reaction to the withdrawal. W will give the tool to Sukey
and hope that
her redactive powers are sufficient. Wen the fugitives are
safely away and she is certain that she need not coerce Stein for his own good, she will cut his
torc, renmoving himfrom
Tanu i nfluence and m nd-hearing permanently. MAYVAR But we will give her another option, poor
little one.
It is the wish of our future king.

DI ONKET: | see. Gold, instead of the silver she now wears. She

woul d retain her netapsychic powers and still be free, while

her mate remains a bareneck. And she nust nmke the choice... This putative Crown Prince of ours is
a fiend!

MAYVAR: It is late. Long past midnight. W nust act. CREYN. | will fetch them They will trust
me—even Stein.

DI ONKET: Cul l uket is away, engaged in a premature warrior

celebration with the Host. It will be safe. And Elizabeth is already waiting on the nountaintop.
DEDRA: Elizabet h? MAYVAR. W have had to change the plan for the liberation of

Stein and his wife. A boat could be too easily intercepted. And Elizabeth's hot-air balloon
carries three.

The hellad drawi ng the cal eche | et out a whicker of surprise.when it cane to the dark summit and
saw t he huge thing noored

there, swaying in a gentle west w nd.

"Creyn?" Elizabeth was standi ng next to the gondol a. Her

red junpsuit, like the scarlet balloon, was black in the |ight of the waxing noon
"Make Stein wal k, Elizabeth. 1'lIl help Sukey."

"I'mall right," Sukey insisted, clinbing down fromthe

carriage. "l just thought it would be safer if Steinie were out..."

"l have him" Elizabeth said. "The balloon is ready. Thank

God you're a snmall person, Sukey. This will be crowded, but
we'll be all right if we keep Stein sedated while we're in the
air."

"Eli zabeth—= Creyn's voice broke.

"Upsy daisy, Stein. Now you, Sukey. No—don't touch that

cable. It opens the maneuvering vent, dunps hot air that we
need to rise."

The tall exotic was still standing by the carriage. The hell ad
drooped in the traces. "Elizabeth!"
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"Yes, Creyn?" She cane toward him thinking he w shed
to say goodbye.

"Brede... charged me to explain that... this was not fore-seen
by her. Nor planned by the rest of us. Believe ne! The
cell next to Stein and Sukey... | could not hel p but perceive

how little sanity was left to her, for all her uninjured body,
and how the Conbat would surely snuff it out whether or not

she survived physically. And renmenbering that she had been

your friend... | consulted Brede. She said that the choi ce mnust
be your own."

He Iifted a blanket. Curled up on the floor of the carriage,
frail and vulnerable as a sleeping child, lay Felice.

He said, "You could force-feed the balloon piloting data to

Sukey ... a few nmnutes' work for a Gand Master. The hazard
for themwould be very snall—=
Br ede! !

| hear Elizabeth.

You did this!

It is as Creyn avers. | did not not foresee it, did not plan

it. It is the work of the Goddess. O God.

No. No! Ch—damm you! Al of you

The bal |l oon rose, wafting unseen as the westerly breeze

took it over the lights of Muriah. As it gained altitude above.the Great Lagoon it net a w nd-
shear. The senmi dirigi ble en-vel ope

shuddered, caught nonmentarily in opposing currents. Continuing ascent injected it fully into the
ot her airstream

It changed direction away from Corsica-Sardi nia and sail ed

sout hwest, toward the Isthnus of Gbraltar..3

THEY WAI TED FOR DAWN. Tanu and Firvul ag and torced hunanity gathered in splendid

array on the Plain, which was pearl-col ored now because of

the traditional Mst of Duat that the creators of both battle- conpanies had conjured as a sky-
canopy. A | ow droning sound,

part grow and part minor chord, swelled on the still air. The

comonalty of the Firvulag, standing on the sidelines all mn-gled

with the Tanu and hunman non-conbatants, were voicing their ancient overture to the Conbat.
Firvul ag warriors in obsidian arnor all decked with gold

and jewels stood in a vast nob sonme 20,000 strong, dwarfs

and giants and niddl e-sized stalwarts all nixed together, some bearing the ghastly effigy
standards, some cl utching naked

weapons. Their great battle-captains were nassed nearest to the east-facing stage where the
royalty of both races had as-senbl ed.

On the opposite side of the nmarble platformwaited

the Tanu arny. Disdainful of the informality of their shadow brethren

they were ranged in el egant ranks according to their guilds: the violet and gold farsensors, the
bl ue coercers, the

ruby and silver conbatant redactors, creators arnored in beryl

tints, and gl owi ng rose-gold psychokinetics. Up in the front rank of the Farsensor Battalion, an
i mpudent little human posed

among towering jewel ed chanpions. His arnmor of gold-lustre

gl ass was adorned with anethysts and canary di anonds, and his cloak glittered uniquely black with
a violet edge. He bore

high his banner with its strange devi ce.

The light in the east brightened behind thick mst. The chain

of silence rang. Eadone Sci encemaster cane forward fromthe group of Most

Exal t ered Personages and rai sed some small instrument to her.eyes. Thagdal and Yeochee stood

i mredi atel y behind the Dean

of @Quilds, the Tanu nmonarch attired in blue-white dianmond

arnmor, the Firvulag wearing sharply faceted bl ack

"The First Day begins," Eadone declared, bowing to the

Ki ngs and steppi ng asi de.

Thagdal gestured. Nodonn Battlemaster cane to salute the
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two sovereigns, trailed by gigantic Sharn-Mes the Young

Champi on—who as representative of the losers in last year's
Conmbat had only a subsidiary role to play in this opening
cerenony. Nodonn carried a glass weapon simlar to the big

t wo- handed swords used by both exotic races; but this Sword

had a great flaring basket-hilt and a thin cable leading fromits
ponmel to a box worn at the Battl emaster's wai st.

G owing |ike an aurora, Nodonn formally offered the Sword

to Thagdal. The King declined it with equal solemity, saying,
"Be thou our deputy. Open the sky to this Grand Conbat."

Nodonn turned, facing east and the veiled sun. He lifted the
photon weapon. A brilliant enerald beam stabbed the | ow hangi ng
cl oud deck, piercing the gray and allow ng a w dening

shaft of solar radiance to spotlight its sunmoner, the two Kings
and the Firvulag general standing behind him and the rest of
the Most Exalted Personages on the platform Warriors and
nonconbat ants together sang the Song, the soaring Tanu chorus
count erpoi nted by the deeper, nore sonorous voices of the
Firvul ag. The break in the clouds expanded, just as it always
had for |ong thousands of years on the foggy planet Duat, where
the ancient rivals had been accustonmed to use both mental force
and | aser beans to insure a sunny sky for their annual ritua
war .

The Song ended. The vault of the Pliocene heavens gl owed

bl ue above the Wiite Silver Plain. Fighters and spectators gave
a mghty cheer, and the First Day of the G and Conbat began
Felice awoke to stillness. Physical. Mental. Enotional

She was half-sitting on the bottom of some cranped con-tainer
crushed up agai nst the sleeping formof a dishevel ed

young gol d-torc wonman she had never seen before. Standing

i ke sone hercul ean statue al nost on top of her, but | ooking
out and away, with mind a singing blank, was a man both
gigantic and fam liar.

But he was not the hated Bel oved not him

Human-hairy legs rising to a grubby green tunic. A wai st
cinched by an anber-studded belt. G eat hunched shoul ders..Hands resting on the padded top rail of
the box. Mbtionless

hormel y bl ond head.

Above, the blazing gridiron within the nouth of a vibrant
scarlet gut. A blue sky.

What ? Sorme new anusement of the tornentor? But his nind

was no | onger with her. He was gone and she renmi ned. The
strength had been given to her and she renmi ned.

The gridiron thing was of a peculiar conplex design, glowing
with such heat that the air for meters around it was al
ashimer. It was nounted at the tip of a decanole frame that
was attached to the decanol e container that inprisoned the
three of them There were silvery cabl es depending froma

wi de ring around the red maw s openi ng, and these were al so
attached to their open-topped cell. Beside her, projecting from
the wall of the box, was a fat shelf. She raised herself painfully
and saw a digital instrument cluster

ALT—2104. 3; TER CL-2596.1; VAR— .19; ENV-—Y7[green];

AMB AT—17.5; PO FX-37: 39N, 00: 33E; CGD SP-66.2; HDG—

231; F RES—=2299.64HR, ZT-07:34:15

She and Stein and the woman were in Elizabeth' s ball oon

Free.

Felice pulled herself upright and stood beside the rigid man.
There was absol utely no sensation of novenment through the

air, no wind. The heat generator above their heads was silent;
but if she strained her ears she could hear mnute cracklings
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as hot air swirled within the senmidirigible envel ope, and a tiny
zi p when a high venting panel gaped nonmentarily and then

cl osed. Free. And her mind...

Fi ngertips touched the cold gray circlet around her neck

She sniled. Unfastening the knob-catch, she renoved the dead
torc, held it over the rail of the gondola, let it fall into the deep
basin of the Enpty Sea

Now grow, snall cherished thing.

So fragile, so deceivingly neager, the kernel of her identity
within the brain-vault opened. Psychoenergies gushed forth in
giddy torrents. The strictures, the wounds, the debris fromthe
torturer's work that seened to presage madness (so Creyn the
redactor had believed) were swept away. A fantastic new ed-ifice
that was the unwitting | egacy of the Beloved reared in

glory. It expanded, it filled, it recovered and restored and.reorganized as it grew. In seconds
only, the nmental seedling

burgeoned into a nmature and executive psycho-organi sm She

was whol e. She was operant. And he had done it! She was
coercive, psychokinetic, creative, farsensing—all thanks to
him WIIling destruction, he had engendered life. Crushing her
to near-not hi ngness, he had forced her into Union (and poor
Ameri e had been right about that much, at |east).

She abode in mdair and delight. Gatitude warned her. She

| oved himnore than ever and thought about how to show her

t hankf ul ness. Reach out? No, not yet. But later, yes. So the
Bel oved and all his kin would know what she had done, j ust
before they died. The method..

She | ooked over distances. There could be no return to

Muriah, the Wiite Silver Plain, and the Conbat. She coul d

deal with many of themin direct confrontation, but never with
themall. And it would have to be all

Under the soaring balloon the Southern Lagoon narrowed

toward the Long Fjord that lay south of Cartagena during the
early Pliocene. MIky waters, dull-gleanming in early sunlight,
had swal | owed her gray torc. The alkali flats were punctuated
by eroded vol cani c necks from which jagged walls of old | ava
radi ated. Where the short Spanish rivers dropped fromthe Betic
Cordillera, the shores were stained with black and brown and
verm lion alluvial fans. Receding on her right hand |lay Aven
The Dragon Range of its mdsection was still visible back in
the haze. Sonewhere on the other side of the peninsular neck
woul d be the large city of Afaliah and the rich plantations of
its dependenci es.

Were human nini ons even now tendi ng herds or overseeing

ramas who mned ores in those nountai ns? Wuld they rec-ognize
the drifting speck of the balloon for what it was? Prob-ably
not —but her illusion-spinning power rendered the big red

envel ope invisible, just in case. Firvulag? There would be wild
ones in the Betic highlands who had scorned to attend the
Conbat. But they could be no threat at such a di stance, and
their powers of farspeech were so weak that they would surely
be incapabl e of spreading any alarm Tanu? None. They were

at the Grand Conbat. All of them Al gathered together on

the salty plain deep in the Enpty Sea..

Yes, of course.

That was how. And so fitting, like a reverse birth, with the
amiotic flowinitiating. It would not be easy, even for her as.she was now. But-yes! Stein had
been a crust driller. He

woul d know the great earth faults, the zones of instability.
She sniled up at him The bright-blue Viking eyes stared unseei ng ahead. Every five seconds they
slowy blinked. The
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unconsci ous mind of him bel ow Elizabeth's expert restraints cycled easily, at peace. Felice could
now adnmire the G and

Master’'s handi work that had shunted to harm essness all but

the sustenance circuits of the gray torc. There renmained certain

grave dysfunctions within Stein's brain, but they were capabl e of being heal ed.

And the little wonan? His wife, of course. Gently, Felice

went probing anong the secret places of Sukey's sleeping nmind. After a tinme she found the well -
conceal ed thing that woul d

notivate Stein to hel p her engi neer the nmurder of the Tanu

race. The estuary bel ow narrowed rapidly. The fjord, deep and

bl ue, snaked through a region of ancient vulcanismthat |inked Europe with Africa. Eroded
ci ndercones, ash beds, and areas

of dark rubble nade a kind of sill across this part of the Med-iterranean

Basin. West of the fjord-pierced barrier, belowthe

region that would be called the Costa del Sol by inhabitants of Elder Earth, was a sizable
| ow and; there lay the islet-studded

Great Brackish Marsh, with its areas of open water where Bryan

and Mercy had once anchored their yacht. Farther to the west

the waters shoaled into playas and then blazing alkali deserts. The active vol cano of Al boran
poked up am dst barren wil- derness, snoking in a desultory fashion. Beyond was a deep
evaporite basin; and then the abrupt southerly curve of the Betic

Range, which joined the two continents at the narrow and

precipitous Gbraltar Isthnmus. Athin forest grew along the fjord. It |looked Iike a |onely
and pl easant place to stop. Scanning Sukey's mnd once again, Felice perceived the

si npl e maneuvers needed to |l and the balloon. Heat reduction

and cutoff, vent action, her own override of the vagrant |owlevel

wind currents that threatened to send the balloon into an undesirable area. There! Into a
shel tered nook bel ow one of

the old vol canic cones. A spring greened |evel and ashy soil. The bottom of the gondola touched
down, lifted, cane securely

to rest. Holding the envelope in position with her PK, she

tugged the deflation cable. The apex gaped and residual hot air vomited frombellying scarl et
fabric. A norrmal human woul d

have seized a line and junped out to deck the still-stiffened.envelope so that it could be secured
or conpletely deflated; but the nasterclass psychokinesis of Felice sinply |owered the

t hi ng by mind-power. The touch of a stud began evacuation of

the structural menbers of the envelope. Wthin a few ninutes

the decanole bag of the red balloon stretched tidily at one side

of the gondola, flat and expired.

"Wake up, everybody!" Felice cried brightly. "Breakfast

time!"

Bryan had been inprisoned in a confortable suite in the

hi ghest | evel of Redactor Quild headquarters. The sl eeping

chanmber was wi ndow ess, extending into the flank of the noun-tain;

but the sitting roomhad a bal cony that overl ooked the

sout hern section of Miuriah and the orchards, olive groves, and

suburban villas that extended fromthe city outskirts to the

| and' s-end pronontory where Brede's snall residence stood.

Beyond that curved the White Silver Plain. He could not see

the Conbat, of course. The ritual battlefield lay nearly three

kil ometers away and bel ow the peninsular rim But as the sun

clinbed there were occasi onal heliographic flashes fromthat

direction; and now and then, when the wind shifted, he thought

he heard di stant sounds of thunder and mnusic.

If truth were told, Dr. Bryan Grenfell was deeply di sap-pointed

at mssing the Grand Conbat, even though the hand-sonely

sinister Culluket had explained that he was going to

play a very special role later in the celebration and so had to

remain offstage, as it were, until his time had cone. But al nost

every ant hropol ogi st delights in ritual spectacle, and Bryan

whose specialty ordinarily kept himbusy studying statistics and

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (182 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

other less colorful manifestations of culture, was at heart a
sucker for a good show. He had | ooked forward to this stylized

brawl between the exotic races... but here he sat in glum
conventry on the bal cony, inbibing pale dendessarry with the
sun still on the wong side of the yardarm while al nost every

ot her human or exotic inhabitant of Miriah was out cheering

the prelimnary sporting events that were taking place down

on the sparkling salt.

She came through the | ocked door, found him and | aughed.

"Mercy!"

"Ah, your face, ny darling |ovel That dear, astonished

face!" She ran to him trailing cerise and gold gossaner, and reached
up to kiss him Her wired and jewel ed headdress was so el ab-.orate that he felt he was caught with
her inside sone fantastic

bird cage where dangling ornanents tinkled and chinmed. Wth

her auburn hair conceal ed beneath a gol den hood, she | ooked

unfam liar, alien: Lady of Goriah, wife to the godlike Battle-master,
aspirant President of Creators—all these, easily. But

where was his | ady passing by?

"Silly juggins," she said. There was a snap and she stood
transformed, wearing the sinple |long dress of the portrait he

had carried next to his heart.

"And is this better?" she inquired. "Now do you know ne?"

He let his arns gather her in, and it was as always (again),

the soaring into light and the inevitable fall into darkness, from
which he returned a little later each tine.

They sat together on a shaded divan on the bal cony when

he had recovered, and he explained to her about the picture he

had used in searching for her, and the strange reactions of the
peopl e he had shown it to. They |aughed over that.

"I tried to imagine your life in the Pliocene when the com puter
first gave me your portrait, back in the auberge,” he said.

"You and your dog and the sheep and the strawberry plants

and all. | visualized you in sone idyllic pastorale... and I'm
afraid there were even tines when | was Daphnis and you were

Chl oe, CGod save the nark."

Once nore she laughed, and then kissed him

"But it wasn't at all like that," he said. "Was it?"
"You really want to know." The sea-eyes were opal escent
this day, still slightly msted fromthe ecstasy. Wen he nodded

she told himhow it had been—how t he Tanu exam ner at

Castl e Gateway had been astonished, then terrified at the result

of her nental assay, throwing the entire establishnent into a

swi vet. How she had been granted the unprecedented honor of

being flown to Miriah, where the nenbers of the H gh Table

had thensel ves confirnmed her enornous creative potenti al

"And it was decided," she said, "that after | had been filled

with the Thagdal's grace, | would go to Lord Nodonn. He cane

to fetch me, having in his mnd to make ne just another of his
human | adi es. But when we met—

A snmile of wintry satisfaction touched Bryan's lips. "En-chantress."
"No... but he could see within ny brain the differences.

There was | ove, too. But Nodonn woul d not have nmade ne
his true wife because of that alone."."Of course not,"
| aughed.

"He and | are not as romantic as you, dear Bryan!"

Not as human, sonething hiding inside himtwtted.

She said, "By the tinme we reached his domain of Goriah
we were pledged to each other. He took ne as consort in a
faerie weddi ng that seened the fulfillnment of every wonderfu
dream|'d ever had. Ah, Bryan! |If you could have seen it! Al

Bryan said dryly, and once again she
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of themdressed in rose and gold, and the flowers and the

singing and the joy ..."

He held her tight against his breast, |ooking over her head

to the horizon where the nmirror flashes were. He knew he was

dying of her, and that it didn't matter. The elfin |over was as
not hi ng, her netapsychic powers were nothing, not even her

i mmi nent ascension to the High Table of exotic nobility mat-tered.
Wth one small portion of her heart she I oved him and

she had prom sed that he could stay until the end.

She shattered his reflection with a droll comronpl ace.

"Deirdre had pups! Four of them They're all over the pal ace,

the little devils, snowwhite and full of the dickens. Fortu-nately,
we Tanu | ove dogs."

He had to burst out |aughing, restored to the still inprobable
here and now of a bright sunny norning, COctober 31, six

mllion years before the tine of their birth.

"Shall | show you the ganmes?" she asked. And then in quick

expl anation, "Ah, no, love—+ can't take you to the Wite

Silver Plain as yet. But | can project inmages of what's hap-pening
for us to watch together. It'll be just like a glorified

Tri-D, but with all the sensations. | needn't return to the others
until tomorrow, when they have the manifestation of powers.”

"And you go up agai nst Al uteyn?"

"Yes, nmy dear. But I'Il win over him never fear. The poor
man is old, nore than three thousand, and tired. Hs tinme has
cone. He's as nuch as adnmitted to Nodonn that he'll wel cone

the life-offering."

"And wi Il the Thagdal as well?" Bryan asked her. "Ai ken

and Nodonn are bound to neet in this Conbat. No matter which
one wins, the King himself nmust be challenged by the victor

I can't believe that Nodonn woul d continue to defer to Thagda
after a victory over Aiken Drum™

Mercy's bright gaze turned aside. "Nor would he. If ny

Lord wi ns—and he nmust win!—-he will becone king and re-.store the old ways. Mtters have..
progressed too far for him

to consider any other course.”

For only a nonent, the scientist in himprevailed. "Mrcy,

the old ways can't be restored. The human advent, the adul -teration
of the exotic culture by our technol ogy, the hybridi-zation

of the races—+t can't be reversed! Nodonn nust see

that."

"Hush, Bryan. No nmore of such portentous talk!" She waved

her hand and the distant tournament sprang to life in the thin
air beyond the parapet. "Look! W'Ill watch the ganes together
and between tinmes you'll love me again and again fromthe
excitement! But don't fear that your civilized sensibilities will
be too affronted, for no people neet death in the First Day
Events. Al the wonderful violence is only for the sake of
sport."

"So I'mcivilized, am|?" Laughing they fell back again

onto the cushions. Al around spun the prelimnary contests of
the Conbat—+the Tanu knightly jousts and chariot races and
chali ko races; the ranshackle Firvulag hurling conpetition and
the Little People's gnonish version of highland ganes; the
Contest of Animals in which Tanu and Firvulag and gold-torc
humans mat ched purely natural skills against fierce Pliocene
beasts (and coul d Bryan believe his di nmng eyes when he

saw who was to be the opponent of the giant ape?); and then
the Fray of Warrior-Mids, wherein Tanu and human gol d-torc
wonen cont ended agai nst one another in the lists with horrific
illusions and genui ne weapons, stopping only short of ritual
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decapitation so that the losers could be restored by the Skin in
time for the real hostilities on the day after tonorrow

Bryan and Mercy watched the spectacle all afternoon and

on into the night, for no one seened to sleep during G and

Conbat tinme when the days |lasted fromdawn to dawn. And

she was right about the excitement inflanming them and when

she rose to go he was so sated that he could not be roused.

"Ch, you've truly found that which you searched for," she

told him kissing his forehead. "So you won't begrudge ne

my share of the bargain, will you? Wait until they cone for

you, dear love. And after it's over, we'll neet one final tine."
Her magnificent court costune restored, she went out through

the | ocked door just as she had entered..4 AS THE LAST OF THE CHARI OT RACES ENDED, THERE WERE DEAF-
eni ng cheers fromthe Tanu stands and fl ower garl ands draped
around the necks of the three blue-dyed chalikos; and a trophy,

of course, and the royal accolade fromthe King hinself. Only

the bookies reacted to the victory with understandabl e ennui —
not that the race was fixed, but what kind of odds could you

gi ve agai nst the Queen? They always let her win the |ast one.
"Congratul ati ons, Nonnie," Thagdal said, kissing her as she
alighted fromthe gilded wi cker vehicle. "You showed 'em

again, old girl."

But he didn't want to watch the Tanu youngsters in their

poi nt-to-point, or the humans and hybrids boat-racing while

Fi an Skybreaker whistled a breeze and the nobl e | adi es shud- dered
delightedly at the occasional dunp into the perilous chop

They debated for a nmoment whether to view the Firvul ag caber-tossing
or the sword dance—for there was always the chance

that a careless contestant would split a gut or get a foot chopped
of f. But even these diverting possibilities had |little appeal to
t he King.

"I'd rather just go into the pavilion and take it easy for a
while," he confessed. "I'min a rotten nood, Nonnie."

She | ed himaway. Once they were secluded within the white

sil k, she wove netapsychic screens and blotted out the carniva
hurly-burly. They served thensel ves |lunch, for none of the

little ramas were allowed on the Wite Silver Plain lest their
sensitive ninds be danaged by the enotional tenpests of the
Conbat; and the gray-torc servants and barenecks, by |ong
tradition, were free at this time to watch the ganmes and i ndul ge
their ganbling |ust.

The King did not eat nuch. Hi s apprehension was so patent.that Nontusvel finally made himlie down
on the royal canp bed so she could adninister the sovereign remedy. And in the
self-revelatory murmurings that foll owed, he told her all the

bad news. About the defection of Katlinel and the Genetics
Master, which had cone to his attention just before the Qpening
of the Sky. About the nessage from Redact House, disclosing

the escape of Aiken Drumis minion, Stein, together with the
latter's ingrate paranour and Felice... and even Elizabeth.
"There's real trouble brew ng, Nonnie. These are bad tines

and the worst is yet to cone. Aiken Drum denies any know edge

of the escapes—and would you believe it? Both Cull uket and

Imdol confirmthat the little bastard's telling the truth! But if
Ai ken didn't free the prisoners, who did? And where's Eliz-abeth?
She's not working with the healers any nore. Has she

gone off with Felice? O is she hiding, getting ready to connive
with Aiken Drumin the Conbat?"

"Ch, Thaggy—surely not! Elizabeth is nonagressive. Ri-ganone
determ ned that when the woman first arrived here in

Muriah. "

But the King, not listening, only raged on. "And that dam
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Katy! Look what we did for the half-human chit, raising her

to the High Table and all! And she goes and confirns everything
Nodonn's been sayi ng about untrustworthy hybrids. Tana knows
why she took Greggy with her, but there's been hanky-panky

in the conputer room"

Nont usvel sai d anxiously, "You don't suppose G eggy han-aged

to get his own copy of Bryan's survey?"

Thagdal chewed his ornately braided nustache. "If he did,

he'd be in a pretty position to play both ends agai nst the m ddl e.
The hunman niddl e! And you know who's perched right there

on the divider grinning at the lot of us..."

"Greg-Donnet is too dear and sinple to fall in with any of

Ai ken Drums intrigues—even if the boy were able to nuster

a follow ng."

"Hah! 1've had ny doubts about the sinplicity of Crazy

Greggy for sone tinme now And Aiken is popular with our

petty nobility, nake no mistake. Did you see where he's going
to fight the ape?"

The Queen | ooked shocked, then began to giggle. "The

gi gant opi t hecus? Ch, Thaggy! The clever little devil. | nmustn't
mss it!"

"Nobody wants to miss it,"

the King said gloomly. "That

little joker has the crowd in the pal mof his hand before he.even gets into the bl ood events.

like the runty bastard, |

tell you! And when he really starts to put on a show with his
dammed nmasterclass metafunctions in the battles, they' |l respect
himas well as lionize him He'll romp through the H gh Ml ee
giving a good account of hinself and attract enough opportun-ists
under his banner to support himin his bid for a Heroic

Encounter with Nodonn."

"A few urban dilettantes and hybrids!"

Thagdal shook his head. "He's got at |east three H gh Table
chanpi ons lined up already. And contingents from Roni ah and

Cal anbsk and Geroni ah and Var-Mesk have declared for him

too. Mayvar's nmade sure all the provincial |ords know about

Ai ken Drum s golden balls."

"They'l|l never choose that clown over Nodonn!"

"Face it, Nonnie. Qur son the Battl emaster has metafunc-tions

to burn and nore panache than me and my Awful Father

and ny Unspeakable Grandsire all rolled up in one. But eu-genically
speaki ng, he just doesn't cut the nustard. And that's

all those hinterlanders think about: strong genes, nore Kkids,
popul ati on growth to keep us ahead of the Firvulag horde.

No.. .we've got to be realistic. If Aiken survives the Hi gh,
he'll go after Nodonn in the Encounters. And if he should w n,
the whol e damm conpany'I| accept the kid as Battl enaster by
acclamation. Then ny ass'l|l be on the line."

"Nodonn wi Il defeat Aiken Drum" the Queen decl ared

"He's your designated heir. |If necessary, he can invoke ancient
privilege and use the Sword!"

But then Thagdal had to adnmit to her that Ai ken had the

Spear. For a long tinme after that they sat together hand in hand,
each contenplating the end apart fromthe other, and finally,
with some neasure of serenity, admitting that it nmight be nore
bearable if shared

The ball oon riders decided to canmp on the fjord, at |east

until the next day. Felice assured Sukey that it would be i mpossible
for any hostile observer to penetrate her illusionary

defenses. She further invited Sukey to enter her mnd and

di scover sonething of the wonders newy w ought there. Al

that Sukey knew of the ring-hockey player had come second- hand

They
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fromStein. (This poor little child with the big brown eyes

and tattered chem se—this was the ball-breaking bull dyke

Stein knew back at the auberge?) Any m sgivings Sukey m ght.have entertai ned were dispelled by the
aura of goodwi Il and

kindly power shining fromFelice's mnd.

Resting for a day [thought Sukey] would give themtine to

assess one another, get cleaned up, and nake rational decisions

about where to go fromhere. Mst especially, it would provide

the opportunity for that delicate operation, the renoval of Stein's

torc.
The doubl e-1evel steel cutters were in one of the gondol a
| ockers. "I'lIl be able then to conplete nost of his nind-healing

mysel f, even with his torc off." Shyness nmade Sukey hesitate
before explaining to Felice. "There are certain nental |esions
that Elizabeth couldn't nend, you see. Very old injuries made
worse by the torc. But their cure is not so nuch a matter of

redactive skill as one of ... love."

Felice gave a light laugh. "Stein's a fortunate fellow |f

you like, I'I'l work the cutter so you'll be free to concentrate
on his mind. If there's a need, | can coerce himinto quiet

as well."

Sukey nodded. The two of them bent over Stein, who |ay

with eyes wide open on the wiry turf. At the severing, the giant
cried out. But the caregiving mnd was there with her soul -nortar
and balm guiding his psychoenergies into the channels

prepared by Elizabeth. There would be no serious postaddictive
trauma for Stein. The anonmal ous brain-circuitry of the torc and
all trace of its insult nelted away before Sukey's healing. Mre
whol e than he had ever been, Stein deson |ived.

"He'll do for now, " Sukey said. "I'Il wake him"

Stein's eyes saw her. For a long time they saw nothing el se.
Felice left themtogether and went to study the fjord | and-scape,
t he porous bl ocks of |ava and masses of unconsol i dated

ash and scoria supporting neager vegetation. It was not unti
hours | ater—+ong after Felice had washed their clothes, and
Sukey had collapsed in a brief reactionary episode, and Stein
had taken his turn as conforter—that Felice began to speak

in a matter-of-fact way about her plan for genocide.

They were sitting around a little fire in the shades of evening.
The huntress had shown casual power by zapping a | agonorphic
creature resenbling a short-eared jackrabbit. They had grilled

it for supper, and with the sweet biocake fromthe balloon

rati ons they had had tangy wild grapes. Stein and Sukey, en-joying
di gestion and sweet peace, sat cradled in each other's

arnms not really hearing what Felice said to them."... and the torc factory was essentially
unhar nmed by our

attack, so the third phase of Madane Quderian's great schene
remains unfulfilled. Humanity can still be enslaved by the

torcs. It doesn't matter that the tine-gate's closed. Don't you
see? Al the Tanu have to do is rescind their ban on human- human
reproduction, and in time the pool of potential slaves

will be bigger than ever. And don't think that only torced

hunmans cooperate with the exotics! You should have seen

t he bareneck human finks bl ubbering to go honme after we

bl asted Fi ni ah. Thoses stupid pathetickers preferred |ife under
the Tanu!"

Stein said to Sukey, "W could go to Bordeaux. Were Rich-ard
and nme figured the wine-loving exiles would live. There could

be free people there, |ike Madane Quderian's bunch. Only not
maki ng war with iron weapons. Just |iving easy. Sorta Robin-Hoodi ng
it. I could build us a nice cabin—=
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Felice interrupted. "You haven't been listening to ne."

"Sure | have, Felice. You could stay with us. Both Sukey

and me owe you. So do all the human beings in Exile. Wat

you and the others did—

"W weren't able to finish the job, Steinie. As |ong as that

torc factory is intact, no bareneck human is safe from sl avery.

The Tanu will be Hunting for us as long as they're top dogs

in Exile. And renenber that human traitors wearing torcs aren't

poi soned by iron. They're no nore vulnerable to it than ordinary
bareneck folks are. All the Flying Hunt has to do is spot con-ceal ed
human settlenments fromthe air, then send in parties of

torced hunans to do the dirty work." "Aw, hell. There's gotta be soneplace wild enough to be
safe. Not all that many of the Tanu can fly. The big guns like
Nodonn' 1|l be up north where Guderian stirred up the hornet's

nest —Aot in Bordeaux. That's a good spot. Richard and ne

were worried about ordinary human outlaws in the Pliocene.

You grab? We wanted to pick a secure site for our base of
operations. So we noodled with one of the geol ogy boffins at

the auberge and came up with Bordeaux. It has big tidal swanps

with islands of good high land. Richard figured the place'd be

perfect."
"Do you know where Richard is now?" Felice's smle was
dreany. "I do. | can farsense himeasily with my new power. He's in a broken-down exotic flyer in

a parking orbit forty-nine
t housand kl ons out, going around and around the world
with the dead body of his lady. He | ooks at the environnental.readout every now and then and
laughs. And it is pretty funny, when you think of his costume and all. Because the oxygen is
nearly all used up.”
Sukey, shocked to wakeful ness, broke from Stein's clasp. "Ch, no! Felice, how can you-how can you
sneer at himin
such a heartless way? Ri chard was your friend!"
For the first tine, Sukey dared to assay a strong redactive
probe into the girl. The mental |ancet shattered on i npervious
snoot hness. Sukey uttered a soft cry of pain.
"Don't do that, dear. |I'd rather keep nmy thoughts private
until | choose to reveal them | believe that's a sinple courtesy
among the nmetas of the MIlieu. Richard is uninportant."” And
so are you, Redactorwi fe, so take care! "But Stein is inpor-tant
to a certain plan of action that | have in mnd. | know
how to bring about the real solution to all our worries."”
Stein and Sukey stared at her
Felice said, "I want to wipe out all of these Tanu bastards
once and for all-—while they're gathered in one place for the
G and Conbat. And as a bonus, we'll get quite a few of the

Firvulag, too. | never did trust those little friggers and neither
did Madame Cuderian.”
Stein said, "If you expect ne to go al ong on another invasion

of Muriah, don't hold your breath, sister!"

"Ch, no, Steinie. Nothing like that." Her fingers caressed
the holl ow of her throat. "I had a golden torc. It made ne
operant, with wonderful powers. And then | was caught and
the Tanu took ny torc away and tried to punish me. But their
tortures backfired, Steinie. I'ma strange sort of person, you
know. The suffering nade nme fully operant. Wthout a torc.
I'"'mas good as the netapsychic world shakers of the Galactic
Mlieu. My PK and creativity are stronger than the powers of
any of the Tanu Great Ones."

"No shit," he drawl ed. "So buck for Queen of the Wrld

at the Conbat!"

Once again, the dreany smle. "I have a better idea. That's
why | need your help... | want to pop the cork at G braltar
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and let the Atlantic into the Med Basin. Drown the exotics |ike
rats in a barrel. I'lIl do the heavy blasting, and you'll show ne
where to put the shots so the walls cone tunbling down."

The Viking gave an involuntary shout of exultation. "And
Pharaoh's arny got drowned? Sweet Christ!"

"Stein!" wailed Sukey.

"I thought it might appeal to you," Felice said smugly.."No!" Sukey cried.
He took her in his arms again. "Don't be silly, babe. What
d'you take ne for? There's hunman beings in Miriah! Elizabeth
and Rainb. And Anerie and those two guys that got caught

with her. And even the Fancy Pants Kid! He needs a sw ft boot, all right—but not drowning."
Felice said, "Aiken Drumis alnpst certain to beat Nodonn

in the Gand Conbat and becone king. Do you think he'l

cl ose down the torc factory? Or free the slaves and deprive
himsel f of all those trusty human subjects? Don't make ne

| augh! "

"Danmi t —the others!"

"Anerie and Peo and Basil were terribly wounded. They're

as good as dead. The only way they could survive would be

if the Tanu put theminto Skin. And why should the exotics

do that? They plan to roast themalive in the life-offering in
four days' tinme."

"Rainp... Bryan," Stein protested.

Felice |laughed. "They're goners, too. Let's say they |oved

and lived. As for Elizabeth... she could save herself if she
wanted to."

Stein's brows |lowered in trucul ence. "You gotta give her

fair warning. She hel ped Sukey shrink ne. She gave us her
bal | oon. "

The little athlete waved one hand in dismissal. "A'l right.

A farspoken warning once the thing is in train and she can't

do anything to stop ne."

"Stein, you can't!" Sukey cried. "Felice i s—+nhuman!"

"Ch, yes," the girl agreed. She stirred the fire with a |ong
stick. The tepee structure of burning pine branches coll apsed
in an eruption of orange sparks. "But so are the Tanu and

Firvul ag inhuman! If | let in the sea, the Tanu will be virtually
wi ped out and the Firvulag reduced to a manageabl e smal
popul ati on. Free human beings will still have to fight against
the torc wearers that remain in the mainland cities. But with

the exotic masters and the torc factory gone, at least we'll have
a chance. You'll have a chance."

Not | ooking at his wife, Stein said, "Sukey-she's right."
"Steinie, what about all the humans in Miriah who'll be

dr owned?"
He scowed. "All of "emthat | had anything to do with were
Tanu-loyal to the toenails." "But Felice is tal king about the nmurder of nearly a hundred.thousand

living persons! You can't help her, Stein! Not i f ... |

mean anything to you. Felice is insane! Culluket had her for

a week. That's enough to— She broke off, biting her lip.
Felice was unruffled. "He tortured you, too, Sukey. And

you didn't go mad. Did she tell you about that, Stein? About
the interrogation ordered by the Queen? Don't you want to get
back at the people who tortured Sukey?"

"Stein knows all about what Culluket did," Sukey cried.

Sudden fear blazed up. But Stein didn't know about—

"And don't you want revenge on Thagdal, Steinie?"

Puzzl ed, he said, "On the King? But why? He was al ways

a pretty good old buffer. A real sport on the Del baesth Quest."
"Felice, don't!" Sukey pleaded. "Don't!"

"Sukey didn't tell you what happened before her interro-gation
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t hough—di d she, Stein. She didn't want you to do

sonet hing foolish and get yourself killed by the Tanu ... or by
anybody el se. Ask Sukey how the Queen found out about the

sabot age party."

"Don't listen to her, Stein! She's lying!"

"Am | lying, Sukey? | can see the whole thing, right there

in your nenory bank. Too bad Stein's torc is off, or | could

relay it right to him You ve tried to wall off that menory. But | can read it. Do you know t hat
you' ve been letting it |eak?

Sonet hing in your sneaky little subconscious let just the small-est
bit of the menory seep out for Stein to catch! You wanted

himto catch it. And he did, too. Just a suspicion. A need

t o... blame."

"Pl ease,"” Sukey whispered. "Don't do this to him" "Blame?" the Viking's forehead winkl ed. "How
could I

bl ane Sukey for betraying the invasion? | never should ve told

her anything about it. Even Aik warned ne not to. | blane

mysel f—blane him too, for putting—

"Ass!" Felice hissed. "Not blame for that. For the baby."
Sukey hid her face on Stein's chest. His arns dropped away
fromher body. He seemed to see sonething deep in the dying
canpfire. Resin in a burning brand popped. Sukey's sobs were
qui et, hopel ess.

"King Thagdal ," Stein said at last. "In spite of what Aiken
and Mayvar and Di onket prom sed. He had Sukey."

"When she was al ready pregnant with your child. And sone
worren—they have to be careful in the first weeks. Before the
little enmbryo is latched on tight. So now you know who to
blanme.".Big arns cane up, enfolding the shuddering form Stein
did not |Iook at Felice nor at his Wfe. He watched the flanes.

"We'll have to do a recon fromthe air. Surface, too, naybe.
Can you nmake the balloon go any direction you want?"
"Of course.”

"Tonorrow, then." He repeated: "Tonorrow. Early."

El i zabeth returned to the room wi t hout doors.

There was nowhere else to go unless she was willing to wait
passively in Miriah until the Host finally deci phered her per-sona
snuf f - sequence and fini shed her off. Since the escape of

the ball oon, they had had a dozen top-line farsensors | ocked
onto her, so there was no possibility of her slipping away from
Aven by ordinary neans. And the Shi pspouse had decl ared,

with every evidence of sincere regret, that she was inconpetent
to teleport her to safety. It was a pity, Brede had | anmented
that Elizabeth herself did not possess nmore PK! For a very short
time, Elizabeth had believed the exotic wonan's protestations.
But then the sly Two-Faced One had given herself away.

Her great racial vision—-her foresight—f only Elizabeth woul d
help her to nake the last clarification! There was a role to be
pl ayed by one of them or both ... and if they studied in Unity,
they woul d surely di scover the truth.

El i zabet h woul d have fled Brede's room-and Di onket had

of fered her sanctuary in his conspirators' hideout up in the
Mount of Heroes. But she knew that even the natural shielding

of the rock was insufficient to shut out the hostile ones. Nodonn
now coordi nated nore than two hundred of themwi th grow ng

sophi stication. If any of them happened to discover that one
pattern of assault, and | aunched it while she was asl eep, she
woul d never awaken

Only in the roomwi thout doors was she safe fromthem

As for Brede ... there was a way to be rid of her inportunities
as well. Away, false Unity. Away, seductive two-in-one wth
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your cheating prolepsis that led only to another using. Elizabeth

woul d accept no confort if the price was responsibility. Not

in a situation so hopel essly barbaric, so alien to her hunan

met apsychi ¢ nature. True hunman bei ngs woul d al ways be de-feated

inthis Exile that was controlled by exotic races. And

El i zabeth was too weary and heartsick to condem herself to

a wait of six million years.

The mi nd-voi ce of Brede kept calling: W need you! All.three races do! Only | ook and see how it
m ght be. Look and

take confort. | will not look. I will not be used. You tricked ne once to
attain full operancy, to becone adept. And not for the sake of

your people, as you said, but to gain access to ne. To be able

to reach ne with your tenptation, O well-named Two-Face. But | will not be your savior, exotic.
Such a rol e cannot be

coerced. You have no confort for me. My confort is six mllion

years distant and this Pliocene theosphere is i nhuman and un-tenpered

by incarnation. So let ne alone. Let ne alone...

Cocooned in the old fire, Elizabeth drifted away. Brede's calls becane fainter and fainter
finally dwindling into silence..5

"THE STRAI T WAS ONLY ABOUT TWENTY-FI VE KLOVS ACRCSS in our tinme," Stein told Felice. "And that was
after six mllion

years of scouring by ocean currents. You won't be able to bl ast

a gap anything |like that w de, you know "

The two of them | eaned over the rail of the gondola. The

red balloon, held notionless by the girl's PK, was poised 300

nmeters above the crest of the Gbraltar Isthnmus. The heights

were rounded by erosion. Cedar trees grew in the western

downsl ope val l eys. There were dunes and rippling grassy hil -1l ocks

on the Atlantic side of the |and-bridge, but on the Med-iterranean

flank the isthnus was barren, falling off in an awesone

escarprment with sharp buttresses and a tunble of great shattered

bl ocks at the foot, bel ow which were snoother sedi nents dip-ping

to the Al boran Basin.

Felice said, "The terrain-clearance readout and altinmeter put

that Gb crest at only two-sixty-eight. If you're right about the

i sthnus being riddled with caves |ike a Swiss cheese, | should

be able to rupture it. Looks to ne like it's overdue to crunble
fromnatural causes. And that eastern dropoff goes way bel ow

sea |evel."

"We could see Gbraltar fromny satellite,” Sukey said

She sniled into the blue, cloudless sky. "The place where

Eur ope kisses Africa, we called it! W were very sentinmental

about Earth."

Felice ignored her. "Wiere would be the best place for ny

first zap, Steinie? Don't worry about the shockwave hitting the

balloon. I'lIl spin a big bubble-shield around us. How about if

| blast that little headl and sticking out?"

"Hold it, dummy!" he exclaimed. "You want a real tidal.wave? O just a slowcreeping thing like a
friggerty filling

bathtub that gives '"emplenty of time to make a getaway?"

"Did you see nmy satellite up in the night sky when you

wor ked i n Lisboa, Steinie?" Sukey asked. "Up above the world

so hi gh?"

"Hydraulic pressure!" Stein said, snmacking left fist into right

palm "That's what we need, kid! A good head of water. A

great big surge that comes crashing through the estuary of the

Sout hern Lagoon to the White Silver Plain and floods the bat-tlefield

fast!"

"My thoughts exactly," Felice said. "I'll torch the isthnus
inalot of different places. The gap's bound to wi den and |et
a zillion tons of water in. For crissake, the whole Atlantic's
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pushi ng! "

Sukey said, "Mst of us on ON-15 spent a lot of tinme |ooking

at Earth. Especially the people who'd never been there. Fourth-generation
satelliters like me. Odd that we'd want to do that,

wasn't it? We had everything we could possibly want in our
beautiful satellite.”

"Little Mss Smartass! Even if you hit the fault l|ines, touched
of f a maj or subsidence, you'd never get an opening here nore
than five-six klonms wide to start with. Ckay! The sea squirts

t hrough and you got the nost hellaceous waterfall in history.
But Muriah is alnpbst a thousand klons away from here! And

you saw that big bugger of a dry basin between here and

Al boran. "

"You nmean—t woul d swal |l ow t he surge?"

Sukey said, "Qur lovely hollow satellite. Werever you

stood on the inside surface of the cylinder, the central axis was
up. It spun to sinulate gravity. Sonetines the strangeness of

it drove Earthsider visitors crazy! But we were used to it. The
human brain is an adaptabl e organism For al nost everything."
"That damm basin would kill our head of water deader 'n
Saturday night in Peorial So don't go zapping this isthnus yet,
baby. First we gotta go back and seal up the fjord. Get the

pi cture?"

"Build up another head of water?"

"Checko. Wth the fjord shut, that old vol canic |ine between
the Costa del Sol and Africa forms a natural dam A kind of
threshol d maybe two hundred and fifty klonms north to sout h—
but not very wide, not very high. The marsh is west of it,
taking the outflow fromthat Spanish river. The fjord is—

what ?—a hundred neters deep? So if we plug it, we got a.long, |ong dam And not nade of tough rock
like Gbraltar

ei ther. Just unconsolidated ash and cinders and | ava hunks."
"I't would be much safer inside Hollow Earth than at Bor - deaux,

Steinie,” Sukey said. "It's still not too late for us to

find the way." "I think | understand,"” Felice said, nodding. "Wen we get
a good head of water behind this soft dam then | rip the thing

open. "

"I'f you got the gigawatts, kid." "Wait and see, big boy! You're sure the damw Il hold unti
I"mready to blow it?"

"Looked like it. And if you're as good as you say you are,

you coul d al ways shore it up if it started to crack too soon."
"Kal ei doscopic! Let's highball it to the fjord and I'll show
you how good | am " Felice began to nanipul ate the heat
generator. The balloon nmounted rapidly into the air.

"They mght not want to let Felice into Hollow Earth, Stei-nie."
Sukey's face was anxious. "Violence isn't allowed in the
peaceful realmof Agharta. Only kindness. But what'll becone
of her if we don't take her with us? Poor Felice... all alone
with the dead ones!"

Stein took his wife's shoulders and gently pressed her down.
"You rest awhile, Sue. Take a nap, maybe. Don't worry about
Felice or Hollow Earth. 1'lIl take care of everything from now
on."

Sukey's nouth trenbled. "I'msorry you can't go, Felice.
Steinie's changed now. He's gentle and good. He'll fit in. But
not you... Let's go to Agharta now, Stein. | don't want to
wai t any | onger."

"Soon," he assured her. "Try to sleep." He nade her as
confortable as he could on the floor of the gondol a.

Felice's creative nmetafunction conjured two air nasses of
dissimlar pressure. A wi nd began to blow fromthe Atlantic,
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carrying the balloon directly toward the fjord. Felice's eyes

shone. "If | pedal real fast, Steinie, we can be there and back
before lunch. You' re sure this ploy will do the job?"
"When that clinker damlets go, you'll have one vicious

granny- banger of a tidal wave chargin' down that narrow South-ern

Lagoon. Make ol d Noah eat his heart out."

Sukey buried her head in her arms. One gl eam of hope

shone through her nightmare. Elizabeth! Wth this new gol den

torc, it mght be possible to—

Silly fool! (Sukey's sanity tottered.) Don't you think |'ve.been expecting you to try sonething
like that? (You can't get

me—' mrunning!) |'ve got you screened so thick you couldn't
even spit without nmy say-so! (But you'll never catch nme where
I'"mgoing.) Warn them would you? You little hypocrite! Deep
down inside your stupid virtue you want this just as nmuch as
we do! (No, no, no.) Yes, yes, yes!

Escape. ..

Sukey tried to drag Stein along with her. But his torc was
gone. She could no longer pull himlike a child. She could
only beg, plead with nonneta rationality, and hope that he
woul d change his mind and foll ow her as she retreated.

Deep down there, the way to Agharta still had to be open

It was sonmething to keep himbusy, and it did not require
nmovi ng about on his rudely splinted broken | egs, and so Basi
spent nmost of his waking hours scraping away at the solid rock
wall of their prison cell with a vitredur spoon.

By the seventh day, he had made an indentation approxi-mtely
fifteen centinmeters |ong, four high, and one deep. Chief
Burke, in one of his last fully lucid nonments, had told him
"Keep wor ki ng! When you break through, we'll be able to post
aletter: "Help. | ama prisoner in a dungeon in Mddle Earth.
But that about marked the end of the brave jests and stiff-upper-

I'i pping, for Burke becane delirious and addressed Basi

fromthen on as "Counsel for the Defense,” shouting tirades

that apparently reprised his wittier pronuncianentos fromthe

bench. Anerie was |ess noisy in her ravings, only |eaning

toward the nmore bl oodthirsty psal ms when the agony from her

suppurati ng burns was nost intense. By the tenth day of their

i mprisonnent, the nun and the big Native American were hel p-less

and i ncapabl e of speech. It was left to Basil, with only

one of his fractures conpounded, and that not even gangrenous

yet, to renove their single daily neal fromthe turntabl e door-w cket,

exchange the full slop bucket for an enpty one, and

tend to his dying friends as well as he could in pitch-darkness.

When t hese nel ancholy chores were done, he would return

to his patient scraping at the letter slot.

Soneti nmes he dozed when the pain pernmitted it, and dreaned.

He becane an undergraduate again and punted on the Isis;

squabbl ed with other dons over esoteric fripperies; even clinbed

nmount ai ns (but always with the summits out of reach—al as

for the Pliocene Everest!).

He m ght have dreaned the bizarre wonman as well.. She was gowned in netallic red and bl ack al
adorned with

fl aneshapes and beadwork, and wore the butterfly-shaped pad-ded

headdress of the nmiddle fifteenth century. She was not a

human bei ng, not a Tanu either, and she seened to have two

faces—ene conely and one grotesque. He tried to warn her

tactfully about the sl op bucket as she canme shimering through

the stone wall, but |ike many an apparition, she only smled

and | ooked eni gnatic.

"Do tell me how | can be of service to you, then," Basil said, resting on his el bows in the mck
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"It's ironic—but | really do need your help," said the woman.
"Yours and that of your friends."

"COh, hard lines,"” Basil said. "You see, they're nore or |ess
dying. And | think my left leg's finally going off. Getting

rat her noi some where the fibula ends protrude fromthe flesh."
The wonman gl owed. She had a kind of haversack, all be-jeweled
like the rest of her, and she took fromit a considerable
quantity of very thin transparent nenbrane, resenbling plass.
Wth no cerenony, she knelt down on the floor am dst the

gar bage and stinking puddl es and snears of excrenent and

began wrappi ng the unconscious Anerie in this stuff; and when
the nun was packaged |like a choice cut in a butcher case, she
enswat hed Chi ef Burke.

"They're not quite dead, you know," Basil protested. "They'l
snot her . "

"The Skin does not bring death, but life," the bizarre woman
said. "You are needed alive. Sleep now and have no fear. Your
gray torcs will be gone when you awake."

And before he could open his nmouth in further demur, she

had hi mentangled in the nmenbrane, and then the dream of her
faded away along with Peo and Anerie and the dungeon and

all the rest of it.

Up until the tinme that Felice blew up the fjord, Stein had
lived his whole Pliocene experience as sone m sbhegotten cul -ture-
dr ana.

It had been w |l der and scarier and nore vivid than the

i mer sive pageants he had been thrown out of way back in

the Mlieu of his young manhood; but when you cane ri ght

down to it, life in Exile was just as stone friggerty unreal. The
bl oodl etting in Castle Gateway, the fever-dream sequence cul -mi nating
in the deep-redact by Elizabeth and Sukey, the auction

banquet and the fight with the animal in the arena and the.slaying of the dancing predator and the
Del baeth Quest... unreal

Any day now, any minute even, his participation in the show

was going to cone to an end and he would turn in his Viking
costunme and go out the exit and back into the real world of

the twenty-second century.

Even at this nmonment, with his m nd conval escent and sus-pici ous,
sonme eval uating segment of the cortex refused to ac-cept

the ball oon journey as anything but an extension of the

dream Down below lay a pretty fjord entrance of colored | ava
cliffs. A big cindercone at stage right. Fakey-|ooking ever-greens
Ii ke overgrown bonsai clinging to the heights. Small

wooded islets with flowering shrubs and nangrove thickets
dotted here and there on mirror-snmooth water. A big flock of
pi nk flam ngos over in the shallows, scoffing up lunch

Unreal! He could see the posters:

SAVOR YOUR ANCI ENT FAERI E HERI TAGE

I N FANTASTI C PLI OCENELAND!

But all of a sudden, while he still floated in reverie, Felice

| eaned fromthe gondol a and pointed a finger

Their ball oon was encl osed in the netapsychic shi el ding.

But the flash, the concussion beating around them the clouds

of dark dust and fountaining earth and rock—they were not
make- bel i eve. He had known this kind of destruction before.

He had caused it. The blasting of the fjord and the small vol-canic
cone next to it shocked hi mnmore profoundly than any-thing

el se he had lived through since passing the tine-gate. He
saw wi th vision newborn the roiling dust and steam the ruined
mar shl and, the bodies of the birds. H's ears, preternaturally
acute, heard Sukey's sobs and the mad giggling of Felice.

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (194 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

Real .

One of his hands reached out to the balloon controls and

i ncreased the output of the heat generator. They began to rise
and shortly it was possible to survey the results of Felice's
strike. What had been the entrance to the channel was now

piled deep in rubble. Stein's earth driller's eye estinmated that
the I andslide fromthe denolished cindercone bul ked at no | ess

than half a mllion cubic neters.

Felice grinned at him "Now do you believe, Steinie?"

"Yeah." He turned fromthe gondola rail. H's guts were tied

inthe old fanmliar knot. He tasted bile as he knelt to confort

poor cowering Sukey. "I believe, all right."."W'll fly slowy over to the eastern end of the
fjord, then.

I'"1'l whonp up quieter slides to block the rest of the passage—
but | couldn't resist trying one little zap over here. My first
shot! Did | blast rock like a pro?"

"One—tittl e—zap?" Stein nuttered

"Well, actually | was afraid to really let |oose this close to
Miuriah. | mean—enly six hundred kl ons away! They ni ght

have sei snographs or sonmething. It wouldn't do to let them

know t hat sonet hi ng unnatural was going on. But a single

small zap can pass for an earthquake. Ri ght?"

"Sure, Felice. Sure."

Sukey clung to him shivering. Ghostly drunrolls, relics of

t he nmonstrous explosion, still flailed and echoed anong the

ashy hills. Real. It was real. Sukey was. And Felice was.

After a time, the little blonde athlete extinguished the pro-tective
bubbl e and | et the ambi ent atnosphere in again. She

hung partly out of the car, laughing as she triggered rockfalls.
Dust floated up on the thernmals and settled all over the decanol e
surfaces. That was what nmade Stein's eye water, what set his

teeth on edge.

"Ch! Sorry about the ness, guys." The bright goddess ban-ished

the sifting grit in a flourish of psychokinetic power. "Al
finished here! Now we'll hurry back to G braltar and get down

to serious business."

"You see, Steinie?" Sukey whispered to him "Now do you

see?" But he said nothing, only held her very tight.

Westward again flew the red balloon, inpelled by Felice's

wi nd. Over Alboran and its train of extinct subsidiary cones;
beyond the deep dry basin; up the slope that rose to the Gbraltar
ranpart; across the crest and out over the sea, to stop sus-pended
above the Atlantic, where white scallopings of surf

fringed the great beach that stretched unbroken fromthe nargin

of the Guadal quivir Gulf in Spain south to Tangier.

"Now cone up and stand beside nme, Stein," Felice ordered

him "We're far enough out over the ocean to be safe fromthe
fallout. Show ne where to begin ... Cone on, Steinie!"

"Yeah, yeah." Sukey was gripping the front of his tunic

with extraordi nary strength. He unfastened her fingers.

"No," she begged. "No, Stein, no."

"Stay down," he told her, kissing the white knuckl es of her

hands. "Don't | ook."

Felice took hold of the |oad cables and cl anbered al oft. She.stood barefooted on the rimof the
gondol a, facing the shore. "Show ne! Show ne right now "

He pointed. "Where that deep straight-line ravine cones down north of the little point. Can
you—an you see under

the ground at all? Through the rocks, |ike A ken coul d?"

She gave hima startled | ook over her shoulder. "I never

thought of it! But if he could.. .oh! It's |ike—funny great piles of |ights and shadows! Huge
sandwi chy chunks | eani ng
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every which way. O her darker stuff, some bl obby, some too opaque to see through at all. How
mar vel ous! "

Hs jaw tightened. He was as far away from her as he could get in the small gondola, the
instrunentation shelf jabbing into

his runp. He did not dare to | ook at Sukey.

Felice burbled on. "Those are rock formations that | see,

aren't they? Under that straight ravine is a great big surface that slants away underground toward
the south. A kind of

nmeeti ng place between two gigantic slabs of rock that are—bent."

"It's one of the faults at the continental -plate boundary. You

start by hitting the strata above the slanting interface of the slip. Bust the whole thing up
You'll need a string of strong

shots. Start deep under the water if you can, then come ashore underneath, still blasting, and
continue right into the hillside."

"l get it. Ready? There—t"

Stein closed his eyes. He was under the sea again hinself, riding his drill-rig in arnor, in
control of enerald fury. Wen

he bl asted, great blocks of planetary crust noved or were nelted.

Mut ed t hunder spent itself harm essly against the sigma-fields that sheltered him He torched his
way through the lithosphere,

the screen of the rig's geodisplay showing the Earth's structure in three di mensi ons—
"They're cracking, Steinie! Way down there! But not the

rocks on top. What's wong? There are only trenors on top. The isthnmus is still solid!"

"Dunmb broad. You think this is gonna be easy? Keep hitting it north of the slip. Farther inland!"
"A'l right—you don't have to get nasty!"

The ground quivered. There were a few minor |andslides. A peculiar change came over the pattern of
Atlantic waves

reflecting fromthe small pointed pronontory. He said, "That's enough. Now get this dam ball oon
over

onto the east side of the isthmnus."

The gondol a lurched but Felice clung easily to the web of.cables. The ball oon seened to be dragged
t hrough the sky by

a genie force. It crossed the Gbraltar crest a kilometer high

and canme to a halt in enptiness above the dry Al boran Basin

"Now | ook under the rocks again," Stein said. "As deep as

you can. Tell ne what you see." "Urn... the shadows make this big bend. A huge U shape

I ying between Spain and Africa. The bottom of the U points

to the Atlantic. But the cracks are all different here. There are

smal | er ones branching out of the Us curve. And way, way

down is this hot thing—=

"Stay the hell out of that! You're starting to blast at the

surface now. But bel ow sea |l evel, on this eastern slope. About

where the yellow rock |layer is. You grab? Tunnel in. Push the

junk out of the way. Ht the caves. Then bl ow the roof out.

Never mind about making the cut wide or straight. Just dig

deep and head in the general direction of that other slanting

fault you were working on."

She nodded, turned her back to him There was a fearfu

bl aze of light and unendi ng noi se. The balloon's gondol a swayed

gently as the girl shifted position; but the other two passengers

felt none of the shock waves, tasted none of the dust. They

floated unscathed while Felice smpte the earth and debris boil ed

up. The easterly wind carried streaners out over the Atlantic.

The girl sent bolt after bolt of psychoenergy into the |andbridge

whi ch was, at sea |l evel, perhaps twenty kilonmeters w de at the

narrowest part. She hacked out a |long crevice, never nore than

fifty neters across except where sone great cavern's roof was

under m ned, creating a sinkhole. C ogging masses of rock ex-pl oded

into dust for the winds to scatter

She struck. She struck! Five kilonmeters in. And ten. Carve

and rend! Make a sluiceway for the cleansing waters. Fifteen
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kilometers in. Blast. Blast! Slower now, through the heart of

the rotten isthnmus. On to where the Atlantic waits. Strike.

Strike. Wearily now, but continue. Find the energy sonewhere.

In sone other space, sonme other time? Who cares where the

power cones from Only focus. Hit! Ht again. Again. And

now so close. And now... now... yes. Through

Thr ough?

Laugh. See, Felicia Tonans, ignorant child-flinger of mnd-bolts!
See what you've done, boobing it!

You' ve |l et the cut becone shall ower and shal |l ower as you

drove westward, weakening. And now t he breakthrough, when

it cones, is a ridiculous anticlimax. The penetration is a scant.neter bel ow natural sea |evel
The Atlantic enters diffidently,

trickling along the rough hot floor of your inconpetent chasm

It has been long mllions of years since the waters flowed in

this direction, toward the Enpty Sea. The way is strange..

"Felice! For God's sake! You gotta do better than that—

it's just piddling through! Plane out that friggin' gradient!"

She drooped, still clutching the ball oon cables. The protec-tive
bubbl e attenuated. Around them heat rose. Wth it cane

a snell of rock dust and nolten mnerals.

"Tired. So tired, Steinie."

"Get on with it! The rock underneath is busted to hell along

the main fault. Keep going! Hit the sucker, | tellya! The rock'l
rupture fromwater pressure if you just get the cut deep enough
Can't you see that with your damm X-ray vision?"

She didn't reply, didn't even cuss himout, only swayed a

little with her eyes shut and her little bare dirty feet trying to
grasp the gondol a's padded rail

He screaned at her. "Do it, you almighty bitch! You can't

just stop. You said you could do it! God—you said you could

do it!" The car rocked with the vehenence of his rage, his fear,
his shanme. Oh, shane.

Felice was nodding slowy. Sonmewhere, the strength she

needed m ght be found.

Call for it, seek it. Search it out anpng these infantile,
asynergic sparks of life-force that are Earth's Pliocene M nd.

The two-in-one (now oddly separate) refuse you, as you knew

they would. And the many-in-All so much farther out, who had

al so hel ped before on the River Rhone, now withhold and try

to show you other ways. But you have chosen and it nust be,

and there is one other source of the energy, so bright, so early-rising,
who will not turn away. Here then is a better Unity for

you, here is power to brimyour height and depth and breadth

at least until the end. So you accept. The energy cones. You
harness it with your creative netafunction; nold, conpress,
convert. And then you hurl it down..

Wth no netapsychic shield in place, the balloon caught the

full force of the shockwave and was thrown far up and away.

Stein gave a great shriek and so did another. Bodies inside the
gondol a fl opped as hel plessly as dolls, crushed agai nst deca-nol e
surfaces, against bruising hunan flesh and bone.

Deaf ened, Stein and Sukey struggled together in the tossing

basket. Neither could help the other. The tough envel ope bil -1 owed,
struck the hot grid of the generator but rebounded un-.scorched, whirled in a vortex. Spiraling
upward, the balloon broke free at last fromthe stormcell of ionized turbul ence.
What had been a distorted, kiting scarlet blob smothed and reexpanded. It sailed in the high thin
air, slowy descending

toits altitude of equilibrium Stein dared to rise, to | ook out.
Bel ow, the waterfall of the western ocean flowed. All of the snoke and dust was stream ng over the
Atl anti c,
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making it easy for himto see what they had done. The gap in

the isthmus w dened even as he watched. Brown and yel |l ow

rocks on either side appeared to nelt like sugar in the torrent's press. To the east, the cataract
outflow poured into the Enpty

Sea across a front nearly ten kilonmeters w de. A bl anket of

m st, grayish tan from suspended dust that nuddied the drop- lets, hid the Al boran Basin floor
He heard Sukey's voice. She clinbed to her feet and stood

besi de him "Were—2" she asked.

He said, "She night have been able to fly. Like Aiken could. Try with your golden torc."

She pressed the warm col |l ar, |ooking down at the streaks

of wath stream ng westward fromthe sundered isthnmus. Un-1less

the surface winds shifted, no one at Muriah woul d see the smnoke.

"There's nothing, Stein. Nothing."

The ball oon continued its descent. Seemning not to have heard her, he consulted the instrunents.
"Three-five-two-eight

meters, heading oh-two-three. Another airflow up here. Pretty

close to the direction we want to go." He mani pul ated t he heat generator

"Steinie, I've got to tell Elizabeth!"

"Al'l right. Just her. Nobody else." The balloon attained equilibrium The ground-speed display
told of their progress, but it seened to the nan and woman

that they hung notionless in the clean blue sky. "She doesn't answer nme, Stein. | don't know
what' s w ong!

My farspeech isn't very strong, but Elizabeth should be able

to receive it on the hunman node— He gave a sudden start, grabbed her by the upper arns.

"Don't you try calling the others!"

She squirmed. "Stop it, Steinie! | didn't. Nobody el se can - She gaped at him He was openi ng one
of the | ockers,

taki ng something out. "Ch, no," she whispered. "I |ove you. But you can't stop it. Even w thout
Felice to.break the dam the flood's going to happen. The whol e ni ght-mare
wi ped out. Elizabeth... if she's still there, she'll save

herself. You don't have to worry about her. You don't have

to worry about any of them anynore."

Col d netal touched her neck. Her vision of him of the

angui sh-scarred and nerciless Viking face, blurred with her
tears.

"Don't be afraid," he said. "It's better this way."

Wth great care, he slid one blade of the steel cutters behind
her golden torc. He began to close the handles. The double

| evers worked.

Brede! her mind cried. Brede!

He shorn torc fell away, hurting. But even with its | oss the
reply cane:

Be at peace Little Daughter it will happen as foreseen..6

THE SECOND DAY OF THE GRAND COVBAT | NI TI ATED THE FI RST

of the battles to the death: the Low Mel ee, al so known as the
Contest of Humans. In the tinme before the opening of the tine-gate,
these prelimnary fights had served to showase the talents

of novice Tanu warriors of special expertise; but now only
gray-torcs took part in them Hundreds of male gladiators and

a small nunber of gray wonmen contended in elimnation bouts

that featured every conceivable formof martial art. One section
of the ritual battlefield was partitioned into smaller courts so
that the spectators could savor the blood sports at close range.
The bookmakers had their finest hour; but a groan went up

from human and Tanu fans (especially the Finiah refugees)

when it was announced that two of the top-ranked gray con-tenders
had been scratched. Neither Stein nor the infanous

Felice appeared in the lists and no expl anati on was given tor
their absence.

The fighting continued fromdawn until noon, acconpanied

by much festivity and culmmnating in a bloody free-for-all symbolic
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of the original character of the event. Victorious grays

who were without injury retired to prepare thenmselves for the

Hi gh Mel ee on the norrow, where they would join the silvers

and golds and veteran gray warriors in the ritual war pitting
Tanu agai nst Firvulag. Battered gl adiators who had acquitted
thensel ves well in the tournanment were escorted by redactors

to the medical pavilions, where they joined the recuperating
warrior-maids in the Skin wards. The handful of badly wounded

|l osers who still lived and the cravens were sequestered in a
handsone gl ass structure resenbling a box-seat section cano-pied
in silver and black cloth, which stood at the far southern.end of the battlefield on top of stout
scaffolding. Its walls were

transparent and unbreakabl e.

In theory, the remaining tine of the Second Day was devoted

to choosi ng Conbat | eaders by neans of manifestation of pow ers—
after which the Foes separated for a final War Feast and

i nvocation to the Goddess prior to the start of hostilities at
sunrise. In practice, the great captains had all been sel ected
hundreds (or even thousands) of years ago and now nerely

stepped forward to dare any upstart to usurp their privilege. If
a chall enge was forthcom ng, both parties m ght nanifest their
met apsychi ¢ powers on the spot and be judged by the battl e-conpany
of their race. The reigning chanpions also had the

option of dueling contenders with both weapons and neta-functions
at any tinme during the Hi gh Ml ee.

As overall losers in the previous year's Conbat, the Firvul ag
presented their captains first. The regal platformwas expanded
into a much larger Dais of Challenge with the two Kings and
nonconbat ant nobility enthroned well back out of range of any
stray thrusts. Rivals were supposed to confine their psycho-energetic
coups to one anot her—but accidents had been known

to happen; and so a squad of shield conjurers fromthe PK

Quild took up positions around the perineter of the stage to
protect the crowd with an invisible wall. The Tanu Marshal of
Sport then introduced the Firvulag G eat Ones, who sinply

stood forth and then retired to applause fromthe triracial as-senbly
when no chal | enges canme fromthe ranks.

The presentation of the Firvul ag | eadership was swift, al-nost
perfunctory. Medor, Ayfa, Gal bor Redcap, Skathe, Nu-kal avee

the Skinless, Tetrol Bonecrusher, Bles Four-Fang,

Betularn of the Wiite Hand, and finally Sharn-Mes all accepted

pl audits and stood down unchal | enged. Lastly, in a major but
fully expected break with the tradition of recent unhappy years,
the Firvulag Battl emaster was proclai med by King Yeochee.

Not Sharn the Younger, who had undertaken the thankless job
during the past twenty Conbats—but Pall ol One-Eye hinself.

The irascible old First Coner, gigantic in his full suit of
obsidian mail and nonstrous crested helm ascended the Dais

of Challenge to tunultuous acclaim There were many—Fanu

and Firvulag as well as human—-who had never seen his power

mani fested. thers, now that he had returned to the Conbat

after his long absence, jested that his faculties nust surely have
atrophi ed fromdi suse. No one dared challenge him but as a.technical neophyte he was obliged to
denonstrate his prinmary netafaculty before the assenbled field.
Pal l ol stood with | egs wi de apart and spi ke-studded arms

flung out. He | eaned back so that he appeared to be gazing
directly at the high sun. H's visor remained shut but the hushed
onl ookers knew, nevertheless, that it hid not one eye—but

two. The right was a nornmal orb having an iris col ored deep

red. The left was of a col or unfathomable, usually shuttered
behi nd a patch but now beyond doubt naked and dreadf ul
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Cl ouds summoned by the awesone creative power of the

old ogre materialized in the sky. They were thick and dark and

| ow- hangi ng, with unnatural ruddy lightning blinking in their

dept hs. The bl ack-arnmored nonster did not move. OF its own
volition, his helnet visor slowy opened.

Twi n purpl e discharges scorched dowmn fromthe clouds into
Pallol's gauntleted pal nms, begetting a shattering clap of thun-der
From t he gapi ng hel ma coherent scarlet beam bl asted

skyward, carving a tunnel through the cloud in the manner of

a cannonbal | punching through a snowbank. The sun illum ned
Pallol's Eye. His visor closed. The sky brightened to bl ue.
"Slitsal, Pallol!" cried the chivalry of the Firvulag. "Slitsal

Pal l ol Battlemaster! Slitsal!"

Ki ng Yeochee arose fromhis throne and roared out, "W
confirmPallol One-Eye as Battlemaster, to defend our racial
honor in this Grand Conbat!"

Thus ended the Firvul ag nmani festation of power, and the

Tanu prepared to take their turn upon the Dais of Chall enge.

At this point in the proceedings in years past, many of the
Littl e Peopl e anong the spectators had tended to drift away

di scourteously, being by that time of the day ferociously hungry
as well as sweltering in their arnor or heavy clothing under

the Mediterranean sun. But on this occasion the Firvulag held
their places. The grapevine had promi sed a w despread shakeup

in the Tanu hierarchy and none of the Little People wanted to

m ss the fun.

Thi ngs began tanely enough as the | owest-ranked anong the Tanu Great Ones ascended to acclaim
Bl eyn t he psycho-kinetic

hybrid was unchal | enged, and after himcane Al beronn

M ndeat er, anot her m xed- bl ood who had earned his place at

the Hi gh Table through creative mastery in battle. And then
there stood forth Lady Bunone Warteacher in her silver-green
arnmor and hawksbeak helm and Tagan Lord of Swords—these

two being nost directly responsible for the training of the gray-.torc warriors and cheered nost
| oudly by the hunmans and hy-brids

in the crowd.

After the fighting specialists came the Guild Presidents.

These coul d, by ancient custom delegate a Conbat deputy if

they were not inclined to take to the battlefield in person. Any
chal | enge, however, would have to be answered by the principa

in a nanifestation of power.

The Marshal of Sport announced: "The President of the

Quild of Redactors, Dionket Lord Healer!"

Unar med and enpty-handed, the gaunt figure in sinple scar-|et-
and-whi te robes ascended the dais.

"lIs there a chall enge?”

There was not. Dionket gestured and a tall warrior wearing

ruby arnor cane and stood beside him "I delegate Lord Cul -1 uket
the King's Interrogator as Second Redactor, to defend

our @uild s honor in the Gand Conbat." The two retired to
cheers from Tanu and humanki nd. The Firvul ag humed

nmocki ngl y.

"The President of the @uild of Psychokinetics, Nodonn Lord

of Goriah!"

The rosy-gold one cane forward, not to claimleadership

as Lord Psychokinetic, but to await chall enge. There was none,

of course, and so he del egated his brother Kuhal Earthshaker

as Second, since he hinmself would undertake the role of Bat-tlemaster
As the two stepped down the Tanu cheers were

| ouder, the human distinctly subdued, and the Firvulag hum m ng
nore vicious.
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"The President of the @uild of Coercers, Sebi-Gomol Lord
Coercer!"

The crowd noi se chopped off.

Ki ng Thagdal rose fromhis throne, dianond arnor abl aze.

"Qur dear son Sebi-Gommol having been gathered unto Tana's peace, we declare the Presidency of the
Quil d of Coercers

vacant and call for aspirants to stand forth in this nmanifestation
of power."

I mdol the sapphire titan nounted the dais to hows of Tanu

accl amati on. Then cane another tall form his blue arnmor and

hel net ed head cl oaked and hooded in dull-bronzen brocade.

The Marshal of Sport cleared his throat.

"Awful King and Fat her! Noble battle-conpany of the Tanu

Here before you aspirant stand Lord I m dol =

Cheers and jeers.."—and Leyr the Bani shed, predecessor to Sebi-Gonmmol in
the Presidency of the GQuild of Coercers.”

Gasps and hoots cane from Tanu and Firvul ag alike as the

bronze fabric fell away. The deposed Lord Coercer stood de-corous
besi de his louring young rival

For a | ong noment Thagdal was silent. He had known what

was in the wind, of course. And thousands of years ago on far
Duat, another unseated and exiled G eat One had dared to

attenpt a coneback, so there was precedent. He addressed the
two: "WIIl you manifest here and now or will you duel ?"

And | midol responded, as was his right as a nenber of the

H gh Table, "W will duel unto the death in the H gh Ml ee

at such monent as the Goddess may choose. ™

Tanu spectators appl auded stiffly while the Little Folk

whooped and screeched at the evident disconfiture of the Foe.
The bl ue-arnored coercers stepped down.

"The President of the Guild of Creators, Aluteyn Crafts-master!”
The stout old Tanu in the jewel ed caftan came forward as

the Marshal called for any challenge. Qulls flew overhead,
uttering creaky cries in the ensuing silence. Alight eastern
breeze bl ew Aluteyn's silver-verneil hair and | ong nustaches
back fromhis stony face. He glared over the heads of the vast
crowmd and seened to contenplate the pale | agoon that |apped

the White Silver Plain in shallow harnl essness.

"I chall enge," said Mercy.

The crowd opened for her. She cane up to stand facing

Al uteyn, wearing for formis sake a delicately wought suit of
parade arnor, silver-lustre glass all enbossed and enanel ed

with green ornanentation and inlaid with emeralds. Mercy's

head was bare except for a narrow enerald di adem and her
glorious red hair floated free.

"Awful Father! Lord Creator! Noble battle-conpany!” cried

the Marshal. "Here before you chall engi ng stands Lady Mercy- Rosnar
of Goriah, wife to Nodonn Battl emaster."”

"WIIl you manifest," Thagdal inquired, "or will you duel ?"

"I will manifest," declared Aluteyn Craftsmaster. "Let the

Kral be borne forth."

The cerenoni al caul dron, which Creator Quild personne

had kept covered at one side of the dais, was placed between
Mercy and Al uteyn. The Firvulag throng was now al nost out

of control, straining close to the platformon their side of the
field and maki ng an uproar of derisive twitters, grow s, and a.deep bourdon drone of hunm ng that
now reached a crescendo

of nmaddeni ng whol e-tone intervals.

The chain of silence was shaken again and again. Finally

Mercy was able to speak.

"I, Mercy-Rosmar, call upon Aluteyn Craftsmaster to dev-astate
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if he can the creation | will manifest here before you."
She and the old nan confronted each other across the huge
kettle, arms extended. An enmanation |like a wi spy rai nbow
began to streamfrom Mercy's mailed fingers. In response, a
flood of blackness flowed out of the Craftsmaster's hands,
envel oping not only the small colored whirlw nd but Mercy

and the entire cauldron as well. The Tanu spectators gave a
triunphant shout. Torced humans and Firvul ag groaned and
hi ssed.

The black tide swelled into an inky anpeboid bl ob. Beneath

it, the side of the platformnearest the Firvul ag conmenced to
fizzle and flane as though the white stone were being attacked
by sone ectoplasnic acid. The Little People shrank back as

the PK shielders nade a gesture

Al ut eyn | aughed.

But sonmething was glowing within the dark mass like a rare
green star energing froma coal sack nebula. The bl ackness

thi nned. Mercy reappeared, poised in vapor above the dissolv-ing
dais, and the cauldron was there with her. She gl owed nore
brightly. Her rainbow vortex spun into the depths of the Kra
and started sonething to sparkling and tinkling down there.
The bl ack tide went splashing back to nenace its creator
Aluteyn cried out. A great thing |like a hanmer of night

came smashi ng down on Mercy and the Kral. But this creation

of the Craftsmaster, like the other, frittered away to i npotence.
Mercy's rai nbow tornado now rose fromthe caul dron and grew
until it was nore than four tinmes the height of the Lord Creator

It began to show thickening clots of nulticolored |ight. Al uteyn
caught it in a huge black net and pounded it with psychoener-gies,
trying to force it back into the kettle or turn it upon the

wonman. But it eluded him It expanded and solidified high

above the heads of the throng ..

And manna rained on Tanu and Firvul ag and humans ali ke,

The air was filled with a soft hailstorm of rai nbow bubbl es,
countl ess thousands of them which when seized and broken

open rel eased sweetneats, cold fruits, rich little cakes, and a
whol e cornucopi a of other delicious edibles that were greeted.with jubilant enthusiasmby the
fam shed spectators of all three

races.

"Slonshal, Rosmar! Slonshal, Rosmar Lady Creator! Slon-shal!”

She stood with | owered eyes, having fully restored the dais,

with one silver hand resting on the brimof the enpty caul dron.
The nmob was still yelling and grabbing, for never before at the

G and Conbat had any creator produced fully tangible organic
matter that endured instead of quickly fading away. (Mercy's
astral hors d' oeuvres were far fromillusory; the stonmachs of

the throng testified to it!) And so her talent was hailed not only
for its novelty but also for its practical val ue.

"l delegate," she said at last in a snmall clear voice, "Lord

Vel teyn of Finiah as Second Creator, to defend our Guild's

honor in the G and Conbat."

The Tanu conti ngent made such a bedl am hailing the be-reaved
former rul er—ow presented with a perfect neans of

restoring his danaged prestige—that few heard the second part

of Mercy's speech

"And | call upon Aluteyn, late President of the Creator

@uild, to choose between exile fromthis noble conpany or
life-offering to our conpassi onate Goddess."

"I choose the offering," said proud Aluteyn. Virtually un-noticed,
he wal ked wi thout escort to the Great Retort and joi ned

t he other condemmed ones who waited inside.
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Mayvar Ki ngmaker stood forth unchal |l enged as | eader of

the Farsensor Cuild. None were surprised when she designated
Aiken Drumto lead the Guild' s fighters, rather than the Host's
nom nee, the female warrior R ganone. Finally Thagdal the

H gh King cane forward, proclaimng Nodonn to be Tanu

Battl emaster, and the nanifestations ended.

Wth one | ast thundering cheer, the crowd dispersed to the

two tent-cities that now stood on either side of the Wll of the
Sea. There they woul d spend the rest of the day and nost of

the night in feasting, drinking, and anusenent, until dawn

woul d begin the Third Day of the Grand Conbat and the open-ing
skirm sh of the ritual war.

Sone ei ght hundred kilometers to the west of the Wite

Silver Plain, scorpions and spiders and alkali ants that |ived
on the slopes above the Al boran Basin were drowning by the.mllions. Small flying predators such
as wasps and brown-flies

survived | onger, keeping ahead of the creeping saltwater unti

ni ght cool ness | oaded their w ng nmenbranes wi th condensati on

and forced them down..7

IT LACKED A FEW M NUTES UNTIL SUNRI SE. THE ARM ES CON-fronted
one anot her, poised and ready.

The overwhel m ng nunbers of Firvulag were on foot as

al ways, dancing and | eaping in undisciplined nobs around the
battl e-captains of their choice |ike great black-arnored insects.
The effigy standards with festoons of gilded skulls bounced up
and down, daring the Foe to seize them<for in this nanner,

as well as in the taking of heads, was the Grand Conbat victory
judged. The Little People were arned with dark glittering

swords, spiked clubs, chain-flails, and hal berds w th odd-shaped
bl ades. They carried no bows and arrows or other projectile
weapons, these, as well as the war-steeds, being contrary to
their traditions of battle. Many of them had spears; but they
were accustoned to fling these at the Foe rather than thrust,

and so the weapons usually caused little danmage to the heavily
arnored Tanu riders and nounts.

A few Firvul ag could not resist shape-shifting in anticipation

of the Melee. A ghastly wi nged serpent shot up am dst the

cohort conmmanded by Karbree the Worm |In another part of

the field, a stinking explosion heralded the tenporary appear-ance
of a cyclopean horror that splattered the salt with fou

i chor, pronpting obscene protests fromits indignant conrades-in-
arnms. Qut near the |lagoonside flank, a fornm ess nass of

yel | owy- green protoplasmwent rolling and bunpi ng al ong,

hooting Ii ke an insane calli ope.

The Tanu force faced this trollish rabble with dignity and
splendor. In the front ranks, arnmored in bronze and gl ass and
bearing colorful pennons, were the troops of gray-torc cavalry
and the human charioteers; all were arnmed with bows, spears,

and bl ades, and responsive to the mental commands of their.hybrid and gold-torc human officers.
Behi nd themthe five great

battalions of the netapsychic guilds sat their steeds, both war-riors
and chali kos aglow with near-florescent brilliance. The

coercers and psychoki netics were nost nunerous, the creators
sonewhat fewer in nunber, and the farsensors and conbat ant
redactors constituted the smallest units, since nost of their
menber shi p undert ook support roles during this part of the

Grand Conbat .
Contingents fromthe various Tanu cities gathered around
| ocal chanpi ons bearing banners that nust not fall into the

hands of the Foe. Certain knights of high repute had their own
adherents, Tanu and human; and besi des the golds and silvers
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there were anong them nunerous gl ass-arnored grays who

had proven thenselves in the Low Mel ee. Later, when the

battl e heated up, the regional groups and even the guild seg-regation
woul d be abandoned as fighters gathered to follow the

banner and nmental commands of the heroes who acquitted them sel ves
nost valiantly—and al so showed the nost powerfu

def ensi ve shielding ability. The royalty and field generals of
Tanu and Firvul ag stood well apart at this early stage, ready

to observe and eval uate strategy and commend noteworthy feats.
The sky above the Great Lagoon was gol den. As the upper

linb of the sun appeared, there was a vivid green flash that
persisted for a full twenty seconds before dissolving into white
dazzle. "Oren! Onen!" Screeching |ike banshees, the Firvulag horde
| eaped forward. Their mailed feet raised a din that caused the
salt to trenble.

The Tanu waited in arrogant rainbow array, banners high

and chalikos held firmy in check.

The sunlight strengthened. Nodonn Battlenaster rose into

the air mounted on his arnored charger, blazing to rival the"
solar disk. H's mind and storm| oud voi ce sounded the ancient
Tanu war cry:

"Na bardito!"

@ ass trunpets held by the fighting wonen bl ared. Seven thousand gem studded shields rang |ike
bells as they were struck

with the flat of vitredur swords. The uncouth bell ow ng of the
Firvul ag was overwhel med as the tall exotics and their human
allies repeated the cry.

"No bardito! Na bardito taynel o pogekone! Forward, fight- ers of the Many-Col ored Land!"
The arm es swept together, beginning the three-day en-.counter of massed m nds and weapons. The
clash of their neet-ing

could be heard far away on the Munt of Heroes by those

who had ears to hear

"This year it will be different!" Sharn-Mes had vowed to

Pal I ol

The Firvulag Battlemaster, clothed in his illusionary guise

of a nonstrous bl ack otter having six legs, flamng fangs and
claws, and a coruscant opal the size of a dinnerplate Iidding
his Eye, professed scepticism But then, he had not been there
at Fini ah!

The young general and the old, surrounded by aides and

cronies, watched frombehind a form dable screen as the early
skirm shes took place. But after the first hour, even Pallol had
to admit that the Little People were handling thenselves with
singul ar eclat. There was a marvel ous and fresh sense of valor
anong them Finiah had lifted their spirits—and even nore,

it had opened themto new i deas.

Sharn, wearing the shape of a three-neter al bino scorpion

all waxy translucent, with glowi ng organs in his body cavities,
poi nted out an inpending engagenent with his farsense.

"They're coming close to us, Battlemaster. But no nore

tactical retreats now Just you watch our [ads when the Lowife
caval ry charges!"”

A troop of gray-torcs cane galloping hell for |eather, ready

to cut and tranple a tight phalanx of sonme sixty Firvulag, who
appeared to be naking their customary stubborn and futile

stand. But on this occasion, just before the nounts' pounding

cl aws sl ashed down on the nound of overl appi ng bl ack shiel ds,
the foot-soldiery scattered and went dodgi ng anong the tal
animal s, slashing at unarnored bellies with pol e-knives, or

SwWi ngi ng axes at the vulnerable | eg tendons of the chalikos.
"I''l'l be damed!" interjected Pall ol
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The gray-torc charge di sintegrated. Hanstrung and nortally

wounded steeds threw their riders and then staggered, screaming

and tripping over their own gushing bowels, until they

died. There were still the unhorsed humans to contend with;

but in hand-to-hand conbat the superior nunbers of the Little

Peopl e gave them t he advant age, even though the grays were

of ten physically stronger and conpelled to fight to the death

by their banner-carrying officers. Visions of battling goblins

and ot her ghoulies and ghosties came and went in the mdst of

the struggle. The aether throbbed with hideous nental projec-.tions. The gold-torc human officer
in coercer blue nanaged to zap out and hack to death half a dozen of the Firvulag before

di sappearing beneath a pile of stalwarts, but it was plain to see where the advantage |ay now.
"That belly-sticking maneuver's not bad," Pallol had to ad- nit. "The humans used it at Finiah,"
Sharn said. "It was an innovation of some Lowife netalcrafter who acted as an ad hoc | eader. He
said later that the tactic was traditional anmong nenbers of his ancestral ethnic group. The
hanstri ngi ng was

suggested by a Lowife holy wonman, of all people. She had seen it used by the terrible Mrigel in
her murder of Epone." "Morigel? The Raven—2 Ch, you nean that human non- ster, Felice." Pallo
shook his fierce carnivore head. "Te be thanked that one's out of the picture! Runor has it she
escaped the clutches of Handsome Cull and flew away in a big ball of scalding-hot blood. Damm

superstitious claptrap! But wherever she's gone, | hope she stays there."
The Firvul ag had finished butchering the Iast of the cavalry
troop, and now raised thirty severed heads, still in crested bronze helnets, at the ends of their

| ances. One head wearing

a bl ue-glass burgonet with draggled gol den plunmes was inpaled on the pike of its own standard. The
visor of the helmet was open and the dead eyes seened to | ook down on the bl oodi ed azure banner
with mld astonishment.

The phal anx of Little People came rushing up to the knot

of leaders. "Manifest, Battlenaster!" howl ed the dwarfs, danc- ing around Pallol and Sharn

"Mani fest—+ike in the good old days!" "You fellows... |'mprouder'n hell of you!" croaked the
denmon otter, swallowing a lunp in his throat. "You bet |']
mani fest for you!" He lifted the opal Iid fromhis Eye and zapped the wavi ng heads to white bone

The skulls flew up and spun |like a swarm

of neteors just over the cheering warriors' speartops, then swooped down to land in a pyram da
pile on the sidelines, surmounted by the disgraced blazon. Every one of the skulls

now was plated with gleanm ng gold, ready to be picked up by the trophy nakers. "Slitsal, Pallol!"
yel ped the phal anx. Brandi shing their freshly cl eaned weapons, they went dashing off to seek a new
en- gagement with the Foe. * * *. In a tangled heap lay two Firvul ag bodi es and one hunman bei ng
only pretending to be dead, the latter praying that he

woul d be able to hold out until sundown, when it mght still

be possible for himto desert. Wth great caution, Rainp Hakki nen groped again in the region of
his high-rising runmp. Once nore there was only the

dull ching of a glass-plated gauntlet striking the skirt of artic-ulated

tassets that arnored his derriere. Damm! Forget again.

He had no hip pocket. He had no flask of good old Hudson's

Bay Denerara. No water, even. Nothing to drink at all unless

you fancied blood. Fromthe ventilating slot in the visor of his

pi nk-gl ass sallet cane a faint sob. It went unheard in the battle

tunmult all around him..

They'd had to coerce himinto it, of course. Those giggling Tanu she-fiends had dragged hi m away
from

the War Banquet and stripped his poor enmaci ated husk of a

body right in the mddle of the arnmorer's showoom whil e they

sel ected a suitable PK harness for him A gray squire had

sni ckered while dressing himin the undergarnments: first a cot-ton

singlet and briefs, then the beautifully engineered suit of

paddi ng, tough woven-gauze fabric encl osing pea-sized pl ass

bubbl es, fully protective, airy, and weighing only a few grans.

The six exotic wonen thensel ves had strapped on all the sliding

pl ates of gol d-chased pink glass, telling himhow brave he was

going to be and how gloriously he would prove hinself on the
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White Silver Plain. Arnored to the neck, he had to kneel before

them whil e they nockingly dubbed him"Lord Rai mo" with a

big sword of rosy vitredur. Then he was forced to pl easure al

of themin the only way left to him and after that huniliation

was over they clapped on the nmagnificent crested hel net that

rather resenbled a visored sou' wester, sheathed his sword in

a scabbard hanging at his side, and hustled himoutside to the skittish arnored charger all ready
to bear himoff to battle. The

chaliko had its coat dyed a violent fuchsia with acid-yell ow

mane and fetlock featherings, a parody of the Psychokinetic

@uild' s heraldic rose and gold. When the wonen tel eported

himinto the saddle he barely had time to grab the reins before

the great brute reared, nearly flinging himass over teakettle

backwar d.

Sonehow he stayed aboard and was rewarded with six sep-arate

zonks on his silver torc's joy-buzzer.

They all trotted over to the Plain together fromthe Tanu

encanprent, joining the vast parade of bejewel ed fighters and.well-wi shers streaning along the
torch-1it and bannered avenue in the gray fal se dawn. The six | adi es waxed synphonic on his
happy-circuits to work himup to a fine pitch of euphoria; and

when they reached the staging area of the battlefield they

switched abruptly to the hypothalamc trigger, charging him

with adrenalin and insane hostility toward the Firvul ag Foe that

lurked less than a kilonmeter away in the nmurk. He joined the

Miuri ah-town ranks of his fellow silver PKers, hyped to the eyeballs with battle ardor. Then the
army waited in place for another whol e hour. And

with the passing of tinme and the withdrawal of the wonen to

the distant sidelines his frenzy weakened and what remai ned

of sanity began to assert itself. He discovered that the Tanu

witches had forgotten to turn control of their man-toy over to

Kuhal or Fian or some other officer of the PK battalion. He

was unfettered! No one was coercing himany nore!

When the charge sounded at |ast and he was off and running,

wavi ng his sword with the anok rmultitude and yelling with

both voi ces, he was col d sober and scared out of his mana-

reamin' mnd. At first, his chaliko saved him It was a well-trained destrier, for all its evi
tenper, and it knew how to lash out with its

cl aws whenever nenbers of the Firvulag infantry cane runni ng

at them Raino charged in a mddle Tanu echel on, between

the elite grays and the splendid ranks of provincial chanpions.

By the time he was in the thick of the fighting there was enough

dust and shape-shifting and prelimnary slaughter going on to

keep his erstwhile conrades occupied with matters other than him

It was time to think about escape.

He wheel ed about, slashing at the air and hidi ng behind his

shield when illusionary nonsters | oonmed up in the uncertain sunrise glare. Waves of Firvul ag-
generated terror swrled around

himand bl ended with his own honme-grown funk. He rode

t hrough a ni ghtmari sh hul | abal oo where the conbatants of both

arm es flashed into and out of view like inages on a fritzed

hol o-projector. Only one aspect of the war was relentlessly

real the headl ess bodi es, nostly hunman and Firvul ag, and

the dying aninals staining the salt with sticky crinson and hot

excrenent. Once he raised the visor of his helmet and vomited with discretion so as not to spook
his mount. For the nobst part, the

tall beast stepped carefully anmong the corpses while he tried.to guide it in the direction of the
ascendi ng sun, which | ooked

like a cut-out white disk heavily curtained in dusty haze. In

that direction lay the eastern armof the lagoon. If he reached

the shore, it mght be possible to swi pe one of the Firvul ag

boats; and if his broken-down PK had a few watts |eft, he just
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nm ght make it to Kersic.

Luck. Just a little luck. Didn't he deserve sonme after these
mont hs of living hell? Just keep up the good work, Horsie, and
kick! Kick the crap outa those little turdlings when they cone
at us!

The chal i ko fought well. And the Firvulag, he discovered,

only threw their |ances and never made use of arrows or darts,
so he was fairly secure behind his shield in the high saddle
until —

Sonething like a gigantic purple spider canme scuttling out

of the nmisty dazzle and got behind him One of its appendages
thrust up under the arnored tail piece of the chaliko's crupper
The animal et out an earsplitting screamand fell heavily for-ward,
i rpal ed by sone kind of |ong-shafted pol e-arm Rain

was pitched fromthe saddle and hit the ground with a sound

Ii ke a denolished xyl ophone. He saw the spi der waver and

di ssol ve, and then, cavorting around and around himand chor-tling
in a falsetto squeal was a Firvulag in gore-sneared hal f-arnor—
the spitting i mage of Grunpy the Dwarf in Disney's

2-D cinema cl assic.

"Now | gotcha! Now | gotcha!" the manikin shrilled, waving

a black glassy blade with a terrible notched edge.

"Hel p!'" Raino cried. He tried vainly to rise. Hs chaliko
thrashed in death agonies, its great claws al nost on top of him
Hel phel phel pkel p. .

Sweet houghmagandy, Chopper! That you?

Ai k! Aik, for the Iove o' Christ!

A beam resenbling that froma sodi umvapor searchli ght

stabbed fromthe clouds of dust. It flicked harm essly over the
col | apsed pink knight, but when it detected Grunpy it steadied
and intensified. The Firvulag warrior's linbs flew out in spasm
and his obsidian sword arced away. Orange-yellow light |icked

up and down the exotic body, nelting the cuirass and | eaving

a path of snoking wound. The Firvulag uttered piercing shrieks.
A voice out of thin air said, "That's a good fix," and the astra
beam swi veled to shine into the transfixed dwarf's open nouth

There was a snall, exceedingly nasty expl osion.."Qpen your eyes, Chopper. Your shining knight has
cone to the rescue.”
Still prone, Raimp tilted up his visor. A huge black chaliko

all arrmored in gold | ooked down at him its benign eyes peering fromthe openings of a gilded
chanfron. It had a nonocerine faceted spi ke of anethyst nounted on its forehead. Sitting the
magni fi cent beast was a di mnutive human glowing as froma

sel f-cont ai ned power source. He carried no weapon, no shield. But he held high a purple banner
whose gol den-hand bl azon gave the finger to the Exile world. A black-and-viotet cape rippled
unst ai ned about Ai ken Drum s gold-lustre arnor. He

grinned as he PK-hoisted Rainpb to his feet. "There you go, Chopper. Good as new and ready to raise
hell! See you later!" "Wait— the former woodsman pl eaded. But the Shining One was gone. The
battle noise intensified and so did the clouds

of snopke and dust. It sounded as though sone desperate en-gagenent

were coming right at him

He stunbl ed about until he recovered his sword and buckl er

Avoi ding the thrashing chaliko and the fearful mess that had been Grunpy, he started off in the
direction opposite fromthe worst of the psychocreative detonations, away fromthe cl ang

of glass and bronze weapons, the bellow ng of thousands of

human and i nhuman voices that filled his ears and nind. Wthin a few m nutes he was conpl etely
di soriented. There was no

clue to show himthe way to the shore, no sure route to escape. "Wat am | gonna do?" he

whi nmper ed.

Survive until sunset, sonething rem nded him and there

woul d be a recess of three hours while the field was cl eared

of the wounded and the dead. If he could manage to hide unti
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then—He tripped over the two decapitated Firvul ag and st opped

his aimess flight. There was no natural cover on the Plain—

so why not? Still shrouded in thick dust clouds, he flung hinself
down and burrowed anong their dark-dripping |linbs. Then he

wi t hdrew his consci ousness into that inadequate little closet of
refuge Ai ken had taught himto use when the wonen drove

himto the brink of madness. Unl ess soneone beamed a thought

right at him he was safe. Alnost all sensation, alnost all pain
ceased. Rai no Hakki nen waited.

The sun clinbed high, heating the Wiite Silver Plain and generating rising air currents that
lifted the pall of dust. The

warriors of both sides renewed hostilities. Great deeds of her-.oi smwere acconplished by Tanu and
Firvul ag alike, but the gray-torc |levies were being decimated by the new tactics of
the Little People, which placed the Tanu in a potentially dan-gerous
posi tion.

Rai no | ay unnovi ng, even though sone skirm shes took place only a few neters away fromhim He
suffered cranps

and heat and thirst. Flies descended to feast on the bl ood and

lay their eggs in dead flesh, and some of themcrept into his

hel met. Rousing fromhis stupor for a noment, he used the

shreds of his psychokinetic power to squash them agai nst the

insides of the sallet. Fromtime to time he groped deliriously

for booze. The fuchsia and yellow feathers of his hel nut crest
shaded himslightly, but he still broiled in his shell of pink

glass until late afternoon when the sun declined at |ong | ast

and sil houetted the spine of Aven against blood-red |ight before

it di sappeared.

A single horn sounded a silvery note that reverberated in

his mnd.

The noi ses of battle faded. A wind of |uxuriant cool ness

came rushing over the salt. The arm es withdrew

Soon, Rainmo told hinself. Soon-when it was a bit darker

He was w de-awake now but still lying notionless. Unfor-tunately,

he had conceal ed hinself in a spot precariously close

to the huge Tanu encanpnent. Redactors and farsensors on

m ssions of nmercy were spreading out onto the quiet Plain,

gui di ng bearers to the wounded Tanu and human kni ghts. And

there were others as well, |eaders nounted on fresh chalikos
assessing the results of the first daylight action. If any of them
detected hi m+

He tried to suppress all thought projection, shrinking back

into his little skull-closet. | ama dead thing let me be | am

dead pass ne by ignore ne go away go away... "Ch, you are, are you?"
The voice was in his nmind and ear. He refused to open his

eyes.

Laughter. "Come on now, Psychokinetic Brother. You don't

| ook as badly wounded as all that!"

The Firvul ag bodi es, those precious sheltering bodies, shifted.

He began to slip down onto the salt; but someone held his head,

conpelling himto | ook out through the opened visor of his

sal l et.

Two Tanu worren—ene in purple, one in redactor's red

and silver. Behind them a pair of stolid male barenecks with.a litter. The stiffened Firvul ag
corpses lay like discarded head- |ess mannequi ns besi de him

"He is not wounded at all, Sister," said the farsensor. Her

deep-eyed face was gri mand shadowed beneath the hood of her cloak. "It's true," the redactor
confirmed. "His mind also is un-touched

by the Foe. He is a malingerer. A craven!"

In a panic, Rainp scranbled to his feet. The cranped nus-cles

of his legs refused to hold himup. He fell —and then the

full force of Tanu coercion flowed fromboth wonen to his
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torc and held himin thrall. He stood perfectly still, a statue
encased in jewel ed pink plates crusted with other people's blood. "You know the penalty for
cowardice, Lowife," said the

farsensor.

He had to reply, "Yes, Exalted Lady."

"Co to the place then. Go where you bel ong!"

He turned fromthem and began to trudge across the battle-field,
to where the Great Retort of glass stood waiting onits

hi gh scaffol d.

Seven hundred kilonmeters to the west, the body of a young

pl esi osaur | ay stranded on the rocks of the Al boran Vol cano.

It had been hunting tunny-fish in the Atlantic, oblivious to

any danger. And the tunnies thenselves were chasing flying

squid, and the squid in their turn had pursued a shoal of silver
sardi nes that had been browsi ng upon the nicroscopic orga-nisns
of pelagic plankton. The unexpected current had seized

themall, large creatures and snall, and sucked theminto the
Gbraltar rift.

For a hellish quarter of an hour they had been buffeted and
churned and then they were flung over the incredible waterfall.
The young pl esi osaur's graceful neck snapped as it inpacted

into the foam ng pother of the new Mediterranean Sea. It died
instantly. The tunnies, torn and battered agai nst subnerged
rocks, succunbed not |long afterward, as did the squid. Because

of their small size, nobst of the sardines nanaged to traverse

the falls shocked but physically unharmed. Wen their brains
regai ned a nmeasure of equaninity they attenpted to go about

life as usual, but the turbulent water filling the Al boran Basin
was so full of silt that their tiny gills were clogged and every
one of themsuffocated. O all the creatures that had been pulled
t hrough the newborn Straits of Gbraltar, only the hardy plank-ton
survived. . The body of the plesiosaur had floated eastward until it came
ashore on a sl ope of the Al boran Vol cano that had once stood

600 neters above the floor of the adjacent dry basin. @Qulls and carrion crows feasted on the
carcass before the rising flood reclainmed it and set it adrift again in the nmisty dark..8
I N THE RECESS BEFORE DAWN, NODONN FLEW OVER THE BAT-tl efield

with I mdol and Kuhal and Cul | uket, studying the dis-nal

results of the first round of the H gh Melee. The nearly

full rmoon was setting and the stars shone dim In keeping with
their nood, the four brothers had dulled their own netapsychic
illumnation and rode the sky lIike waiths.

Firvulag nmedics, firefly lanterns bobbing, were busy anong

the masses of dark bodies. Over in their canp was a great circle
of bonfires signaling a warrior's collation in progress. The Little
Peopl e were singing a | oud pol yphoni c chant, punctuated by

t hrobbi ng druns.

"I don't recall hearing that one," Imdol renarked.

"One of their fight songs," Kuhal said sourly. "The kind

they sang when they used to win every other Conbat back in

t he days when you were still clinging to Mother's skirts and

| earning to coerce black beetles. The song's a victory | ay,
actually. Let's hope it's premature.”

"That they should dare to voice it at all—" Culluket's face

bl azed nmonentarily crinson.

"We're not even behind in the banner tally," Imdol pro-tested.
"I't was a shame about Velteyn, but Cel adeyr of Afaliah

can take over his Creator Battalion."

"What's left of it," Kuhal snarled.

The Battl enmaster had of fered no observation. Now he | ed
themlower, to a |arge area where the scarl et-and-viol et glow

of Tanu agents of succor had concentrated. He said, "Velteyn
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was an inmpetuous fool to underestinmate Pallol. He of all our

battl e-captai ns should have known the new nmood of the Foe.

And do not mnimze the disaster, Youngest Brother! The ranks.of the creators have been reduced by
fully one-quarter of their

nunber —and Cel adeyr is not one of the Host."

Cul l uket was a shade too neutral. "Well, it was your idea
to have Mercy designate Vel as Second Creator. | warned you
about his inpaired judgnental outlook." "And now," the trucul ent Kuhal appended, "our |ate brother

of Finiah overlooks the Firvulag revels! Doubtless fromenpty,

gol d-socketed eyes." "We have two nore rounds," Inmidol said, radiating confi-dence.

"This fiasco with the gray-torc cavalry was a fl uke.

W' Il bounce back." "The Skin pavilions are overflow ng," Culluket warned. "I've been considering
that," said Nodonn. "The nost se- riously wounded Tanu and human golds will have to be trans-
ferred

to the healing roons up in Redact House so that the field

medi cs can devote their skills to patching up the battl eworthy.

We will undertake a second innovation as well. Culluket—

you will farspeak the Lord Heal er and instruct himto begin

admtting the best of the fighting grays to the Skin. The wounded i nconpetents of our own race
must resign thenmselves to sitting

out the rest of the Conbat in Muriah. We'll have no tine for

agi ng has-beens and bunglers in this war."

"Tana's teeth, Brother!" Kuhal exclained. "Thaggy will supernova if you go against tradition |like
that!"

Nodonn was adamant. "Qur custons can stand a little bend- ing. We have nore to worry about than
the injured pride of

traditionalists—er even the Kingly honor. | admt now that |

made a serious mstake putting Velteyn in a position of com mand.

I was noved by sentinment, and you saw how popul ar

his designation was at the tine."

"Cel adeyr is a good | eader, even if he isn't of the Host," Kuhal said. "But we've |lost a sure High

Tabl e candidate in Velteyn, and we'll have to | ook sharp fromnow o n ... And
I"mtal king to you, Youngest Brother!"
I mdol blustered, "I'Il take care of Leyr when the tinme's ripe! You just watch your own

psychoki netic ass, Brother!"

The eastern sky was deep violet. Venus hung over the gun-netal

smoot hness of the | agoon

"This day," Nodonn told the three, "we nust all take great care. The battalions will be
fragmenting as the pressure of battle builds and the Firvulag Geat Ones energe to do persona
conbat. Wth so many grays and creators gone, we are even

further outnunbered—but we still have the advantage in total.m ndpower. Wen you take to the field
your sel ves, be nore prudent than our |uckless brother, Velteyn. He erred in trying

to gather outguild fighters to his personal banner too early by

means of spectacul ar but fool hardy tactics. He ganbl ed and

lost. But let me renmind you that there is another ganbler fight-ing

anongst our ranks... and he is playing a nasterclass gane

for the highest possible stakes."

The four brothers tal ked over technicalities for sonme tinme

after that, letting their steeds drift in the dawning. Down bel ow

the Plain was being cleared rapidly. Firvulag dead were | oaded

into special coracles on the |agoon strand, to be i mol ated on

the water during the return journey of the Little People to the

mai nl and of Europe. The headl ess Tanu and hunan bodi es were

shrouded and stacked beneath the glass box of the Great Retort,

where they would fuel the distillation of the inprisoned in the

ultimate Conbat offering of life and death.

For a hundred years, the eggs of the brine shrinp and the

spores of mnute algae had waited for rain.

Saf e beneath the cracked saline crust of the playa, they had

husbanded their tiny portions of life-force, resisting heat and

drought and chemi cal action until yet another extraordinary
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once-in-a-century rainstormshould drench the Pliocene Betic
Cordillera, swell the Proto-Andarax River, and fill the Geat

Bracki sh Marsh to overfl ow ng.

Then for a few short weeks the thousands of square kilo-neters

of dry | akebeds that |ay between the nornal western

boundari es of the marsh and the gentle Al boran Ri se would

burst into teeming life. The brine shrinp and the al gae and a

few ot her hardy aquatic fornms would thrive until the waters

drai ned and evaporated away, |eaving fresh eggs and spores

entonbed in the sedinent to await the next Hundred-Year Storm

No rain fell. The Pliocene sky of early Novenber was cl ear

and the bed of the Andarax carried only a thin trickle fromthe
Spani sh heights into the basin of the Mditerranean

Neverthel ess, the playa filled. The water spread and deep-ened

in a manner unprecedent ed.

Brine shrinp hatched by the billions, ate al gae, and hastened

to lay the softer-shelled eggs that they produced in a well-watered
envi ronnent. The water was nuddi er than usual and

it harbored alien conpetitors, oceanic plankton that vied with

the shrimp for the drifting greenery and even tried to prey upon
the little crustaceans thensel ves. But the creatures of the playa.had no true awareness of that,
nor of the fact that they woul d never have to endure the | ong drought-sl eep again.

"Trust ne!" said Aiken Drum amd the fire, snoke, nmind- bellow ng, and carnage. "If this doesn't
wor k, " Bunone Warteacher told him "there's a good chance that Nukal avee will nail you." Aiken
j abbed hi s saucy banner skyward. "Fear not! Just keep your fewkin' illusions intact and see that

none of the gang here tries any heroic chivalrous bullshit to | ouse up the ambush.

You hear ne tal kin', Tagan baby?"

The Lord of Swords said dryly, "W are so nenaced by the Foe that | will bow to any expedi ent
giving pronm se of reprieve. Even to you, Aiken Drum" "Attaboy, Coercive Brother! Look sharp
then. I"'moff!" The golden figure on the magnificent charger vanished in a puff of purple snoke.
Lord Daral of Bardel ask said, "Have confidence, Lord of Swords. Aiken has led us with brave
ingenuity all this day. W have nore than twoscore of the Firvulag battle standards

through follow ng his banner—as well as the head of their hero, Bles Four-Fang!"

"Lying in anbush isn't our way," grunbled Tagan

"It's a way to win," Bunone shot back. "You old soldiers

give me a pain in the—-heads up!"

Qut of the dusty inbroglio surrounding the six depleted Tanu conpani es energed a new sound—an
infuriated roar from

nmore than a thousand throats, carrying over it a whistling squea

that rem nded the human fighters of a king of Brobdi ngnagi an

el ectroni ¢ feedback. In an instant, all of the five hundred or

so mount ed kni ghts di sappeared, transforned into piles of ms- cellaneous corpses |ying on both
sides of a fairly clear corridor

perhaps thirty meters in width and nearly ten tinmes as |ong.

"The illusion is firm" Celadeyr told them "And now-en

garde!"

Into the cleared area cane gall oping a hipparion, one of the

donkey- si zed three-toed horses of the Pliocene Epoch. It was

bridl ed and plunmed and capari soned with purple and gold gar- niture. Standing upon its back
wavi ng a snall-sized version

of his digitus inpudicus banner and |aughing |like a maniac,

was Ai ken Drum He was wearing his golden suit of many pockets. Charging hot on his trail was a
| egi on of nonsters, Firvulag.stalwarts clad in their nost fearsone illusions, led by a towering
apparition resenbling a centaur fromwhich the skin had been

flayed. Its raw nmuscles and sinews and red and bl ue bl ood

vessel s glistened and throbbed; the eyeballs started fromits

skull in frenzied rage; a lipless nouth with broken tusks gaped

as it voiced its appalling scream Nukal avee the Skinless, one

of the prem er Firvulag chanpions, pursued the small figure

on horseback, flinging lightning balls that hit sone invisible

met apsychic barrier around the fleeing jester and expl oded into
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har nl essness.

"Nyaa-nyaa!" cried A ken Drum

The hi pparion galloped flat out. The youth bent to peer
backwards through his | egs and stick his tongue out at Nuka-I| avee,
clinging to the reins with one hand and flourishing his

n dget banner with the other. Then he dropped the flap of his
gol den suit.

Nukal avee's feedback how soared to a hundred and ten

deci bels. The tranpling Firvulag nob cane to be entirely en-conpassed
by the twin lines of corpses.

Bunone and Al beronn and Bl eyn gave a si nul taneous nent al
conmand: Now.

"Wake up, Bryan. Can you hear nme? Wake up now. "

The dream of darkness began to fade, that cavern swall owing
himw th sweet and awful finality. He opened his eyes and

there were Fred and Mario, the silver-torc redactors who had
been his warders. And there was Creyn, now setting aside a
smal | gol den censer fromwhich lingering acrid funmes swirled.
"I'mquite all right," Bryan said. (But soon to return to be
engul fed.)

The deepset exotic eyes with their flat-blue pupils were very
close to him "Tana be thanked, Bryan. W had feared for

you. "

Good ol d Creyn was concerned. But why? She had pronised

to cone for him

"You have been asleep for three days, Bryan."

"It doesn't matter, really."”

"No," the Tanu healer replied in gentle agreenent. "l sup-pose
it doesn't. But you nust rise and prepare yourself now.

Mario and Frederic will help you dress appropriately. It's tine
for you to | eave Redact House. In an hour, after the sun sets,
we will have the second Recess Before Night. There is to be.a gathering of the entire Tanu battl e-
conmpany in extraordi nary

concl ave. You are sumopned to the White Silver Plain."

Bryan managed a slight smile. "Another command perfor-mance
before Their AmMul Majesties? | should think they'd

have... nore diverting entertai nment these days than the |ikes
of me."

"You are summoned by Nodonn," Creyn said. He extended

one bony hand all covered with rings and lightly touched the
fingers of the still recunbent anthropol ogist. "You have no torc
and so | cannot reach you in the fullness of fellowship, nor
heal you even if it were allowed, or possible. You are unaware
of what you have done, and in Tana's nercy you may never

know. So go, Bryan. Receive your last gift. Goodbye."

Bryan's wondering gaze followed the exotic man to the door of the suite. And then Creyn was gone
and Fred and Mario

were hel ping himinto the sunptuous bathroom

"They weren't listening to me!" Bewi | dered, Thagdal sank

back into his throne.

The banqueting pavilion was a turmoil of conflicting thoughts
and shouts. Nobody was sitting formally at table any nore;

they were junping up on top of themto deliver inpronptu

har angues; or gathered around this chanpion or that, consuming
heroic quantities of liquor as they debated and quarrel ed

about the remarkabl e events of the day, the Tanu conmeback in
the face of |engthening odds and what —er who—had been

responsi ble for it.

"I thought it was a |ovely speech, dear," Nontusvel assured
him "Setting differences aside and all working together. Wat
could be nore | ogical ?"
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The King only gave a hollow | augh and drank from his

gi | ded-skull goblet. Mrosely, he stared into the inset carbuncle
eyes.

"Remenber this good old boy? Maglarn Wi nkl e-Meat. Ug-Iiest

not her's son of the whole Firvulag tribe, and a fighting

fool. | finally zapped himthrough the gizzard after we'd wal -1 oped
each other for three nortal hours in the Heroic Encoun-ters.
Now t hat was Conbat! None of this hol e-in-a-corner

sneaki ng around and dirty tricks. But nowt The Foe fights

dirty, and so do we. And unless sone nmiracle supervenes, the
dirtiest trickster of the ot will end up King of the Many- Col ored
Land."."Here's Nodonn," Nontusvel said softly. "He has... brought
sonmeone with him"

The King | ooked up and uttered a mld blaspheny. "I mght have known who had that anthropol ogi st
stashed away! My

boys conbed the whole city and half of Aven and couldn't find

hi de nor hair of him"

Nont usvel regarded her husband with sorrow. "But they

found poor Ognol, didn't they?"

The royal beard sparked omi nously. "You're an innocent,

Nonnie. | was trying to save us all."

The arrival of the Battlemaster inspired cheers fromthe

t housands of feasters, and a single inpudent nyaa. Nodonn

made his duty to his parents with accustoned serenity and then
took Bryan around to a prominent position in front of the H gh
Tabl e. The human scientist appeared dazed; an odd smile touched
his lips and fromtime to time one of his hands strayed to his
open collar, fromwhich cane a telltal e golden gl eam

"Nobl e battle-conpany!" intoned the storm|oud voice. The

chain of silence was not needed. "We have suffered defeats in
this Grand Conbat.. .and victories!"

Pl audits and groans and not a few drunken curses.

"The first round of the High Mel ee saw us faced with disaster
when our gray-torc cavalry and charioteers faltered in the face
of novel tactics fromthe Foe. The m sfortune was conpounded
when the comuanders of the gray |evies, half-bl oods and gol d-torcs,
as we know, failed to rally their troops according to the

tenets of our ancient battle-religion."

Catcal | s and shouting of indignant denials, nmngled with
taunting epithets and a scattering of "Shane!"”

The Battlenmaster held up one nmailed fist. "Let those deny

it who will! The ranks of hunmanki nd were shattered. And as

a consequence we suffered grave setbacks. The bl ame, how ever,
lies not with humanity, fellow warriors of the Tanu, but

wi th ourselves!"

The hubbub, which had been swelling in intensity, suddenly

fell away to sil ence.

"W have cone to depend overmuch upon hunanity in our

Grand Conbat. We have becone | ax and decadent as we adopted

first their donesticated aninals as battle-mounts, and then their
very selves. Yes... we adopted humanity. They fight our bat-tles,
they grow our food, they operate our mines and factories,

they adm nister our comerce, they infiltrate our sacred guilds,
they mingle their very blood and genes with our own! But that.is not all. W are faced with the
ultimate humliation—and

once again, we have brought it upon ourselves. For a human

now aspires to our Hi gh Kingship!"

In all the vast tent there was no sound. And then cane the

m ghty bel |l ow of Cel adeyr, Lord of Afaliah: "And is this to

our shane, Battlemaster? Wien Al ken Drum goes hinself to

nmeet the Foe, unarmed and unafraid, while certain Exalted
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Per sonages rest secure behind i npregnabl e screens, dithering
about antiquated tactics that no | onger dismay the Firvul ag—
much | ess defeat thenf"

A thunderclap of nental and vocal shouting greeted this
sally. Cel adeyr added, "The Foe has consorted w th humans.

This is how Finiah fell. This is how their pikenen |earned to
devastate our cavalry. Shall we then return to the ancient ways
you champion and all | ose our heads—ejoicing that at |east

our honor is intact? O shall we follow this golden youth, the

chosen of Mayvar, and know victory?"

This time the outcry nade the very walls and ceiling of the

pavilion billow and the cups and pl ates dance on the tables.

The face of Apollo was apparently unnoved; but Nodonn was

now gl owi ng so furiously that those closest to the Hi gh Table

fell back, shielding their eyes fromthe rose-gold glare.

"I only wish to show you," the Battl enaster said, and now

his voice was very soft in the reborn silence, "what the price

of such a victory nust be. You will see and hear what future

lies ahead of us fromthe Iips and nind of this human scientist,

who enj oyed the highest reputation in his owmn Galactic Mlieu

H s survey of our relationship with humanity and the attendant

stresses was conm ssioned by the Thagdal hinself in the hope

of confuting nmy own | ong-stated opposition to human assimilation

This scientist carried out his analysis freely, w thout

prejudi ce. Many of you were interviewed by himor by his

associ ate, our late Creative Brother Ognol."

Now Nodonn hel d hi gh the book-pl aque that had been Bryan's

|l ove-gift to Mercy.

"Here is a copy of the survey he recently conpleted. He

will explainit to you hinmself. He wore no golden torc while

he wor ked—and he wears one tonight only so that you nmay

examne his mnd yourselves and see the truth of his statements

Because | conpel himthrough the torc, he will carry out the

survey's extrapolations in full, including the inpact of hu-manity's

use of the iron. Listen to what this man, Bryan Gen-fell

says. It will not take long. And then return to the Wiite. Silver Plain for our night affray and
think as you contend agai nst the Firvulag! Wen dawn brings the final day of our G and
Conbat, you may then choose which banner to follow until

the end—that of your Battlemaster, or that of our true Foe."

The marshgrass flats and the | otus beds of the Great Brackish

Marsh were gone now, and nangrove jungles were the ibises

and egrets and pelicans once nested were conpl etely sub-nerged.

Only the highest islets still poked above the rising waters; here crazed ani nal s fought one
anot her in the dw ndling

space until they were drowned or pushed off to swimfor their

lives. The luckier of the refugees found sanctuary on the great dam of vol canic rubble; but it was
necessary for themto keep

clinmbing higher and higher up the clinkery slope as the water

continued to rise. Once the summit had been attained, many

of the animals were too weary and traumatized to go farther

(and down the eastern flank of the damit was all desert, any- way); and so they crouched there
beneath the noon that |acked one day to full ness—+the tusked water deer and the otters and
the pygny hi ppos and the aquatic hyraxes and the | ong-bodied

felids and the rats and the turtles and the snakes and anphi bi ans

and a nyriad other displaced creatures—not one show ng

aggression toward another, instincts of predators and prey alike

dull ed by the devastation of their world.

The water rose higher. The weight of it thrust against the

natural dam water seeped into every crevice and percol ated

through the coarser strata of ash. Sone found its way anong

the debris clogging the Long Fjord. Wen this reached the head
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of the narrow Sout hern Lagoon estuary, a thousand little jets
of water squirted fromthe rubble-face. The water in the erstwhile G eat Bracki sh Marsh was now
nmore than eighty neters deep where once the flam ngos had
waded. For the first tine in nore than two mllion years it was
possible for a fish to swmfromthe cliffs of southern Spain
to the Morocco shore..9

HE WAS SUMMONED AGAI N FROM THE WARM DARK.

Why oh why couldn't they sinply | eave himin peace? Leave
himto savor the | ast of her alone? He had done the sun-god's
bi ddi ng, explaining to the barbarians why the shutting of the
ti me-gate was good, why the Tanu shoul d wean thensel ves
fromtheir overdependence upon human technol ogy.

I ngeni ous, the way that the Battlemaster had tw sted the
statistics to his own ends; but of course he had to spare Mercy
and the loyal hybrids. Pogroms were so wasteful and Apollo

ever a prudent husband- man.

But Bryan had justified it all, speaking through his gol den
torc. Poor Oggy had been so right about it being a boon to
communi cation. (And so it was, provided you had angelic

backi ng when it cane to sl oughing over the dicey bits without
getting caught.) When the little lecture was finished, the nood
of the crowd was turning away from Ai ken Drum Bryan wasn't
surprised. Barbarians were a hot-headed and fickle lot, and this
tribe was al nost as mercurial as the Irish

Nodonn had taken himthen to the place where Mercy waited.

And she had shown hi m what he had been m ssing by not

accepting the golden torc before. Even knowing that it was the
end, that he would not survive the cave this tine, he had gone
freely to her, into the bright flight and the long fall

Free but never free of you with your wild wild eyes, Mercy.

And will | lTove you till | die.

"Come out of it, son. Help a little. I'"mnot the best redactor
inthe realm but there's a fewtricks left in the old man's bag.
Conme on, Bryan. You renenber ne."

| diel did but die | see her passing by |I die...."He's not gonna stop free-wheeling until you
zorch himin the stem Craftsnaster."”

"You shut up, you damed nale trollop. | pulled your mar-bles

together, didn't I ?.. .Cone on Bryan. Open your eyes,

son. "

A great round irascible face, hair and trailing nustaches of

silvery gold, all backlighted by a yell ow nmorning sky with

strange streaky red clouds. He closed his eyes, willing the

menory of her and her warmdark to return.

But it would not, not yet. In an unsteady voice, Bryan said,

"Hull o, Lord Aluteyn."

"That's good!"™ An armslipped around him lifting. A glass

of water, not very cold, was held to his nouth.

"I'd rather be left alone," Bryan whispered. Ch, let ne go down, down! But where was that sea
unreflecting of stars? "No you don't son. Not yet."

He peered out of the mind-cave resentfully. A crowd of

peopl e, | ooking very seedy, crouched all around him Gold

and silver and gray torcs and now all of themable to feel at

his mind in the nost disconcerting way. "Do stop that, all of you," he told them peevishly. "It's
not decent when—when I'm—= "You're not quite ready to shuffle off, son. |'ve patched you up a
little, as well as | could. Just tell us what happened at that conclave |last night. What's A ken
Drum up to? There's

sonet hi ng very odd going on. Since |I'm deposed, |'ve had

a block put on ny nmetafaculties to restrict nmy range to the imediate vicinity. But | don't need
my powers to feel the ground trenors and the changes in the local earth currents, and see those
anomal ous cl ouds. Has your young friend A ken

Drum been doi ng any fancy nucki ng-about with Aven's ge-ol ogy?"
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Now Bryan's eyes were fully open. He began to |augh, then

trailed off in feeble coughing. The glass of water nmet his |ips.

"1 should think... Aiken Drum had quite enough on his plate already... w thout conjuring up
eart hquakes." He sank back against the Craftsmaster's arm A singular pang shot through

him What if he wasn't going to die? A contenptuous voice. Rainp? Yes, it was Rai no Hak- ki nen

that poor devil. "He's no hel p! Maybe we can get some fresh dope when the next batch of losers is
tossed in here at sunset. Though
what difference it makes to us—."l thought | was beyond caring," the Craftsmaster said. "But

| do care! I'"'mone of the First Comers, and | care! If there is
a genui ne danger, then |I nust give warning. My honor denmands
ite

The Rai mo Hakki nen voi ce was nuttering sonething scorn-ful

O her voi ces, other thoughts, cane sloshing in disorderly

waves against Bryan's brain. A few persistent interlopers picked
through the ruins |ike bored ghoul s.

"Areally big earthquake might crack this thing so we could
escape!" the Rainp voice said. Exclanations. Protests. And

t he probi ng. How nany of themwere there mauling hinf

"Mercy," he groaned al oud.

Sonething |li ke an arm of silver-and-green |ight swept al

of the prying minds away from hi mand showed hi m how to

put up the screen. He did. But when he turned to descend again
he could not find the cave. H's m nd and voi ce how ed, an-guished,
"Mercy!™

Run search cry hunt the dark with the golden torc's horrible
light driving it back whenever he spotted it afar off. She would
not wait. She was gone. And he might not die.

"Mercy," he whispered again, and woke to the conpas-sionate

gaze of the old Craftsmaster. After a long tine, he

asked, "Were is this place? Wat is it?"

"I't's called," Aluteyn said, "the Geat Retort."

Br ede Shi pspouse | ed the three hunans al ong the deserted
corridor deep within the secret wing of Redact House. They

were free of their gray torcs, dressed in fresh clothing, and at
a loss to know who she was or what she wanted of them

"My identity is uninportant," said the nmasked exoti c,

stopping in front of a closed door. "The only one who natters
lies within, lost nowin a reverie of self but soon perhaps to
awaken. "

Brede's brown eyes fixed on Basil. "You are a nan of action

and ingenuity. In a few brief hours your talents will be called
on. Wen the tine cones, you will know what to do. Al of

the things you will need—ncl udi ng maps and many sophis-ticated
devices confiscated fromtinme-travelers—ill be found

stored in lockers inside this room"

The headdress of the Shipspouse tilted far back as she ad-dressed
Chi ef Burke, and her eyes crinkled with hunor at the

big Native Anerican's expression of suspicion. "You will or-ganize
and | ead the survivors. It will be difficult, for there will.be the Skin patients to care for, and
even the abl e-bodied wll

be reluctant to foll ow a bareneck human. But you will |ead
them nonetheless.” Brede's hand now rested on the latch of the door. She said to Anerie, "Your
task will be the nost difficult of all, for you will have to help her during the terrible tinme of

adj ust - nent.

But you were her friend—and you are the only one of

the original group left for Elizabeth to turn to. You will understand her, even though you are not
a netapsychic. She does not need a fellowinitiate now She needs a friend... and

a confessor.”

The door opened. Wthin was a large dimy |it room three of its walls carved fromthe living
rock. The wall at the far end had a | ong horizontal slot, glassed over, that revealed a late

af ternoon panoranma of Miriah and the salt flats to the
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south. There were storage |lockers lining the side walls and in the center of the room a |ow cot
with a figure in red denim

lying onit.

"Rermai n here until tonorrow norning. Do not |eave this

pl ace before dawn, no matter what shoul d happen. You will

not see ne again, because | nust go down to be with ny people in the hour that | have foreseen
When Eli zabet h wakes, tell

her this: Now you are free to nake a true choice. Guard her

well, for she will soon be the nost inportant person in the

world. "

Brede faded fromtheir sight, enigmatic to the last. The three of them exchanged gl ances and
shrugs, and then Anmerie

went to exanine Elizabeth while the nen opened the | ockers.

Wth the Fifth Day now wi nding down to the final hours of the High Melee, both arnies were

i nfl amed and hopeful of

victory, even though the Firvulag knew very well that the odds

wer e | engt heni ng agai nst them

Ki ng Yeochee spent nost of the afternoon in the darkened Tent of the Seers, where tal ented crones
used farsensing powers

to project choice bits of action for the nonconmbatant Little

People to view. The duel between old Leyr and Inidol of the

Host had been particularly gripping... and poignant, too, for

Yeochee renmenbered well what a firebreather the old Lord

Coercer had been before his bani shnent by Gommol . Even

t hough Leyr was one of the Foe, that had been a hard way for himto go—sliced up slowy like a
salami and then forced, by.the superior netafaculty of the young coercer, to open his

gorget and cut his own throat. Ah, well. Youth would have its

day.

He left the seers and ranbled on to the field hospital where

t he wounded were being treated preparatory to di senbarking for honme. Boats had al ready begun to
| eave Aven, and nany

more woul d sail before the Conbat had its official finale at

dawn. The post-Conmbat Truce, like that prior to the ganes, was only one nmonth in | engt h—-and
overland travel with the wounded was a sl ow busi ness, especially since they could not utilize
river boats on their honmeward journey.

Yeochee wandered up and down the rows of battered and

bl oody gnones. A word of cheer fromthe Od Man al ways

seened to bolster the warriors' spirits, and they needed all the

hel p they could get. There was no magi cal healing Skin in the

field hospital of the Little People. Al they had were their rough

and ready surgical skills, fortitude, and the superior resistance

of a tough race that had nmatured in a natural environment

fraught with hazard. Nearly half of the original Firvulag complenent

was now hors de conmbat. But the Foe, King Yeochee

rem nded the smirking casualties, had lost alnost the entire

2000 of their gray elite corps and nost of the 1500 silvers—

as well as a respectable nunber of the rash and puni er-powered

anong the Tanu and hunan golds. "W still have a chance!" the King asserted. "W're not |icked
yet. This might just be the year that the Sword of Sharn

cones home! "

The broken warriors croaked and gargl ed and whi stled. Yeo-chee

hopped on top of an enpty bandage crate, knocking his

crown askew agai n.

"So we haven't got as many hi gh-point banners as they do! So we've only got four skulls in the
' Most Exal ted' class!

Dame if two of 'emdon't belong to the Host—and one of

those a High Tabler! Velteyn and Ri ganone are worth ten extra

points right there, and that offsets our |oss of poor old Four-Fang

and Nukal avee. W've still got the Heroic Encounters to

come, and one good upset there could wi pe out all the Foe's

advantage in the Petty Nobility tally. If they do beat us, it'll
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be by a squeaker. But they won't beat us! We're going to fight,
and we're going to win!" The tent rang with ragged cheers. One gane soul even nanaged to turn on
hi s sparkling centipede apparition for a

monent .. Wping away a furtive tear, Yeochee stood proudly and | et
his regal aspect cone slowy upon him H's dusty fur-trimed
robe turned to obsidian parade arnor, blazing with a thousand
gens. His tall crown (sitting foursquare) sprouted its ranis
horns and beak of enanel ed gold, and brushed the roof of the
great hospital tent as he attained his full stature, dark and
terrible, eyes glowing |ike green beacons.

"This is the end of ny termin office, warriors. And

confess that | never dared hope to see the old days of glory
restored before ny retirenent. But those days are at hand!

Even if we fall a little short this tine.. .just wait till NEXT
year!"

"Let's hear it for Yeochee!" sonebody yelled. And the

mai nred and mangl ed haul ed t hensel ves up and hail ed the
Soverei gn Lord of the Heights and Depths, the Mnarch of

the Infernal Infinite, the Undoubted Ruler of the Known Worl d.
I'llusionary aspects flashed and flared and the tent seened
crowded with a thousand nonsters. But then as quickly as they
had appeared they were extinguished, and the little man in the
dusty robe with the tilted crowmn was saying, "Te lift your
fighting hearts, lasses and lads," and all the brave denons
turned again to bl oodstai ned and weary gnomes.

Yeochee slipped outside into the evening cal mof the Last
Recess. He would still have to get something to eat and say

his prayers and then get into harness to join Pallol and the
general s overseeing the last of the Melee. In the four hours
before mdnight, the free-for-all battle would have its wld
climax. Some of the Firvulag shitfires were sure to be bucking
for the enpty chanpi on sl ots—and Yeochee wanted to be there

on the spot with the comrendation if any of them cane through
No proxy accol ading for himn

The sky | ooked rather strange. Wspy cloud-tails coning

out of the west still showed purplish against indigo. It was too
early for the rains, though. The King shook his head. The big
full noon was sullen orange in |eftover dust and snoke bl own
out over the | agoon. Bearers with the newly wounded and the
decapi tated dead were wending their way fromthe battlefield
across the Well-of-the-Sea Canal, and past the great pile of
skull's encircled by exultant bonfires. The heap of gilded tro-phies
had never been larger. And how fine those captured

banners woul d | ook hangi ng anong the ol d soot-stained bl azons
draping the stalactites at H gh Vrazel! Perhaps they wouldn't.wi n back the lost Sword of Sharn.
But they would at | east have

acquitted thensel ves with honor.

"And that's the inmportant thing!" Yeochee whispered fiercely.
Qut on the salt, the glow worn processions carried in their
burdens. . 10

AT M DNl GHT ON THE WHI TE SILVER PLAIN, WHEN THE SI LVER

nmoon rode high behind thin clouds that rippled |ike watered
silk, the two armes |owered their weapons and finally disen-gaged.
Bareneck hostlers led all the war-chalikos away. Swi ft

psychoki netics cleared a great circle of bodies and debris. Al
around its perineter the rank and file of Tanu and Firvul ag
gathered indiscrimnantly in the fellowship of utter physica
exhausti on.

The Kings cane forth with their entourage of nonconba-tants,
Thagdal bearing the trophy Sword. And after them

swarned the comonalty fromthe canps who wi shed to view
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the Heroic Encounters with their own eyes. At the last, in an
action so unprecedented that it defied comrent, Brede cane.

No one needed to have the tallies posted; each m nd knew

what the Mel ee score was—the Tanu holding to their precar-ious
nobl e bodycount |ead, which would be overtaken if there

were any significant upsets during the Encounters. The great

chanpi ons of the sibling peoples would now fight individually;

they were nearly equal in netapsychic as well as physica

prowess. None of the Firvulag heroes were of the gnom sh

build; they were all nmassive and sone of themwere giants.

The Tanu (with one exception) were al so outstandi ng physi cal

speci mens, their sonmewhat |ighter nuscul ature outwei ghed by

the wider range of their mental powers. So well matched were

the Great Ones of the two battle-conmpani es that the w nners

of the Encounters were al nbst al ways adj udged on points. It

had been many years since any hero had been slain in the

Conbat's final scoring event.

Ref erees from both races took their positions. Heral ds

sounded a fanfare of glass and silver and the Firvul ag druns. began to beat. Qut of the black-
arnmored mul titude cane Pall ol

One- Eye, bearing his terrible effigy battle standard, which he
inplanted in the salt. The nine Great Ones of the Little People
energed fromthe throngs of their adherents to declare fealty

to their Battlemaster: Sharn-Mes, the veteran Medor, Gal bor Redcap, the fenal e heroes Ayfa and
Skat he, Tetrol Bone-crusher

Bet ul arn Wit e- Hand, and—newl y accol aded in pl ace

of the defunct Bl es and Nukal avee—Faf nor |ce-Jaws and Kar-bree

the Worm

Wil e the cheers for the Firvulag chanpions still resounded,

Nodonn came forward to plant his sun-faced bl azon. Those

who gat hered beneath it were Imidol, Culluket the Interrogator

Kuhal Earthshaker, and Cel adeyr of Afaliah, field-pronoted

to the H gh Tabl e and now Second Creator, who had chosen

to foll ow Nodonn after all. But then, with the crowd' s murnur
building to a new crescendo, Aiken Drumstrolled out and

pl anted his banner, and to hi m adhered Tagan Lord of Swords,

Bunone Warteacher, Al beronn M ndeater, and Bl eyn.

The assenbly erupted. This partisan division anmong the

Tanu heroes signified that Nodonn's position as Battl emaster

and heir apparent was challenged by the little gold-clad hunan.
Tanu and Firvul ag viewed such a split in |leadership differently;
among the Little People, there woul d have been a popul ar

election to settle matters, just as in their choosing of kings; but
the Tanu resolved their intramural conflict on the field of honor
The Heroi c Encounters between Tanu and Firvul ag ni ght not

be broken for partisan jousts, and so the total performance of

each aspirant's attaches woul d deci de whet her Nodonn or Ai ken
Drumultimately met Pallol. The ensuing Encounter of Battle-masters
woul d bring to a close the scoring; and follow ng would

be the awarding of the victory trophy by Thagdal -sho woul d

either yield up the Sword to King Yeochee or keep it hinself.

This officially marked the end of Grand Conbat hostilities.

But not the end of the fighting—for the two rivals for the field

| eadershi p of the Tanu woul d then have their duel, the w nner
earning the option of declaring fealty to the reigning nonarch or chall enging himon the spot.
The prospect of provoking the downfall of Tanu royalty

gave a nice added incentive to the already victory-hungry Fir-vul ag
heroes and they began stanping their mailed feet on the salt in a gesture of defiance that was
i medi ately taken up by

all of the Little People anpbng the spectators. The ground shook

The Tanu kni ghts blazed in furious retaliatory display. The.aether and air vibrated with insults
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and it seenmed that a riot might break out.

Then fromthe crowded area where Thagdal and Yeochee

stood, there stepped a wonman dressed all in black and red with

her face hidden. The chain of silence was held unnoving be-tween

her outstretched hands. The nmob fell back and the mind-storm

cal ned.

The Marshal cried out: "Let the Encounters begin!"

Now there was frantic whispering and a cudgeling of wits

anong the spectators, trying to conpute the odds for this de-cisive

event. Poor Karbree was bunped fromthe field because

of the Ai ken Drum Nodonn conbi nation, |eaving eight sub-sidiary

heroes on either side. As each Firvulag contestant stepped

forward in order of reverse seniority, Thagdal —as present

custodi an of the victor's Sword—was entitled to name a Tanu opponent. It was a tine of suspensefu
cal cul ation. Wuld the

Ki ng succunb to the tenptation to shave points in favor of

Nodonn's boys? Wuld he risk the loss of the Sword in order to beat out the little human? Past
mat ches between Nodonn

and Pall ol had been very close, pointwi se. Was it possible that

the small gol den nani ki n had stronger netafaculties than the

gl orious Apollo? (Physically, there was no conparison.) And

yet—the upstart nust have sonething going for himor he

woul dn't be in a position to challenge at all! Not since the Tinmes of Unrest had there been such a
wild wndup to the

Grand Conbat; and a heretic aspiring to the Tanu throne was

not hi ng conpared to the prospect of a human King of the Many- Col ored

Land. ..

Thagdal raised rai nbowglinting arns.

"For Fafnor Ice-Jaws—€ul |l uket the Interrogator!"” (It fig-ured;

the novice Firvulag versus a Hi gh Tabler notorious for

his mnd-tricks and dubi ous courage.) "For Betularn \Wite-Hand—

Cel adeyr of Afaliah!" (Two codgers, but the edge clearly

bel onged to nmean old Celo.) "For Tetrol Bonecrusher-Al -beronn

M ndeater!" (Nod to the Firvulag. Was Thaggy getting

sly in this match?) "For Gl bor Redcap—Fagan Lord of

Swords!" (Nope, guess not. Tagan had beaten this boy before.)

"For Skat he—Bunone Warteacher!" (A tossup. Nothing harder

to handi cap than battling broads.) "For Ayfa-Bleyn!" (Now

there was a real msmatch! Shams wife would take that hybrid

apart like fried chicken. This one could finish A ken Drum)

"For Medor —Kuhal Earthshaker!" (Now the big guns. Pretty

close, but this Tanu threw a helluva PK punch.) "And for Sharn-.Mes—midol Lord Coerced"
(Anybody's fight, Imidol being so young. But coercers were a nasty lot and this boy was

overdue.) "You will conme forth," Thagdal said, "contend throughout the allotted tine, and then

wi t hdraw pronptly before the next contestants. And may the Goddess of Battles | ook upon you,
judge your val or, and make her choice!"

"Listen to ne, Coercive Brother!" the Craftsmaster pleaded. "The ground trenors! The

el ectronagneti c changes in the crust! Can't you feel themyoursel f?" The cherry-faced hunman gol d
in the blue arnmor shrugged. "Wth the fans naki ng such a brouhaha over at the Encounters, | should
bl oody well hope the Earth would shake! It's two | osses and two wins for Aiken Drum s fol ks now,
and the | ads of Nodonn have a win, a loss, and a tie between Kuhal and Medor. So you see we're
down to the wire in this last tilt with Imdol versus Sharn-Mes—ot only in the Battl emaster sweep-
stakes but very likely in the whole friggerty Conbat to boot! And I'Il thank you to stop inpeding
me in nme duties so | can get back to the action!" Gray soldiers herded into the great glass
enclosure the last of a draggled colum of men and wonen, cleared fromthe dungeons and | ockups of
Muriah and brought to the Wite

Silver Plain to nake their last offering. There were not fallen

nobility or craven fighters, but the saddest dregs of the realm—the traitors, the crimnals
beyond rehabilitation, the rebellious barenecks too feeble to provide sport in the Hunt, wonen
worn out by chil dbearing, and above all the m nd-burned, who shuf- fled al ong through the inpetus
of their gray or silver or gold necklets to stand in neat |lines along the showw ndow front of the
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G eat Retort and stare out at the noonlit battleground with enpty eyes.

"Read me!" shouted Aluteyn to the commuander of the guard.

"Check ny mnd! There's "sonething funny going on, | tel

you! Just give nme permission to farsense the King—er Lady Eadone Sci encenaster.”

"None of your guff now," warned the human coercer. "Just ease off, old fellah-ne-lad. Cash in your
chips like a man."

He sent a mental order to the soldiers, turned his back, and hurried outside to where his nount
wai t ed.

"l told you it wouldn't do any good," Rainp said gloonmily. "But nice try, Al.".Aluteyn's teeth
ground together as he | ooked out of the thick, clear front of the Retort. "Damm them Damm thenmnl
This Med-iterranean

Basin is unstablel Over to the east, between Kersic

and that |ong archipelago that you future people call Italy,

there's a zone of crustal instability I've had ny eye on for a

coupl e of hundred years. What if it has a major disturbance?

There could be a seiche in the | agoon!”

"What's a saysh?" asked nystified Raino.

"Atidal wave. A little one," said one of the craven gold

kni ghts, chuckling. "Wuldn't that be a kick in the nuts for al

the brave gl adiators on yon battlefield? Cch, we know how t he

Tanu love to get their little trotters wet!™

"The lagoon's too shallow to slosh up nuch,” sonebody

opi ned.

"I't mght make things too wet to light the fire under the

Retort!" anot her shout ed.

"Not bl oody likely. You ever see one o' these here confla-grayshuns,

cockie? Ask old Al Tub-o-Cuts Craftyfuckinmaster

here! He usta be the one to touch off the corpse pile every

year. Goddam psychoenergy fromthe whol e goddam Guild o'

Creators'll broil us in the goddam box even if it pours goddam
pups and pussycats!"
"I must give warning!" Aluteyn cried. "It's my duty! If |

could only communi cat e—=

"Send "ema stargram C. Q. D.," a harsh voi ce suggested

A woman said, "W could act out your nessage in charades
when they cone to |ight the bodies!" Her giggle was hysterica
and infectious. Laughter spread.

"Testify like those nuffers Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego!
Too bad we got no Nonex angel in here like themold-tine
Israeli cats had!"

The rabbl e of the doonmed cackl ed and taunted and wept.
Meanwhil e, Aluteyn Craftsmaster, former Lord Creator, used
what was |l eft of his nmetapsychic power to etch a warning
nmessage on the inside of the Retort's smooth front pane. It
probably woul dn't do any good, but he had to try sonething.

"You lost!"

"It was a lousy Firvulag trick he pulled on ne, Battle-naster,"
protested Imdol hotly. "I really had Sharn-Mes wor-ried,

hi m and his damm scorpion suit, and if 1'd just had three

nore seconds—. "You | ost, and your bungling and inexperience may have

cost us the Grand Conbat!"
The sapphire titan renoved his hel net and dunped a bucket

of cold water over his still-snmoldering hair. "You know you
can beat A ken Drumin the one-on-one."
"Fool!" The Battl enaster raged to i ncandescence. "Have

you forgotten the Firvulag? They now | ead us in the point-scoring!"
In the mnds of the eight Tanu chanpi ons and Nodonn hung

the telltale scorecard

CULLUKET (LOST) vs. FAFNOR

CELADEYR (WON) vs. BETULARN

ALBERONN (WON) vs. TETROL
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TAGAN (VWON) vs. GALBOR

BUNONE (LOST) vs. SKATHE

BLEYN (LOST) vs. AYFA

KUHAL (TIED) vs. MEDOR

I M DOL (LOST) vs. SHARN MES

The Battl emaster gestured to the four allies of Aiken Drum

who stood around the defeated coercer hero. "And thanks to our turncoat brothers and sister here,
we nust send a puny

trickster into the Encounter against Pallol One-Eye!" There was a puff of purple snoke. "I thought
| heard ny

nane taken in vain," chirped Aiken Drum "Don't tell ne, Brother Sun-Face, that you have doubts
about nme being able

to put alid on the Big Eyeball?"

Nodonn said, "He is five tines nmore nmighty than his bl ood-cousin,

Del baet h, who | ed us such a nerry chase on the Quest.

And he does not strike and run away, as the Shape of Fire did. He stands! Do you think that your
mind will be able to shield

you indefinitely fromthat Eye? Are you confident that your

psychocreative power is a match for his? O wll you expend

yoursel f in defense, human youth, using all of your strength

to fend off his energies while he denolishes you with a single

bl ow of his arnored fist?"

"How woul d you like me to kill hin®"

The ei ght chanpions and the Battl enaster broke into bitter |aughter. Aiken frowned. "No.
Seriously. | could kill him Just like | did Delbaeth. 1'd have to do it in a human way, and you
and

the rest of the High Table have to all agree that |I can do it my.way w thout getting zapped by the
|l ot of you for breaking sone

holy fewkin' rule."

Nodonn's face within the fantastic rosy-gold hel net was

bright with contenpt. "You nay not use the Spear on Pallol,

Lowife. Only against ne."

Ai ken flipped one finger toward the Battlenmaster. "That's

not what | neant. And don't be inpatient, Sun-Face. Your

turn's conmng!" He glared at the chanpions in turn. "WelIl?

Am | going to pull your baked patoots out of the fire and win

this damm shindy for you—er not? My trick's no nore dirty

than the ones the Firvulag and their human pals pulled on you

guys at Finiah." And Aiken's m nd showed them what he

proposed to do. "Yes or no, dammt? G ve the rest of the Table

a holler or I"'mgonna just take off |ike a skyrocket and | eave

you here with your thunbs in place."

"Go and be dammed!" Inidol yelled. "The Battl enaster wll

meet Pallol if you default. And he'll win!"

"Are you sure?" inquired the jester softly. "WIIl he win by

enough points to clinch the ball gane? Nodonn can't decapitate

Pallol. But I can. And you know what that'll do to our score.

We win, walkin' away!"

"I will confer with the Hi gh Table," said Nodonn.

Fifteen seconds later he said, "You will fight Pallol One-Eye

in your human way, w thout prejudice.”

The noon was descendi ng now, having done its work. It

still shed light on the Mediterranean Basin, but its tidal effects,

so long i nconsequential on the shall ow water, were just begin-ning

to make themselves felt in the area west of Aven where

the dark waters lapped a crunbling lava crest..11

Al KEN DRUM ADVANCED ON PALLOL ONE- EYE.

The giant did not bother to shape-shift. He waited, an ebon

monolith planted in the mddle of the white-salt circle, and chuckl ed. The sound rem nded sone of
the hushed spectators of a nmetal dustbin carom ng down a long flight of stairs.

Fool s! What fools the Tanu were, sending this puny creature against him They had forgotten, that
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was it. His |long absence

fromthe field had dimed their menories, just as their fata

contact with Lowife humanki nd had softened their wits. This insect, this gaudy mdge in his
gol den gl ass and jaunty purple-feathered

crest, was not even worth toying with. He would die in a single thunderclap thrust, incinerated by
t he i nconparabl e

bl ast of psychoenergy from Pallet's Eye!..

Ai ken Drum had cone to a standstill. He had no | ance, no anmethyst sword, no weapon at all that
Pal | ol coul d discern save a small golden ball and a dangling |leather strap wide in the

m ddl e and thinning toward t he ends.

Hol di ng up one adnoni shing forefinger in the universal gesture that begged a nonent's wait, A ken
transferred the strap to his teeth and concentrated on trying to mani pul ate the

ball in some way between his nailed fingers. Still |aughing,

Pal I ol removed his awesonme hel net, tucked it under his right arm and with the other hand raised
the patch over his Eye. ZAP went the scarlet beam It struck an invisible neta- psychic barrier, a
three-neter done covering A ken, and dis-integrated

into a web of |ightnings.

Ai ken scowl ed, continuing his struggle with the ball. Ws

he trying to unscrew its halves? Press sone button or |ever countersunk in it?

ZAPP!'! This time, one portion of the psychokinetic screen

gl owed an ominous blue. The ogre bellowed in glee. "Now we' |l see how well you hide, you insolent
little pismre!”

A salvo of coherent radiation beans sprayed at Aiken's

mental shield. dobs of energy like great static discharges hit

the screen fromall angles, nmaking it glow blue, green, sickly

yell ow. The crowd of spectators energed fromtheir fascinated

trance and began to shout. Tanu cl anged their shields and tooted

horns. Firvul ag whooped and snote their tonmons until the drunmheads split. The great white-salt
circle of the fighting-ground

was wal |l ed by a mass of shining col ored bodi es and

| eapi ng ni ght mare shapes.

At long last the two halves of Aiken Drum s gol den bal

fell apart. He grinned up at Pallol in a friendly fashion, paying

no attention to the ferocious bonmbardnent of the netapsychic

screen. The barrier was fading fromvermlion to dull |ake red,

the signal of inmnent coll apse.

"There we go, Coliath baby! Al set now"

Ai ken placed a small silvery object in the wi de section of the

| eathern strap and swung the sling around and around his head.

Sonmething flew through a hole in the screen, flickered anong the

I ight beans, and struck Pallol smack in his normal right eye.

The Firvulag Battl enaster roared. Both gauntl eted hands

clutched at his face. The awful left Eye closed and fromthe right one spurted bl ood that was
black in the pallid noonlight. The ogre's how dininished in strength, and slowy, as a non-
urrent al

structure folds and crunpl es when the charges of demolition

engi neers undermne its supporting nenbers, the

nmonstrous arnored form bent, sagged, and crashed to the salt.

Mayvar Ki ngmaker came out of the crowd with Aiken's

own purple-glass sword and presented it to him He cut off the

head of Pallol with a single swipe and held it up. The once- potent

Eye was shuttered. In the other socket sonething silvery

glittered in a nass of bloody tissue. Delicately, A ken plucked

the fatal missile out. He zapped it with his creative faculty so

that the late Lord Gommol 's cigar cutter was as shiny and clean

as ever and the long vision of the farsensors in the crowd could

read what was stanped on the netal

SOLI NGEN— NOX STEEL

"Here's to the new era," said Alken Drum "Long live M."

Si x hundred kil oneters to the southwest of Miriah, the | ong natural damthat stretched between
Spain and Africa was finally
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starting to give way—not in one spot but in a hundred, all.along its waterlogged and crunbling
I ength. Stressed unbear-ably

by the wei ght of the ever-deepening water, great slices of

the ash and scoria barrier went sliding forward down the eastern

sl ope. As the inpounded sea gushed over, the breaks grew and

merged with one another until it seenmed that the entire unstable

di ke woul d be shoved into the estuary of the Southern Lagoon

by the pent-up pressure.

Sal twat er crashed anbng dark | ava buttes in the desol ate

country east of the vanished Long Fjord. It flooded across

moonlit flats, found new drai nage channel s anbng gypsum

dunes and spindly towers of striped evaporite. The ground

trenbled and the air was filled with a stupendous roar as

nearly 200 kilonmeters of dike-length subsided within fifteen

m nut es.

The vol unme of rushing water was too vast for the narrow

estuary of the Southern Lagoon to accommpdate and the fl ood

rose hi gher and higher in the phenomenon called hydraulic

dammi ng. Ahead of the catastrophic surge flew a hurricane

bl ast of air. The pale waters of the |long | agoon seened to

recede in horror before the onrushing dark wall, then surrender

rise to nmeet it, and nerge at its nearly vertical face. The wave

was 230 neters high.

Freed of their last restraint, the waters of the Wstern Ccean

raced toward the Wiite Silver Plain.

The throng of Tanu and humanki nd sang the Song whil e al

of the knights held high their glowi ng jewel ed swords. Beneath

the wavi ng white banner with its gol den face stood Thagda

and Nontusvel, and behind them seening to generate her own

shadow in spite of the multihued dazzle, was Brede. The Tanu

G eat Ones were also there; but of the Foe, only King Yeochee

and the nonconbatant Firvulag nobility stood waiting for the

| atest and nost di sappointing in a |ong-unbroken string of similar

hum i ations. The Firvul ag chanmpi ons, and many Little

Peopl e anbng the spectators as well, had w t hdrawn—oo

overconme by sorrow even to stay for the rare spectacle that

was soon to follow.

Ai ken Drum plucked Pallol's standard fromthe ground.

Wth a psychocreative flourish he renoved the denmon-otter

effigy that had been nounted am d the dyed scal p | ocks and

dangl i ng chains of skulls. Displaying the head of the fallen

Battl emaster to the crowd one final time, A ken nade a ma-gician's

pass. Pallol's head was transforned into a gol den death.mask; in the socket of the left eye was a
star ruby the size of a grapefruit. Wen the head was inpaled upon its own battle

standard, Aiken Drumraised it high and approached King

Thagdal

Bef ore he coul d speak, a gaunt figure in purple robes came fromthe ranks of Great Ones and stood
besi de him

The Marshal of Sport, already flustered by the outrageous-ness

of the whole affair, seened to choke on his stately an-nouncenent.

"Awf ul Ki ng—and Fat her! The referees and—and judges of the Tanu and Firvul ag races have—eonferred
and nade their

| ast accounting. And—dh—the victory belongs to the noble and val orous Tanu battl e-conpany of the
Many- Col ored Land!" After a pause for cheering, he resuned. "Here before you

craving your royal accol ade as Premi er Chanpion of this Gand Conbat, stands Lord Ai ken Drum—
"No," said Mayvar quietly.

There was a breat hl ess hush

"No |l onger Aiken Drum" she said, "for now | bestow upon himat |ast his Tanu nanme—that taken by

every human admitted to our battle-conpany and fellowship. | have kept Aiken Drumis true nane
hidden in ny heart for so long because | wi shed to |l et himshow you hinself that he is worthy of
it. I, Mayvar Kingmaker, have never had doubts of him And on this field
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of battle he has proved that he is truly one bel oved of the

Goddess.. .Therefore, with confidence and love | call him

He is the Shining One! He is the Young Lugonn.™

The crowd, stunned first by incredulity, began an uproarious clanor of voices and mnds, horns and
beaten shields. There were those who rejoiced and those who shouted enraged ex- ception; but the
tumult was so vast that no one could say where the hearts of the majority lay—with the young
Battl emaster or with the old. Thagdal stepped forward, his face stiff as that enbl azoned on his
royal banner. He accepted the Firvul ag standard fromthe hands of the little gol den man and passed
it imediately to Bunone Warteacher. Eadone, Dean of Guilds, now cane to the fore bearing
sonet hi ng upon a long velvet pillow. The crowd noise ceased. This was the nonent they had been
wait- ing for. Wuld A ken Drum-tugonn—pi ck up the holy Sword of Sham and pass it in fealty to the
Thagdal , as Nodonn al ways had done? O woul d he—The shining small figure lifted the huge thing,
| eaving the.tethered powerpack on the pillow that Eadone still held. Taking

the hilt in both hands, he pointed the Sword bl ade-down and

drove it into the salt at the feet of the King, then turned his

back on Thagdal

There was a slow |l etting-out of breath. The throng seened

stupefied, as did all of the royalty, both Tanu and Firvul ag,

gat hered beneath the enblens of the two Kings. Into this void stepped the dark personage who had
gui ded

both races for a thousand years. Her garnents of scarlet and

bl ack repeated the colors of the sky, for it was nearly dawn.

Her face, clearly visible, was wet with tears.

"Let it be, then," her mnd and voi ce spoke together, "as |

have foreseen. Let the two heroes contend with Sword and

Spear on the Wiite Silver Plain in the | ast Conbat."

Mayvar |ed out the four Tanu chanpi ons who had decl ared

for the Shining One in the Heroic Encounters. They carried

with themthe Spear. Bleyn fastened the jewel ed bal dric hol ding

t he powerpack around the little human's shoul der and hip.

Nodonn materialized out of thin air and stood next to the Sword.

He pulled it fromthe ground and held it high while Kuhal

I midol, Culluket, and Cel adeyr girded himin the harness.

The throng drew far back. Inpelled by sone psychokinetic

force, the heroic pair separated, gliding a few centineters above

the salt, which now had assuned a dull-red | um nescence in

the overcast dawn. Visible hal oes of defensive nmental energy

engl obed the tall rosy-gold apparition and the dimnutive form

of the trickster. Both stood ready.

"Begin," said the Shipspouse. There were twin bursts of enerald fire and sinultaneous
concussions that forced all of the torced spectators to shield

their senses for an instant. Wen the audi ence recovered, the

thunder still reverberated over the Plain. Both contestants stood

firm psychic barriers and gl owi ng arnor intact.

Agai n came the green explosions and the nmonstrous clap of

sound—but this tine the echoes did not dwi ndle. The deep

runbl i ng becane | ouder and the ground shook under the heroes

feet. A wind rose out of nowhere, adding its how to the deeper

note. The red-and-black sky suddenly was obliterated all al ong

the western horizon

Thagdal the King saw the wave and cried the first nental

war ni ng. Summoni ng every erg of his netapsychic power, he

erected a wall "To ne! To ne, all of you!"

They joi ned hi m¥Firvulag and Tanu and torced human—in a nmassed nind-thrust never before attenpted
in Exile. No-donn

I ent his psychokinetic strength, and Lugonn, and all of the Little People strove with their
creativity to shore up the King's nental bastion that held back the onrushing sea, to

prevent it from breaking over themall. But the dark water

nmount ed hi gher, higher, and the weight of it pressing their

def endi ng m nds was uni nagi nable mllions of tons... The wave broke.

"I amstill King," Thagdal told Nontusvel. The sea crashed
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upon them Drowning, he was content, and he sent the |ast of

his dwindling force in a touch of confort to the Queen, for he had not |et go of her hand.
The primary wave-front rushed on into the sunrise, |osing

height rapidly as it spread into the expanse of the Great Lagoon

A secondary surge washed the shoul der of the Aven Peninsul a,

flooding inland for several kilonmeters before draining away down the cliffs. The waters caught
those still remaining in the

city by surprise, and nost of them perished, including all but a handful of the ramapithecine
sl aves.

Aneri e woul d have rushed out of the room high on the Mount of Heroes, except that Chief Burke
sei zed her and held

her tight, and she fought him and screaned until she was

exhausted and could weep no longer. And then Basil canme and

crouched there with themunder the terrible window Both Amerie and the rugged old | awer
under st ood when the forner don whi spered his ancient prayer.

"El evaverunt flum na fluctus suos, a voci bus aquarum nul -tarum

Mrabilis elationes maris. Mrabilis in altis Dom nus."

Toget her, they waited for Elizabeth..12

THE M ND- CRI ES AS THEY PASSED

They reached Elizabeth even within the cocoon of fire. The first scattered | eavetakings at the
start of the Melee cane |ike

tentative drops introducing a storm and then whol e gusts of

themwent flying by in increasing nunbers—erying out, afraid

and di sappoi nted and ragi ng and eager. There were lulls. And

then the death gales rising again, rushing past her refuge. A

t hose di senbodi ed mi nds hurryi ng beyond space and tinme to

the many-in-All that she had shut out, and a very few spinning

their owmn fiery cocoons to drift apart fromthe stream denying,

going their own | ost way. But she was not free to followthe river of Mnd. She was anchored yet
to Earth. Wen the final disjunctive cataclysm

happened, she felt the shock even within the hiding place, and

had to let her mnd s eye observe. Too amazed to grieve, she

wat ched and heard the torrent passing. Many of them were persons she knew. And at the end of
the great stormsurge of nortality there came one that was al

too famliar. Brede's mind swept by her with a final appealing

touch. And then Elizabeth saw an alien thing, vast and bright and loving, come to neet its mate,
an escort into irresistible

light...

El i zabet h awoke. The face | eaning over her belonged to Sister Anerie, and it had the drawn,
haunt ed expression that cones after there are

no tears left.

"1 know," said Elizabeth.

The nun extended her hand, touched Elizabeth's tightly clenched fingers. "There was—an exotic
woman. She knew

this woul d happen. She heal ed us. Brought us here to you..And there was a nmessage: 'Tell Elizabeth
that now she is free

to make a true choice.' | hope you understand."”

El i zabeth sat up. After a nonment she was able to rise from

the cot and walk to the window in the natural bunker where Basil and Chief Burke stood, now unable
to take their eyes

fromthe scene bel ow the nount ain.

Mor ni ng had broken fully and the heavily cl ouded sky gave

a gray and pitiful light. The Wiite Silver Plain and both tent-cities

and the entire expanse of carved and sparkling sedinents

that had once rimred Muriah fromits cliffs to the |agoon shores

had vanished. In its place was a sea. It was the color of dul

jade and its white-capped waves ran eastward toward the far

horizon. Driven by the strong wi nd, breakers crashed over the

smal | curving point of land at the peninsula's end where Brede's

house had been. Miriah was now beyond reach of the waves;

however, smashed houses and trees and pools of draining water

file:/lIF|/IMy%20Shared%20Folder/May,%20Julia...ne%20EXxile%202%20-%20The%20Golden%20Torc.txt (226 of 232) [1/15/03 7:52:24 PM]



file:/I1F|/My%20Shared%20Fol der/M ay,%20Julian%20-%20Pli ocene%620EXxi| €96202%620-%20T he%620Gol den%20T orc.txt

showed where the earlier surge had devastated nost of the

capital city.

Now you are free to nake a true choice.

Qut side the door of their roomwas noise. Her m nd per-ceived

t he angui shed junbl e of thoughts. It was hard-—well -

ni gh i npossi bl e, given the unbearabl e enotional |oad of them—to distinguish Tanu from human, or
these fromthe Firvulag who

were apparently gathered anong them There were no masters

and sl aves, no friends or Foes; there were only survivors.

"I think we should go out now," Chief Burke said.

El i zabet h nodded. The four of themturned away fromthe

wi ndow and wal ked to the door. Burke lifted the Iatch. Now you are free to nake a true choi ce.
There stood Di onket and Creyn and others wearing the garb

of redactors. Behind themmlled nunbers of the survivors.

El i zabeth gently fended their mnds, nmet the eyes of the two

heal ers.

"Gve nme just a few mnutes." She gestured to the red
bal | oon junpsuit she still wore. "I'd like to find sonme other
cl ot hes. "

Torn fromits base, the huge glass box that was the G eat

Retort wallowed in the flood, the bodies inside of it tunbling

and piling with each violent oscillation. Eventually the Retort

settled on a fairly even keel. Half of its bulk was bel ow the

wat erl i ne and the conscious ones anong the prisoners felt they

were adrift in sone bizarre parody of a gl ass-bottonmed boat..The black and silver awning that had
roofed it was all tattered and it snapped as the gale took hold of the ornamental super-structure.
The benches and tables, the combdes and food

di shes and water jars were all flung together with the bodies of the condemed.
Rai no Hakki nen spat out saltwater, salt blood, and a tooth.

He lay up against the front wall, close to the door. Water was

| eaki ng in through crevices around the janb.

"Come on," he croaked, stripping off his undershirt and

ripping strips fromit with his teeth.

Only one person fromthe pile of casualties nearest him

responded, a wonan dressed in a suit of arnor-paddi ng. They

bit and tore apart her short ganbeson; the coll apsed plass bub- bles nade excell ent caul ki ng.
"That ought to hold her," Rainp said, offering a gap-toothed

smil e.

"She floats!" The woman stared in a dazed fashion at the

browni sh water, swirling with uni magi nabl e debris, that sur- rounded them outside the four
transparent walls. "Just |ike sone

crazy aquariumexcept—those things on the outside aren't

fish—= She turned away and was violently sick. Rain backed

of f on hands and knees.

"Maybe | can find a water jar that didn't break."

He went creeping anong the bodies and the ness. Quite a

few people were alive, but there were plenty of deaders, too.

He | ocated a contai ner of water snuggled am d three corpses.

And wasn't that one over there—

He turned the body over. "Bryan? You all right?" The Iips

smled. "Bryan?"

"He cannot hear you," said the voice of Aluteyn Crafts-naster

"Your friend has passed into Tana's peace."

Rai no shrank back, holding the water bottle. "Uh—too

bad. We canme down to Miuriah on the sane boat together. And

if the runors | heard about himand Lady Rosnmar were true,

maybe the two of us—well, sorta suffered the same way."

Al uteyn gently unfastened Bryan's golden torc. "Not quite

the sane way, Rainp. But neither of you has to suffer any

nore." He put the torc around Rai mb's neck, renoving the

silver one he had been wearing. "I think Bryan woul d have
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wanted you to have this. Your brain is nmending, thanks to ny

little patch job, and we may find nore skilled redactors anpng

our fellow survivors. Or—tater."."You think we'll make it? You think this dam gl ass box'|
float |ong enough to take us to shore?"

"Those who programed restraints on ny netafunctions

are doing so no nore. | can generate a noderate PK wi nd,

even keep out the sea by reinforcing the walls of the Retort,

now that | have recovered ny full consciousness." He gestured

to the spraw ed bodies. "If you will help ne to sort out the

ones who still live—=

"Let nme go get the dame who was hel ping ne to caul k the

door." Rainp grinned and tottered off. The floor of the Retort
lurched in the fierce currents, setting the bodies to rolling.

The Craftsmaster gave one last |ook at the smiling face of

the dead ant hropol ogi st. Then, groaning with pain and resig-nation
he began to work again

She was a strong swi mer and a woman of courage. Using

her fatigued creativity, she could still fashion twin bubbles from
a portion of her court dress and position them behind her arns

so they would help to buoy her up. And when the sun cane

out at last to shine on the swirling nuddy waters and she began to faint fromweariness and shock
Mercy cal |l ed out:

"My Lord! Where are you, Nodonn?"

No answering thought canme. It was hard, al nost inpossible,

to muster the control needed for |ong-range farspeaking. She

was so deadly tired! But finally she gathered the strength and
cal l ed again. "Nodonn! Nodonn!"

O cone daenon | over, angel of light, cone. How can you

be dead and | not?

She floated in the nidst of the flood. Faint thoughts, faraway

and garbl ed, nmade a vertiginous twitter in her brain. None of

them were his thoughts.

"Nodonn, " she kept whispering. And once, "Bryan."

Her head flung back, hair trailing like tendrils of dark sea-weed,
Mercy drifted in the sea. Finally the sun went down and

it was cold. Her |legs and | ower body nunmbed. She suffered
fromthirst, but she was so weakened from shock that she coul d
separate the sweet water nolecules fromthe salt with only the
greatest effort. Creativity, of all the netafunctions, is nost

vul nerable to trauma and sorrow.
"Then | will die along with his world," she decided,
and the wonder and the
song. "

A small yellow light..It bobbed, flickered, grew She decided to wait, since the radiant entity
gave evi dence of having farseen her, even though

it stayed coyly beyond her own nental sight. After an hour or

so the glowing thing drew cl ose by. She saw it was the Krai —

that great gol den caul dron sacred to the Creator Quild—and

she cried out. "Creative Brother! Do you know i f Nodonn |ives?"
"I's that gratitude?" asked Ai ken Drum

He | eaned over the rimof the kettle, extended an arm al

covered in golden pockets, and painfully lifted her up. She was
deposited in a heap on the curved netal beside himand he

gri nned down at her

"Sorry to be so crude on the teleport, Merce lovie, but I'm
feeling a little wonky nyself yet. Lie still and I'lIl see if | can
conjure you dry."

"You," she said. "You live."

"The baddest penny of themall. Wien | saw that we didn't

stand a chance with our King Canute act, | figured every man

for hinself and spun nyself a little air capsule. Popped up and

"for it's all gone now, all the brightness
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only had enough strength left to float. This tub was a nmighty wel cone sight, | can tell you. 1'd
just about had it when it

came sailing by, chirky as you please.”

Slowy he dried her, cleansed her of salt and filth, clunsily

restored her torn clothing. By the tinme he finished she was

nearly asleep. "The gown," she nmurnmured, "is supposed to be rose-col- ored-not gold and bl ack."
"I Iike gold and black better."
She tried to rouse herself. Her whisper retained a trace of the old coquetry. "Now then... what's

in that naughty mnd of yours, Lord Lugonn Ai ken Drunf"

"Go to sleep, little Lady of Goriah, little creative Mercy- Rosmar. There's plenty of tinme to talk
about that tonorrow "

Wnter rains swept over the Bordeaux marshes. The great river was silty, and the fish were shy,
but there were still plenty of wildfow and the snmall anterless deer with the tusks, and in higher
parts of the large island where the oaks and chestnuts

grew, succul ent rmushroons. Sukey craved them now and had nagged Stein until he agreed to go for a
basketful. And then she was sorry when it began to rain so hard, and sawto it that

there was a fine hot stewwaiting for himand a good fire in

the cabin hearth..He returned when it was nearly dark. Besides the nush-roons,

there was a haunch froma half-growm wild porker. He

said, "The rest is cached up a tree. | can fetch it tonorrow
Cook this pig nmeat well, renenmber."”
"I will, Stein. I wouldn't take a chance. You know that."

She caught up one of the wet, callused hands and kissed it.
"Thank you for the mushroons."

"I'"'mall soaked," he adnoni shed her. "Wiit." He stripped

of f the squel chy buckskin jacket and pants and the rawhide
nmoccasi ns and warmed hinself at the fire while she | eaned
against him watching the flanes and smling secretly. In the
sunmer it would be born, and there would be plenty of tine

to search for other humans then, in the days of lasting calm
weat her when the great balloon would sail very slowy and

land with scarcely a jolt. Next August or Septenber, they would
|l eave. And in the neantine, this wasn't so bad. They were al

al one, conpletely safe, with plenty of food and a snug cabin

and each ot her.

"Eat now," she told him "I'Il take care of your things and

see to this neat."

Just before they were ready to go to bed the rain stopped.

Stein lifted the door flap and stepped outside, and when she
heard hi mreturning she cane to stand beside himin the peace-ful
dri ppi ng dark. The stars were out.

"I love it here," she said. "I |love you. Ch, Stein."

He encircled her with one great arm saying nothing, only

| ooking up into the sky. Wy should they |eave this place?

They had often talked of it, but why was it necessary to seek
out ot her humans? Who knew what they would be |ike? Be-sides,
there were wild Firvulag in the mainland wlderness. He

knew, for he had seen their will-0'-the-wi sp dancing |ights once
when he had gone exploring in the dinghy.

The two of them had been very |ucky in avoidi ng contact

with exotics on their way to this haven. It would be nadness
torun the risk all over again, doubly mad to take a newborn
infant on a journey in the balloon. A balloon was too un-predictable.
It flewits own way, not yours. |If an unexpected

strong wi nd took them they mght be carried hundreds of

kil ometers before being able to descend safely. They could

be carried southeast, all across France, over the Mediterra-nean

Never. He woul d never return there to | ook on what he had

done. He would never do it.."Ch, |look!" Sukey cried. "A shooting star! O—s it? It's
moving too slowy. Too late, it's gone behind a cloud! And
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forgot to make a wish.”

He took her hand and |l ed her back inside their little home.

"Don't worry. | made the wish for you," he said.

The lights on the orbiting flyer's display were all dead now,

and the exotic alarns no | onger sounded a warning. Wthout

power, without oxygen, the craft faithfully maintained its park-ing

orbit, going around and around the world at an altitude of

sonet hing | ess than 50, 000 kil oneters.

During nmost of its orbit, the dull-black surface of the flyer

made it virtually invisible agai nst the backdrop of space. But

now and then sunlight would strike the flight deck's front port, brightening Richard's face and
causing a brief beamto reflect back to Earth. Around and around the little broken bird went,
endl essly circling.

In the Hall of the Mountain King at High Vrazel, the de- cimated council of the Firvulag nmet to
di scuss new busi ness:

the election of a new Sovereign Lord of the Hei ghts and Dept hs,

Monarch of the Infernal Infinite, Father of Al Firvulag, and

Undoubted Ruler of Al the Known Worl d.

"We're going to be in trouble this tine," Sharn-Mes warned them "How so?" queried Ayfa.

He told her and the others the bad news. "The How ers are demandi ng the franchise."

The great black raven spiraled downward to the place where

its fellows were feeding. Al along the North African shore,

the scavenger birds were prospering as never before. The bounty

had persisted for nearly four nonths now and still showed no

sign of scarcity. Pruuk! grated the newconmer. It ruffled its feathers malig- nantly when anot her
bird was slow to nove aside on the carcass

of a porpoise. Pruuuuuuuk! it repeated, lifting its shoul ders
and opening its wings. It was a huge bird, half again as large as the others, and its eye sparkled
with a mad gl eam Uneasily, the rest of the flock noved back fromthe neal, |eaving the great

stranger to dine in solitude.

* * * "They're coning! They're conming!" Calistro the goat-boy

shout ed as he dashed up the length of Hi dden Springs Canyon,

his charges forgotten. "Sister Anerie and the Chief and a | ot

of others!™

Peopl e swarned fromthe cottages and huts, calling out to one another in excitenent. Along train
of riders was wendi ng

its way into the village outskirts.

ad Man Kawai heard the conmmotion and stuck his head

fromthe door of Madame Guderian's rose-covered house be-neath

the pines. He sucked air through his teeth.

" She cones!"

A small cat cane running fromthe box under the table,

nearly tripping himwhen he spun about to snatch up a paring

knife. "I nust cut flowers and hurry to greet her!" He pointed

a stern finger at the cat. "And you-see that your kittens are

groomed so that you do not disgrace both of us!"

The gauze-screened door slammed. Miuttering to hinself,

the old man chopped off an arnful of the heavy June rose

clusters, then rushed down the path scattering pink and scarl et

petal s behind him

THE END OF PART THREE. REMEMBERI NG THE | NCI DENT OF HI S CHI LDHOOD, THE YOUNG nul e ramapi t heci ne cane
again to the Lake of G ant Birds.

There was a trail that sone |arger creatures had nade nore than a year ago, now kept open by ot her
animals, for it had been a dry summer and the crater |ake a boon to the thirsty.

The ranapi thecus was not in search of water, however.

Slowy he crept out into the open area along the crater rim

There was the bird! When he crouched under it, he wondered why it seened smaller. And the hole in
its belly was gone,

along with the clinbing-up thing. But this was his bird. He

knew. The nenory burned within him H's nother screaning

her anger... snatching, flinging away a precious joy that gl eaned
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the color of the sun. He searched. Into a bush. That bush, that gorse bush. He extended a brown-
haired arminto the spiny thicket. Careful

Scratch at the dusty soil. Dig, probe.

H s hand touched sonething snoboth and hard. He drew it

out with great care. It was as he renenbered. The knobs snapped open, the halves turned, and this
time it fitted around his neck

snugly enough so that it could not be slipped off over his head.

It would not be taken away from himagain. He got up and started down the path to the forest where
hi s

mate, nore timd, was waiting for him The sunshine was brighter, the snell of the maquis nore

pungent, the trilling of

birds and insects nore distinct. Al of the things around him

were transformed. It excited and pleasured and scared hima little, all at the sane tine. |'m
com ng! Yes, | am.He leaped in his joy and the | esser creatures on the trai

hastened to get out of his way.

THE END OF THE GOLDEN TORC

Volunme 111 of the Saga of Pliocene Exile, titled THE NONBORN KING tells of a realignnment of power
structures during a turbulent period in the Many-Col ored

Land, wherein human and exotic antagonists

receive their first intimtions of a newold nmenace

fromthe western norning..Apol ogia Pro CGeol ogi a Sua

Map of Northwestern Europe

During the Pliocene Epoch

Map of Western Mediterranean

Regi on During the Pliocene Epoch

Map of Eastern Aven (Bal aeric Peninsul a)

During the Pliocene Epoch. APOLOG A PRO

GECLOG A SUA

THE ANCI ENT LANDSCAPE DEPI CTED IN THI S SAGA REPRESENTS

Europe during the so-called M o-Pliocene Regression, when

the Mediterranean was at its |owest ebb prior to the opening

of the Straits of Gbraltar. The tining of the latter event has

not been firmy established, but it may have taken place about

5.5 mllion years before the present, and | have rounded of f

this figure to 6 mllion years. During the M ocene Epoch, the

Medi t erranean Basin received Atlantic waters via two channels

that opened and cl osed a nunber of times—the Betic Channe

in southern Spain and the Rif Channel, which extended across

northern Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia. The rupture at G -braltar

took place after the Rif and Betic channels had cl osed.

Wth the opening of the Gbraltar Gate, the filling of the Med-iterranean

nm ght have been a fairly rapid thing; perhaps only

a hundred years after the cataclysm influx fromthe Atlantic

woul d have filled the basin of the Enpty Sea conpletely,

drowni ng the ancient Valley of the Rhone alnbst as far north

as Lyon, and undoubtedly initiating tectonic adjustnents that

not only altered the Mediterranean floor into its present topog-raphy

of abysses and shall ows but al so caused profound nod-.ification of the geology of the Italian
peni nsula, Sicily, and other unstable regions.*

The map of the Enpty Sea that | have drawn is entirely specul ative, especially in its treatnment of
t he Sout hern Lagoon

Estuary, the Great Brackish Marsh, and regi ons now known as the Al boran Sea and the Al gerian
Basin. There are, however,

vol canic remants that nake ny rubble damat |east renotely plausible; vis. at Cabo de Gata; at
Cap de Trois Fourches,

Morocco; and of course at Isla de Al boran itself.

| have postul ated that Pontian flora and fauna were contem poraneous with the Mediterranean
fl ood. The climte, geog-raphy,

vegetation, and animal life of Pontian tines are essentially

as set forth in the novel —but geol ogi sts and pal eobi ol ogi sts

will be quick to detect a few fudgings that | hope can be forgiven
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in the spirit of good fun. Ramapithecus, that enigmatic and

fascinating hom nid of many aliases, is placed as late as the

Pontian by virtue of a jaw described in 1972 by G H R von

Koeni gswal d, to which he gave the nane Graecopithecus frey-bergi.

The structure called the Ries (or Rieskessel) is the subject

of some controversy—ene school of thought accepting it as

an astrobl ene, while another holds it to be the result of a

cryptovol cani ¢ explosion that brought to the surface "neteo-ritelike"

materials. Argunents for the latter viewpoint are summnari zed

in G H J. MCall, Meteorites and Their Oigins

(New York: Wley, 1973). The nore dramatic inpact hypoth-esis

is elegantly supported in E. Preuss, "Das Ries und die

Met eoriten-Theorie" (Stuttgart:Fortschritte der M neral ogie,

*The only other events renotely conparable to the flooding of the Mediterranean
were the "Great M ssoul a Roods, " which took place during the Pl eistocene |ce Age
in western North Anerica. Melt waters fromthe Cordilleran d acier of the Rocky
Mount ai ns flowed toward the west until they net a | obe of the Okanogan d acier.

whi ch bl ocked dark Fork Valley near the present Lake Pend Oreille in northern

I daho. This formed d acial Lake M ssoula, one of the |argest freshwater bodies ever
to collect in the western part of the continent. Mre than a thousand feet deep in
sonme places, it inundated the valleys of western Montana until the natural dam of

i ce and rubbl e broke. Some 500 cubic mles of water drained fromthe | ake through
the Grand Coulee within a period of about two weeks, scouring the Washi ngton

| andscape known as the Channel ed Scabl ands and draining into the Pacific through
the Col umbia Gorge. Hydraulic damming in the gorge piled the flood waters some

400 feet above sea level in the region adjacent to Portland, O egon. The fl ooding
was apparently repeated a nunber of tinmes. In conparing the Mssoula Roods to the
filling of the Mediterranean, one should recall that the Mediterranean Basin now
hol ds about one nillion cubic nmles of water; but in early Pliocene tinmes, the basin
is presuned to have been nmuch shal | ower.. 1964, 41:271-312). MCall seens not to have considered
t he

Preuss material in his later survey. In nmy novel, trajectory,

velocity, and nmass data are from Preuss. Both K/ Ar and fission-track

testing of the Ml davite tektites (usually considered of

identical age with the R es) vyield-alas!—an approximte age of 14.7 0.7 million years.....
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