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CHAPTER |
What isacity?

Thereis at least one on the planet earth, isolate among deadly seas, done on anidand near a
radiation-pitted continent. Some of the seaand the land at the edge of the continent have been reclaimed:
among these silent tides and il plainsthereisan empire. It iscaled Toromon. Its capitd city is Toron.

Halfway around the universe, in adispersed gdaxy, isanother... city.

A double sun throws twinned shadows from atooth of rock jutting in the sand. The gullies sometimes
shift in therare breeze. The sky is blue, the sand lime white. Low on the horizon are streaks of clouds.
And down the steep side of one powdery duneisthe... City.

What isthe City?

Itisaplacein the sand where afield of energy keepsthe octagona silicate crystalsin perfect order, lined
axisend to axisend. It isaplace where amagnetic compass would spin like atop. It isaplace where
sample duminium hasthe atractive capacity of senstized adneco. And dthough, a the moment, it housed
hundreds of inhabitants, there was not a building or structure of any kind init. The sand was no longer
smooth, and only amicroscope could have detected the difference in the crystalline placement.

Responding to the psychic pressures of those who observed it, at times the City seemed alake, at others
acatacombe of caves. Once it had appeared ageyser of flame, and occasionaly it looked like buildings,
towers, looped together with elevated roads, with double light glinting from thousands of sunward
windows. Whatever it was, it sood aone on the white desert of atiny planet hafway acrossthe universe
from earth.

A mesting was being caled in the City now; and with merely aturning of attention, the inhabitants met.
The presiding intelligence was not Single, but atriple entity much older than any of the others present. It



had not built the city. But it dwelt there,

We have called you hereto help us, it began. Smply by being here you have already contributed
greatly. There are only a few more of you to arrive, but we thought it better to begin now than to
wait. To one group & the meeting, immense, thirty-foot worms, the City seemed aweb of muddy tunnels
and the words came as vibrations through their hides. As we have explained before, our universe has
been invaded by a strange, amoral creature whom we have called till now the Lord of the Flames.
So far he has only engaged in scouting activity to find out as much information about lifein this
universe as possible. A metdlic cyst received the words telepathicaly; for him the City was an airless,
pitted sding of rock. But even through his methods of experimenting, we know himto be
dangerous. He thinks of completely perverting or destroying a culture to gain hisinformation. We
have tried to drive him out, and to keep the various cultures of the universe intact. On your
several words, as our agents you have all had contact with him. And you have all had brief
contacts with each other . To thefifty-foot eyestalks of one listener the atmosphere of the City was
tinged methane green. He has been gathering information for a full-scale attack, but since we have
dogged him to each planet, we have been able to see the information he gathers. Each of your
cultures was undergoing some serious political and social upheaval when he chose to examine
you. His method of observation in each culture has been to activate the elements that would push
the upheaval alittle too fast, would bring it to its conclusion a little too rapidly. Then, oddly, his
point of concentration would be not the workings of the economic or social upheaval itself but
rather an intense study of the personal life of some socially alienated individual, a madman, an
upper echelon political figure, often an outlaw, a dispersed genius at the edge of society. To one
living crystd in the City the words of the Triple Being came as a Sgnificant progression of musical

chords. Now we wish to discuss one particular incident of his observation. A sentient cactus shifted
itstentacles and beheld the City almost asit wasin redlity, astretch of pastel sand; but, then, who can
say what wastheredlity of thecity. You have all arrived here except our agents from Earth, and we
want to take this opportunity to discuss their specific situation. To acasua observer of the meeting,
the statement that the Earth representatives had not arrived would have seemed aflagrant oversight; one
of the attendants was an attractive, auburn-haired woman with wide hazel eyes. But aminute examination
would have shown her dim dmond-nailed fingers, her cream and honey skin to he abizarre cosmic
coincidence. Interna examination and genetic analysis would prove her a bisexud species of moss.
Self-contained and self-providing, the empire of Toromon has rested on Earth for fifteen hundred
revolutions about the star Sol. The upheaval that Toromon went through was a complexed
economic, political, and psychological reorganization coupled with a tidal wave of technol ogical
advances in farming methods and in food production that the degener ate, thousand-year-tired
aristocracy was unable to redistribute. “ Tiddwave’ was the metaphor that aweb-footed, triple-lidded
marine creature from aworld al water heard; to othersit was* earthquake”, “sandstorm”, “volcano”.
Their solution was to simulate a situation which existed only in the libraries from the time when
the whole planet was populated with nations like theirs: they simulated a war, a war that would
rid them of their excesses, in energy, in production, in lives. The vestigial skeleton of a military
organization that had survived from before their isolate period (when just such real wars had
completely demolished other nations, leaving Toromon alone) was enlarged to a tremendous
force, armies were recruited, equipment was prepared, and a vast fantastical war was staged near
the radiation-saturated rim of their empire, controlled by an immense random computer situated
in the ruined remains of a second City in their empire called Telphar. Because of the radiation
around them, evolution has run wild in Toromon, and there is one atavistic section of the
population that has regressed to a point that race had passed three million years ago, while
another segment has jumped a million years ahead and become a race of giants with many
telepaths. The telepaths tried to remain above this war, but were at last dragged into it. Our
agents, a telepath among them, convinced them—in an effort to find some other solution less



destructive than this mock war—to establish a momentary telepathic link among all the
inhabitants of the empire. The fact that the war was not real has come out among the people. The
results have been too violent to predict accurately. The whole structure of Toromon was weak; it
may have crumbled beyond hope already. Outlaw bands of mal contents—or malis—oam the
country. There was an attempt to establish a new, young king, and for a while that worked, but
the governmental system had been designed to rule a peaceful, calm nation, not a nation at war .
A drange life-form composed solely of therma vibrations oscillated pensively in the City, listening,
contemplating. The reason we go into this situation in so much detail is because of the strange
action of the Lord of the Flames when he encountered Toromon. First of all, his attempts to bring
the situation to a rapid termination were immensely more violent and destructive than in any of
his previous endeavour s with other worlds. We, who can sense the energy of his concentration,
realized that the intensity of his observation has quadrupled. Whatever he had been |ooking for
desultorily among your worlds, he found in Earth. Our agents drove him out once and he
returned. They drove him out a second time; he still hovers near, ready to invade again. We can
only have three direct agents on a planet: we can only house ourselves in three minds. But with
the help of the telepaths, we contacted two more—Tel and Alter—who became our indirect
agents for a while. One of our indirect agents, Tel, was killed in the mock war, and so there are
only four people left on Earth who are our contacts. As | said, we can only inhabit three of their
minds at once; thisleaves one, already used to contact extra-terrestrials, open for infiltration; this
time we are sure that the Lord of the Flames, on histhird return to earth, will choose one of our
own agents, whichever oneisleft outside our protection. If we let them know directly the results
would be disastrous to their own psyches. Therefore, our contact, already rare, will have to cease
entirely after our next message. A great bird ruffled its golden feathers, blinked ared eye, cocked its
head, and listened. The reason for the Lord of the Flames' interest in Toromon is clear. Heis making
ready to begin awar in our universe; heisnow trying to find out all he can about how a life form
of this universe conductsitself in a war. And thiswar of Toromon is a pure war, because thereis
no real enemy. Well, perhaps we can learn something too. We have the advantage of knowing
where to ook, for everyone in this City is so much more akin to each other and to the earth men
than isthe Lord of the Hames that ideas such as*“ intelligence’ , “ compassion” , “ murder” ,

“ endurance” mean nothing to him; he must learn them by alien observation. Smilarly, he has
characteristics of which we have no idea. To further our own under standing, we have requested
our agents to bring with them three documents, products by three of the most sensitive minds on
Earth: the Poemsof Vol Nonik, the Unification of Random Fidds, by Dr Clea Koshar, and Looms of
the Sea, aFind Revison of the History of Toromon, by Dr Rolth Catham.

Therewas slencein the city, and then afaint life form spoke, aform that existed only asalight-sengitive
viruswho saw from the star-wide waves of novasto the micro-micron scattering of nutrines, alifeform
disturbed occasiondly by afragment of ionized hydrogen, aloose photon, the agthric hum of aspinning
gaaxy eternitiesaway from itshomein cold, inter-galactic space: “What will stop them from getting
these... works?’

Then the Triple Being returned: These works, remember, are by the most sensitive minds of Earth
and will never reach the common man as books or periodicals, and among our four agents, there
will constantly be a traitor, the Lord of the Flames himself.

AndaUniverse avay...

... And shewas beautiful, beautiful with sun through the cracked window caught in her faling hair,
beautiful with her closed eyes, her olivelids, darker than the rest of her face, therest of her skin, which



was beautiful with colourslike honey and the blush of kharba fruits going from white to pink, before they
become speckled, orange, ripe; beautiful with textures like velvet, like polished, brown stone where her
knee was drawn up and the skin tight; and where her body curved dightly towards him, at her sde, and
the skin was |loose—like velvet.

The cracked panein the window made ajagged line of shadow over the floorboards, up the side of the
bed, across the crumpled sheets, a serpent of shadow on her stomach. Her lips were opened and her
bright teeth were faintly blued by the shadow of her upper lip.

She was beautiful with shadows, thelong violet onesthat fell over the waterfront streets where he had
walked with her last night, beautiful with light, the glare of amercury light which they had stopped under
briefly to talk to afriend of his—

“So you went and got married after dl, Vol. Wdll, | thought you would, Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” They both said it, and hisvoice, low tenor, and hers, rich dto, were even musica together.
“Renna, thisismy friend Kino. Kino, thisismy wife, Renna.” He spoke that solo, like asingle instrument
after achord, it implied symphoniesto come between them.

“I guess you won't be having so much to do with your old gang anymore.” Kino dug adirty fingerina
dirtier ear. “ But then, you never were agang man redly. Now you can Sit around and write poems as you
aways wanted to, and enjoy life.” And when the grimy youth, too old for urchin, too young for derdlict,
sad“life’ heglanced at her, and dl the yearning of hisrestless age flamed in hiseyesand lit her beauty.

“No, I’'m not agang man, Kino,” Vol said. “And what with that stupid feud between me and Jeof, |
decided that thiswas as good atime as any just to drop out of the whole mai business. We re going to
be moving to the mainland in acouple of days. There' sa place there we ve heard about that we'd liketo
look at.”

Kino moved abare toe around a cobblestone. “1 wasn’t gonna mention Jeof, but sinceyou did firgt, |
guess| can say | mink getting out isagood idea. Because heisagang man, to theroot of every rotten
tooth in hisjaw.” Suddenly he ducked his head and grinned apologetically. “L ook, | gotta go some place.
You just don't let Jeof see her.” He made a motion towards Renna, and with the motion Vol looked at
her, her dark skin pale under the light of the mercury lamp; Kino was gone, and shewsas. ..

... beautiful with shadow again asthey waked through the dark streets of the Devil’ s Pot and at last
turned into the ramshackl e tavern-boarding-house, beautiful asthey stepped into the hall and darkness
closed over her, blackening details. Just then someone opened the door at the end of the hall and awash
of yellow threw her into silhouette as she walked a step ahead of him, and he learned with hiseyesashe
aready knew with his hands that the shape and outline of her whole body—waist, breasts, neck, and
chin—were beautiful. They had gone together to hisroom.

Onthewall was an exquisite picture she had done of him, red chalk on brown paper. On the rickety
tablein front of the window was a sheaf of paper. The top sheet bore the final draft of apoem that was,
initsexquisite use of words and bright image, a portrait of her.

He sat cross-legged in the crumpled, body-warmed bedding, now, and looked at her beside him until his
eyes ached with keeping hislids up, looking not to miss the beauty of her breathing, the faint flare of her
nostrils, therise of her chest, the movement of her skin amillimetre back and forth across her collarbone
as she breathed. His eyes, flooded with her gloriousness, filled with tears. He had to blink and look

away.
When he saw the window again he frowned. Last night there had been no crack.



Hefollowed the line down the window, where the two pieces of the pane were fractionaly didocated
againgt one another, to the lower Ieft-hand corner: asunburst of smaller cracks arrayed athree-inch hole.
Some object had knocked a corner from the window. He stood up and went to the table. Broken glass
glittered over the paper. (“ Asmy words should glitter,” he thought.) He picked up the rock with the strip
of cloth wrapped severa times around it. WWhen he unwrapped it and read the words, blurred where the
ink ran into the fibre, there was no glitter. Instead, smdll trip hammers struck againgt ahard bal of fear he
had carried for so long now, and set it ringing with each word of the choppy message.

“Saw Jeof after you. You get. Saysh€e'll eat you for breakfast. Go now. He meansit. Kino.”

He spent two seconds trying to figure out how they could have dept through the sound of the rock, then
gpiralled to the conclusion that the rock flung from the street was what had awakened him at first. The
thought was cut off by a crash on thefirst floor. He turned, and saw her open her eyes. Beneath those
olivelids, brown pools, where gold flecks surfaced in the proper light, smiled. The smile vaulted towards
him across the grimey boards, ricocheting from clapboard wall to stained clapboard wall (where the only
thing beautiful was perhaps her red-chak portrait of him) and from the eation that filled him, even his
dawn-tired irises relaxed, and against the rods and cones deep in his eyes, the room brightened. “And |
love you thismorning too,” she said.

Ashisown smile came, adark thought made an ominous rippling in hismind; she dso wakesto a sound
that she did not hear, seeing only me, asamoment before | saw her.

Below, furniture toppled again.

She asked him aquestion with her face, slently, lips parting farther, tilting her head on the pillow. He
answered her with the same frown and ashrug of hisflat, naked shoulders.

A rush of feet on the gair; then the sharp voice of the woman who ran the boarding-house, protesting
adongthehdl: “You can't just bresk in herelikethisl | run arespectable boarding-house. | have my
licence! You ruffiansget out of here. | tel you | havemy...”

The voice stopped, the wave broke, something hit the door, hard, and it flew open, banging the foot of
the bed. “ Good morning.”

“What the hell do you want?’ he said.

There was no answer, and in the silence he looked at the squat neanderthal, disproportionate torso,
bowed legs, the cheek had been laid open six times, and the scars crossed and crossed again. There was
awide maroon scab over theleft eye from arecent injury. The edges of the scab were wet. Ugly, he
thought. Ugly.

The weight shifted from right foot to left, dowly, and the hip that was up went down, and the one that
was down went up. “1 want to make you miserable” Jeof said, and stepped into the room. Three others
stepped in behind him. “1 see you got Kino'smessage.” He laughed. “Wetook it away from him last
night when he made hisfirgt try.” Then arepentant look superimposed itsalf over the grin. “But then |
thought maybe I’ d toss it up here thismorning before | cameto say hello.” Jeof took another step into the
room, looked sideways, and saw where she sat in the bed, eyes wide and golden, skin pale, hands,
mouth, eyes, and shouldersterrified. “Wel, helloooo!”

Vol legpt forward—

—nhis stomach wrapped itsdf around ajutting fist. He grunted, closed his eyes, and hit the floor. When he
opened them, a second later, there were at |east another sx people in the room. Two jerked him upright



again. Then Jeof hit him in the somach once more, and as his head flopped forward the hand came back
the other way, knucklesfirgt, and dapped hisface up. “Now,” Jeof said, turning away from Vol Again.
“As| wassaying, hdlo.”

Hisyears on the streets of the Devil’ s Pot had made Vol an accurate street fighter. It had also taught him
that if the Situation is hopeless you save your strength in case the miracle that’ Il get you out of it happens,
and you can use that strength to recover. And it was hopeless.

So at first when Jeof walked towards her, and she cried out, he only stood. But then the cry turned into a
long, steady scream. Suddenly Vol was screaming too, and fighting, and their voices had lost dl music
and become dissonant and agonized. He fought, and nearly killed one of the men who held him, but there
were three others around him who broke four of hisribs, didocated his shoulder, and smashed in one
sdeof hisjaw.

“No,” said Jeof, making a caming gesture with his hand—there was blood on his hand, and she couldn’t
scream now because the cartilages of her larynx were crushed, “Don’'t kill him. | just want him to watch
what we do to her.” Helooked around. “ One of you guys come over here and help me now.” They used
their hands, then their whole bodies, and then the double gleam of afire-blade came from ahidden
scabbard, the bottom on the hilt was flicked, and white sparks glittered up the double prongs.

A minute after that, mercifully, Vol lost consciousness. They couldn’t even beat him awake. So they |eft.

Half an hour later Rara, the woman who ran the boarding-house, got up enough courage to look into the
room. When she saw the naked man crumpled in front of the table she said, “Good Lord,” and stepped
insde. Then, when she saw what was | ft on the bed, she couldn’t say anything, and just stepped
backwards with her hand over her mouth.

The man’s hand moved on the grimy floorboards. “Oh, my good Lord,” shewhispered. “ He s dive”
She ran towards him, beating out of her mind a picture of the two of them together as she had seen them
even yesterday (drinking from the sametin cup a the downgtairs sink, walking with loosely coupled
fingers, laughing at each other’ s eyes). She knedled over him, and his hand moved to her foot.

Got to get him out of here before he wakes up, she thought, and tried to lift him up.

Vol was at the point now in drifting unconsciousness where the pain of his cracked ribs jabbing at hislung
was enough to wake him. He opened his eyes, and looked blankly at the face of the woman bending

over him. It was a strong face, though the other side of fifty. A brown-red birthmark sprawled over her
left cheek. “Rara?’ he spoke her name with just ahint of inflection, and the bruised jaw, swelling now,
kept al expression out of hisface.

“Mr Nonik,” she sad. “Comewith me, won't you?’
Helooked away, and when his eyes reached the bed he stopped.
“Don’t, Mr Nonik,” Rarasaid. “Come with me.”

Helet her raise him to hisfeet and walked with her to the hal, despite his agonized arm, despitethe fire
ontheright sde of hischest.

Rarasaw thelimp and recognized the impossible angle a which hisarm hung. “Well,” she began, “we re
going to haveto get you to Genera Medica pretty quick...”



Then hecried out. It wasalong cry, wrenched up from insde him; it changed in the middle, rising nearly
an octave to ascream (like atrapped boar in a quicksand pool whose cry goes from the hope of
struggle, rising through sudden understanding, into find terror and submersion.) Screeeaaaa... Vol sank
to the hall floor. He shook his head; tears ran down hisface; but he was quiet.

“Mr Nonik,” Rarasaid. “Mr Nonik, get up.”

Again he stood. The silence started chills on her back. She supported him down the hall. “Look, | know
thiswon't mean anything to you, Mr Nonik, maybe. But listen. Y ou’ reyoung, and you've... lost
something.” He heard her through ahaze of pain. “But we al do in some way or another. | wouldn’'t say
thisif it hadn’t been for what happened a month ago, that moment when we al suddenly... knew each
other likethat. Since then | guessalot of people have said strange things, that they wouldn't normally.
But like | said, you're young. There are so many people that we |ose one or another, whom we think
are... arelike everyone who saw you two knew you thought she was. But you'll live.” She paused. “I
had a niece, once, that | loved as much as a daughter. Her mother was dead. Both she and her daughter
were acrobats. Then, four years ago, she disappeared, and | never saw her again. | lost her, lost a
person | had brought up since shewasnineyearsold. And I'm dive.”

“No...” hesaid, shaking hishead now. “No.”

“Yes” shesaid. “And so areyou. And you'll stay that way. At least if we get you to Generd Medica.”
Suddenly the despair that she had been trying to keep out of her voice, keep away from him, broke
through. “Why must they do thingslike that? Why? How can they do it now, after that moment when we
al knew?

“For the same reason they did it before,” he said flatly. “ Just likeyou,” he went on, and she frowned.
“They'retrapped in that bright moment where they learned their doom. But they won't get me. They
won't.”

“What are you talking about?’ she asked, but hisvoice (or perhaps it was the sound of the words
themsalves, the double oo of doom, arare word then, that echoed the spuming sea) brought chills again.

“They’ll never find me,” hesaid. “Never!” He lurched forward—and fell aquarter of the way down the
dairs.

“Mr Nonik!”

He caught himsdlf on the banigter, and arted on again. Rara hurried down behind him, but he was
aready a the door.

“Mr Nonik, you've got to get to General Medica!”

He stood in the door, naked, shaking hishead in animal denid. “They’ll never find me!” he whispered
once more, then he was gone into the Street.

Bewildered, she hesitated. When she looked she couldn’t see him at al. The early morning pavement
was deserted. The sun was bright. At last she gave up looking. She found an officer to bring back to the
boarding-house and report what had happened.

The twin sun shone on the white sand of the City.

“When will the agents from Earth arrive?’ someone asked.



As soon as they have found their three documents, thetriplevoicesaid... and if they are still alive.

An ozone-scented breeze shifted the powdery whiteness down the side of a dune so that the subtle shape
of the desert was changed again, and the only thing stable and isolate was the City.

Near the centre of Toron an old merchant sat on histiled bacony, gazing at the palace towers, then
down to the clapboard houses in the waterfront area of the Devil’ s Pot. “Clea?’ he said.

“Yes, Dad”

“Areyou surethisiswhat you want? Y ou’' ve had every possible honour Toromon could offer you asa
scientist, for your work in matter-transmission, your theoretica studies. | don't think I've ever said it
directly to you. But I'm very proud.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said. “But it' swhat | want. Neither Rolth nor | intend to stop working. | have my
Unified Field Theory to complete. Hewill be working on anew historica project.”

“Wdll, don’t stand there. Call him out here.”

Shewalked back, into the house, then emerged a moment later, hand in hand with atall man. They
stopped before the marble table at which Koshar sat. “ Rolth Catham, you wish to marry my daughter,
CleaKoshar?’

“Yes” Theanswer wasfirm.
“Why?" And response was quick.

Catham turned his head dightly, and the light glinted on the trangparent plastic case of his cheek. The
fraction of hisface that was mobile flesh smiled, and under it the direct gaze of Koshar wavered. “That's
not afair question,” Koshar said, “isit. | don’'t know. Sincethat... second whenweadl... well, you
know. Then, | guessalot of people have been saying things, asking things, and even answering things that
they wouldn’t ordinarily.”

The embarrassment, Cleathought. Why must they al spesk of that blind moment of telepathic contact
that had blanketed the empire that second at the end of the war—with embarrassment. She had hoped
that her father would be different. It wasn’t embarrassment at what had been seen, but a the newness of
the experience.

“ “Why? isnever an unfair question,” Catham said. “It’' s partly because of what we saw at that

Catham spoke of it without fear. That was one of the reasons she loved him now.

“Because we' d known each other’ swork. And because during that moment we knew each other’s mind.
And because we are the two people we are, that knowledge will serve usfor heart and soul aswell.”

“All right,” Koshar said. “Get married. But...”
Cleaand Rolth looked at each other, smile and half-smile leaping between them.
“But why do you want to go away?’

Faces grave once more, they looked back at the old man.



“Cleg,” Koshar said. “ Clea, you' ve been away from me so long. | had you when you were alittle girl.
But then you were away a University Idand so much, and after that you turned right around and wanted
to livedone, and | let you. Now the two of you want to go away again, and thistime you don’t even
want to tell me where you're going.” He paused. “ Of course you can do it. Y ou' re twenty-eight years
old, awoman. How could | stop you?But, Clea... | don’'t know how to say this. I'velost... ason
aready. And | don’t want to lose my daughter now.”

“Dad—" she began.

“I know what you' re going to say, Clea. But even if your younger brother Jon were dive—and
everything would make it seem that he was dead—even if hewere, if he waked in hereright this minute:
for me he would be dead. After what he did to me, he would be dead.”

“Dad, | wishyou didn't fed that way. Jon did something stupid, clumsy, and childish. Hewas aclumsy
child when hedid it, and he paid for it.”

“But my own son, in the pend mines, acommon crimind... murderer!” Hisvoicefdl to grating depth.
“My friends do me kindness by not mentioning him to me today. Becauseif any of them should, |
couldn’t hold my head up, Clea.”

“Dad,” Cleasaid, with entreaty in her voice, “he was eighteen, spoiled. He resented me, you... and if he
isdive anywhere, eight yearswill have made avery different man from the boy. After eight yearsyou
can't keep this up against your own son. And if you can’t hold your head up now, perhaps that’ s your
problem, and has nothing to do with Jon.” Shefdt Rolth’s hand on her shoulder, a gentle warning that her
tone, if not her words, were passing into that dangerousfield of outrage, like particlesmovinginto a
random energy field, darting and unpredictable. She drew back from the feding.

“I won't forgive him,” her father was saying. He clasped his hands together. “I can't forgive him.” He
averted hiseyesfrom her, staring into hislap. “I couldn’t. I’ d be too ashamed—"

“Dad!” she had turned from the outrage now, and the word came with al the love shefdlt for him. She
saw hisbody, back, neck, arms, fingers, locked in self-protective inward curves. “ Dad!” she said again,
and held her hand out to him.

The curves broke, his hands separated, his eyeslifted. He did not take her hand, but he said, “Clea, you
say you' ve got to go away, and you say you don’t want anyone to know where you are. | love you, and
| want you to have anything you want. But at least. .. letters, or something. So I'll know you'redl right,
o I'll know...”

“It can’t beletters, Dad,” she said. Then she added quickly, “But you'll know.”

Catham said, “WEe ve got to go now, Clea.”

“Goodbye, Dad. And | love you.”

“I loveyou,” he repeated back to her, but they were already entering the wide doors of the house.

“I'wish | could tdl him,” Cleasaid when they reached the front door, “tell him that Jon was dive, tell him
why we have to go so secretly.”

“He Il know soon enough,” Catham said. “They’ Il al know.”

She sghed. “Yes, they will, won't they. That great, monstrous computer in Tel phar will let them know.
They could dl know now if they wanted, but they’ re too embarrassed. Rolth, for three thousand years



everyone hastried to find aword to differentiate man from other animals; some of the ancients called his
the laughing anima, some the mora animd. Well, | wonder if heisn't the embarrassed animd, Rolth.”

Her husband-to-be laughed, but with haf humour. Then he said: I’ ve asked you this ahundred times,
Clea, but it's o hard to believe: you' re sure of those reports?’

She nodded. “ The only oneswho' ve seen them are a handful of people who wereintimately involved in
the computer congtruction. | was only alowed in by the skin of my teeth, more because of that fina
mix-up at the paace than anything ese. But it makes meill, Rolth, ill that | had anything to do with that
mongter.” She let out a breath as they passed from the shadow of the bal cony on to the colonnaded
sreet. “But then I’ ve worked through that guilt business dready, haven't1.” 1t was aquestion that

needed only the momentary reassurance of his hand tightening around hers. “ Rolth, they’ ve tried four
timesto start disassembling it. But it won't work. Somehow it's protecting itself. They can hardly get near
it”

She turned, waved to her father on the balcony, and then continued down the Street.

“How, | won't question,” Rolth said. “It’sgot al the unused equi pment, armaments, and so forth for a
full-scaewar inits control. But, ‘Why? Clea. Y ou' re the mathematician. Y ou know computers.”

“But you'rethe historian,” she answered, “and wars are your department.” She glanced once more at the
tiny figure on the balcony that till waved after them. “1 wonder how long it will take him... themto
learn.”

“I don’t know,” hesaid. “I don’t know.”
Above, the trangit-ribbon scribed athin black line across the sky.

When old Kaoshar, on the green ba cony, saw them disappear he sighed. Then he did something he
hadn’t donefor along time. Hewent in, called the taxi service, changed into incongpicuous clothes, then
shuttled dong theradia streets of the city to the waterfront. He stood around quietly while the launch
pulled out with the afternoon shift of workersfor the Koshar Aquariums.

Once he paused at a corner while atransport rumbled by with “Kaoshar Hydroponics’ in large green
letters over itsaluminium side. He stopped outside a building, the cleanest and tallest in the areg; it was
the offices of Kashar Synthetics.

Later, walking thethin, dirty dleys of the Devil’ s Pot, he stopped in front of one of the combination
tavern-boarding-houses. He was thirsty, the afternoon was hot, so he entered. A number of people
apparently had had the same idea, and the conversation was going at the bar. A friendly voice beside him
sad: “Hello, old man. Haven't seen you here before.”

The woman at the table who had spoken to him, closeto fifty, had alarge birthmark on one side of her
face.

“1 haven't been here before,” Koshar said.

“I guessthat would explainit,” Raraanswered. “Have aseat.” But he was already moving towardsthe
bar. He bought a drink, then turned with it, wondering where to go, and saw the woman sitting by the
door. So he went back and sat down at her table. “Y ou know, along time ago | used to spend alot of
timeinthisarea | don't remember this place though.”

“Wadll, I’'ve only had it here about amonth,” Raraexplained. “Just got my licence. I'm trying to drum up
some steady business. Being friendly isrea important in business, you know. Hope | see you around



here often.”
“Um,” Koshar said, and sipped green liquid from hismug.

“| tried to start a place some years back. Took it over from afriend of mine who passed away. But that
was just when the malis were getting Sarted, and they busted the place dl up in araid one night. Now,
here | am just started a couple of weeks and I’ ve had trouble aready. Some of them brokein herethis
morning, one of those gang-feud things. Of course officers are never around when you need them. Killed
agirl.” She shook her head.

An argument had started at the bar. Raraturned, frowned, and said, “Now what do you supposethat’s
al about?’

A wiry man whose face was cracked from wind and sand spoke loudly, while awoman stood beside
him, her green eyesfixed on hisface. But he was|ooking a another man. “No,” he was saying. He made
asharp, disgusted gesture with his hand. “No, it’ srotten here. Rotten.”

“Who areyou to say it’ srotten?’ somebody laughed.

“I'll tell you who | am. I'm Cithon the fisherman. And thisismy wife Grella, afine weaver. And we say
your wholeidand isrotten!”

Thewoman put her strong hands on his shoulder, her eyesimploring for silence.

“And let metell you something else. | used to live on the mainland coast. And | had a son, too; he would
have been as good afisherman as| am. But your rottenness lured him here to your idand. Y ou starved
him out on the mainland, you seduced him here with the aguarium-grown fish. Well, we followed him.
And whereis he now? I's he swegting himsdlf to death out in your aquariums? Or is he running with one
of your mali gangs? Or maybe he' sdraining the good seasdt from hisbody in your hydroponic gardens.
What have you done with him? What have you done with my son?’

“Damned immigrants,” muttered Rara. “Hold on just a second, will you?” She got up and went over to
the bar. The man’ swifewastrying to pull him away, and Raraassisted her. The man got redlly nasty
before they got him out.

Rara came back, brushing her hands on her skirt. “Immigrants,” she said again, and sat down. “Now I’'m
not saying anything againgt them; some of them are good people, some of them are not so good. But
some of them are nuts like that. Funny, that woman looked awfully familiar. Like something | might have
swept off my doorstep once.” She laughed. “But then, al those green-eyed mainlanderslook aike. Oh,
areyou leaving? Wdl, come back soon. Thisisared friendly place here. Red friendly.”

Outside, Koshar stopped oncein front of awooden fence, scabbed with the remains of peeled posters.
Across the remnants of blurred shiboleths someone had scrawled in red chalk:

“You Are Trapped in That Bright Moment Where Y ou Learned Y our Doom.”

Thewild irregular shape of the letters (or perhapsit wasin the words themsdlves, the palatals of “that
bright moment” clicking againgt the soft [abids, like the click of coinsin arandom matrix) made him fedl
Srange.

Old Kaoshar turned up the street, his heart half-broken.



A universe away, white sand blew down the dunes.
What isthe City?

It is aplace where the time passes as something other than time. It is a place where the mechanical
movements of pring, cog, and gear would dow to a veritable stop. The sameistrue with aclock of
blood, bone, muscle, and nerve. Y et the psychic flashing of photon against photon travels at normd if not
accelerated speed.

“But why isthisisolated empire of Earth so important?’

“Arethey so technologically advanced that this paper on Random Fieldswill give us awesgpon to
vanquish the Lord of the Flames?”

“Will this historical work predict for us the outcome of our own great war?’

“Isthere no other art among dl our cultures that teaches so much compassion, that fixeslife splacein the
universe so brilliantly as these poems?’

A score of minds, in their ways and words, formed a barrage of bewilderment. For answer came atriad
of laughter. The earthmen are important because the Lord of the Flames is among them now, and
the“now” isan inexact trandation for the reverberating concept of cross-sectioned, inter-gdlactic time
with past and future patterning implied. Yet if these earthmen arrive their very arrival will herald our
victory over the Lord of the Flames, and there will be no need to study their documents, other than
for your own edification. If they do not arrive, then we are defeated.

Bewilderment among them grew to concern.

You will see why, the triad voice said. The double sun dropped towards the horizon, and there was
dlenceinthedcity.

CHAPTER I
“Put your head back.”
He put back his head.
“Now bring your knees up and roll backwards.”

Herolled, feding thetorque of his shifting weight from hiswriststo histaut shoulders. Sowly hisfeet
came down, histoes brushing the mat.

“Fine” shesad.
Helet go of therings. “Think that' s enough for today?’ he asked her, grinning.

“More than enough,” she said. “Y ou don’t want to work at it too hard, Jon. That’s no good either. Let
yoursdlf easeintoit. You' re doing superbly already. Where' d you get that co-ordination?’

He stepped off the mat, shrugging. “ The muscle | got first when | wasinjail, digging tetron ore at the
penal mines. The rest—I don’'t know.”

“Youredly amazeme,” Alter said. “Theway you' ve been sticking to thistumbling busnessisimpressive,



And the progressis more s0.”

“It' ssomething | wanted to learn,” he said. “1 don't like being clumsy. Let’ s shower and then get
something to eet.”

“Hne” Sheamiled.

They left the gymnasium and walked along thetiled hall to the showers as abunch of youngsters came
from an adjoining hal in bathing suits. One girl, thick bodied and low browed, snapped atowd at an
extraordinarily tall youth with aflat, equine face. The others laughed, and then continued down the hall.

“Haveyou seen that girl swim?’ Jon asked. “Y ou wouldn't think it to ook at her, but her speed is
fantadtic”

“| saw her through the observation porch thismorning,” Alter said. “ Y ou'reright. That hundred yards
was pretty amazing.”

Just then they passed two boysloitering by the wall. One had smdll features pocked with acne. They
were aso looking after the swimmers. “ Damned foreigners,” one muttered, his face hardening.

“Catch them walking around the Devil’ s Pot at night,” the other one said and sneered. Then hemade a
grinding gesture with hisfist againg thetile.

Jon and Alter exchanged frowns and separated at the shower rooms.

Ten minutes later, his skin steamed and his hair damp, Jon stepped out on to the concourse. Shifting jets
of water from the duminium fountain clashed in the sun. Alter was dready standing there. Her bare
tanned shoulders, her long legs and sandled feet moved dightly in the act of waiting. A breeze cooled his
face, and at the same time he saw wisps of her white hair legp to the side.

A couple stopped by the fountain, stared at the base, frowned, and moved on! When he reached her he,
too, frowned. “What' sthat?’ he asked.

“Where?” Sheturned to look. A scowl of surprise formed around her light eyes. 1 didn’t see that
beforel”

Someone had written across the dull metalic surface in whitewash:

YOU ARE TRAPPED IN THAT BRIGHT
MOMENT WHERE YOU LEARNED YOUR DOOM

“What' s that supposed to mean?” Alter asked.
Jon read it once more. “I don’t know. But it makes mefed funny.”
Somewhere something buzzed.

Across the concourse one person looked up, three more; then by dozens, eyes turned to the whining

y.



Jutting above the trangit ribbon, two, then three, then four silver flashes hurled through the clouds.
“Aren’'t they awfully low?’ Jon said.
“Scouting planes?’ Alter suggested.

A smadll bead of light dropped from one of the airships. When it hit, there was a silent flash among the city
towers. Seconds later the sound came, and with it, restraint broke and the screams started.

“What the...!” began Alter.

For five seconds the sound came on, a concussive rumbling explosion.
“That’ sthewar minigtry!” Alter cried.

“That was thewar minigtry,” Jon said. “What the hell happened?’

A broken stud of burning masonry, the remains of the tower, flickered above the hem of buildings. Chaos
broiled on the concourse. “Comeon,” Jon said. “Let’sgo!”

“Where are we going?’ Alter asked.
“To get something to eat and to sit down and talk.”
They made their way to aside Street. Asthey reached the corner, the news speaker grill began humming:

Remain calm, citizens. Remain calm. A tragic accident has just occurred at the Military, where,
through a grave oversight, planes from Telphar carrying high explosives were re-routed
automatically by a failure in the mechanism of the disbandment programme...

By the time they turned into the restaurant the casudty figures were being given out.

The front window of the place they chose was two twelve-foot discs of multi-coloured glass rotated
dowly in opposite directions by hidden machinery. Pastd patterns dipped across the tablecloth asthey
did into the booth.

“What do you think happened?’ Alter asked again.

John shrugged. “ An accidenta bombing.”

“That' sastrange thing to happen accidentdly,” said Alter.

Jon nodded.

There was some disturbance at the restaurant entrance and the two looked up.

A woman with awesdlth of fiery hair had just entered. The man with her was ahandful of inches over
seven feet. The owner of the restaurant, apparently did not wish to seat the giant—an example of the
behaviour that was becoming more and more common towards the giant forest people and the squat
neo-neanderthas since the release of so many soldiers from the war. The owner made his excuses with
explanatory gedticulations. “But we are dready full... my other patrons might not under... perhaps
somewhere else you would receive...” The woman became annoyed. She touched her lapd, turned it
over, and revedled her inggnia

The owner stopped in mid-sentence, put both hands over his mouth, and whispered through his pudgy



fingers. “Oh, Your Grace, | had noideait was... I’'m so terribly sorry thet... | never redized you were a
member of theroyd...”

“We Il gt over there with that couple,” said the Duchess. With the forest guard, she moved acrossthe
room to where Jon and Alter sat.

The owner preceded them like a diesel-powered dug. “Her Grace, the Duchess of Petra, wondersif you
would be so kind asto dlow hersdf and her companion...”

But Jon and Alter were dready on their feet. “ Petra, Arkor,” cried Jon, “how are you? What are you
doing here?’ And Alter echoed his gresting.

“Following you,” answered the Duchess shortly. “We just missed you at the Public Gym and then caught
you ducking around the corner in dl the confusion.”

“May |... eh... takeyour order?’ ventured the owner.

They ordered, the owner I€eft, and whet little interest from the other diners melted now that dtercation
was over.

“What did you want usfor, Petra?’ asked Jon. Helooked closely and saw that the Duchess sface was
tired.

“Thewar,” shesad. “Thewar again.”

“But thewar’ sover,” said Alter.

“Isit?" asked Petra. “It may betoo late already.”
“What do you mean?’ Jon asked.

“Y ou saw the ‘accidental’ bombing afew minutes ago?’
Jon and Alter nodded.

“Firg, it wasn't accidental. Second, there are going to be alot of other ‘ accidents' unless we can do
something about it.”

“But...” began Alter, “there’ sno enemy.”

“The computer,” the Duchess said. “ The reports have just comein. | only saw them in my capacity as
adviser to King Let. Apparently the computer that ran the war has gone wild! It' s self-repair circuits have
made use of the radio-co-ordinators to seize any equipment with automatic controls. Until now it has only
defended itsdf againg the military dismantling unit. But today it launched itsfirst attack on Toromon.”

“How?’ Jon wanted to know.

“A very imprecise explanation accompanies the report. Remember that thousands upon thousands of
minds were controlled semi-hypnotically by the machine, and recorded in complete detail. Even thoughit
killed thousands of men, it till had these menta recordsin its memory bank. Somehow, between its
sructure and function, the whole pattern of death and war was lifted from the minds of itsvictims and
internalized by the activity circuits. The result was the bombing of the military ministry. Right now it seems
to be spending long inactive periods il digesting the information. But its activity ison the increase, and
what theend...” She stopped.



“Sowe redill up againgt ourselves” said Jon, after amoment. “Only thistimein amirror image stored in
memory banks and transfer coils.”

“What about our galaxy-hopping friend the triple being?’ Alter asked. She glanced about, awaysfeding
odd whenever she mentioned the strange force known only—if it existed at al—to the four of them. “It
kept promising to help if we helped it, and we certainly have.”

“But we have heard nothing from them,” Arkor said. “All | can think of iswhen peace was declared and
the Lord of the Flames was driven from Earth, thair interest in us ceased. Whatever we do now will
have to be done on our own.”

“But we are going to need help,” said the Duchess. “ Somehow | fed thet if we could find—"

It touched them now, but subtly, registering on another level than perception, so that the green light from
the window reflected on the silverware held for amoment the faint flicker of beetles wings, the copper
grill over theair vent for an instant was the same red as polished carbuncle, and the generd flickeringin
the eyewas afant web of slver fire: the four were touched, three of them with the presence of the Triple
Being; yet one of the four—

“—could find your sister, Dr Koshar, she could be agreat ded of help. She worked on the computer for
awhile and should know something about it; she' s got the sort of mind that might be able to cut through
exactly this sort of problem.”

“Another person we would do well to consult,” came the measured voice of the giant telepath, “is Rolth
Catham. A war isan historica necessity; I’'m quoting him, and he has more understanding of the
economics and historica influences on Toromon than any other person dive.”

The others, who had consulted Catham before, nodded, and for half a minute there was silence.
“You know,” said Jon, “who | would liketo find, Alter!”

“Who?'

“The person who wrote that thing on the side of the fountain.”

“I’ve been wondering myself,” said Alter, “just who thought that one up.” She turned to Petra. “It was
amogt aline of poetry that someone scrawled over the fountain in front of Gymnasium Plaza.”

“ “You aretrapped in that bright moment where you learned your doom,”” said the Duchess.
“Yes, that'sit,” said Jon. “ Did you see it on the fountain when you came looking for us at the gym?”

“No.” Shelooked puzzled. “ Someone had scribbled it across the palace wall by the gate this morning.
Butit stuck inmy mind. That'sall.”

“I guess a couple of people have been writing it,” Alter said.
“I'd liketo find the onewho wroteit first,” said Jon.
“Wall, before that, Jon, let’s seeif we can’'t find Catham, and your sister,” the Duchess said.

“Why isthere aproblem?’ asked Alter. The young acrobat brushed back silver hair. Large eyes,
blue-grey, blinked in her tanned face. “We should be ableto find them at University Idand, right away,
shouldn’t we?’



Now Arkor spoke. “Y esterday morning Rolth Catham resigned the chairmanship of the history
department of the University of Toromon, Ieft for Toron that afternoon, leaving no indication of whet his
planswere.”

“And my sister, Dr Koshar?” Jon asked.

“She quit her position with the governmenta science combine,” the Duchess said, “adso yesterday
morning. After that, nobody can trace them.”

“Perhaps my father knowswhere sheis.”
“Perhaps,” said the Duchess. “We haven't wanted to ask him without speaking to you first.”

Jon leaned back in his chair, looked at hislap, and then up, “Eight years” he said, “eight yearssince I’ ve
seen my father. | guessit’sabout time | went.”

“If you'd rather not...” the Duchess began.

Jon raised hisblack eyes quickly, tilting his head. “No. | want to. I'll find out from him whereshe's
gone—if heknows.” Suddenly he sat up. “Will you excuse me, please?’ He pushed his chair from the
table, walked to the entrance of the restaurant, and | eft.

The three remaining at the table looked after him, then back at one another. After amoment the Duchess
said, “ Jon has changed recently, hasn't he.”

Alter nodded.
“When did it start?’ asked Petra.

“At that moment...” She paused, then gave alittlelaugh. “I was about to say ‘ a that bright moment
wherewe learned...”” Now her face furrowed with remembering. “It was the next day that he asked me
to teach him tumbling. And he's mentioned his father an awful lot recently. | think he’ sbeen waiting for a
reason to go and see him.” Sheturned to Arkor. “What did Jon learn when we al saw each other? He's
aways been so quiet, such adeep person up until now. He dill isn't what you' d call talkative, but. .. well,
he isworking hard at the tumbling. | told him at first he wastoo old to get really good, but he' s making so
much progress, | wonder.”

“What did he learn?” It was the Duchess who asked now.
“Perhaps,” said the telepath, “Who he was.”

“You say ‘perhaps’,” said Petra.

Arkor smiled. “Perhaps,” he repested. “That'sal | can say.”
“Has he gone to see hisfather now?’ asked Alter.

The giant nodded.

“I hopeit goesdl right,” shesaid. “Eight yearsisalong timeto hold grudges. Petra, Arkor, when you
teach somebody something physicd, just from the movements of their body, you learn how they fed,
what makes them bresth deeply when they're glad, or pull their shouldersin when they’re afraid; and just
watching him for these past couple of months... Well, | hopeit goesdl right.”

“You and Dr Koshar were very closeto each other,” the Duchess said, leaning forward over the table.



“Do you have any ideawhere she might have gone?’

Alter looked up. “That'sjust it,” she said. “Up until that moment at the end we were aways together,
talking, laughing about something. Then she went away. At firg | thought she' d gone into the same sort of
retreat shewasin when | first met her. But no, | got afew letters, she hadn’t given up working; she was
happy over her new field theory, and | thought she was finaly getting at peace with hersdf. From the last
letter that’ s what seemed to be happening. But there hasn't been another one, and this business about her
stopping her job: that seems strange.”

“Almost as strange,” mused the Duchess absently, “as a country at war with itsmirror image caughtina
sted memory bank.”

CHAPTER 11

What do you think when you' re about to see your father after five years of jail and three of treasonable
adventuring? Jon asked himsdf that: the answer was afear deep in histhroat that might drag at histongue
when he could speak. Ashewaked up the radiad street of the city, other fears returned. There wasthe
nameless one from childhood that had to do with awoman’ sface that might have been his mother’s, and
aman’ sthat was probably hisfather’s, but it was vague. At eighteen there had been aweek of fear,
beginning with aridiculous dare by atreacherous friend who happened to be the late king of Toromon
(and he wondered now, would he have taken the dareif it had come from another boy?) and finished
with clumsy panic, astroke of Jon' sfire-blade, and the death of the palace guard chasing him. Then there
werefive yearsin prison (the sentence wasllife, not five years) in which anger and humiliation and hate for
the guards, for the faulty mining equipment, for hot hours underground with rocks scraping his hands, for
the sound of tal ferns brushing his dirt-tiffened uniform as he walked to and from the shacks at dawn
and sunset; but the only timein prison fear had come undisguised was when the first talk of escape
began, filling the night in whispers from bunk to bunk, mouthed behind aguard' s back in the infrequent
rest periodsthat punctuated his subterranean labour. It was not fear of punishment, but of the talk itself,
of something uncontrollable, the smal random thing unplanned for in the tight fabric of prison life,
flowering in the unregimented moment, in afree exchange of eyes, in the whispers passed in the
washroom.

He had tackled thet fear differently, by joining the plans, hdping, digging with his handstill his nallswere
quick-torn, counting the steps a guard took from the office to the sentry-box at the edge of the prison
area. When the plan was finished only three men remained: he had been the youngest crouched in the
light rain by the guard-house steps, waiting for freedom.

During the dash, in darkness, with wet fronds beating his face, there was no fear. There was no time for
it. It culminated and exploded in hisbrain like the crysta line spears in adisturbed super-cooled liquid
after he had got lost from the other two, after he had wandered from the jungle too close to the edge of
the radiation barrier, after he had seen the spires of Telphar black on the dawn, when, unexpected,
unpredictably, with neither mental nor physical defence, over the distance of auniverse he was struck
fromthe sars.

Then came the adventuring. There had been danger and he had been weary, but not afraid in the same
way he was now. Thissmall white emptiness was anegative of the black spot of terror from
half-remembered childhood.

He climbed the long-ago familiar stairs of hisfather’ s house and stopped in front of the door. Ashe
raised histhumb to the print lock he thought, isit through this doorway freedom lies?



It had been along time since the lock had read the lines and whorls of histhumb: dark wood fell back,
and he stepped into the foyer. He wondered if hisfather had changed as much as he had. If hisworking
habits were the same he would be working in the family dining-room.

Jon walked by the wall hangings of blue cloth, the familiar chronometer embedded in the floor (the crystdl
had been replaced since he had last seen it), past the turn in the hadl that had the strange
whispering-chamber effect where you could stand thirty feet away around the corner and hear someone
talking, even softly, by the coat closet, past the door to the trophy room (the wood on the panelling had
been split before, now it was repaired) and into the ballroom. High, dim, it spread before him to the long,
swan' swing staircase that cascaded from the inner balcony. His sandle hedls clisped softly, steadily, and
for amoment he felt that many ghosts of himsalf were following him to the dining-room.

The door was closed, He knocked, and avoice said, “Who isit? Comein.”
Jon opened the door. And hundreds of clocks began to tick.

Startled, the portly man with white hair looked up. “Who are you? | gave instructions that nobody wasto
be admitted without...”

“Father,” hesad, thinking, Am | teling him or asking him?
Koshar pulled back in his chair, hisface darkening. “Who are you and what are you doing here?’

“Father,” Jon said again, thinking, The knowledge ishanging in front of him likeaglittering light and heis
pulling back, afraid. “Father, I'm Jon.”

Koshar sat forward again, both hands falling to the desk like weights released. “No.”

“I’ve come back to seeyou, Dad,” Jon said, thinking, Even denying it, he has admitted me. As he stood
infront of the desk the old man who was hisfather raised hishead, hisjaw moving dightly asif tasting
over possible words and finding them bland.

Hesad a last, “Where have you been, Jon?’

“I...” Then dl this perceptions turned inward, and as clearly as he had been observing hisfather, he was
garing at the chaotic emotions that had exploded in himself: he wanted very much to cry, alittle boy lost
and found in the dark, or aman lost and finding himsdlf in light. There was achair beside him, so he sat
down, and that helped keep tears from coming. “... I’ ve been away along time, alot of places. Jail, you
know about, | guess. Then I’ ve been in the service of the Duchess of Petrafor three years, having
adventures, doing alot of growing up. Now I’ ve come back.”

“Why?" Koshar’s head shook, shook as though a dedge had just struck the base of his spine. “Why? Do
you want to be forgiven, for disgracing me, making me unable to hold my head up before my friends, my
business associates?”’

Jon was quiet amoment. Then he said, “Y ou suffered too?’
“I, suffered...?’

“Fiveyears,” Jon said, softer than he meant, “1 saw sunlight lessthan an hour aday, wasyelled &,
beaten; | strained in the neon darkness of the tetron pits and called up muscles| didn’t know | had. |
rubbed my palmsraw on rock. Y ou suffered?’

“Why did you come back?’



“I cameback to find my...” He paused. Suddenly the resentment turned over in him. “I came back to
ask you to forgive me, for hurting you—if you can.”

“Well I—" Then old Koshar began to cry. It began as the dry sound of aman unused to tears, but like an
empty cistern before abreaking dam, the sound filled. “ Jon,” he said. “ Jon.”

Hewent around the desk and put hisarm tightly around hisfather’ s shoulder, thinking: the dangerouswe
do by ingtinct, by relying on training; and the hardest are done quickly, walking afamiliar street to a
familiar door, that moment in which we must go backward to go on. “Dad,” he said, “where' s Clea? |
cameto talk to her too.”

Koshar sucked in his breath. “Clea? She' sgone.”
“Gonewhere?’

“She' sgone with the history professor, from the University.”
“Catham?’

“They were married, yesterday. | asked them where they were going, but they wouldn't tell me. They just
wouldn't tell me.”

“WI,V?l
Koshar shook hishead again. “They wouldn't tell.”

Jon went to the front of the desk, sat down, and leaned over it towards hisfather. “They wouldn't give
you areason either?’

“That’ sright. That'swhy | got so upset, just now, about you. | think alot, Jon. | didn't likethinking
about you in the mines, and me here, living off the ore you broke your back to pull up from the ground.
That embarrassed me more than anything my friends ever could have said.” Kaoshar looked down, and
then up. “Son, I’'m so glad to see you.” He extended his hand across the table, and with the other took
out a pocket handkerchief and wiped hisface.

Jon took hisfather’ shand. “I'm glad to seeyou, Dad.” Just asawhirling blade cutsinto the spinning bar
on alathe and hones the blunt end to sharpness, so the blunt confusion of Jon’s emotions suddenly honed
to apoint that scribed a clean line down hisbeing.

Hisfather shook hishead again. “Toron isavery tight, mord littleworld,” Koshar said. “I’ ve known that
snce | wasaboy, and more than any other piece of information, using that has helped me becomerich.
Y e, it strgpped me, and held me away from you.”

“There salot of violence outside that world, Dad,” Jon said. “1 hope it doesn’t crash in on your world
and degtroy it.”

Hisfather gave alittle snort. “ There sno more violence outside than thereisin. If | learned onething in
that moment it wasthat.”

On the desk-communicater ayellow light blinked. Koshar pressed a button and amechanicdly thin voice
sad, “Excuse me, S, but an emergency report came in from the mainland. Somehow atetron tramp
gtaled just outside the harbour for six hours. Its control mechanism was hopelesdy fouled, and it was
unable even to radio for help. While it was stuck malisfrom asmall power-craft overran the bodt,
dumped the ore, and in the panic two officerswerekilled.”



“What timewasthis?’ Koshar asked.
“About ten thismorning.”
“Werethe maisrespongblefor the sdling?wasit their plan?’

“I don't think o, Sir. That' s the whole thing. The tramp was one of the old radio-control ships. This
morning the whole areawas blanketed with an incredible interference that seemsto have originated in
Tephar. There are rumoursthe military is having some trouble with the Computer, which may have
something to do with it. The maliswere just passing by and took advantage of the Situation.”

“I see” said Koshar. “Check directly with the military, will you, and find out what'sgoing on, and if it's
going to happen again. Send the answer straight to me.”

“Yes, dr.” Thevoice clicked off.

“Damned pirates,” said Koshar. “ Y ou’ d think they were trying to run me personally out of business. |
don’t understand this violence for violence s sake, Jon. They don't stedl the ore; they just dump it and do
as much damage asthey can.”

“It'snot easy to understand,” Jon said. He stood up. “If Clea contacts you will you let me know?1t's
very important. I’'m staying at—"

“You're not going to stay here?” Surprise, bewilderment brokein hisfather’ sface, and struck through to
him. *Please, Jon; this huge house has been so empty since you and your sister went.”

“I wish | could, Dad.” He shook hishead. “But I'm staying in the middle ring of the City. | have aplace
there, that’smine. It'seasier for meto get to the places | have to go from there.”

An expresson wilted in hisfather’ sface. Then adeeper one flowered. “I guess| couldn’t expect you to
return asif nothing had happened.” Over the shelves the clocks whispered to one another.

Jon nodded. “I’ll see you again soon, Dad. And we' |l talk alot, and I'll tell you awholelot of things.” He
smiled.

“Good,” hisfather said. “That’s so good, Jon.”

Outside the sun lowered over Toron'stowers, filling the deep, empty streets of the city’ s hub with
shadow. Jon walked through the street, fedling both powerful and relaxed. Towards the middle ring of
the city the spectacular buildings of the central section gave way to more ordinary structures. Here
people waked back and forth, many returning from work, and an occasiona transport rolled past. Jon
was three blocks from his gpartment when he saw something across the street that made him stop.

Barefoot, trousers frayed, black shirt torn across his back, hair wild, a boy was scribbling | etters over the
wadl inlong dashes of chalk: You Are Trapped in That Bright Moment Where...

“You!” Jon cdled out and started across the street.

Hair flew back on the head, the figure whirled, paused with feet gpart, arms out, then ran down the
Street.

“Wait!” Jon cdlled, and ran after him. Jon caught up after three-quarters of ablock, spun him by the
shoulder, and pushed him panting against the wall. His forearm struck the boy’ s chest, and with his other



hand he grabbed the boy’ swrigts. “I’'m not going to hurt you,” Jon said evenly. “1 just want to talk to
yw.”

The boy gulped and said, “I didn’t mean to be marking up your building, mister.”

“It'snot my building,” Jon said, aware of how much better dressed he was than his captive. “What were
you writing? Wheredid you seeit?’

“Uhn?’ The grunt was amost aquestion.

Jon let go. “ Y ou Sarted to write something on the wall. Why? Where did you hear it? Who told it to
you?’

The youth shook his head.

“Look,” Jon sad. “I"m not going to bother you. What' s your name?’

Black eyesflickered left and right, then stopped again on Jon’sface. “Kino,” he said. “Kino Nlove.”
“Y ou're from the Devil’ s Pot, aren’t you?’

Kino's eyes dropped and sprung from his own rags again to Jon’ s clothes and then to hisface. “ Going
back that way?’

Quick, suspicious nod.

“I'll walk part of the way with you,” Jon told him. They started, Kino still weary. *Y ou were about to
write You Are Trapped in That Bright Moment Where You Learned Your Doom. Right?’

Kino nodded.
“I’ve seen it scribbled around the City. Y ou must be pretty busy.”
“I didn’t writethem dl,” Kino said.

“I guessyou didn't,” said Jon. “But | want to know where you got it from, because | want to know who
wroteit firs.”

Kino was slent for adozen steps. “ Suppose | did writeit first,” he said. “What would that mean to
you?’

Jon shrugged.

“I was the onewho wroteit first,” said Kino, asthough he didn’t expect to be believed. Then he added,
“I didn't say it firgt, but | wroteit first. Then | saw acouple of places whereit was chalked where| didn’t
writeit, and | thought that wasred funny.”

“Why?

Kino laughed shortly. “ *Cause | knew it was going to happen. | knew other people were gonna start
writing it too, start thinking it, wondering about it. And | thought that was the funniest damned thing in
Toromon. Like you' rewondering about it, huh?’ Hisvoice at once grew sullen and secretive. “Didn’'t
know nobody was gonnacome dammin’ after me though, like you did.”

“I didn’t hurt you,” said Jon.



“Naw,” Kino shrugged. “You didn't.” Then he laughed quickly again.
“Who said it to you?” Jon asked.

“Friend of mine””

“Who was he?’

“A friend,” repeated Kino. “A murderer, athief, apoet: heran amai gang for awhile, over in the Pot.”
“How did you know him?’

Kino raised aheavy black eyebrow. “I ran with him.”

“What was his name?’

“Vol Nonik.”

“When did he say thisto you?’

“Y esterday morning.”

Jon fdlt curiosity sharpen. “What sort of character was this murderer, thief, poet, mali-leader of yours?
And what possessed him to say that to you yesterday morning?’

“What do you want to know for?” Kino asked. “Y ouwouldn’'t believeit.”

“I don’'t know why,” Jon said. “Likeyou said, it makesyou think. But I'll believeit.”
“You'reafunny guy,” Kino said. “You tak strange, likeamdi, even.”

“How do you mean?’

“Y ou want to know funny things, believe anything. That’ swhat Vol told me made aperson amdli. He
said when aguy gets out and gets his face ground into the real world he comes up angry, wantsto know
how it works, and he'll believe anybody who tells him how, right or wrong.”

“Vol Nonik said that?’
“Y eah. Where you been that’ sred, pig?’
“Wha?'

“Where you been in dl them fine clothes you got, where hunger hacks your belly and death tellsyou you
an'tfree pig?’ Kinolaughed again. “ That'smdi talk, see?’

“I’ve been inthe pend mines,” Jon said. “I’ ve puked in the pit, pig, and that tongue you swing in your
head and call mali talk isjust plain old pick-pocket jabber to me. Thief’ slingo’sgone up in theworld.”

“Y ou werein the pend mines?’ Surprise bloomed in Kino's voice. He tapped Jon on the shoulder with
the back of hishand. “Big man!”

“Now what about Vol Nonik?’

“I guessit won't do no harm,” Kino reflected over agnawed hang-nail. “Y ou know any mali business at
al?



“My timewith that was along while ago,” Jon told him. 1t didn’t even have the name then, and that lingo
you fling around was pretty rare. | just heard a couple of guysjoking with it back in the mines.”

“Oh! Wél, once upon atime there were three mali gangs.”
“Spill on,” Jon said.

“The people in these gangs are afunny bunch: lots of guys who were too messed up even to get into the
army; then lots of guyswho were sharp enough to haggle their way out before they got to the
death-tanks; everybody’ s crazy younger brother; your misfit cousins; and, pig,” here Kino made afist
and shook it, “we got ‘em from al over Toromon. Apes and giants from the mainland, rich kidsfrom the
middle of the city, alot from the edge, and more from in between: you people don’t want to know it, but
we' re growing al over thisdead land. Oh, yegh, and girls.” Kino laughed. “ All them nice sweet pretty
gentlelittle things they wouldn't let go to war. Most of the gangs have at least a handful that run with
them, cut with them, kill with them. And there are at least three gangs that don't let no sudsin at al. And,
pig, you watch out for them witches on adark night by the waterfront.”

“Where does Nonik float in?’

“Three gangs,” Kino came back, “Vol’ s gang, with me there too, see. Then agang run by an gpe named
Jeof. Y ou know those gpes don’t quite have it dl in the head, and they know it; so when they get into a
gang they make up for it by being mean. And Jeof ran one of the meanest. Third was Larta’ sgang. She
was one of them giants from the mainland. Nobody knowswhy she came, or what she was doing before.
Shejust hit the Pot one week, all scarred down the side of her face, and that was it. Some people swear
she can read minds.” Kino rubbed hisdirty hand down hisleft cheek. “Three gangs, see? And one city
block in the Devil’ s Pot that both Larta and Jeof wanted. Thiswas just about aweek before that
Moment. Therewasalot of glitter on that little strip, pick-pockets, gambling, some hard hustling, both
A.C. and D.C., and the other stuff amali can worm hisway into and live off. To settle aterritory dispute,
what they usudly doiscdl in athird gang who fightsit out with each of the other two, and the onewho
winsover thethird gang getsal rights. Since you' re battling with adisinterested contender, it keepsit
from getting too bloody, or boring. If both sideswhip the third they get afourth and start al over again.
Wil, Nonik was cdlled into the middle. They fought, and Larta got the area. Her witches ill haveit, too.
But Jeof demanded areturn match with Nonik. And suddenly there was that Moment wherewe dl

knew, about the war, and each other.

“A lot of funny things happened in the mdisthen. Vol and a couple of others broke up their gangs. Vol
had been going with agirl named Rennafrom the middle ring of the city, and her old lady would have had
afit over hismali gang. They met at the university. She was an artist and some sort of teacher and wanted
him to go on writing and stop the violent Stuff. | guess he wanted to himsdlf, because right after the gang
broke up they got married. Only Jeof didn’t like this. He thought Vol was chickening out of the whole
business, and he wanted his return match. Then Jeof’ s gang got smashed by another gang, and he
somehow managed to blamethat on Vol too. He swore he' d get even with him, and yesterday he did.”

“What did he do?’

“Killed Renna. She never had anything to do with any of the mdi business, and didn’t redlly want Vol to.
For Vol, she was everything that was good and clean and right and orderly and...” He paused. “...
beautiful. Y ou watched them together, and it was like each one was aworld in which the other wanted so
much to reach, and might some day, and just in trying was beautiful. Jeof crashed into Vol’sworld and
killed her.”

“Just likethat?” Jon asked, sensing the outrage that flickered then faded in Kino' stight face. “What



happened then?’

“I guess Vol went crazy,” Kino said. “Heran out in the street stark naked. | was coming to see him that
morning ‘cause | had tried to warn him Jeof was after him, and at the corner | saw him staggering down
the street with no clothes on. | didn’t know what Jeof had done then, but | knew Vol was hurt. | pulled
him into an dley, wrapped a sack around him, and got him to my hole—I’ m sunk in an old warehouse by
the docks, an abandoned refrigeration building—and got some clothes on him. | pulled what had
happened out in little splinters that made him howl. He was raving about something being after him, and |
thought he meant Jeof. But he meant the universe, pit-worm! That’ swhen he said what you saw me write
onthewall.

“Then helaughed. Y ou tell them that,” he said, ‘then see what happens. Y ou tell them dl that, and watch
them squirm. But they’ Il never catch menow.” | wastrying to hold him up and | steadied mysdlf against
one of the burnt beams on the warehouse wall. ‘1 got to get you fixed up,’ | said. ‘I’ ve got to get you to
Generd Medicd.” Hisarm was dl shot and hisface bruised. He said, ‘ Let them try and fix themselves
up. It'stoo late. They'retrapped. We' re dl trapped.” Findly, | got him outside. Once he had me stop by
afence and told me to write what he had said on the boards. | told him we had to get to General
Medicd. It was dtill pretty early and there were hardly any people out, | was going right down the big
Street to get there as quick as | could when, | remember, | heard ahelicopter. | glanced up and saw that
it wasflying awfully low. Vol was nearly unconscious.

“Suddenly the ‘ copter began to roar down, and amoment later it sat right in the middle of the street
ahead of us. Then thiswoman and the weirdest guy you ever saw jumped out; haf his head is plastic, and
you can see al the brainsand things! He runs up the street and the woman isright behind him, and he
criesout, ‘Vol! What happened, Vol ?

“Now | redly get scared. Then | think maybe thisiswho Vol doesn’t want to find him. The man says,
‘Clea, help mewith him.” Then he asked me what happened to him. | can’t run, because Vol’ stoo heavy
and wesk. Vol haf wakes up, shakes his head, and then whispers, ‘ Professor Catham,” tears himsalf
away from me. The man said, ‘ Clea, help me get him to the ‘ copter.’

“Then | decided to run. Once | turned around, and they were whipping up into theair. | was scared o |
went back to the warehouse. But | stopped once, at the fence Vol had pointed out. | had some chalk,
and scrawled redl big what he had told me. That wasdl | could do. | didn’'t understand anything about it.
But it made mefed funny when | read it, most like | didn’t even have to know what it meant. | wroteit
inafew other places. Pretty soon some other people were scrawling it too. And | thought that was pretty
funny. Pretty damn funny.”

They had reached the hive houses of the city now. “Y ou’ re not putting me on?’ Jon asked. Surprise
sounded in hisvoice.

“I said you wouldn't believe me.” Kino laughed.

“Who said | don’t believe you?’ Jon' s voice gained its evenness once more. “ Y ou say it wasaman
named Catham with a plastic face and awoman caled Clea. Y ou're sure you heard the names right?’

“Surel’msure,” Kino said. “Say, you're not one of the people after Vol, are you?’
“Maybel am,” Jon said.

“Hell,” said Kino, “if I'm gonnarat on afriend likethat | should ve charged you money. What you want
himfor?’



“For meto know and you to find out,” Jon said. “Where do you hang out if | want to talk to you again?’
“Around,” Kino said. “ Next time, gimme some money for opening my yapper, you hear?’
“Where saround?’

“Wll, there sthe place that Vol was staying. Old woman runsit, with abar on the ground floor. She
don’t hastle about serving people under twenty-one.” He gave Jon the location.

“I may seeyou there,” Jon said.
“O.K.” said Kino. “And remember about the damn money, huh? It sahard life, pit-worm.”
“Scoot,” said Jon.

Kino grinned, and scooted.

CHAPTER IV

Alter had |eft amessage tape a his apartment. As he played it through, her grey eyes blinked pertly, she
gmiled, and said, “Come and tell me how it went with your father,” and clicked off. Jon put onefoot on
the desk in front of him, switched the re-video from play back to Intra-city, and caled the roya paace.
The Duchess of Petra sface now looked into his own. She sat back at her desk too, and pushed her red
hair from her forehead.

“Want to hear something funny?’

“What, Jon?’

“| found out where Cleaand Rolth Caetham are.”
“Where?’

“With the guy who first said that line we were talking about this afternoon: You Are Trapped in That
Bright Moment Where You Learned Your Doom. Right?’

The Duchess frowned.

“It wasaguy named Vol Nonik, a poet of sorts, aso an ex-mdi leader.” Then herelated the story Kino
hed told him.

“Vol Nonik,” mused Petra. “ Clea, Catham, and Nonik go off somewhere in ahelicopter yesterday
morning. Y ou couldn’t get any ideawhat there was between this Nonik fellow and your Sster and
brother-in-law?’

“A blank,” Jon said.
“I'll check in Generd Records,” the Duchess said, “and cdl you if anything turns up there.”
“If you call thisevening I'll be over at Alter's”

“Maybe the two of you can wander over to the inn where Nonik was staying and seeif you can find
anything about him there.”



“Good idea,” hesaid.

The night air waswarm. The small gpartment where the young acrobat had lived since she had |eft the
circus was the same one hissigter, Clea, had lived in for the years she had tried to shut hersdlf off from
theworld. Alter, he thought; Alter, who had managed to burst the shrinking globe of the mathematician’s
retreat and had pried his sister from the cocoon of her guilt back to redlity. Now his sister had
disappeared again. Jon shook his head as he knocked on Alter’ s door.

“Hello,” she said, opening it to him. “I’'m glad you came. Did you find out about Cleafrom your father?’
He grinned. “Y ou sure ask loaded questions.”

The smileturned into apprehension. “Oh, Jon, it did go dl right with your father, didn’t it? Y ou did spesk
to him. Washe dill very angry?’

“I spoketo him,” hesaid. “It worked out alot better than | thought it would. | till have afather; and my
father ill has... ason.”

“I’'mglad,” she said, and took his hand and squeezed it. “I think of my aunt, sometimes, not being able to
see her, not knowing even if she'sdive or not. | know what it must be like for you. Or dmost, anyway.”
They went to the table and Alter sat down. “What about Clea? Where did she go?’

“I only know thismuch,” Jon said. “ She and Rolth Catham were married, and then they disappeared.”

“She married Catham?’ asked Alter in surprise. Then shelaughed. “Wdll, I'm glad of that, too. | guess
they were the only people who could really understand each other, anyway. Where did they go?’

“Don’'t know,” said Jon. “But here’ s something interesting. Remember that line we saw on the fountain
thismorning?’

Alter nodded.

“The author wasamali poet named Vol Nonik, and the last person to see him saw Cleaand Catham
taking him off in ahdicopter.” He gave her the details.

Alter whistled. “That’ sfunny.”
“Sureis. Petrasaid shewould check and cal if she—"

The video-phone buzzed. Alter answered, and once more that evening Jon saw the Duchess sface. “Jon
there?’ she asked.

“Right here,” he answered from across the room.

“Wadll, | just made an enemy for life of the night librarian over a Central Records, but | got something on
Mr Nonik.”

“Sill.”
“What?’ asked the Duchess. “ Spill what?’

Jon laughed. “ Just some guttter dang I’ d been remembering. It means go on.”



“Oh,” sad Petra. “Wel, first, Nonik was abright kid in school, though a bit erratic. Bright enough,
however, to get ascholarship to the University, where he mgjored in languages, minored in sociology.
Two of hissociology classes were with Rolth Catham.”

“Did they know each other well?” Jon asked.

“Probably,” Petrasaid. “He was scheduled for Catham’ s seminar on Twentieth-century America, which
was an honours seminar restricted to six students personally picked by Catham.”

“You say hewas scheduled for it?’ Alter asked. “Didn’'t hetake it?’
“No.”
“Why not?’ asked Jon.

“He was expelled from the University for ‘ conduct unbecoming to astudent’. It' s unspecified exactly
what.”

“Probably writing nasty poems about the teachers on the walls of the john.”
“Dothat at universities?” Alter asked.

“At least we know where they know each other from,” Jon said. “Now we have to figure out what they
have to do with each other.”

“I may even have an answer to that,” the Duchess said. “ Arkor is checking something for me right now.
Oh, hereheis.” She glanced down at something handed to her, then looked up. “He had ahunch and it
paid off,” she said. “ The week that Nonik was expelled there’ sarecord of Catham making a purchase of
atransceivicule”

“A what?" asked Alter.

“A transcelvicule,” said Petra. “It'sasmdl, two-way radio that can be grafted by surgery into the throat.
The week-end that Nonik |eft they both had a pair grafted into them by the University medical

department.”

“Y ou mean the two of them have been in radio-contact ever since Nonik wasin college.”
“A little over threeyears” Petrasaid. “Yes, they have.”
“What on earth for?’ asked Alter.

Theimagein the visgphone shrugged. “That | don’t know; but asfar asthe hdlicopter picking him up off
the street, Catham and Cleawere probably looking for him and just following theradio sgnas.”

“What about Cleaand Nonik?’ Jon asked. “Were my sister and Nonik at the University at the same
time?’

“Yes, but shewas in the graduate department and he was till at grade level. | gather too that she kept
pretty tightly to her own department back then. Well, that’sdl | have.”

“That'salot,” Alter said.

“Only it till doesn't tell uswhy they were together, or where they went. Petra, isthere any record at the
airport about the * copter, or for that matter, even anything we could do to stop the enemy—I mean



oursdves?’

The Duchess started to say something. Then the firm expression she had held her face in suddenly went.
“I... I don’'t know, Jon. | just don’t know any more. The council istrying to pretend it isn’t happening
and is paralysed with panic because they know it is. Perhaps we' |l have to go to Telphar ourselves. But
short of that, | just don’t know.”

“Well find them,” Jon said. “If we don't, then Telphar itis.”

The Duchess regained her composure. “Try where Nonik lived. Maybe there' s some cluethere. That's
al | canthink of now.”

“Will do,” Jon said. Abruptly the Duchess switched off. Jon turned to Alter. “Ready for awak?’
“Um-hm.”

Jon eased himsdlf up from the chair and frowned as he turned to the acrobat. “ She stired,” he said.
Alter nodded. “1 know, Jon.”

“I guess| would betoo if | weretrying to run awhole country with a panic-stricken bunch of old men, on
one hand, and a seventeen-year-old king who spent the past three years away from court. About al you
canredly say for himisthat he' sbright and amenable.”

“Let’'sgoto Nonik’sinn.”

“Comeon,” said Jon, and they went out.

Night stitched darkly between the roofs. The buildings themsalves, as Jon and Alter walked towards the
Pot, were lower, closer together, and more dilgpidated. They turned down one of the stone alleysthat
marked the oldest section of the city. Though it was evening, there were more people waking in this part
of the city than in the centrd area.

Alter smiled asthey passed two men arguing over abundle. The package wasill wrapped, and under the
street lamp they could seeif contained old clothing. “Home again,” Alter laughed. “I bet they soleit, and
now they can't decide who gets what. The inn must be down thisway.” They turned another corner.
“When | think about al thetimes| ran these streets, | get positively homesick. | don’t know why, though.
It wasahungry life, and, whenever | was stuck herel couldn’t wait to get out with another carniva.”

On the corner was afruit stand under a blue canopy. Lights benesth the awning lit adisplay of
hydroponicaly grown fruit, and in aglassrefrigerator case the plump, shiny aguarium-grown fish lay on
glittering ice. The sdler, in awhite goron, was completing asae.

Alter glanced to seeif he waslooking, then snatched amelon. Asthey turned the next corner, she broke
it open and handed hdlf of it to Jon. She bit into the sweet pulp, but Jon held his asthey walked.

Finaly, he smiled and shook his head.
“What isit?” Alter asked.

“I| wasjust thinking. | spent five yearsin prison, and I’ ve never stolen anything like food or money in my
life. Before | went to prison | had everything | wanted, so that when | got there the idea of taking
something never occurred to me. Now the Duchess pays me. And you know something else? When |



saw you take that my first reaction was surprise and | guesswhat you' d cdl alittle mora indignation.”

Alter’seyeswidened. Then shefrowned. “1 guessit wasaslly thingto do... | mean, | wasjust
remembering how we used to swipefruit when | waslittle. But you' reright, Jon. Steding iswrong—"

“Wrong or right,” Jon said. “1 didn’t say anything about that.”
“But | thought—"

“And the second thing | thought was, she comes from the Pot, | come from the hub, and there sawhole
set of morals and customs that keeps us apart from one another. And | thought, how do you get around
al those things, and redlly touch?’

She started to say something, but stopped, and only watched him.

“Right or wrong,” he said. “Héll, I'm amurderer, remember? But how do wetouch?l’marichman’s
son, and you'reacircus girl from the Pot. Visiting the stage setting for my childhood probably brought all
thisup. But | have an answer: we ve dready touched, in dl the things you' ve taught me, telling mewhen
to put my head back, to tuck my chin, roll. And we can till touch, so smply. Like this’—hetook her
hand—"and likethis” He bit into the sweet fruit.

She gave hishand alittle squeeze. * Y es. Only about not touching, | know that too. Remember thetime
we spent on Petra’ s estate, before we came back here to Toron? | spent so much time being
uncomfortable over such silly little things, like which fork to pick up first, when to get up and when to St
down, and who | could scratch in front of, and whom it was worth my lifeto let a damn or a hell dip out
in front of. When you' re trying to stop awar those are very silly thingsto think about. But | thought about
them. Y ou know | used to think you could just St around and wait for things to happen, and dl you had
to worry about was the next medl. But being around you and the Duchess, | guessit taught methis: you
have to go out and do and learn; otherwise you spend much too much time being uncomfortable.” She
shrugged. “That’ s probably why Tel and | spent so much time together out there. Even though hewas
from the mainland, he was alot morelike mein that way, we could have run together.” She fingered her
necklace of shellsfor amoment. “But he/ sdead now, killed in the war. So what do | do?’

“Did youlove him?’ Jon asked.

Alter let her head drop to the side. “I liked him awholelot.” She glanced back up at Jon. “But he's
dead.”

After amoment Jon asked, “ Then what are you going to do?’

“Learn,” shesad. “You may haveto teach me: call it amutua exchange.” They laughed together now.

A fairly solid building stood in the midst of so much sagging clapboard and rusting sheet metd. Asthey
reached the doorway, Alter said, “1 hope thistrip does’t turn out to be for—"

As she stepped inside, she stopped.

The woman with the purple birthmark, standing behind the counter, glanced up, then stepped back and
opened her mouith.

Alter had grabbed Jon’sarm. Shelet go of it dowly and whispered, “ Aunt Raral”



The woman ran from behind the counter, wiping her hands on her gpron. She stopped in the middle of
the floor, till open-mouthed, shook her head, then swallowed, and came on again. Alter met her, arms
locking about the older woman's shoulders. “Aunt Raral”

“Oh, Alter! How... where...?” Then she shook her head again, the expression on her face resolved to
smile. But there were tears on her cheeks. “ Y ou' re back with me,” was al she said, the timbre of her
voicerough with relief.

The peoplein the tavern, many of them in military uniform, looked up.

Alter stood back from her aunt. “ Aunt Rara, you mean you work in this place?’
“Work init?1 ownit. I'vegot my licence. Redly | do.”

“Ownit?

“I’ve been doing al sorts of things and saving al sorts of money, wheedling and conniving here and there,
There' svery little apractical woman can’t do if she setsher mind to it. Oh, Alter, | looked for you, but |
couldn’'t findyou I”

“I looked for you too, but Czeryn’s old place was torn down!”

“I know. For awhile | had ajob as nurse’ said in General Medical. | searched every circusand carnival
that cameto Toron.”

“I wasn't working until afew monthsago.”

“Of course! That'swhen | stopped looking.” Again Rarashook her head, blinking away tears. “I'm so
glad to seeyou. So glad!” They embraced again.

“Aunt Rara,” Alter said, rubbing her eyeswith one knuckle, “I’d like to talk to you about something.
Could you help me?1 haveto find out about somebody who lived here.”

“Of course,” Rarasaid. “Of course.”” Now she saw Jon for thefirst time. “Y oung man,” she said, “will
you watch the place while | go and talk to my niece, for amoment.”

“Oh, Aunt Rara,” Alter said, remembering hersdlf, “thisis Jon Koshar, my friend.”

“I’'m glad to meet you,” Rara said, nodding. “ Just watch everybody and make sure nothing cataclysmic
happens.” She surveyed the figuresin the room. “Don't et anyone leave without paying. Though it
doesn't look if anyone sgoing to leave at al.” She turned towards the back room, holding Alter by the
hand. “Pour yoursdf adrink if you want.” Suddenly she put her hand over her heart and took a breath.
“Pour everybody adrink!” And she hurried off, dragging Alter with her.

Still grinning, Jon went to the counter, poured himself adrink, and sat next to asoldier at the bar. The
man looked up, nodded vaguely, and then looked down again. His emphatic reaction to Alter’ sreunion
with her aunt made Jon expansive. “Y ou guys seem to be making an evening of it!” hetold the soldier.
“How’ reyou doing?’

The soldier looked up again. “Rather clumsily,” he said. “How’m | doing? Y ou should have asked,
‘What am | doing?” He nodded sagely at Jon. “Now that’ s the question.”

“O.K.,” Jonsad. “What are you doing?’

“I am getting drunk.” He picked up hismug of green liquid and ran hisfinger around the wet ring. It



suddenly struck Jon that something was going on in the soldier’ smind, and hetried to catch thetone as
the soldier went on, “I am making a clumsy atempt to hide, if you will, inaglass” Therewerealot of
empty mugsin front of him.

“Why?" Jon asked, trying to relate the cynicism to his own good fedling.

The soldier turned so that Jon saw hisingignia: a Captain’ s shied from the Psychologica Corps. Since
the Moment, many of them had removed their insignia, as had many soldiers discarded their uniforms.
“You see,” the officer went on alittle drunkenly, “I’m one of the ones who knew about the war, who
planned it, figured out the best way to make it come off. How do you do, fellow citizen; I'm glad to
shake your hand.” But he didn’t offer his hand and turned back to hisdrink.

Ordinarily Jon knew better than to try and pry out someone so wrapped in moodiness. But hewasn'tin
an ordinary mood. “Y ou know—" Jon began.

The psyche officer looked up.

“—I| wasn't in the army, but sometimes | have the fedling that perhaps | missed out on something by not
being there. If nothing ese, | think it’s an experience that turns boysinto men.”

“Yes, | know you do,” the psyche officer said shortly.

“The physicd discipline, and the experiencein action,” Jon went on, “even if it was ahypnotic dream,
must have meant something, because the degth that waited for them wasred.”

“Look,” the psyche officer said, “we did alot more than plan the combat. We controlled dl the
propagandathat went to civilianstoo. | said, ‘1 know what you think.””

Jon was surprised. “Y ou don't believe that military discipline can be agood experience?’

“An experienceiswhat you makeit,” the officer said. “That’ sreal profound, huh? Boysinto men? Look
at the guyswho like the army, or even do well there. Guys who hate the random inconsistency of their
parents so much they are willing to give up love to get afather who hands out his orders by abook of
rulesyou can run and check inthelibrary, evenif theruleisgo out and die. You'll do alot better if you
come to terms with the father you dready have than by running off to the sate subgtitute.”

Despite drunkenness, the man was maintaining logic, so Jon went on, “But does't the army giveyou a
fairly rigorous microcosm to work out certain problemsof... well, honour and morality, at least for
yoursdf—"

“Sure,” drawled the officer, “amicrocosm totaly safe, completely unredl, free of women and children,
where God isthe genera and the Devil is death, and you' re playing for keeps—the excuse for
conducting everything with high seriousness. It was dl set up to make the most destructive and illogical
human actions appear as controlled and non-random as possible. By the time the psycho-economic
gtuation of Toromon had reached the point where ‘war was inevitable’ we had to have some place for al
the sick minds, wounded by just that psycho-economic situation to fall into. That’ sthe army. But our job
was to make the rest of you think it was safe and glorious and good, too. Boysinto men? Discipline that
is't self-discipline doesn’t mean athing to aboy. Y our hand...”

Jon looked down. Whichever way an acrobat turns around a suspended bar, thumbs lead and fingers
follow; the reverse grip that must be second nature had got Jon in the habit of laying his hands before him
palms up. The caluses from the mine had come back quickly on the bar.

“... those hands can move and make and do. Y ou talk like an intelligent man, so you probably do what



you do well. When you learned to do whatever made those calluses that was discipline. Can you build,
can you follow the rules of some craft, can you submit those hands to order, working along with someone
else, or done?| don't know what you do, but | know that in educating those hands you' ve had more
discipline than any dozen men who know only how to kill in adream. What you aready havein those
hands, we had to lie ourselves blue to make you think the army could give you. We had it so findy
planned! The novels, the stories, the articles, al answering emphaticaly ‘Yed’ to the questionsyou' ve
just asked. The psych corps didn’t write them, either.

“WEe d done our propaganda job dready, laid the grounding for al the uncertain and doubting
intelectuasto do therest; *Yes, yesl Thewar isared and valid experience,’” because they, among you
al, might have doubted enough to figure out it was afake. Make you into aman? Look at them, why
don’'t you? Just look.” He gestured towards the other soldiersin the tavern.

One was adeep across the table in the corner. Two more were beginning to argue near the door, whilea
fourth looked on anxioudy, expecting afight. A fifth laughed hystericaly at something the brown-haired
girl with him said, leaned back in his chair, holding his stomach, and fdll over backwards. Now the girl
began to laugh.

The psychologist wavered on his stool and turned back to the bar. “Or look at me,” he said. He talked
into the glass before him. “Look at me.”

“Y ou think the whole thing, without any redemption, was meaningless?’ Jon asked. His thoughts went to
Td, who was deed, Altar’ sfriend, Td. “For al of them, it meant nothing?’

The psychologist shook his head dowly. “You don’t see. You just don't see. Y ou knew someone who
went up in cindersinsde one of those death-tanks, didn’t you. Y ou want like hell to make it mean
something. But | knew alot of guyswho died. | trained them. There' s not one who wouldn’t have
become alot more of aman doing whatever you did to get those hands. | don't carewhat it is.” The
officer made aface; “Becauselife... living’—he reached out with hisfinger and flipped a coin on the
counter against the square of coinsthat was his change: two other coins shot from the far sde of the
matrix of metal discs—"islikethat. The enemy isn't dways somebody you can shoot at over agravel
bag. Thereisn't dways somebody to tell you when to shoot and when to cease fire. The women and
children haven't been left conveniently behind, and because they haven't, you' re forced to look at them
and see that they have their problems, which look surprisingly like you own—ahard fact for too many
‘mature’ men to accept. Thearmy isjust too easy and too smple: fight to the death for the causeisjust.”
The officer looked at Jon. “Y ou knew somebody who got burned. Well, compared with what you have
to livefor, hedidn’t diefor adamned thing.” He paused. “ That’ s hard to take.”

“Thisishow you takeit?’ Jon asked. Once out, the words sounded cruel, but he had said them with
wonder, abeginning of understanding.

The psyche officer chuckled. “Yeah,” hesaid. “Likethis” The chuckle passed away like gravel from a
roof. Now he frowned and shook his head. “They don’t hate me. Y ou know, they till don’'t hate me.
They comein here, drink with me, razz me about not having seen red combat, with al sorts of goodwill,
even though they know | was one of the ones responsible. Oh, we did our work so well, well, well. It's
eader for them, dill, to go along with the fedingswetried so hard to ingtil. But I'm apsychologis, see, s0
| know exactly when I'm Sitting here getting drunk. | know dl that’ sgoing on in my mind, making me do
it. And | know why | went and got drunk last night And I know why | got drunk the night before that. |
know, they know, and it doesn’t help adamn bit.”

Alter and her aunt came from the back room, and Jon turned on the stool.



“Well, herewe are,” Rarasaid, wiping her eyes on her gpron. “Now you come back soon,” she said to
her niece. “ Y our old aunt is a respectable woman now.”

“I' will,” Alter said, and hugged her. She turned to Jon and took his hand.

“Sure the two of you wouldn't like something to eat?’ asked Rara, “or maybe just to stay and talk alittle
while?’

“That'sall right,” Alter said. “But we can’'t now. We' Il come back soon.”

“Very soon,” Rarasaid. “Please makeit very soon.”

They waked from theinn dowly. “Did you find anything about Nonik?’

“Um-hm,” she nodded. In her hand was afolded packet of paper. “Some of his poems. They wereleftin
hisroom after...” She shuddered and handed them to Jon.

“What did your aunt want to talk to you about?’ he asked.
She was slent amoment. “ She wanted me to stay there with her, and live there.”
Jon nodded.

“Thewhole thing caught mewhen | was't looking. | even think | might have liked to. But I” ve got my
own gpartment, and I’ m just used to being on my own.” She brushed her white hair from the back of her
neck. “ At the sametime redized how much | loved her.”

“You know,” Jon said, “I guess| haveto be bit over the head with something before it takes.”
“How do you mean.”

“I was thinking about what | said to you about customs and morals keeping people gpart, making them
different from one another. People are so much more dike than different So much more.”

Sowly they waked from the city’ srim, through the pithy strictures of the night, back together to look at
the poems.

CHAPTER YV

Take rage and wrist it through loops of violence; with the circle ring the lipped pit of the brain;
set brain in bone, and tell man in the dark heis alone.

Blue water runnelled the cdllar floor, and from the corner came the smell of damp fish-sacks. Jeof
squatted on abarrdl. He turned his hands over in hislap, closing and opening the fingers, agesturein
which he could let drop fragments of the isolate terror. His perception dim, his breething dow, he sat in
the dark as he had for the last hour and a half, not so much thinking as dlowing picturesto formin his
mind: agirl’ sface, eyesclosed, aline of blood from her mouth, thin asared pencil mark; abody faling
on thewharf as srensfiled at the darkness, astore window shattering brightly before hisjutting fist in
moonlight. That time hisarm had been cut. He till had the scar. He touched the welt under the hair of his
forearm. Here, he thought, | can St quietly within thisrage and be alone. The londliness was painful, but
he accepted it because he could think or no other way to be. He closed hisfingers again, trying to catch



the terror. Perhaps some day he would stop trying. But that was along time away.

Doctor your wounds with evil. Leave your blood over the wharf cobbles webbed with mud. The
ambient heart stalks from the sea into the City’ s mystery.

Renna s mother watched her living-room door close as the police officer went out, and thought, My eyes
will explode, perhaps | shal scream. Maybe the plaster will begin to crack and shatter up thewalls. She
waited. Nothing happened, so she sucked in abreath and heard hersalf sob. She turned, thinking, A coin
dropped into deep water, spinning asit fell.

Then she went to the visaphone and dialed Dr Wentd. He was the only doctor in the building, and even
as shefinished dialing and the piercing buzz began, she wondered. What am | cdling adoctor for? What
intheworld am | caling adoctor for!

Dr Wentd'sfacefocused. “Yes?’

And something inside her tore gpart and shewas crying, “Dr Wentd, for theloveof... hedpme... she's
dead, my daughter, Renna, she'sbeen... Oh, she'sdead...” The hdf phrases sumbled from her tongue.
Something burned her lips, her cheeks, seared her eyes blind until only tears could wash back sight.

“Y ou' re the woman who lives on the second floor?”
“Yes I...yes...”

She wondered what her face looked like. But the doctor frowned amoment and then said, “I’ll beright
down,” and switched off. Time passed. Timeisaways passing, shethought. Wheream | goingin al this
passing time? There was aknock on the door.

Hystericaly cam she went to open it, and the doctor stepped inside.

“I’'msorry,” shesaid. “I’'m so sorry. | didn’t mean to disturb you, Doctor. There' s nothing you can do, |
mean for me. There' snothing... why did | get you dl the way down here?...” She shook her head.

“Don’t bother to gpologize,” Dr Wentd said. “| quite understand.”

“The officer wasjust here. Hetold me. They couldn’t identify her till now from her retina pattern because
her eyesweredl...”

“Perhaps| can give you a sedative.”

“No,” shesaid. “No | don’'t want asedative. | didn't mean to call you down here... | mean...” Then the
embarrassments she had been mouthing for nearly aminute becamered. “Oh, Dr Wentd, | just wanted
to talk to somebody. | thought of adoctor first, | don’t know why. But | just wanted to talk.”

“Areyou sure you don’t want a sedative?’
“Oh, no,” shesaid again. “Here, let me get us both adrink.”
“Wd|”—he paused—"wel, dl right.”

She went to the cupboard and got out glasses and the green bottle. Just the movement of walking over
thefloor, thefal of her wrist as she turned the knob, the smooth pressure of glass against thumb and
forefinger brought back the physical part of her she had forgotten. She moved quickly into the kitchenette
and pushed the wall treadle with her foot. The table swung out, and she set the glasses and bottle down
on the surface of chipped blue stone.



“Let me,” said Dr Wental, pulling up achair for her. As she sat down, he stepped around the table,
opened the bottle, and poured out the drinks. When she picked up hers he seated himsdlf, finished hisin
one gulp, and poured himsdlf another, but with such self-assurance that she didn’t even think about it.

Shelooked at the green liquid shivering in the wide mouth of her glass, and said, “Dr Wentd, | fed so
aone. | want to run some place, crawl under something, be told what to do. When my own parents died
| didn't fed anything like, this...”

“They say that the death of achild,” began the doctor, and finished the statement with anod. Had he
taken athird drink?

“I love her so much, spoil her, | suppose. | sent her to parties, bought her clothes... oh, the clothes. |
bought her so many clothes,” and she felt something inside her begin to tear again. Catching at the edges,
she continued, “ All parents live through their children, Doctor. It isn’t wrong. Itisn’'t wrong, isit?” She
ran her hand over her hair, and the scarf caught in her fingers. When she brought it before her the silken
green with its design of blue and red seaweed was s0 vivid, and the loose skin of her hand so terribly

grey.

When shelooked up the doctor was pouring himself till another glass. He smiled gpologeticdly: “1 guess
I”m depleting your store here abit. Forgive me.”

“Oh, that'sdl right,” shereplied vagudly. “1 hardly ever useit. Go ahead, please.”
“Thank you.”

“I fed like | have to give something to somebody, do something for somebody, make believe I’'m”—she
paused—*| was going to say dive.” She moved the glass back and forth in front of her. Thelight from
the wall fixture struck through the green and fll shimmering on the blue stone. “Make believe I'm dive,”
she repeated.

“Did you gtart to say, ‘Make believe she' salive' 7’ the doctor suggested.

She shook her head. “No. No, | know what | said.” Shelooked up. “1 think | will take the sedative. |
redlly don’'t want anything to drink.”

“Very well.”

“I'll bedl right now. Thank you for coming, for letting mefed for alittlewhilethat | wasn't alone. But
there's... nothing | can do about it, isthere?’

“There snothing you can do about your daughter,” Dr Wental said.

“That' swhat | meant.” She stood up from thetable. “I'll take your sedative and rest now.”
The doctor nodded and started to rise.

Shefrowned. “ Areyou dl right, Doctor?’ He had grabbed the edge of the table.

He smiled again. “Perhaps | depleted your store alittle too much.” Heroseto hisfull height and stepped
unsteadily from thetable.

In the living-room he searched in hisbag along time for the amber glasspill bottle. “I'll leave one...
two”—he swayed, and the hem of histan jacket shook againgt histhigh—"two of these with you. Take
one, at firgt, and if you need more, to settle you, take the other one.” He handed her the pills on a pad of



surgica gauze.

She followed him to the door and opened it for him. As he stepped into the hall he seized the door jamb,
as before he had caught himself on the table edge. She frowned; then, trying to turn her own concerninto
ajoke, shelaughed, “You d better not tell you wife how much you ve had down here. Y ou wouldn’t
want your wifeto know.”

She saw hisback stiffen under the tan cloth. Slowly he turned back. “I suppose | ought to inform you,”
he announced thickly, “that | gave you those sedativesillegdly. Asfor my wife, shewon't know, because
shedoes't live with me any more.”

She looked surprised.

“A week ago | was charged and convicted of malpractice. Tampering with drugs—somebody died.
Well, my wife doesknow, and sheleft me. So|. redlly don’t have to bother about keeping anything from
her any more.”

He turned again and moved off unsteadily down the hall. Bewildered, she stepped back into the empty
apartment.

The image of your eye cased in a jewel. Outside the solitary rooms of sleep observes the acrobat,
the thief, the fool, the workings of ambition, death, and grief. Magnificent and isolate, then,
dream.

The King watched his cousin by the window, absently fingering asmokey stone setinadlver chan
around her neck. Petralet the curtain fall back acrossthe lights of the city and turned to him. Her red
hair, loosed from the golden comb shaped like crab claws, fanned across her shoulder. “What isiit,
Petra?’ he asked.

“What iswheat, my King?’

“Please, Petra,” he said, “don’t pretend to be formal. Just be my cousin as you used to be, when you
would tell me stories.”

The Duchess smiled and shook her head. “Let, I’'m running out of storiesto tell.”
“Thentdl methetruth. What' s bothering you?’

“I told you about the ‘enemy’ going wild,” she said, walking to the couch and sinking down. “Y ou've
been at the council mesetings. Y ou’ ve done a splendid job too. Y ou’ ve argued down ministers calmly
whom | would have ended up screaming a. Let—"

“—whileyou sat besde me,” hewent on for her, “as my adviser. | wish they alowed you to spesk at
official mesetings, Petra. All thecadm arguing | do iswhat you’ ve gone over with me beforehand. | can see
you aching to speak. That' s probably what’ s rubbed your nerves so raw.”

Shelaughed. “Y ou' reright about the nerves. But it' sjust aswell you do dl the talking at the council
meetings. Y ou're aremarkably articulate boy.”

“But | am aboy, only seventeen, and | haven't forgotten it. Neither has the council. Sometimes| can
amogt hear you thinking, ‘ If protocol only alowed meto say the samething...”” Hesighed. “But that's
responsiblefor only half. What about the other half?”

Petrawas sllent amoment. “ Sometimes | think you learned to read mindstoo in the years you spent



among theforest guards.”

“I learned to observe carefully,” he said. “ And I’ ve watched you. Now will you tell me?’ Hisvoice was
both cam and imperative, the voi ce through which she had made what little progress she had with the
council.

She rose again and crossed to the window, and once more pushed back the brocade drape. A breeze
waved her blue robes. Let watched haf expressions seat themsdavesin the strong lineaments. “It’ s doulat,
Let. A great and serious doubt.”

“What do you doubt. Petra?’

“I doubt you. | doubt me.” With her free hand she motioned through the open window towards the
pattern of lights on the darkness. “ Thisidand, thisempire, spread around us; we are respongblefor it.
And | doubt us, deeply, Let, deeply.” Again shelet the drape swing back.

“How do you doubt, Petra?’

He watched her bregthein, then hold the air asif afraid to releaseit. “Let,” shesaid at last, “yearsago |
conceived a plan, before the war was even declared, that | thought might save Toromon. | love
Toromon, Let, her ships, her farms, her factories, her forests... | knew she waswesk. And the plan was
to save her strength, and do whatever | could to ease the economic trauma Toromon was passing
through by guiding the reins of the council whenever | could. But primarily my hopewasin you, getting
you away from your mother and your brother, and then restoring you to the throne. | thought Toromon
would need a strong and articulate king. Thetraining you received in the forest was dl that | could have
hoped. Y et now | doubt the whole plan, my part init, and yours.”

“I il don't quite—"

Sheturned from the window alast time. “The aristocracy of Toromon is not even cgpable of holding the
country together. It’stoo old, too tired, too tied up with the council to make the sweeping changes that
might save us, but it’ stoo powerful to die. Maybe | should have spent my efforts trying quietly to control
the country. Maybe | should have gone about the whole thing completely differently. Perhaps the answer
was to smash the existing government and to let anew, vigorous one grow out of whatever was | eft
healthy in Toromon. Maybe | should have become amali and destroyed for the destruction’s sake.
There' s so much more evil than good in the whole system. Have | been trying to keep dive something
that would have been better dead along time ago? Let, | doubt deeply how right | was. And if | have
done wrong, then | have done more wrong than anyone for over athousand years.” She sat down on the
cushions, lifting her long fingersto her neck, bringing them around to rub away the fatigue that had
gathered there from holding her rega head so high.

“Itisagreet repongbility, Petra” the young king said emptily.

She leaned her head back. When she looked up again he saw tears banked on her lower lids. “Let, | fed
so adone,” she said softly, blinked, and the tears were on her cheek.

“Petra” The King leaned forward from his chair, urgency in hisvoice. “ Petra?’
“YS’?’

“If you could do anything in the world you wanted to do, what would it be—I mean something that had
nothing to do with Toromon?’

“I don't know,” she said. “ Something that has nothing to do with Toromon—it’ sbeen along time sincel



could want anything like that. What do you want, my King?’
“Petra, | fed alonetoo.”
Shetilted her head to theside. “ Yes. You must. Thisislonely work.”

“Itis” Henodded. “ Everyone | know wdll isin the forest. Here, you' re my only friend. But when | fed
very bad, sometimes | think about what | would doiif... and | think someday I'll doit. Then | fedl
better.”

“What do you want to do?’ She smiled.
“It should be different for each person,” he explained, “ but—"
“But tdl me”

Again the King leaned forward, his handsjoined tightly in front of him. Already, she saw, they were
beginning to lose some of the rich colouring they had gained during his exile to the mainland forest. “I
remember, from along time ago, even before | was taken to the mainland, | remember aboy—I don’t
recall exactly how | knew him, but he was from the coast and he was a fisherman’s son. Hetold me dl
about working on the boats, rocks of al different colours, and in the morning, he said, you can seethe
sun come up like aburning blister on the water. He told me about fishing too. I’ d like to work on aboat,
Petra. Oh, not be carried from place to place with other people turning the whed. | want to bein contral,
going where | want to go, smacking down the waves as they come up to me, and as they rise about me, |
cut through.” He paused amoment, blue eyes glowing. The ydlow hair, run with paer stregksfrom the
bleaching mainland sun, was again darkening to gold. “I’'m done,” he sad, “like you, Petra. But when |
fed it very strongly | think. Some day, like that boy—whoever he was—I’ll ride on aboat, and steer it
into the sea. It helps.”

“Good,” she said. For the third time she went to the window and pushed back the curtain. Thistime,
however she motioned to him. “ Come stand with me, my King.” Let rose and walked to her side.
“Toromon,” she said, and he nodded, gazing acrossthe lights of the city to the midnight sea.

“And wearein the centre,” he said, “both alone.”

Order these desperate strokes to single lines, separate and tangible, beautiful and real; fish-bones
throw their thin shadows on the wall, portending the ideal.

Arkor stood in the laboratory tower in the west wing of the royal palace of Toron. At the end of the
metal band was acrysta sphere, fifteen feet in diameter, which hovered above the recaiving platform. A
dozen small tetron units of varying sizes sat about the room. The viewing screenswere dead. On a
control pandl by one ornate window a bank of forty-nine scarlet-knobbed switches pointed to off. Arkor
was walking dowly acrossthe catwalk above the stage. He reached the ba cony and paused before the
night. A breeze combed through his hair.

He glanced back into the room. Across the catwalks, the platform, and the sphere fell the long shadows
from the superstructure of conversion equipment that had turned the trangit ribbon into a matter projector
for useinthewar. It had never been used. He looked out again into the City.

Normally the giant’ s telepathic receptivity was only afew hundred feet, but recently he had found his
range expanding, sometimes for an hour or more, to cover miles. As he stepped on to the balcony, hefelt
the subsensory tingling that announced one of these attacks. Suddenly the City, asthough avell were
pulled away, was revealed to him as avast matrix of minds, clashing, jarring one another, yet each



isolate. | am aone, he thought, adding the millionth repest to amillion-fold echo. The few other telepaths
in the City, aswell as the non-tel epathic guards, flashed on the web of dimmer minds. But even trying to
contact them was at best like touching through glass. There was only theimage, without warmth or
texture. 1solate, he thought, letting the pattern fill him, aone in the paace tower, in the tower of my own
perceptions, as a brute neanderthd guilty at the City’ srim, as King and Duchess beside me, minds
circled and aone, standing together as the drunken doctor and grieving mother part amile away.

Somewhere aman and woman sat—Jon and Alter, but heidentified them only after he picked them
out—together in aroom, shoulder to shoulder, heads bent together, reading a poem from a crumpled
paper, now stopping to ask each other what this line meant, now going back to look at another page.
The patterns growing in their minds were not the same, but asthey tried to explain what they thought to
each other, or bent to read or reread the lines, the images the poem made upon their thoughts were like
flames dancing orderly about one another, contrasting or smilar, still asingle experience, an avareness of
unity, unaware of their isolation. Delusion? thought Arkor. No. The now brittle, now flexible, bending and
quivering lights danced orderly together. Arkor smiled, aone, as the two bent closer to the paper. Jon
held the page, while Alter unfolded a corner that had been bent down acrossthe last stanza:

Bring me to a city gold and grey where the human and the wild can mesh, not where | am
gutter-bound by fishbones.

CHAPTER VI

“All right,” Alter said. “Y ou teach me now.” She opened the box where she kept her smal collection.
“It'snot much, but it’sdl I’ve got. What should | wear?’

Jon glanced over the green lining where the few pins, brooches, and necklaceslay. “Fird of dl, aslittle as
possble” Hegrinned. “It'saformd affair of state, and Toromon is an empire bound up with the sea.
That meansall your jewellery should take its pattern and substance from the ocean. At alessformd affair
you could get away with some of theflora designs. But sinceit’shigh dtate, I'd say just the shell necklace
you wear most of the time anyway; then the pearl earrings and the pearl buckle. That'll doit.”

She picked them from the box and went to the chair where the beige silk gown lay. “I just can't get over
this. It'sbeautiful. I’ll never be able to thank Petrafor having it made for me. Imagine wearing adress
that probably cost half ayear’ scircussdary.” Shehdd it up in one hand and fanned out the panels with
the other. Then she frowned. “What' re these?’

“Where?

“Here.” She had alook of disgppointment.
“Pockets,” said Jon, surprised at her reaction.
“Redlly finewomen’ s clothing doesn’t have pockets”
“Huh?’ Then helaughed.

“What' s so funny? Here | thought thiswasa—"

“Look,” Jon said, “if you re going to make your entrance into society you might aswell do it all the way
and know what you' re doing.”



Her frown grew puzzled.

“| wasn't born into the aristocracy, but grew up next to it, so | can give you some insgghtsinto itsworking
that Petramight never think of mentioning. Toromon’' s aristocracy can be an amazingly functiond group
of people; at least they were when they were pirates fifteen hundred years ago. And they have dways
had pockets, though after awhile they didn’t advertise them. The pocketsin that dress are behind afold,
and no onewill know you have them unless you walk around with your hands in them. Now the people
who make what you cal expensive clothes for women—the ones in the downtown dress shops—imitate
what they think they see: they equate aristocratic with decorative, usdess, unfunctiona. Hence, no
pockets. This dresswas probably made by the Duchess' s persona dress-maker, and if the dresses
you' ve seen cost haf ayear’ ssdary thisismorelikefive or Sx years pay.” Alter’s puzzled expression
became ddlighted surprise. “ That’ swhat comes of not having any formal balls out at Petra’ s estate: you
have to wait until you get hereto pick that up.” He sat down on the couch. “It surprises methe things |
remember.”

“I'mgladyoudo,” Alter said. “At least | fed I’ ve got some chance of getting through the evening without
choking on my ankle. Now you won't let me say thewrong thing!” She seized hiswrist. “Andif | pick up
something in the wrong hand you' Il kick me quietly on the shin.”

“Did you ever let mefal off the high bar onto my head?”’

“Imagine” exclaimed Alter, “and | can't, redly—me, even thinking about thingslikethis, abal at the
palace! I'm not supposed to care about silly thingslike that. But, oh, | do, | do, | do.”

“Beyoursdlf,” Jon laughed, squeezing her hand. *“Keep your conversation light, and remember, theideais
more important than the action to these people. Be gracious; your duty isto take theinitiativein
gentleness. Speak softly, move dowly, try and spend at |least five times as much of your energy listening
astaking.”

“Oh...” breathed Alter. “Do you think I'll bedl right?’
Jon smiled. “Hurry up, get dressed.”

The spreading windows rose about the hal, stars shone through the upper panes from the clear night. The
mus cians wove the old me odieswith their polished shells, and with the help of atheramin opened the
ball with the familiar anthems of Toromon. “Mr Quelor Daand party,” announced the loudspesker. Jon
glanced at the entrance as the brightly dressed figures, miniatured by the distance of the palace ballroom,
descended from the arched entrance. He pushed back hisblack cloak and thought, How familiar al this
is. But so much dsewasfamiliar aswell. Herecaled swinging the mali tongue in the mines—familiar, as
theturn and fall of the dances of roydty, the carriage and etiquette of aball. Glancing a histal reflection
in one of the mirrored walls, he recaled the boy he had been at eighteen. A bit of that was ill there—a
familiar energy behind the degpened expression, the gaunter face. He smiled, then turned to the dais
where the King and the Duchess were recalving.

Jon touched Alter’ s shoulder, and she turned, slver brows vaulting above large blue eyes. “1 think they
have amoment.” He took her arm. They made their way across the floor to the emerald-clad Duchess.
TheKing sroya white dazzled against the remaining tan from theforest. The pale stresks over hishair
were near Alter’ s semi-albino tresses. Almogt, thought Jon, as though they were from the same family.
The Duchess held out her hand in greeting. “Jon, Alter,” she said warmly. “Hereyou are! My King?
You'vedl met briefly before”



“Jon | remember well. But”—the King turned to Alter—*it'sbeen awhile since I’ ve seen you this close.
I’ve only watched you glittering in the air at the circus, since you kidnapped me.”

“It’ sgood to see you back at the paace, my King,” Alter said.

“It'sboring here,” the King said, confidentidly. “ But you give me something beautiful to contemplate.”
“Oh, thank you... My King!”

“Doyou like the party, Alter?” asked the Duchess.

“It'sjudt... beautiful, Y our Grace!”

The Duchess bent dightly towards her. “Petra, asusua.”

Alter flushed atrifle, and said, “Oh, and Petra, the dressislovely.”

“Y ou doubleitslovdiness”

“Petra, just what isthe purpose of thisbal?’ Jon asked while Alter beamed.

The Duchess svoice lowered. “Primarily to fed out what we can get by way of financia ad from
whoever we can. It hasn't changed that much. Thewar’send hasleft usin quiteabind.”

“Especidly sinceit haan't redlly ended,” commented Jon.

Petra sighed. “ But we must appear asthough it has.”

Jon thought back to the last ball he had attended at the palace.

“Petra, shdl | open the dancing?’ asked the King.

Shelooked over the guests, then nodded.

King Let offered hisarm to Alter. “Will you dance with alame man, to open the bal|?”’

“My King...” Alter said, and glanced at Jon, who nodded gently to her. “Of course | wouldn't mind.
Thank you.” And she moved off at hissde.

Jon and the Duchess watched as, beige and white, the youngsters reached the musicians. “Thelimp,” Jon
sad, “it’'samost gone.”

“Hetrieshard to hideit,” said Petra. “When he dances, hardly anyone will notice—because heisKing.”
The bitterness that momentarily filled her voice surprised him.

“Alter will notice,” Jon said. “Her body’ satrained, sengtive instrument.”

Music began, and the turning figures of the acrobat and the roya youth opened a path through the other
guests, who, a themusical signal, themsalves broke into bright whirling couples over the whitetilefloor.
The Duchess s eyes, however, were down. When they did look up Jon saw they were bright. “We are
disguisng Toromon’ swoundswdl thisevening,” she said softly.

He watched the figures of the dance bloom like aflower. Then the music ended, and petals drifted back
to the edge of the floor.

“How did welook?’ demanded L«t, flushed and a bit breathless, when he and Alter reached the dais.



“Charming,” said the Duchess.

People had again come over for the interminable introductions, and Alter stepped quickly to Jon’sside.
“We Il go now, Petra. | hopeit goeswell.”

“Thank you, Jon.”

“Good evening, my King.”

“Good evening. We |l dance once more before the evening' sover, Alter.”

“Oh, yes my King.”

Jon and Alter |eft the dais and strolled over the floor. “How isit to dance with aking?’ asked Jon.

Her hand was on hisarm, and now she squeezed gently. “He s sweet. But | had more fun practising with
you this afternoon.”

“Dance with me now, then,” he said, asthe music for the partner-changing dance began. She cameinto
hisencircling arm, her right hand resting, smal—and warm—on his|&ft, thetip of her pinky just pressing
the knuckle of hisindex finger.

“Don't go too far away from me,” she whispered. Gowns rustled about them. “I want to be able to get
back to youinahurry.”

Turn, dip, separate, join again; through the recalled steps, her smile was brilliant. The music rose, she
turned away from him, and agirl in blue replaced her in hisarms. He nodded gracioudy and began the
figure of the dance again, glancing once a Alter: her new partner was amiddle-aged man with short
brown hair and heavy lips and whose chest bore the roya insignia of the house of B’ rond. Jon exchanged
afew civilitieswith his partner, the music rose again, and amoment later Alter Whirled back to him.
“Who were you dancing with?’

“Someindugtridist’ s daughter. Her father’ sin transport; one of the Tildons.”
“Andwhowas| dancing with?’
“Count B’rond.”

“Do you redizein those two minutes he said | was beautiful, he must see me again, and that | wasthe
most graceful person at the ball, and he would be waiting for me at sunrise at the castle entrance.”

“Heand his seven wives?’ Jon asked. “ At least he had had seven before | went to the mines. | think he
killed a couple of them, though—accidentaly of course.”

“That'shim!” exclaimed Alter. “Wasn't there some scandd afew years ago, during that expose of the
aristocracy? It was swallowed up with al the business over the emigration from the mainland. They kept
talking about some B’rond.”

Jon nodded. “Apparently hasn't changed his habits much, either.”
Alter pulled her shouldersin and shivered.

“The blue blood of Toromonis'tin dl that hot shape. Y ou remember King Uske. And finally the Queen
Mother had to be put away. Both of them were baity. Petra’ s an exception.”



“I guesss0,” Alter said, moving away to the music, coming back, then whirling off. Jon turned to recelve
his next partner as Alter’ s beige silk opened like awhispering rose.

Then thewindowsin the west wal went white: light like swords legpt across the floor. Women cried out;
men stepped backwards, throwing their arms over their faces. The shells ceased sounding and the
theramin squacked. A moment later thunderous rumbling replaced the music, growing, then fading, as
darknessfilled the high, coffin-shaped windows once more.

Jon wasthe first to run forward. Alter was beside him. After them, the othersran to see.

Jon reached the middle window and pushed away the heavy edging. Alter’ s shoulder jostled againgt his
as othersrushed againgt her.

Far among the city’ stowers flamesflicked through the ruptured skyline.
“What intheworld doyou... 7’

“Now which direction arewefacing... 7’

“It' sthe Generd Medicd building... !”

“No, no, it couldn’t be. Isn't that over... 7’

“They’ ve bombed the General Medica building! Can’'t you see! That’ swhere the General Medica
building used to be!”

Jon pushed hisway back through the crowd. Alter, her skirtsheld to her legs, pressed after him. “Jon,
wasit the Genera Medica?” He nodded shortly to her over his shoulder.

Petraintercepted them from another window. “Jon!” Reaching him, she caught hisarm. “Y ou saw that!”
She shook her head, like aconfused beast, red hair leaping sideways brighter than the flames acrossthe
night. “There’sno time, Jon. Y ou’ ve got to go to Telphar. That’ sthe only thing left. | would go with you,
but somebody must stay to help Let hold the city together. Alter, will you go with him?’

Amazed, she nodded.

“If you can stop this enemy, stop it. If you can find out how it might be stopped, tell meand I'll Sopit.
Jon, even the records have ceased coming in. The military isthrestening to withdraw.”

“Can wetake Arkor?’ Jon asked. “Maybe we can use him?’

Petra hesitated, her white teeth catching her lower lip as she dropped her head in thought. It raised
quickly. “No. I can’'t send him with you. | haven’t wanted to, but | may have to use his powersto pry
things out of the Council. More attacks like thisand we' || have to evacuate the city. | can't let the whole
population risk being blown to bits. The council is panic-stricken aready, and nothing will get done unless
| use every method available.”

“All right,” Jon said, pulling in a breath. About them the ballroom was frantic. “We' Il leave now.”
“Goodbye, Petra,” Alter said.
The Duchesstook her hand with sudden urgency. “Goodbye,” she said quietly, “and good luck.”

At the arched doorway Alter, catching up to Jon, said, “ The Generd Medica building, Jon. Won't that
mean—7’



The conversation in the room was risng towards hysteria.

“—It'll mean that the mgjor source of medical suppliesfor the City iscut off. Let’sjust hopethereisn'ta
plague before they get it operating again.”

Theindugtrialist’s daughter in blue had been accosted by Alter’ s ex-partner, Count B’rond. “It'sso
terrifying,” she moaned. “It reminds me of something | saw alittle girl scribbling on awall this afternoon,
something about being trapped at abright moment... trapped—" The lower voice of the count
interrupted as he leaned towards her: *Y ou are still the most beautiful woman | have seen during the
whole evening.” His gloved hand was amoth on her shoulder. “Will you let me see you again?’

Jon and Alter gained the door and went first to the Duchess s suite. Arkor opened the door for them.
“Yes, | know what’s happened,” he said.
“Then what’ sthe best way to get to Telphar?’ Jon dropped his black cloak at the feet of the chair.

“The trangt-ribbon’ s out of commisson, at least from thisend. That conversation nonsense has left this
sde usdlessfor sending.” From acloset, while he talked, he took two ordinary sets of clothing and
handed them out. “ There snothing you'll need | can't give you here, isthere?’

“I don't think s0,” Alter said, reaching into the silken folds of her skirt. “Thisisdl I'd want to take, and |
brought them aong.” She drew out a sheaf of papers.

“Nonik’spoems?’ Jon pulled off first one openwork boot and then the other. * Reading matter for when
thingsget dull?’

Alter reached behind her back, snapped open a snap, and the dresswas aring of silk about her feet. She
stepped out, stepped into the green tunic, and belted it about her waist with aleather belt. “1' d better
leavethese.” Sheremoved the pearl earrings, started to take off the shell necklace, then bit her lip,
shrugged. “I’ [l wear this.” Arkor handed them sandals and they began to lace them up.

Jon closed the top buckle around his shin, and stuck the poemsin his shirt pocket, before pushing his
arms down the loose three-quarter deeves. “I’ll hold thesefor you.”

“I missmy pockets,” Alter laughed.

The video-phone buzzed and the Duchess announced, “ All the roya yachts are out. Two reservations are
waiting for you on atetron-tramp &t the pier.”

They left the Duchess s suite moments later.

Asthey rushed from the palace on foot open-topped transports carried the more e egant attendants off
through the streets. Shoulder to shoulder againgt the indifferent night, they made their way towards the
city’srim.

CHAPTER VII

A dren il gnawed at the dark. A water main had broken and the street was covered with ablack,
glittering rush. Orange scimitars from reflected flames streets away flashed in the ripples over the curb.



A white figure staggered across the pavement, whirling absurdly, the soaked hem of thelarge cloth
flapping on her legs. Thelight struck something shiny and askew on her white, ropey hair. As shetottered
to the street lamp it was revealed as a strip of tin, ripped edge-ragged from acan and bent in acircle.
Sheturned and cdled into the dley: splashesfollowed her into the light.

Severad men and women came dong hesitantly, blinking, shuffling, flapping through the water. One
youngster, whose hair fell into hisface, had, stencilled over his pyjamachest: WARD 739. Aimlesscrying
came from his open mouth. With grubby fingers he kept twisting hisright ear.

Something struggled among them. They crowded about an odd duo: one beefy man in soaked pyjama
pants had a hammer-lock on afrailer figure in white. Thiswhite was not a hadtily issued nightgown or
abruptly snatched sheet, but a short-deeved, doctor’ s uniform. It waswet and wrinkled now. The man’s
armsweretied behind his neck and his squinting attested to apair of lost glasses. His captor, chuckling,
held him by the shoulder and whammed the back of his head with the ham of his hand. The bound figure
collgpsed to one knee on the streaming pavement. “Will you please... 7’ he began, raising his head,
tendon’ staut in his brown neck, to watch the tall woman. “L ook, you don't realize you' re not well, none
of you... Just let me take you back to...”

Thetall woman had begun searching the folds of her bedsheet cloak. In frustration she cried out, “Oh,
keep him quiet | tell you!” The beefy man flung hisfoot like aclub into the doctor’ s back and laughed
when he splashed forward. Then he hoisted him back up.

“I can't find it!” screeched the woman. Her face went white, then red. “Oh, | can't find it! Who has
gtolen it? Will nobody answer me! Don't you know who | am! How dare you treat me likethis! Haven't

you any respect!”

Despair, like the chill water, gushed over the knedling physician. “Help!” he cried into the darkness.
“Help me!” Hiscry, directed a no one particular, threatened no one, and his persecutor only tilted his
broad head curioudy to watch him howl. He laughed again and began to chew at the nub of histhumb
nall.

Then from the alley splashed aman in green dicker and rubber boots. “Hey, come on,” he ordered
indignantly, “we retrying to keep this area evacuated till we get the water main fixed. Now clear out and
stay away from the flooded area.” The officer cursed, coughed, and flung the rubberized cloak back over
his shoulder. “Hurry up beforel runyou in!”

“They'vetaken it away from meagain!” screamed the woman, pawing at her sheet. “1 can't find it!
They've golen it again! Oh, why won't they giveit back!”

“Hepme, please,” cried the knedling man.
The youngster with the hair over hisface and WARD 739 over his chest sobbed and twisted hisear.
The officer came up short. “What are you, some son of nuts?’

A young woman broke towards him, a pigeon gurgle faling from her pale mouth. When she passed
beneath the street lamp the officer saw she would have been pretty had her eyes not been streaked like a
puppy’s. Cooing, she embraced him, rubbed her head againgt hiswet dicker.

“Hey, what the hdll do you think you' re—"
Thetal woman whirled on him. Y oung man, do you know who you are talking to?”

“The Queen of Shebafor dl | know! | wastelling her to get—" He staggered as the young woman



ettled hersdlf from him like apendulum.

“The Queen!—The Queen? Do you know who | am?’ demanded the woman again. “Oh, keep him
quiet, will you!” She began clutching at her sheet once more.

The officer was dill trying to loose the girl hanging from his neck when he heard agigglein hisleft ear. He
turned, more from ingtinct than interest, and saw the full lipswith the rim of pink tongue pressing between
them, the puffy lids of the dark-brown eyes, hair rough and yellow as hemp on the wide skull, the same
coarse hair on thewider chest, tufting the thick collarbone—

—The beefy man smashed in the Sde of the officer’ sface with hisfist; then he hit the officer on the neck
with the edge of his hand.

“They stoleit,” cried the tall woman as the officer sagged out of the girl’ sarms.

“You... you don't know what you' re doing!” cried the doctor. He was nearly on hisfeet. “Will you
please, will you please let me take you some place where they can help you. Just listen to me, just follow
meto...”

“WI you keep him quiet?” demanded the tall woman. “How do you ever expect meto find it!”

Smiling, the beefy man dragged the inert officer across the pavement. His bare feet splashed up water
likeflat stones. When he reached the doctor hetilted his head, blinked like a puzzled monkey, then
kicked the man’ s feet from under him so that he flopped on to the pavement again, caled out in pain and
urprise.

“Quiet!” screamed the woman, shaking the wet cloth away from her arms and whirling benesth the lamp.

The beefy man knedled in the water, clamped hisfingers over the necks of both conscious and
unconscious men, lifted them and |ooked from face to face, one limp and bleeding, the other contorted
and gasping. Helicked hislower lip, his upper one. Then he pushed both faces into the water and held
them there.

The doctor struggled awhile.

Sobbing, the youngster with the long hair bent over the glistening rubber back and tugged at the dicker till
it came loose. From the officer’ swaist he pulled something long and thin and pointed it at the sky. With
his dirty thumb he pressed a button on the hilt and sparks glittered up the double prong of the
power-blade.

Nail-bitten fingers, like sprung clamps, released bruised necks as the beefy man’ sface twisted in thelight.
Hislipsrolled back from a broken tooth and the corners of his eyes crinkled like paper.

The young woman ceased her moan, and even the old woman paused, groping to straighten thetin circle
which dimmed and brightened in the blade swavering light. “ That,” she said after awhispering exhdation,
“certainly isn'tit. But never mind. Bring it long, anyway. Somebody stole it from me, I'm sure. But we'll
find it, don’'t worry. Come dong, there! Don't dawdle! Come aong now!”

Asthe boy raised hishead the hair fell back from his eyes. Reflected sparks shot from tear to tear on his
cheek.

“Through here,” Jon said, motioning her towardsthe dley.



“What about the broken water main?’ asked Alter.

“It can't be that deep. Just wet. They’ ve blocked off dmost every other way to the wharf. We'd just
have to go around to the airfield to get through.”

“We both know how to swim,” Alter shrugged.

“Comeon.” Down the block Jon could see lights gleaming on the flooded street. They looked like sheets
of black glass.

“Ever notice how dark aleys make you whisper?’ She glanced at the warehouses, and the windows of
empty stores drifted past. The feet began to dap water.

Asthey passed under alight the inverted face of a building, its dusty windows, the black wound of the
doorway and lopsided steps, shattered under their sandals. Their footsteps lisped as they dogged
forward. The back of hishand occasiondly brushed her wrist; her shoulder gently struck hisbicep, a
physica assurance of mutua presence.

When they reached the corner Jon stopped. With ahand on her shoulder he halted Alter. She blinked,
questioning him in the shadows.

Hisanswer wastherising of his chin, the turn of his head denoting gathered attention.
Sheturned to face the same direction, listening. There was the distant sound of many feet in water.
“Madis?" asked Alter.

“Keep going,” Jon said. But when they reached the next corner they stopped again. Something was
coming towards them from the cross street.

Firg, amark of white fire hovered halfway down the block.

Jon dropped hishand on her shoulder again. In surprise she turned to him. “What is—" Then turned
back to seefor hersdlf.

The splashing grew, and the white mark became afireblade, aoft in the hand of ayoung man in white
pyjamas. WARD 739. Behind him, eyesraised to the bright beacon, a dozen figures staggered, shuffled,
and recled.

Whenwhat is is congruent to what is supposed the reaction isfunctiona and the mental processes
competent. When what is and what is supposed have nothing to do with each other the choice of
reactionsis random. Something tears. Stay or run, laugh or frown: the decison is chance. Mdisare
supposed to lurk, vicious and maevolent, in the night streets of the city. But these were like no maisthey
had ever seen. Jon and Alter stayed and frowned.

So when the tall woman suddenly pointed afurious, quivering finger, crying, “Of course! They must have
it! Quick! Catch them before they get away!” Alter and Jon were off guard. The hesitant half-movements
of thefigures found focus. someone dived a Jon’ slegs and pulled them from under him so that hefell.
Someone el se yanked Alter by the arm, and three hands caught her shoulders.

Astheir minds worked to pull shredding redlity together she cried, “Jon, look! That woman!” Shetried to
ignore the fingers holding her, but her hands were still free below the elbow. Her left hand grabbed at her
right elbow joint, holding to it asif it werein pain—or pain remembered.



Jon said, “My lord, that’' s the Queen Mother. That' sKing Let’s mother!”
“But she' s supposed to be in the psycho ward of—"

“—of the Generd Medi—" Midway through Jon’ sword, redlization of who these people must be, struck
Alter. And afigt of nail-bitten fingers struck the side of Jon’ s head so hard that he dumped unconscious
into the arms of the runny with runny eyes who had begun to coo.

The woman in the tin crown rushed towards Jon, then stopped, her sheet swaying from her extended
ams. “He must haveit! He has stolen it!” She squatted before Jon. “All right, what did you do with it!
Wheredid you takeit! Answer me, | say! Don't you know who | am?” She jumped up and seized the
fireblade from the youth—

“Your Magesty!” Alter cried, her words broke terrified through the recalled agony of her arm. “Y our
Majesty, please—" Shewas gill holding her elbow, and the words were a frightened, raucous whisper.

Theblade stayed in the air. The old head turned, damp hair stringing her cheeks. “You... you called me
Your Mgesty,” the old woman said in the queer voice. “ Y ou cdled me Y our Mgesty? Do you redly
know who | am?’

“You are... the Queen Mother, mother of the King, Y our Mgesty. Don’t hurt him.”

The sword fell to her side. She straightened hersdlf. “Yes,” shemused. “Yes. That'sright. But he
has—has stolen it from me; I'm sure.” Her eyesfocused on Alter again. “I am the Queen. Y es. But none
of them believe me.” She motioned to the people about her. “1 havetold them dl, again and again. But
they don't think I’'m really the Queen. Oh, they follow me, because | say so. Sometimes they do what |
say, because | get angry when they disobey. But—but they don’t... don't redly believe me.” She
removed the circle of tin from her head. “ See, they took my crown. | had to make thistin one for the one
they took away. How will anyone know | am redly the Queen with atin crown?’

Alter closed her mouth, opened it again, then said: “I know it, Y our Mgesty. Asfor your crown, it isthe
idea, not the object that isimportant.”

A smile brokein the old woman’sface. “ Y es. That' sright. Y ou do know who | am?’ She set the crown
back on her head, then reached towards Alter’ s neck. Alter cringed into the arms of the man and two
women who held her. But thefinger lifted the leather necklace with its shells. “ Thisis abeautiful piece of
jewdlery,” said thewoman. “I amost seem to... to remember it. Do | have one like it myself? Perhaps
... accidentdly broke onelikeit, along time ago?’

“Perhaps,” whispered Alter.
“Y ou must be acountess. Or a princess of the royal family to wear such jewelery.”
“No, Your Mgesty.”

“Butitisof the sea At least a Duchess or— But one gentlewoman never inquires after the rank of
another. | am forgetting mysdf.” Shelet the necklacefdl. “To know you are of my family isenough.” She
turned again to Jon. “But him! Hehasstalenit, | know. | will kill him if he does not giveit back to me!”

“Your Mgesty,” cried Alter, “heismy friend, asnobleaman as| an awoman.”
“Heis?”

“Oh, yes, Your Mgesty. He staken nothing from you.”



“You're sure?’

“I'mvery sure”

“Then where could it have got to? Someone must haveit!”
“What... what are you looking for?” ventured Alter.

“l can't... oh, | can’'t remember,” wailed the Queen.

“But you must—keep looking. It isn't here,” Alter whispered.

Immediately the old woman began to search through the creased sheet that served her for robe. “1 know
| had it just awhile ago. They took my crown, my sceptre, even took away my— Oh, | can’'t find it
anywhere...”

“Even taken away your pockets,” Alter said softly, tilting her head in sudden wonder.

“Even my pockets,” repeated the Queen, gtill picking over the sheet. “Everything aristocratic is gone.
They have taken it away. No one believes me. | must wear asilly tin crown. It sal gone. They've
taken—" Then atendon in her neck quivered beneath the folded skin. Her eyes moistened. She raised
the flashing blade and turned to Jon. “He stoleit! | know hedid! If he doesn't giveit back I'll—"

The handsthat held her had loosened, and Alter suddenly lunged forwards and wrested Jon from the grip
of the cooing girl. On her knees she turned to face the sword. “Won't you do one decent thing in your
life? Leave him donel” The blade hated, and in the silence, Alter heard the quick splashing of feet as
someone fled down the street, someone else who must have wandered upon the scene, observed from
just around the corner, a last to fleeterrified at this point, some mali thistime who would have fought
with fists and wegpons, but even himsdlf is defeated by thisinsanity. “Your Mgesty,” shesaid again,
pushing the other thought away, “don’t hurt this man. Y ou are the Queen. | should not haveto tell you
how... how little it behooves the Queen to show such anger when no offence was given. If you are the
Queen be merciful.”

“I—I am the Queen?’ The inflection suddenly roseto interrogative in the middle of the last word. It kept
risng into awall. Tears squeezed between the wrinkled tissue of her lids. “I remember,” shecried. The
blade dropped in the water and shorted out in ahiss of steam. “I remember now. It wasthe picture.” She
backed away. “The picture of my son.”

Sowly sheturned away, her voice still coming aimlesdy back to them. “| had two sons, you know.” As
shewalked off the others began to follow her. “They stole my youngest from me, then they murdered my
eldest. But | had apicture, aminiature picture with ameta frame, about the size of my pam, apicture of
my son. It wasthe kind vendors used to sdll for haf a unit down by the wharves. But they stoleit from
me. They wouldn't even let me keep that. Everything, everythingisgone...”

Now the hemp-haired brute lumbered behind her chuckling. Almaost in dow motion the boy from WARD
739 picked up the shorted fireblade and raised the dull prong into the air. Once more the girl began her
cooing and followed them down the street. After them the others disappeared into the dley, each
unsteady footstep shattering their inverted images on the reflecting water.

Jon was moving. As he sat up, Alter pressed her face againgt his damp shirt, her breath coming id
staccato gasps. “Jon—You didn’'t see—you didn’t see her...”

Hisarm locked around her shoulder, “I wasn't that far gone,” he said. “1 heard the last couple of
minutes.”



“Taking tothem,” Alter said, aslast cgpturing the breath that fled her lungs and would not stay, “without
screaming was the hardest thing I ve ever done.”

Jon pushed himsdf to hisfeet. “Well I'm glad you did it. Let’ s get to that damn boat, and hurry. Hey,
relax,” he added. “Y ou can let go of your arm now. Y ou' re safe.”

Alter took another deep breath and looked down where her |eft hand had again fastened around her right
elbow. “I guess| can, now,” she said, and after amoment dropped her hand to her side.

They reached the cobbled waterfront as the moon cleared the sea, scattering flaked silver. They made
their way to the docks of the tetron tramps.

They came on board, registered, and minutes later the dirty boat lugged away from the docksinto the
flickering swell. They leaned on therail, looking at the hollow shadows of each other’ s eyes, then to the
diminishing spires of the city, then back to the shaking, moonlit sea.

“How many times have you made thistrip to the mainland?’ Jon asked.

“A couple of timeswith the circuswhen it was on tour,” she said. “ Then that spurt back and forth through
the trangit ribbon right at the beginning of thiswhole business. But that’ sdl.” She waited whilethe smile
she could fed him smiling but could not see became sound and floated away under the noise of the wash
onthehull.

“For me,” Jon said, “there wasthetime | was carried off to the pend mines, and then when | got out |
got back viathe trangit ribbon. There wasthe time wefirst took Let to the forest. And, three years later
when we brought him back.” He turned to her, to the shadows that were her eyes, her white hair moon
slvered, blown from the curve within curve of her ear. “Now we' rehere” A wave larger than the others
threw spray at their faces.

“What' s being alone, or being with somebody?’ she asked.

“Or more important,” he said, feding somehow he was speaking her thought more precisdy, “why do
you fed done, even when you' re with somebody one time—and at others... wel, not done.”

The drop of her head, the release of amusclein her cheek shifting the moon-shadow theretold him it
was her thought.

“When | know the answer to that one...” Only he didn’t know what he would do, and thought: perhaps
what | would do isthe answer.

“Remember when we were reading the poems?’ she asked. “We were al sort of mixed upin each
other.”

He nodded.

“What was the poem we couldn’t figure out?’

“ Another one about londiness,” hesaid. “I don’t remember the beginning.”

“I do.” Sherecited, “Equivocal, maniaca, and free as great despair isgreat tranquillity...”

Then avoice behind them continued, and they turned, “... Cry inthe minions of the ravaged night, turn
back, poet, and face the ancient dreams, astearsin moonlight fal by thesea... That'sdl | can



remember.”
“Where did you hear that?’ Jon asked.

For answer the figure stepped from the shadow of the cabin into the moon. His head was fuzzy, wrinkled
egg, where the nap had been worn from eyes, nose, and mouth, yet thinly covered his chin and scalp.
“That'sdl | remember,” he repeated. “How did it end?’

“Solitary people,” Jon went on, “by the sound of waves trudge the long, soft, sandy ground. Sadness or
joy, equa and one, caused each ended race | have begun.”

The sallor sucked his teeth, shook his head, and scratched his ssomach with histhumb. “1 like that one.”
His striped singlet was|oose over hisboney chest.

“Where did you hear it?’ Jon asked again.

The old sailor cocked his head, drawling, “ And what do you want to know for?’ He stopped scratching
and pushed afinger a them. “Where did you hear it?’

“Wereadit,” Alter said. “Pleasetell us, won't you?’

He shrugged and cameto therailing. “Y ou make it sound real important.” He leaned one hand on therail.
His skinny arm gave and bent as he moved againgt the rocking of the boat. “ Kid with that funny couple
told it to me. He said hewroteit.”

“A kid, with acouple?’

“He was maybe twenty-one, twenty-two. To methat’sakid. All three of them were going across. Kept
to their rooms most of the trip. The guy wore thisfunny hood. But the kid was al over the place, talking
with everybody, reciting these poems he’ d written. That was one of the oneshetold me.”

“Catham would be wearing ahood to cover that plastic face of hisif he had to leave quickly without any
vivafoam,” Jon said.

“No wonder there were no records of their helicopter leaving for the mainland. They must have ditched it
back in the city and taken the boat over.” She stopped. “Jon, he said Nonik was running around, talking
to everyone, excited, happy. That doesn't sound like anyone whose wife was just—"

“I didn’t say happy,” interrupted the sailor. “ That' s your word. More sort of hysterical. He' d ask people
strange questions, and then wait for an answer like a puppy whose paw you just stepped on. But
sometimes he' d get up and walk away three-quarters through what you were saying.”

“That sounds morelikeit,” Jon said. “How long ago was this?’

“Same day the military ministry got bombed in Toron.”

“So they went to the mainland too,” said Jon. “Where did they get off?’

“Boat only makes one stop on the coast They got off right where you' Il be in a couple of hours.”

They pulled up nearly an hour before sunrise. The boat would receive its cargo at noon, when most of the
passengers would disembark. “ Sure you don’t want to wait till daylight?” asked the sailor. Hewas Sitting
on an overturned bucket, carving amop handle into a series of leering totems. “Lots of mdisaround

here, and night-timeismali time.” He held title pole braced in histoes and picked carefully at distorted
smiles and gaping frowns, the short knife blade tic-tic-ticcing.



“We want to get agood start,” said Jon.

The moon was large and low on the horizon, and when the sailor nodded to them the thin shadow of the
mop handle swung across the deck.

“What isthat?" Alter asked, pointing to ashadowy hulk down the docks.
Thesailor looked up. “Thecircus ship.”

“But what' swrong with it?’” 1t wastilted Sdeways, and even in the moonlight one section of the
red-and-gold hull showed black blisters over hdf itslength.

“What doesit ook like,” the sailor said. “| told you there were malis around. That happened maybe a
month ago.”

“What happened?’ Jon asked.

“When the circus came back to tour the mainland malis attacked, fired the ship, broke up the place.
Killed alot of people—"

“—killed?’ asked Alter.
The sailor nodded.
“Oh, Jon!” Shelooked back to the wreck. “1 wasworking for them—"

“Come,” hesaid. At histouch she began to walk down the doping ramp, turning her white head now and
again to look at the ruined ship.

Walking up the boardwalk, Jon asked, “Do you think Clea, Catham, and Nonik might be somewhere
around here?’

“Why?

“Cleaalso used to work for the circus. Maybe she came back to get something she' d left” Acrossafied
in the horizontal moon, tents till flapped on their guys. “ They probably won't be here now, but maybe

they passed through.”

“I can show you which was her tent,” said Alter. They turned to the meadow. Breezes sped to the sea
and bent the grass towards the waves, as beyond the sand the crushed ivory foam broke and spumed to
the meadow. They neared arippling wal of canvas. Asthey stepped towards the entrance afigure
moved:

“What do you want out here?’ Histrousers were from a soldier’ s uniform, but the deeveless vest that
laced over his chest wasfisherman’ s gpparel. His blond hair was the short brush of amilitary cut three
months gone.

“We rejust looking through the tents,” Jon said.
“Who said you could look?’
“Who said we had to ask?’

“We don't like strangers too much, snoopin’. There been al sorts of mali stuff about. The town”—he
motioned with his chin towards the collection of houses across the meadow—"don’t want no strangers



around. Malisraided them last week. Killed a couple of people. Didn't stedl nothing. Just broke up the
place” Helet out ashort laugh. “1an’t that something?’

Jon frowned asthe tent wall rippled fagter, then tilled. “Hey, what' s out there, Lyn?’ came avoice from
behind the canvas.

Lyn cdled back over his shoulder, “I don’t know, Raye.”

A second figure stepped to the first one’ sside. * Y ou think they’ re malis?’ Raye, younger, darker, also
wore adisorderly soldier’ suniform.

“Could be” Lyn shrugged.

“Werenot malis,” Alter declared. “ Did the town station you out here to keegp malis from moving into the
tents?’

“Could be,” Lyn shrugged, then laughed again. It was aquiet, windy sound: the voice of aman who had
lived by the sedl s edge, with something in it of water over rock. Raye laughed too. Laughter was coming
from behind them aswell.

They turned and the laughter rose. Nearly twenty more were standing behind them. Now they closed
ranks, circling. Many wore remnants of army uniforms, most were green-eyed and dark. Two were girls.
Thelaughter brokein pesk after liquid pesk. “ They say they're not mdis,” Lyn said again. Likeawave
rolling back across sand, the sound ceased.

Jon was afraid. Hewas aso thinking fast.

“Bet you can't proveit,” someone caled.

“Y ou know what wedo to... malis”

“Come on, let’s show them what we do to malis!”

Seconds later, he and Alter, their arms held tight behind them, were marched through the tents. One man
had gratuitoudy socked Jon’sjaw, and it throbbed. But he was thinking, meticuloudy and quickly. The
man guiding him once jerked him asthey passed severd mounds of earth.

“That’ swhat you townies do to us mdis,” Raye hissed, then pushed them violently past the graves.
“What makes you think we' re from town,” Jon got out.

“| don’'t care where you're from.”

Jon heard Alter draw aquick breath at someinjury he could not see, since she was behind him.

A fdlen carpet of yelow canvas spread over the grassin theivory stain of moonlight. They were
approaching the line of aguarium wagons, locked end to end. There wastak behind him that Jon tried to
corrdate:

“Which one do you think’ Il try to save the other? Which one do you think’ Il run?’
“| say flip: headswetie him up and let the girl try to save him, tailswetie the girl and see what he does.”

“Don’t leaveit to chance. | want to see agood show. Tie up the girl and throw him in with the knife.”



“Hdll, he'll run. How much you want to bet he' sacoward and runs.”
“Tiehim up, and thegirl issureto bolt.”
“Well ill have somefun. Shewon't get very far.”

Now Lyn’smore forceful voice settled it. “ Put your money away. Wetie her and give him the knife. He
won't let them at her without putting on some sort of show.”

Alter was pushed on to the canvas. Someone brought arope and her arms were bound. Once they
exchanged glances, neither imploring nor despairing, but rather looks of desperate concentration as each
tried to find the flaw in the net of action and movement carrying them to unnamed doom. Now Jon was
pushed forward on the collgpsed tent.

They were shoved towards the row of aguariums. Moonlight through the misted water caught sailing
shadows that darkened window after window. The water was green with algae. The tanks had not been
cleaned for along time. The great octopus that had been exhibited there had probably been thefirst to
die from the impurities. The dolphins must have gone next, poisoned by the unfiltered water. The manta
ray, ascavenger by nature, might well have survived the longest in the foul drink, but at last it, too, must
have succumbed and floated belly upward on the scummy surface. The only large creatures left were the
sharks. Great and gaunt, they would bethe last to die of filth. Now they swam lazily back and forth
nosing the glass and the corners of the tanks.

A platform with awooden ladder had been built by one wagon’ s edge. Jon and Alter were man-handled
to itsfoot, and then up on the platform at the tank’ s rim. What happened next—it happened insde Jon's
mind—was amarshdling of dispersed bits of information, of learning and fragments of learning, of
conjecture, action, and random chance. He was il afraid, but suddenly there was a bright line leading
across the glistening sands of panic.

The tanks had once been separated by a system of locks so that individual tanks could be emptied and
cleaned. But as the beasts died the six-foot walls between the wagons had been removed, and more
water had been let intill the tank was full to the brim once more. Opened and connected, they formed a
sngle trough twelve feet wide and a hundred and fifty feet long. Green rippled under the moon with the
movement of shapes benesth. Each shark—Tritin had collected them for sze—was agood four hundred,
four hundred and fifty pounds. Jon held each fact in hismind as, below him, water |apped the end of the
tank.

The sdeswere raked to prevent anything in the tank from getting out. Raye shoved Alter, ill bound, into
the water. Jon took a breath and dived as she went off the edge. Water hit him, of indifferent
temperature. He curled up, sinking from momentum, and tore off one sandd. The pressure on hisears
was lessening, which meant he was rising towards the surface again. He tore off the other sandd, broke
surface, and threw his head back, to shake the water from hisface. Hetook alast look at what was
happening on the surface: to balance and separate the relevant from theirrelevant. Alter near the end of
the tank was bobbing rhythmically. With a controlled scissor kick, agood swimmer can tread water afair
amount of time, even with handstied: Alter was agood swimmer (relevant).

“Hey therel” one of the mdis called from the platform—it was agirl (irrdl evant)—she jammed something
into theair, aknife (rdlevant), then flung it into the water. He dived for it, following its glittering spird to
the depths of the tank as a shadow passed over him, thinking, Should | cut the ropesthat bind Alter’s
hands so— The thought became an irrelevancy as he grabbed the blade from the grave flooring: the edge
of hishand nicked! The knife was so sharp that with himsalf moving and Alter moving, there would be no
way to avoid afew cuts and scratches. Blood in the water meant deeth.



Was that how the others thrown bound and free here had perished (irrdlevant)? He started svimming
underwater, and broke surface forty feet down the tank, took another breath and drove forward again.
How long would it take for the beasts to become curious. Seconds, minutes? The farther apart he and
Alter were, the greater the shark’ sindecision. He put the blade between his teeth to free hishandsfor
swimming. Moving benegth the surface attracted | ess attention than splashing over the top. He shot
forward, through water like rutilant glass.

A shark nosed so close his glaucous flesh gleamed. To the surface for three breaths; he dived again,
muscles eectric and dert, and slently thanked Alter for her patient training (pushing down the thought of
banked teeth raking those muscles; and Alter was bound).

Another dive brought him to the far end of the aguarium (which of the beasts had turned and turned in the
central flood, deciding between the two figures, and chosen her, legs scissoring in green fog, white hair
awash about her face). He grabbed the knife from his teeth and would have used his own flesh, hisown
blood to bait his plan; but something moved at the edge of his blurred, submarine vison, and he whirled
and plunged the blade into it, catching it against the glass. It was afair-sized fish, over afoot long, but
grown duggish in the diseased water. Now it flipped and squirmed in vells of blood. Jon seized thefish
and ripped the knife upward towards the blood-rich gills and pressed the bleeding carcase against the
glass. Hereversed himsdlf in the water (remembering her words, “Put your head back. Now bring your
knees up and roll backwards,” redlizing this was the same motion) and swiped the blood meat down the
sde of the glass, leaving adissolving track of red.

Oneingant hefet himsdf in blind subjection to dl the factors he could not control, al that was desperate
and jagged in both inner and outer environment; as he percaived it, it turned over in hismind, likea
spinning coin dropping with him through the water. The other sdewas asense of tota control that came
with the extent of his perception. He shot to the bottom of the tank, leaving a column of blood. The coin

soun.

Sound travelsfaster in weter than in air. He heard them coming, flung the fish away, then jammed himsdif
from the glasswall, pushing with hisfeet. His pams scraped over the gravel and the water darkened with
thunderous shapes.

Crash!

Herolled over, away from the pain in his scarred hands.
Crash! Crash!

Two more struck the wall separately. Then—
—Cruuuummm! —

—two struck at once, and tide jerked him upwards. His head jammed through the surface at the same
time he heard the three-inch glass plates crack. He was flung into foaming air. It had worked!

With the locks removed and the extrawater the pressure in the aguariums was dmost five timeswhat it
was intended to be, and well over what theoreticaly it could be. Some chance structuring had kept the
wallstogether. But afew blows from acouple of four-hundred-and-fifty-pound, hungry sharks barolling
down a hundred-and-fifty-foot run had doneit.

He struck the ground on wet grass. Remembering hisfalls, he flipped over and sprung open to astanding
position. He staggered in the streaming weeds, panting for the agonizing breeth he had held. The knife
was il in his hand. Droplets became pearls as they ran down the blade in the gibbous moon.



Three of the grounded sharks twisted and flopped on the grass. He turned to the shattered wall of the
aquarium. Raye, for whatever random reason, had run to this end of the tanksto watch. When the wall
exploded he had been nearly severed by ashard of glassthat gleamed in hisruined belly.

Jon ran to the wagon, vaulted up the waterfall, and splashed down the grave flooring of the tanks. Alter
lay face down twenty feet from the end, washed there before the level became too low to carry her
farther. It couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds sincethe wall first broke! But he was aware how
accelerated histime sense was. Even so, she couldn’t have— He was aready beside her. He pulled her
from the water.

Alter opened her eyes and her mouth at the same time and sucked in air. Then her eyes closed again, but
she kept on gasping. Jon sawed the ropes from her arms. He scratched her a couple of times, but the
ropes fell away, and she hunched her shoulders and spread her elbows (and he remembered the exercise
she had taught him to get the blood back into your arms) and staggered to her feet.

He pulled her to the jagged rim, jJumped out, and helped her down.

Maliswere running adong the sde of the wagons: recovered from their shock at the explosion (an
aquariumisnot supposed to explode; but it did—the pardysis had lasted nearly three-quarters of a
minute), they were coming to recover their prey.

Jon and Alter ran through the wet meadow, strewn with glass, avoiding the long, frantic shapes flopping
about them.

Alter was exhaugted. Jon fdt it as her wrigt shivered in hishand. He himself was moving on energy left in
the glowing ends of burned-out nerves. Their running became afast walk. When they were halfway to the
forest someone screamed behind them; panting, they turned to |ook.

One of the malis had passed too close to ashark. The animal had flipped and caught her by theleg. The
otherswere trying to help. Jon filled his raw lungs with one more breath, and stumbled forward. He kept
sumbling until leaves were gtriking him in the face, and the screaming had stopped.

They reached a clearing five minutesinto the wood where the rocks doped up for twenty feet. Halfway
across the granite rise, Jon turned.

A quarter of the sky had gone grey with dawn. Each tree about him cast a double shadow with the glow
of the old moon and the new rouge of the sun. Alter sank to the rock and ran her hands back over her
forehead, smoothing her wet white hair into a hemet. Suddenly she hunched over, asif to hold what little
strength was left in the cave of her body.

At the same time Jon felt the emergency catches that had tautened his body into asurviva machine sart
to release, one after the other: his shoulders, the back of his hips, his calves; his bruised pams began to
gting. He lowered himsdf beside her, each muscle like ameta weight dropping into the acid of fatigue.
Sheraised her head and said, softly and wonderingly, “We' re safel”

Jon pressed his head againgt her shoulder, as she had done a asimilar moment in the City, relaxing in the
reality of wet skin againgt wet skin. She put her hand on the back of his neck, and after amoment he
raised his head and looked at her.

The breeze hesitated in the branches, quivering among the leaves beforeit rolled on.

“I can seeyour eyes,” Jon whispered. “ There’ s enough light now so that | can see your eyes.”



CHAPTER VIII

Each person moves towards whatever maturity he is seeking in adefinite direction. He approaches each
observed incident from that direction, seesit from that one side; but it may not be the same side someone
else sees. In Toron, when Alter cried to the Queen, “Won't you do one decent thing in your lifel” a
young mai who had come upon them minutes before, at that point, turned and splashed off through the
night. It was Kino.

We cannot trace here the experiences that brought the gutter youth to the point where this sentence, out
of thewhole exchange, struck him, tripped something in his mind that brought him up short, stayed with
him when the rest of the incident had joined the many inexplicable things he had seen on the Streets. He
did not recognize Jon. He made no connection between the maundering speech and the hospita clothing.
But for hisown reasons, this hysterica imperative was what he contemplated as he fled from the
blocked-off section, dipped past the guards, and came to the waterfront.

Pondering, he took a piece of chalk from his pocket and wrote over apeding war poster: You Are
Trapped in That—

“Kino?’

“Jeof?’

Kino, turned.

“Y ou the one writing that stuff al over thewdls?’

“Someof it,” Kino said, frowning into the shadows. The neo-neanderthal emerged into the livid
moonglow. On the wharf cobbles a breeze tugged at a piece of paper stuck there by the damp.

Kino wondered if he should stay or go. “What are you doin’ out here, Jeof?’ he asked to avoid the
decison.

“My territory,” Jeof grunted. “Y ou gonnasay | can't walk around in it?’

“No, Jeof. | didn’t mean nothin’ like that.”

“Fdl out, Kino,” Jeof said. “I’min deep water.”

“I’mgoing,” Kino said. He put the chak in his pocket. Then he stopped. “ Jeof, have you ever done one
decent thing in your. .. well, done something you could be proud of 7’

“I"'m proud,” Jeof said, hisvoice lowering. Both hands rose, open palmed, then snapped to fistsin the
foggy light. “I’'m proud.”

Kino drew back, but went on: “Proud of what, Jeof?’
“Y ou better fal out.”

“Inaminute, inaminute. No, really Jeof, what the hell are you proud of 7" Features readjusted
themsalves on the neanderthal face: brows flattened, cheeks sunk;, the bar of muscle at the back of his
jaw contracted. “Nobody elseis proud of you. After that businesswith Nonik’ swife, you think fish
around herethink you're big? Naw. Y ou' reavery smdl ape. And maybe you're so small, they think you
shouldn’t even be around. Maybe there’ sa group of them right now sitting down somewheretrying to
figure out how they can get you and tear you in little pieces, like you did her. And maybe they’ re gonna



dart looking for you at about ten o' clock tonight. And maybe they’ |l be coming over from the Inn, where
they’ re planning it now, to hunt you out of your little hole in the ground so they can somp on you, ape.”
Thelast paragraph wastota fabrication. Kino, having started talking, had seen the chance to revenge his
friend.

“Why areyou tdling me, then?’

Kino shrugged. “I just liketo warn people. | doit dl thetime.” He felt his ability to keep up the bluff
begintofall. “ See you around—I hope,” he added, and turned away. The same fear that had caused him
to fabricate the vendetta had crushed the delicate concern for Alter’ s sentence. Now he hurried down the
sreet thinking, Well, | scared him some! Bet he walks around alittle more carefully now!

We cannot trace the experiences that bring aman to observe a given phenomenon from agiven sde.
Reative to our limited perception, much of hisreaction israndom.

Jeof stood alone on the cobbles. The paper, stuck to the ground, ripped in the breeze and flapped up the
aley. Once more he clenched hisfigs and let Kino' swords pick their way through hismind. “I'm

proud,” he mumbled, and then, “At least I'm proud.” Helooked up, and suddenly his frown twisted dl
out of shagpeinto an expression with no name. “They’ll never find me,” he whispered, and lurched
forward.

What routes rage followed in his brain, what directions and misdirectionsit took, what caused him to
judge and migudge, aso we cannot trace here.

Two blockslater he stopped, panting, in front of asmall door at the bottom of three stones steps. He
dropped down dl three and landed with hisfist pounding.

Therewere severd secret shopsin the Devil’ s Pot where thieves could pick up illegal powerblades
heisted from a guard trangport; stolen government explosives, much of the intricate equipment, made for
an unfought war, had gone astray as it moved from storehouse to storehouse. These shops disappeared
often and did much of their business at night. When the door was opened a crack Jeof pushed inside.

Five minutes later he took all three stepsin one motion and started back down the sireet. In one stubby
hand he held a brass sphere with a stud on one end. It was asmall, powerful grenade. He had once
lobbed its twin through the window of a crematorium whose manager hadn’t wanted to pay protection.
The burst of flame and glass, the brightness and glory, hung in hismind divorced from the destruction, a
protected ingtant of light.

At the cdllar mouth he halted. They would look first for him there. The dleyswhere he often dept on lean
evenings were not safe. Other malis were constantly poking around in them, and he would be found ouit.
Heturned up the waterfront street where the mercury-lights hung in shieds of fog.

A gate to one of the piers had been |eft open by accident. He crossed the street and went through There
was only one boat at the dock. Jeof hesitated. At the gangplank the chain had aso been |eft off. The
small inter-idand launch was dingy and unpainted. Its captain had been cardess, gone off without closing
up anything. Probably nothing worth stealing on it anyway, thought Jeof as he climbed on to the deck.

The boat rose and settled in the dudge that licked the city. Jeof rubbed the grenade againgt his hip.
Another night he might have broken the windows, or found a bucket of paint and messed up the deck;
tonight he wasjust going to hide.

As hereached the hatch awhining sound overhead made him look up. Then, beyond the buildings of the
wharf, he saw adistant explosion. Jeof sucked disgustedly at hislower lip and started down into the



musty hole. Another freak bombing. Keegp on and blow up the whole damn city, he thought, between
statement, question, and speculation. Maybe it would distract the pack hunting him—give them something
to go loot. He sat in the damp corner and put the grenade in his lap. Let them come after him here. He
wondered where the explosion was. The boat’ s movement made the darkness about him shift and sag
likeahdf-jelled solid.

Let ran forward into the billowing smoke. It rasped the rims of his nogtrils, abraded the back of his
throat. He screamed, “ Petra, where are you?’

Light flared to hisright from an opening door. Coughing, someone sumbled into him. “Let, what in the
world—?

“We ve been bombed, Petra. WE ve been bombed!”

Wind nudged the smoke from between their startled faces. As she stared about, Petra cried out, jerking
the back of her hand over her mouth. Part of the celling and far wall had torn away. Asalight connection
broke and thelast light in the hall went out, they saw the glittering bubble of the night.

She saized him by the shoulder and fled down the hall as behind them the roar of falling stone swelled,
then faded to chuckling shards. “Thisway.” She started up the left-hand stairwell.

“Petral” He caught her back. “We Il have to go the other way.” A dab of plaster had fallen from thewall,
and beyond that were piles of brick. They turned back over the falen struts and up the other stairway.

It was only after they passed the palace guard, crumpled on the steps with his head under a block of
masonry, that fear realized itsdf, asin amirror where the drape has been ripped away.

“Where were we hit, Petra? Are they still bombing?’

For answer thunder filled the hall and they fdlt the floor shake. Glassfdll before them: the crysta of the
ceiling chronometer had broken.

In another room down another hallway someone screamed.
“What about the council wing?” Let asked asthey started down the next stairwell.

“| think that' s where the first bomb struck,” she said. “ Otherwise, we' d be dead. Comethisway.” They
turned through adoor that let them out on the upper ba cony of the throne room.

Asthey rushed past the columned railing, Let cried out, “Petral” He pointed down into the hal. Only one
of thelights burned at the end of the room. People moved over the floor below, fingers of shadow jutting
from each. “ Petra, look!”

Shejoined him at therailing.

“What are they doing, Petra? Who are they?’

She put her hand on his shoulder, and he felt her press down.

“What is...?" he began. Then, in response, he crouched. The Duchess stooped beside him.
“So soon...” shewhispered, shaking her head. “So soon... They’re here already—"



“Wha are they?’
“Look.”

The figures moved bel ow, glancing right and left in wonder. Now one ran to the window, grabbed a
drape, and tugged till it ballooned down over him. The otherslaughed, but the first one wrapped the
brocade hanging about hiswaist and trailed it behind him back to the others. Another man, stopping
before the jewdled inlay on thewall, wasindustrioudy prying a the glitter with the point of aknife. A
third hastily shoved something under histunic, snatched from a pedestal which had held some higtorical
Satuette.

“Looters, marauders, vandas,” whispered Petra, “—mdis.”

Suddenly three new figures burst into the throne room from the far entrance: two elderly men and a
woman. Thelr dresswas asrich asthe vandals was poor, but torn, dusty, and charred as well.

“They'refrom the council,” Let whispered. “They must have just escaped from the Council Wing.”

The three and the many faced each other over an dectric moment. Then the man in the brocade drape
stepped forward. “What you doing here?’ he demanded.

The councilmen, numbed by their escape, only moved closer to one another.

The speaker, emboldened by their silence, cried again, “What are you trying to do to ushere?” A rush of
guilt camewith his next words. “Y ou have no business here. Y ou can’'t keep from the. .. the people what
isrightfully theird”

In bewilderment, rather than negation, the council members shook their heads. Councilwoman Tilla's
hand went nervoudy to the collar of seaagatesat her throat. Councilman Rillum fingered the end of his
gold bdt. “Wewere only trying to get away from—" began Councilman Servin, collecting himsdif.

But avandd cried out, “Don't let them get away! They’ll tdl! They’ll tdl! Don't let them go!” And
suddenly they surged at the cowering trio.

Then one man was waving the sea-agate collar in the air, and awoman ran towards the door trailing the
gold belt behind her.

Petrasgrlptlghtened until the King Wlnced Redlizing how tight she hed him, she dropped her hand.
“Let..."” shewhigpered. “Oh, My King...

“Petra?’
“Likethis? Oh, not likethisl”
“Petra, perhaps what you said about the aristocracy isright Maybeit’ s better that it go—"

Sheturned to him abruptly, eyesraging in the long shadows from the single light. “ The aristocracy,” she
repested. “ At itsworst, asargasso of every concelvable neurosis society may have; by naming itsdf it has
agreed to itsown death. But at least it has had the dignity to applaud its own order of execution in the
past if the document is eloquent.” She turned back to the railing and gazed down at the floor, empty save
for three twisted bodies at the throne sfoot. “But this... No, not likethis...” Again she shook her head.
“Eveninthe people, now, dl that isaristocratic is gone.”

“Intheforest,” Let said after amoment, “they would say, dl that is histosentient isgone.”



The Duchess|ooked a him questioningly.

“All that ishumanisgone” hetrandated.

Footsteps behind them. Then: “Therethey are! There! That one must be the King!”
They ran without looking, down the bacony, and turned into the maze of hdlways.
“We I catch them! It'sjust awoman, and the kid’ sgot alimp!”

But they were not caught. They knew the palace [abyrinth where the looters did not. At last they stood
deep in an dcove of thelittle park behind the castle. “Now you follow me!” the King whispered
suddenly.

“But where—"

The boy started forward, however, and she followed. Through one door, over alittle bridge and under
an arch; they were hurrying by thewall that ran along the Avenue of the Oyster. When they reached the
hive-houses she asked again, “My King, where arewe going?’ She looked back where the flames
tongued between the spires of the city.

“Come!” Now it was he who held tightly to her shoulder. “ There' s nothing you can do now, Petra. Come
withme, please1” In amoment she turned and came with him.

The city wasin panic. People rushed from their homes, then rushed back in to mount their roofs and
watch the spectacle. The forcesthat before had been trying to staunch the broken main were split in half
to fight the fires that raged in the city’ s centre. Random chaos moved and battered through the streets.
Making use of the confusion, the two reached the waterfront amost unnoticed.

Silent for the last fifteen minutes, athird time she cried out, “Let, where are you going?” Sheturned again
to watch the towers. “ Arkor is still somewhere in the castle. Jon and Alter aretrying to get to
Tdpha—"

“And there' s nothing you can do,” hefinished for her. “Please come. Pleasel”
“But where?’

“To the boats, Petra. We' re going to take aboat and go sailing.”

“What?But Let...”

“Because there' s nothing else to do, Petra. And | want to! That’ sthe only reason. If there' s nothing that
you want to do, at least share thiswith me.”

She was confused, and in her confusion turned to follow him aong the piers. Suddenly agroup of ragged
individuals appeared ahead, and one cried out. “There they are! Look at their clothes!”

They turned and ran aong the cobbles. Behind them the cry metamorphosed: “ Get their clothes! They
must berich! Get their clothed”

A quarter of the way down the street adock gate stood gjar. “1n herel” cried the King, and the Duchess
followed him. He turned hafway up the gangplank of the single boat and gave her his hand. On the deck
she helped him pick up the gangplank and heave it, crashing, to the dock. Asthey ran to the whed
house, figuresfilled the gateway.



Petralingered, staring back. A moment later, something thrilled benesth the deck. The motor’ swhine set
asympathetic ringing in the chain railing. “Come on up here, Petral It'smoving! WE re on our way!”

She turned from the figures crowding the edge of the pier (and did not see three of them legp for the Side
of the boat, did not see four hands dip from the deck’ s edge, nor hear two bodies smack into the froth;
nor did she see the two hands that held. Then an elbow cleared the deck, adark head, another arm. As
shejoined him at the whed, her breath was hoarse.

“No, Petra, don't look back at the city. Just keep staring forward! Where shall we go? To your idand?
To the mainland? Or dl the way to the edge of the barrier and beyond? We Il go places no one has ever
been, we'll discover new idands dl ourselves”

Shelooked forward (and did not see the crouching figure sart forward, then hesitate at the sound of their
voices, glance right and left: the hatch cover was open. On bare feet he darted over the deck that
flickered with light from the burning towers and lowered himsdlf into the hole) “ Oh, Let, why are—?’

Night flung out over the water, glittering and undulent. “Remember that boy, Petra, who told me about
the sun coming up over the sea, burning away the water? Well, for him, then, we' Il sail straight into the
morning. Whoever hewas, we' ll sail for him.”

“It' snight—" she whispered, thinking, Oh, Let, it's not for him, it’s just another selfish gesture, like
so many we have made, of the sort that has allowed it all to topple asit has—

“But soon—" he whispered back, thinking, Don’t you see, Petra, now there is only ourselves to save,
there is only this gesture to make, because it has fallen and is no more—

As each stood on deck, woman and boy, with half-truths straining towards one another to make awhole,
below deck Jeof blinked, raised himsalf to hiselbow and felt the motor throb benesth him. Foam hissed
outside the bulkhead, and he thought in terror, Have they come for me? His stubby hand scooped up
the grenade.

A figure descended in the flickering light that fell through the hatch. Jeof pressed himsdlf against the
studded plates, the bolts bruising his shoulder. The figure turned, and for one moment hisface wasfully
lit

“Kino!”
“Jeof!”

He pressed the release, and on the wharf wherefigures ftill stared after the craft they saw amomentary
blister burn on the water. The brilliance of colliding random energiesflung light over their faces, for one
moment bright as morning.

CHAPTER IX
The breeze rolled back through the forest asthey climbed down the dawn-grey dope.
“WE |l haveto stop in about an hour,” Jon said, “to rest.”

“Makeit ahdf an hour?’



Jon tried to grin. “ Sure”

Something bright and spinning curved through the air and dropped glittering into the leaves before them.
“Y ou want to toss that back to me?’ someone said from the trees.

They looked from the shadowed leaves to the metd fallen on the ground. Jon bent and picked it up.
“Hereitis,” hesad, holding it out. “Come get it.”

A hand pushed at a branch and a man stepped forward. It was difficult to tell hisage. Shirtless, ragged
pants roped around his middle, the figure walked with oneleg dightly <tiff. One shoulder was vagudly
humped and the right arm dangled limply from its socket. His hairy pectoras shifted as he reached for the
coin with hisgood hand.

Jon pulled it back, though, out of reach. It was ameda with raised figures of severd buildings coming to
asingle pesk with asunburst behind. Along the lower curve, in san serif lettering, was inscribed:

CITY OF A THOUSAND SUNS

Jon frowned and extended it again. Broad strong fingers with wide, dirt-crested nailsretrieved it.

“So, you folks want to take arest? What about clean sheetsto rest on, nine inches of mattressto rest the
sheets on, and a hydro-spring under that: put the whole thing in aroom painted light green where no
sound can get through, just morning sun through awindow and darker leaves—"

“All right,” Jon said There sapoint in exhaustion where such friendly torture can create physicd pain, a
the back of the throat, the abdomen, behind the knees. “All right, what are you talking about?’ Jon
repeated.

“Comeon, if youwant to rest,” he said, turned, and started back through the brush.
They fell in behind him more to make questioning easier than to follow: “Where do you want usto go?’
“Didn’'t you read the Signet?’

They climbed boulders, pushed through more branches. The morning mist was till thick, and asthey
pressed at last through dripping foliage, bright light burnished their faces. They were standing on asmdll
cliff that looked down the mountain.

Asthe golden fog beneath the beating of the sun’s copper hammer fell away, they saw alake between
the mountains. On the lake' s edge, people were building acity. The artist who had cut the shape into the
cold metad had idealized it some. On the disc Jon had not been ableto tell if the buildings were wood or
metal. Mogt of them were wood. And more structures had been added since the representation had been
etched. “What isthis place?’ asked Alter asthey started down the cliff.

“Likeit says, they call it the City of aThousand Suns. They're il building. It'sonly been herealittle
while”

“Who'sbuilding it?" asked Jon.

“MdiS”



He saw Alter’ s shoulder stiffen before him as she climbed down.

“Malis” repested their guide, “ ma contents. Only these mais are mal content with most other malisaswell
astherest of this chaotic world.” They reached the bottom and stepped on to grass. “ So for severd
yearsthey’ ve been herein the forest, building their city here by thelake.”

“Why isit called the City of a Thousand Suns?’ Alter asked.

The guide shrugged and chuckled. “ Between matter-transmission, tetron power, hydroponics, and
aguadics, Toromon has enough scientific potentia to provide food, housing, rewarding and cregtive
[abour for its whole population, and aswell to reach out and touch the stars. So afen—avery few
people have garted to organize such an effort. Anyone who wantsiswelcometo lend ahand. It' s ill
pretty rough out here, but we can give you arest. The Thousand Suns are the starsthey’ |l some day
reach.”

“And us?’ Jon asked, “Why did you come out to get us?’

“Wadll, if you' d kept on the line you were heading you' d have missed it by about four hundred yards.
Now if you' d been going straight towardsit | wouldn’t have had to come and get you. Can't leave
anything to chance.”

They entered the dusty streets of the town.

Nothing registered very clearly at first. A flush-pump on one corner hawked amber water down a
sewage hole. A woman in coveralswasworking on it with asmall acetylene torch. She pushed her
goggles back and smiled a them as they passed. They went by atemporary communications tower
where aman on the ground with his hands on his hips was shouting ingtructions to the man on the
antenna. The onein the air wore amilitary uniform; the tenseness that flattened Jon's somach was a
conditioned response to the dress of the malis he had met earlier. It left when both men turned and
waved to Jon’ sguide.

In one direction Jon saw fields through the wide-spaced houses, and people working in them. In another
direction was the lake, and two men, aneandertha and aforest guard, black against the sun, from
opposite ends of an eevated winch hauled aglittering net from the water.

Order, Jon thought, not as aword, but asthe sub-verba perception with which one might perceive the
metre of afine and devious poem. Alter took his hand. Looking at her wide, staring eyes, he knew she
fdtit too.

Acrossthe street a cart creaked to astop before alarge building. It was pushed by aforest guard, two
men, and awoman. Asthey stepped back, wiping their wet faces—one man went to thewall fountain
and drank from the brass cup below—agroup of youngsters came from the building, noisy and laughing.
They wore work gprons. Theingtructor called ayoung guard, already a head tdler than himsdlf, who
bent over the motor case a the cart’ s side. He did something wrong, and the class laughed. The boy
looked up and laughed too. He did something right, and the motor began to hum. The ingtructor spoke
appreciatively, and then half the class climbed into the cart and it began to roll. Two of the kids, boy and
girl, werewhistling in harmony.

“Come,” said their guide, and they turned and continued up the street.
“Who isin charge of this... city?’ asked Jon.

“Y ou will meet them after you' ve rested,” said their guide. They passed alawn now where agroup of



people sat on benches or ambled about.

“These are newcomers,” explained the stranger. “Y ou' |l be hereafter you' ve dept, to talk to our
leaders”

A group of children who were obvioudy not new to the place exploded from one street, laughing and
yelling, dashed on to the lawn and dispersed among the adults. Their game had dipped over its peek, for
now they broke into smdler, quieter groups.

A young soldier on the bench had taken ahandful of coinsfrom his pocket and arranged them beside him
in asquare with one corner missing. As heflipped acoin into the missing corner, one of the children—a
burly neandertha boy—Ieft hisfriends and came over to watch, sometimes rubbing his nose. The soldier
saw him and smiled. “Y ou want to try?’ he asked. “It’' sagame we used to play in the army, randomax.

Y ou see, when | flip this coin into the corner two coinsfly off the far Sde, and we try to guesswhich ones

they’ll be”
The boy nodded. “I know that game.”
“Y ou want to try acouple of rounds for fun?’

The boy walked to the bench, set the coinsin a careful square, then took something from his back
pocket. It was a calibrated semicircle with ameta straight-edge that swivelled about its centre. He
placed the instrument along the diagona of the square and sighted the angle. Then he measured the
distance, put the free coin there and hunkered down to flip. “Three and five,” he said, numbering the
coins he guessed would leave. He flipped, and numbers three and five shot from the far edge. He
rearranged the square, made another measurement, and said, “ Two and five.” Hip. Two and five jumped

away.

The soldier laughed and scratched his head. “What are you doing with that thing?’ he asked asthe boy
measured again. “You'rethefirst gpel’ ve seen play that well—like aguard dmogt.”

“Oneand seven,” the boy said.

Hip.

One and seven |eft the far edge.

“I"'m just checking the angle of displacement of the line of impact.”
“Huh?’ asked the soldier.

“Look,” the neanderthd youth explained, “the coin you flip has aspin of, say, omega, which is most
casesin negligible, so you don't have to worry about the torque. The same goes for the acceleration, as
long asit’shard enough to knock at least two coins off and not so hard it’ Il shatter the entire matrix: call it
congtant K. The only thing that redly mattersisthe angle of displacement, theta, from the diagond of the
matrix of theline of impact. Once you perceive that accurately, the result is smple vector addition of the
force taken through al the possibilities of fifteen—"

“Now wait aminute,” said the soldier.

“It shouldn’t be called randomax,” the boy concluded. “If you perceive dl the factors accurately, it isn't
randomat al.”

“That' stoo deep for me,” the soldier said, laughing.



“No, itisn't,” the boy responded. “ Just think like they teach you in school. Are you going to go to school
heretoo?’

Jon, Alter, and their guide had again stopped to listen. Now Jon stepped to the lawn and touched the
boy’ s shoulder. The soldier looked up, the boy turned; surprise hit their faces. “Who told you that?’ Jon
asked. “Who showed you how to do that?’ It took a moment for Jon to realize that their surprise was at
his unshaven, wild appearance, not his question. “Who told you that?’ he demanded again.

“Thewoman,” the boy said. “The woman with the man whose head was dl funny.”

“She had black hair?’ Jon asked. “ And the man she was with, you could see through haf hisface, into
his head?’

“That' sright,” the boy said.

Jon looked at Alter.

“Jon,” shesad, “they’rehere...”

“Please comewith me,” said their guide. “You'll haveto rest, or you'll collapse”

“They must be herel” Jon repeated, looking about them.

They weretaken to aroom in asmal dormitory building. It was green, and comfortable, and when they
woke, it was evening, and the leaves shaking outside their window with the weight of asinging bird were
sunset bronze againgt purple.

“Thisplace” Alter said to the forest guard interviewing them that evening. The window was open, and a
warm breeze blew from acrossthe water. “1 never thought | would see any place likethisin theworld |
livein. It's something to dream of on another planet.”

“It'svery much of thisworld,” the guard assured her. “When confusion is great enough the odds are for
at least afew people moving in the same direction. Human beings being what they are, order spreads,
given half achance, dmost asfast as confusion.”

“How do people get here?’ asked Jon.

“They hear about it; we have people al over Toromon who come back and forth, agood number of
telepathic guards. We need alot more skilled people, but we re getting them dowly.”

“What about my sigter, and Catham?’ asked Jon. “When can we see them? We have to talk to them
immediately. We re coming from Toron. We were sent by the Duchess of Petra, in the name of the

King.”
“Oh,” the guard said, raising his head and putting his hands together.
“Weknow they' rehere,” said Alter. “We spoke to alittle boy who saw them.”

“They’'renot here,” said the guard smply. “They were here some time ago. During the days of their stay
Cleagave severd lecturesin advanced mathemeatics, and taught afew elementary classes. That boy was
probably in one. Rolth made quite a helpful evauation of our economic Stuation and suggested severd



ways out of some problems we were aready beginning to face. But they were hereredlly only long
enough to be married. Then they left.”

“Where did they go?’

The guard shook hishead. “They said they hoped to return. They aso said that they might not.”
“Jon, tell him about the enemy....”

“The computer in Telphar?’ asked the guard. “We know it has run wild. They may have gone there.”
“That's our destination too,” Jon said, “if we don't find them.”

“Why don’t you stay here.” Therewasvery little questionin hisvoice.

“We ve committed oursalvesto finish this,” Jon said.

After hdf aminute' s silence the guard said, “Did you know that both the King and the Duchess of Petra,
most of the council members, and severa other members of the royal family are dead?”

They listened, even after the words had stopped, in stunned silence.

“Toron was bombed again, thistime heavily. Theroya paace was hit. The city’ s population is Evacuees
are raggling to the mainland. The report camein late this morning when you were adeep.”

Outsde they waked to the lake' s edge and looked at the ragged mountains. Brass fires extinguished on
the water with the ending sunset. The elevated winch dropped atemplate of shadows on the sand.

“What are you thinking?’ she asked.
“About you, and me. That'sal that’ sleft, now.”
“I'mfrightened,” shesaid camly.

Thelast sun left the water. “ Alter?” he asked, “the boy who gave you your necklace, who died in the
war, did you love him?’

Shewas surprised. “I liked him very much. We were good friends. Why do you ask again?’

Silently he moved through the maze of histhoughts. Findly, he said, “Because | want to marry you. You
aremy friend. | know you like me. Will you love metoo?’

She whispered, and in the variation of her voice he could hear her consider and then answer, “Yes,” and
softer, “Yes”

Hedrew her closer and she held hiswaist. “Marry and stay here,” he said. “ Alter? If there’ snothing
left—nothing, then it swrong... And | can't see anything.”

“It' swhat | want to do,” shesaid. “If you hadn’t asked me | would have asked you.” She paused. “Jon,
if thereisany meaning to anything—I don’t know ether. But this one thing we want.”

“Thenwe ll haveit.”



That night they asked about the city’ s marriage procedure. They were married the following dawn on a
stone platform by the lake' s edge as fire mounted on the waves.

CHAPTER X

While they were gtting on the lawn with the newcomers waiting to begin orientation, the air was
scratched across by the whine of planes. Asthey looked at the clouds, Jon felt his neck crawl asthe
sound increased. Alter tensed beside him. Someone e se had jumped up. Then the sound faded and they
looked nervoudly back at one another.

The man standing shook hishead. “I get sscomach cramps every time | hear those damn planes. You
wonder where they’ re going next.” He sat back down. “Maybe | should be glad though. | wasin the
bombing at the pena mines; and if it hadn’t been for that | wouldn't be here now. But still—"

“The pena mines?’ Jon asked. “The mines were bombed?’
“A couple of daysago,” the man explained.
“Why wereyou inthe mines?” Alter asked.

The man chuckled. “From Pot to pit,” he said. “It' sa pretty hungry story. | wasthere‘ cause | got caught
doing whatever | did.” He till smiled, though it was clear he didn’t want to go into any more deeply.

“I don't meanto pry,” Jon said, “but what'sit like now, | mean in the mines?’

“What'sit like? If they get any liquor around here some night we'll get drunk together and Il tell you.
But | couldn’t take it sober.”

Trying to name the urgency within him, Jon said, “Y ou see, | knew someone... who wasin the mine
once, and |... wanted to find out what happened to him.”

“I see” the man said, more understandingly. “I1f he was there a couple of days ago”—he shrugged—"“the
bomb. Who was he?’

“Koshar,” Jon said, searching for aname and only coming up with hisown. “Did you know Jon
Koshar?’

The eyes narrowed, and Jon thought, We squinched our eyeslike that, coming from the dark shaftsinto
the purple evenings, the sun blazing on the ferns.

“You knew Jon Koshar?” Surpriseraised hisvoice, and Jon waited for him to explain. “ The kid who
escaped, oh, yearsago. Y ou knew him?’

Jon nodded. “What about him?”’
“But he escaped!” The puzzled smile the man wore asked initsalf, Don't you know what that means?
Jon shook his head.

“Let metell you,” the convict said. “1 got to prison maybe six months before the Koshar kid escaped. |
never knew him, but afterwards guystold me his mess-hdl place wasjust two tables away from mine.
But | don’'t remember him. | knew one of the guys by sight that got killed, the heavy one. But I’ d never
worked with him or spoken with him. Afterwards, alot of guys said they had known something was up,



but | suredidn’t. And | think the guyswho said they knew about it all dong were just trying to make out
like big fish. But | do remember when it happened. My bunk wasright by the window, and every night |
would go to deep watching the searchlight glare sweep back and forth outside through the stedl net
across my window. | woke up oncethat night just long enough to seeit wasraining. The net glittered.

“Suddenly officers were shouting outside. A siren sarted somewhere, and somebody came and banged
on the barrack doors with the hilt of his blade. They made first one half of the barracks and then the other
come outsde and stand in therain and get yelled &t for haf an hour. By thistimeit had gone around that
three guys had tried to escape. The guards wouldn’t tell us anything, but we knew they must have been
pretty successful to cause al the noise. Findly, they let us go back to bed, and with damp hair and bits of
grass between my toes, | dipped back under the thin blankets. The next morning when we came out for
ingpection there were two corpsesin the mud.

“As soon as we were dismissed the rumours began; but three of them escaped; one must till be out! Do
you think they got him?What was his name? It was the Koshar kid? Why wasn't he face down in that
puddle? Maybe hewasn't in on it and disappeared for some other reason? Naw, | heard from
somebody who knew they were gonnamake it that he went with them. Then he must still be free. Do you
think s0?

“Two weeks later there was another attempted escape. They were caught before they started. One of
the officers, before he knocked the guy’ sjaw loose, said, ‘What the hell did you think you were doing,
anyway? and the guy grinned and said, ‘| was going out to look for Koshar.” That’ swhen it began.
Suddenly everybody was talking about Kaoshar. All sorts of stories sprang up, like how he' d pushed a
rock off aguy’sfoot in amine cave-in, and one kooky story about him, and another guy who wasin for
ppoi soning, messing around amakeshift lab to cook something up for aparticularly nasty officer. Almost
anything anybody’ d ever done there, now they said that Koshar had doneit. To stop the tak, they finaly
told usthat they knew he was dead. They said he had wandered out into the radiation barrier and been
cooked; that was why his body was never brought back.

“Only the news had the reverse effect. It was asiif the fact that the officers thought they could destroy
what was important about Koshar by saying he was dead made them laughable. And we laughed at
them. That was three years ago. And even when the mines were bombed, three days back, and we were
scared to death, the few of uswho got out could still laugh alittle and say, *Wel, maybewe' ll find
Koshar after dl.”” The man paused. “ So you see, when you said you knew him it put me through some
changes.” He scratched the shoulder of hisuniform. “What did you know about K oshar?’

Jon wondered whether his amazement and confused pride showed. “ Just that he did escape, even from
the radiation barrier.”

“He got back to Toron?’
“That'swherel... methim.”

“What was he—" the man stopped, face suspended in the pleasure of anticipation. Then the smile
softened. “—I wonder if | want to know. It would sort of be like the guards saying he was dead. Was he
al right?”

Jon nodded.

“Good,” the man said. “Maybe some day he'll cometo the City of a Thousand Sunsand I'll get a chance
to meet him myself.” Helooked around at the buildings. “ Thisisthe sort of place he should end up. Does
he mean anything specid to you? We didn't know him. You did.” He Sghed, and then laughed. “1 have
to think about that for awhile”



“Sodol,” Jon said and turned away.
When they had walked to the other Sde of the lawvn Alter said, “What are you thinking?’

Helooked at the grass crushing benesth the toes of his new sandas. “I’m remembering prison; and
something | wasthinking last night.”

“What wasit?’ she asked.

“Last night | wondered: do I, or anything I’ ve ever done, al my attemptsto improve myself, the
acrobatics and everything, mean anything? When we escaped those characters back at the circus|
thought that discipline wasthe only thing that meant something. WWhen we found that the Duchess was
dead, and the whole purpose of our coming had exploded, | didn’t think anything had meaning—except
you. And now...” Hisvoice faded.

A neandertha was coming towards them acrossthe lawn. “Hey there, friends,” he greeted them. “I guess
1’1l be seeing you around here when | get back.”

Jon and Alter looked up.

“Firgt | thought I’ d be staying here, but | guess |’ m going on.” The neandertha wore asoldier’ s ouifit,
and his heavy asams swung in wide arcs.

“You'renot staying?’ Alter asked. “Why not?’
“Like | explained to the interviewer, | have thingsto do back with my own people.”
“What things?’ Alter asked.

The neanderthd reached them, extended his hand, and as she shook it he said, “My name' sLug, what's
yours?’

“Alter,” shetold him. “Thisis my husband, Jon.”

“Glad to meet you both,” Lug said. “What | got to doislikethis: there' still many of my people not here
| want to teach them things I’ ve learned, things people taught me. Maybe | can even teach them to come
back here, huh?’ He jabbed a Alter with his elbow and laughed. “Maybe | can teach them to come
back here and learn more. But | have to go to them. Besides’—he glanced at the sky—"the dirty planes
might even come here. Thisisal very nice, but it may not be safe either.” Again he started and turned to
cal back, “1 seeyou when | return.”

After amoment Alter asked, “ Do you want to stay here, Jon?’

“No,” hesaid. “1 wanted to marry you, but somehow | got that confused with the quiet and rest
and”—he gestured about him—"and this. I’ m going to go on to Telphar, and stop the computer if | can.
Do you want to come with me and help?’

She nodded.
“WEe'll come back too,” hetold her. “Thisisaplace to come back to when you’ ve finished.”

“We ll tdl them now,” shesad.



An hour later they looked back down at the lake.

Someone said, “Don’'t you want something to remember the place by?” Above them, haf hidden by
rocks, was the man who had first met them in the woods. With his good hand he tossed the signet
towards them. “ String it on that necklace of yours, young lady. Look &t it sometimes and think of us.” By
the time Alter picked up the disc, he had disappeared.

Once more they looked back at the City of a Thousand Suns.
“1 hope we can come back,” she said.

“Thenlet'sgoon.”

Early in the afternoon from the side of the ravine they spotted ragged, straggling figures groping by the
stream. “Who in theworld are they?’ she asked.

They watched till the group came closer. “More prisoners,” Jon said softly.

“I thought maybe mdis. Uh! they look more like what malis got through with—" She stopped. “Jon,
they’ rewomen!”

He nodded. “ Shafts twenty through twenty-seven were worked by female convicts.”

Now they could hear digointed talk below them. One woman stumbled. The leader took a breath and
brushed agrimy hand across her shorn hair. “Come on, baby. W€ Il never find Kosher likethat.” She
helped the fallen oneto her feet.

“We should go down,” Alter whispered, “and tell them the way to the City.”

Jon stopped her by the shoulder. “ The stream they’ re following goesto the lake. They’ll run right into it.”
Thewomen moved off into the trees,

After they had started Alter said, “What wasit, Jon?’

“I wasremembering,” he said, “about prison. The men’s and women’ s mines were completely separated,
and we never saw anything that even looked like agirl, even though they were only two miles away. It
got pretty rough in there, especialy for us young guyswho had to more or less put up with the older ones
if wedidn't want to get knocked around alittle. The only people who went back and forth were the
guards, that’s one of the reasons we hated them. There was a standing joke that if there was one thing
harder than getting out, it was getting over. Well, probably it was a guard who carried the story, but |
guess got over aswell asout.”

The trees thinned dowly asthey approached the edges of the lave fields. Once arumbling behind the
trees stopped them. They found a vantage point behind a brush-covered rise. Then atank crashed down
the greenery and rolled past. “Thismust be thefind retreet from the ‘enemy’.”

“Thetanksthey had stored there for the ‘war’ they’re using to retreat with now,” said Jon.

“How do you think the computer is scaring them off?’



Another tank crashed on behind thefirgt.
“However itis,” Jon mused, “it doesn’t makeit seem like we' ve got much chance.”

The only other thing to give them pause was the group of guards they passed about an hour later. Both
the men and women sitting about the clearing bore the triple scars of the telepaths. A breeze shimmered
in one black fur cape. One man absently twisted a copper bracelet on hiswrist. Thiswasthe only
movement as the giants engaged in silent communication. He passed through knowing histhoughts were
common property to them all. None of them even looked up.

“Were you thinking about Arkor?’ he asked when they were minutes away.
“Um-hm.”

“Perhapsthey know if he' sdive, or where heis”

“ Another thing to find out when we come back.”

At the evening horizon they could see aglow paer than sunset, deadlier than the sea, aluminous gauze
behind the hills. They passed the skeletons of ancient trees, leafless, nearly petrified. The crumbly dirt
looked asif it had been scattered in loose handfuls, bearing neither shrub nor footprint. By one boulder a
trickle of water ran beneath alog, catching light on either sde. They looked up.

On the horizon, againgt the lines of light, as though cut—no, torn from carbon paper, was the silhouette of
acity. Tower behind tower rose againgt the pearly haze. A net of roads wound among the spires.

They could make out the miniscule thread of the trangit ribbon that ran from the city, veering to the right.
It passed haf amile away and disappeared over the jungle behind them. Telphar: hefelt the word shiver
inhisbrain. “It' sso familiar it givesme chills” he sad.

“It’s pretty creepy looking,” she nodded.

They started forward again. A road seeped from under the desert, rising towards Telphar. They mounted
and followed it towards the looming city. “It’ s like going back to some place you’ ve dreamed about
before, revigting some psychotic fanta. ..”

He stopped, remembering. Before them the towers were black on rich blue.
“Do you think there sany military left here?” Alter asked.

“Well find out soon. I’'m till wondering how the computer defendsitsalf. Apparently it’ sgot alot of
remote-control equipment operating for it, but what does that mean asfar aswe' re—"

Ahead of them, in the shadows, was arumbling. It quieted, then grew louder. Suddenly from the gloom
of the towers ajuggernaut emerged, Smilar to the tanks they had seen retreating in the jungle, but a
superstructure of antennae feathered itsroof. A gigantic bestle, it crawled towards them.

“Over the edge of theroad,” Jon hissed. “You go left, I'll goright.”

Thetank heaved from the shadow. Acrossits front in block white letterswas stencilled: Y OU ARE
TRAPPED IN THAT BRIGHT MOMENT WHERE YOU LEARNED YOUR DOOM.

But asthey separated, the tank stopped. The antennae ceased whirling and began to swing left and right.
The front of the tank rose outward and aman’ s voice, oddly familiar, caled, “Jon, Alter!”



Jon turned to see hiswife, haf over the opposite road railing, her white hair still swvinging from the whirl of
her head.

Thefigurethat climbed from the tank was the young man with only one good arm. It was not until he
reached the ground that Jon recognized him astheir guide to the City of a Thousand Suns.

Behind him, in the tank, were Catham and Clea.

“What are you doing here?’” Jon asked, when he had recovered.

“Areyou trying to stop the computer?’

Cleashook her head.

Rolth stood in the bubble dome of the tank, looking up at the dark towers about them.
“Then what are you doing?’ Jon asked.

From over his shoulder, Rolth said, “We reworking.”

Jon and Alter looked puzzled, but Clea, instead of answering, turned and walked to Rolth’ sside. With
questioning il intheir eyes, they looked to Nonik.

“Cled strying to finish up her unified-field theory, and Rolth is putting the find touchesto his historical
interpretation of individua action.”

“Thenwhy did you al come here?’

“For Ralth to finish his theory he had to compare and correlate as many case histories as possible of
individua menta patterns. On filein the computer’ s memory bank are hundreds of thousands of complete
psyche-patterns, literally one for every person who had anything to do with thewar.”

CHAPTER XI
“What are you doing here?” Alter called from across the road.
Jon followed her with amore cogent, “Who are you?’ But recognition was aready in hisvoice.
“Nonik,” the man said. “Vol Nonik. And you dready know these two, don’t you?’
Now Jon recognized his sister. Beside her, the sunset flashed over the plastic inset on Catham’ sface.
Slowly Jon and Alter moved back together.
“The computer,” Jon said, “we came because of the computer...”
“Comein herewith us” Rolth said. “We'll take you to the compuiter.”

They exchanged muted greetings as they climbed into the tank. Clea pressed Alter’ s hand as the door
swung to. “I’'m so glad to see you.” Expectation completed its metamorphosisinto achievement “ There's
an incal culable amount of atomic and astronomical data that has to be processed and reprocessed before
Cleawill know whether her theory is correct, and to do it right here is the biggest computer theworld's
ever known.”



“Andyou?’ Alter asked. “Why are you here?’

“Thetranscievicule!” Thisfrom Jon. “ The Communicators you and Catham have grafted into your
throats? What about them, what were they for? They were grafted in right after you left the University.”

Nonik laughed softly. “It saved my life, didn't it?” With hisgood hand helifted hislimp one and then let it
flop into hislap. “ After they did thisto me, after what they did to her...” Hisvoicetrailed, and both Rolth
and Cleaturned and looked back at him with worried expressions, but suddenly the voice recovered
itself. “ Catham was gtill working on his theory even back then, but he was staying at the University, which
meant he was out of touch with agood part of Toromon. It’s happened before: you make a beautiful
theory about society and psychology; then some guy in the street who doesn’t know anything about
either comes aong and says, ‘Hey, you forgot al about such and such,” and there goes your work. | was
Catham’ sguy in the street.” He laughed again and called to Catham, “| wasto make sureyou didn’t say
anything too stupid in dl that abstraction, eh, Rolth?’

“Moreor less” Rolth called back “What | wanted was aview of somebody definitely outside
society—such as a brilliant mali leader who was an accurate enough observer to be a poet—to check my
viewsagains. You helped alat, Vol.”

The poet chuckled again, but once more the sound ended in amiddle note, unresolved and tense.
“Did you know Cleaat the University?” Alter asked.

“What? Oh. No, only her work,” Vol said. “ She published afew articlesin the math journd, I think it
was on the random distribution of prime numbers, wasn't it, Clea?’

“That’sright, Vol.”

“Fascinating,” Nonik said. “Beautiful. Isn't it funny, we can tdl exactly what the percentage of prime
numberswill be between any two given numbers, yet we dill can't arrive at aformulato predict exactly
wherethey are, other than by trial and error. Unpredictable and predictable. The product of thefirst N
primes plus one is another prime. But between the Nth prime and the prime we arrive a there are dways
others|urking, scattered throughout the real numbers. Like theirregularitiesin apoem, the quirksin
meaning and syntax and imagery that cage the violent, and the very beautiful.” And then, whispered and
fading, “... shewasvery beautiful...”

Again Cleaand Rolth looked back. “1 guess you could say we knew each other,” Cleasaid. “He' d read
my articles, I’ d seen some of his poems. He had printed some of them up, and copies of them were being
passed around the University. They were very lucid, very clear” —she emphasized the words clear and
lucid, asthough they might pull him from hisreverie, but he ill looked down &t the floor—" and put wild
and dispersed things into an order that came closeto me.”

“We reamos there” Rolth said.

One wall of the room was clotted with sets of dids, loudspeakers, tapereds. A few key-punch consoles
sat around thefloor. “Thisis one of the control roomsfor the computer,” Rolth said. “ This has been set
up for my work. Clea sisdown the hdl. The machineitself occupies severd buildingsto thewest. You
can see them outside that window when the moon comes up. The military has completely abandoned
Telphar. We are the only ones|eft.”

“How doesit defend itsalf?’ Alter asked.



“Quite adequately,” Rolth said. He went to asmall cabinet in the wall, took out awrench and turned.
“Thisispurely for demonstration purposes,” he said, “do you understand?’

Jon thought he was addressing him, but avoice came from one of the speakers. | understand.”

There were severa view screens aong the wal, and suddenly Rolth hurled awrench at the screen’ sface.
The wrench never madeit. It stopped in mid-air, glowed first red, then white, then disappeared with a
poof. “Y ou see, the computer has managed to take over the whole city, webbed it with induction fields;
you are under its constant observation anywhere within itslimits. It's self-repairing, and it dso hasa
growth potential wired into its circuits. The thing that they didn’t count on was one of thethingsit
managed to learn from al those mind patternsit stored: man hasasurvivd circuit in hisbrain; | guess
that’ sthe best way to describeit. It' sa pretty important one, and nobody ever even thought of trying to
duplicateit inamachine. But this machineincorporated it into itself whileit was* growing' It's
programmed itsdlf to ignore any programmeit’ s given to cease functioning—"

“ About the way you ignore somebody who tellsyou to drop dead,” interpolated VVol.
“But when they tried to shut it off by force it began to react accordingly.”

“ Suppose the person who told you to drop dead pulled a power-blade on you when you didn't?” Vol
added.

“Atfirg it wasjust defensve, fouling attemptsto; dismantleit, occasondly with drastic results. But
another thing it had learned from al those warring mindswasthét if you were offensive once you
sometimes save yoursdlf the trouble of being defensive again and again. It quite methodically drove them
out. Now it will repel anything it interprets as an offengive action, and after three or four offensive actions
from the same sourceit will try to destroy that source.”

“What about you?’” Jon asked. “Why areyou sill here, then?’

“We arrived just before the last of the military was leaving. They were desperate at this point, so they let
ushavefreereignwithit.”

“But why didn't it rgect you with them?’

“Thisisavery impreciseway of putting it,” Cleasaid, “but it’ sterribly lonely. We were the only people
who were giving it something to ‘think’ about, something even near its cgpacity to handle. It'sbuilt to
work at acertain leve for optimum facility, and its surviva circuitswant it to keep working at thet level.
Now it’sgot something to do.”

“If it likesyou, couldn’'t you tell it to stop the bombings?’

“It'snot that Smple,” Rolth continued. “ All the information it has about Toromon was gathered from the
mind patterns of the soldierswhile it was manoeuvring them through the war. All of them were wounded
by Toromon to neurosis, pushed into psychosis by the training programme. It hasn't had any need to
catalogue and collate al that information, and it reacts on it as a subconscious trauma. It functionsasa
psychatic.”

“Keeping up theandogy,” Cleasaid, “the problems Rolth and | are giving it arethe closest thing to
psychotherapy it could have. Callating the mental patterns, it gets to observe the psychotic
inconsgtencies, and it'sgaining agreet ded of facility through sheer exercise from my caculations. Smply
by occupying it we ve managed to dow down its destructive action more than the military did in the
wholetimeit was here.”



“Isthe answer, then, just finding problemsfor it to solve?’ Jon asked.

“Again, not so smple. Both Cleaand | have been working on formulating these two problemsfor years.
Anything you would think of in aweek or amonth the machine would probably get through in afew
minutes maximum. We should be finished today, and after that | don’t know what will happen.”

Nonik laughed. “I'll just haveto goonraving to it.”

“That' s the one other thing that ssemsto occupy it,” Cleasaid. “Listeningto Vol. It'stakento doing a
complete sonic and syntactica analyss of everything he saysand running it off againg al the experiences
it sgot collated.”

“But | won't stay put,” Vol said. “That’ sthe only problem, isn't it, Clea?” He moved now to the window
that opened on to one of the roadways. “ Y ou see,” he went on, “sometimes | have to go, perhapsjust
around the city, but sometimes out of it, back to the City of a Thousand Suns, or even farther, looking...
| can't helpit.” Suddenly he stepped out on the road and was gone.

“It’ sterrible what he' s going through,” Rolth said, after amoment.
“Clea?’ Alter said, “you lost someone you loved once, just like Val. Y ou got over it.”

“I lost someone once,” Clearepeated, “That’show | know how terribleit is. It took me three years
before | wasfit for anything halfway human again. In hisway, he's doing much better than | did. He s il
making his poems. But he’ s caught in a confused, chaotic, meaningless, totally,” she paused, “random
world.”

“Y ou said something once,” Jon told her, “to alittle neandertha boy, that if you could perceive al the
factors, then the random element disappears.”

“Don’'t you think we vetried to tell him that?’ Rolth said.
“Hetellsusto predict the next prime number, and laughs,” said Clea.
“And hispoems?’ Alter asked. “Arethey better or worse than before?’

They wereslent again. “I can’'t tell,” Rolth said at last. “1 suppose’m just too closeto him to be ableto
judgea dl.”

“They’ re much more difficult to understand,” Cleasaid. “And in some ways much smpler. They contain
far more objective observation, but the sgnificance of the juxtaposition of imagery, of emotiona tone has
got so involved that | don't know whether its magnificently controlled or...”

“... orinsane” Roalth finished; she had turned away from the thought.

After practising tumbling for an hour together that evening Jon and Alter wandered up the darkening
roadway. They took astairway that mounted from one road to ahigher spird. Asthey came out they
saw they were above dl the buildings save for the central palace. Thisroadway curved about the dark
tower through the night, and from therailing they could look down across the smaller buildings of
Telphar.

Below them the City stretched towards the plains and the plains towards the mountains, which ill
glowed purple with the faintly flickering radiation barrier dong their snaggled edges. Mercury lightsalong
the roadway flicked on and wiped away their shadows. Looking up, they saw afigure twenty yards
ahead, leaning againgt the railing and looking acrossthe city.



“Wereyou looking for me?” Nonik asked.
Jon shook his head.

“Sometimesthe ‘enemy’ looksfor me,” Nonik said. “I go for awalk, thinking I’ ve escaped, when
suddenly | hear avoice, out of nowhere, talking to me, telling meit needsme...” The sharp laugh broke
from hismouth. “ That sounds crazy to you, doesn't it? But I’ m talking about something red.” He turned
away and said loudly, “How are you feding today, old child of metal insects and silenium crystalsl”

A resonant voice came out of the night; “I fedl fine, Vol Nonik. But it isnight, not day. Isthat
ggnificant?”

Nonik turned back to them. “Catches you up every time,” he said. “Maddening, huh? Whole damned
city’ srigged. It uses an induction field somewhere about amile down to shake the metd railing into the
vibrations of speech so that thiswhole guard rail becomes aloudspeaker.”

“Andit calsyou?’ Alter asked.

“It?" repeated Nonik. “A thousand, thousand dead men, squeezed in amillion transstors, polished and
planed to asingle voice—calls me. It's hard not to answer. But sometimes’—he looked at hisfists about
theraling—"1 want to get away, where | don’t have to speak.”

“And someone ese” Jon said, “ someone elseis caling you too?’

Nonik looked up puzzled, and through the mask of puzzlement the laugh broke, but dow and quiet this
time. He shook his head. “No, you see I’'m astep ahead of Cleaand Rolth, just on one point. Prime
numbers, or Formats last theorem, or the four-colour map problem, or Goedal’ slaw, it doesn’t matter:
yes, when we know everything the random disappears, but while we re finding out we still haveto ded
with it somehow. So the idea of the random isaphilosophica toadl, like God, or The Absurd, or Das
Umbermench, Existence, Death, Masculine, Feminine, or Morality: they aren’t things, they arethe
nameswe arbitrarily giveto whole areas of things, sharpening tools for the blade of perception we strike
redity with.”

“What about your poetry?’ Jon asked. “Cleaand Rolth say they can’t tell whether it'sgood or bad any
more.”

“I can,” Nonik said. “1t’ s better than I’ ve ever written, than | ever could have written before. And that’s
themodt... terriblething yet I’ ve had to think about.” His eyes had dropped, but again they raised to
Jon’sand Alter’s. * Poetry, or anything man makes, even to thiscity, is set againgt desth. But have you
ever watched an animal die dowly? Somewhere, within the process of dying, when it redizes both thet its
destruction isinevitable and that it is<till dive, its cry soarsinto another, different range, octaves higher,
sharp with an unimagined energy. That’ swhere my poems are now. If Rolth and Cleadon’t understand
them it' s because they have heard very little music played in thisrange...” Again he stopped, and the
smilereturned. “... Or it could be because, after al, | am mad. It would be easier to be mad, | think,
only to haveto call out for help, like my friend here’—he indicated the dead city—" easier than having to
answer. Then, maybeto think madnessiseasier isitself mad.” He shook hishead. “Y ou don’t know
about my wife, do you? | mean, other than that shewaskilled. Y ou don’t know who she was, what sort
of aperson she was, what she might have been.”

They shook their heads.

“Shewasan atist,” Vol said. “ She drew, and she painted, and we went hunting for clay deposits
together on Carsin Idand, and she brought back red clay and made shapeswith it that hardened, and



grew pae, and were beautiful. For what it meant, there were enough people that thought her pictures
were better than my poems, and vice versa, so that we could both laugh and use the blades of jealousy
that shot back and forth to pry open even further our love. She taught school, | ran amali gang. Wefdl in
love, and | cameto read to her class, and she fled with me through screeching night raids, and we both
saw quickly that, under the crumbling lies and hypocrisy, she wasforced to be as destructive in her
classroom—a prison to exclude ideas that would ‘ hurt their little minds' and make her lose her job—as|
wasin the vicious Streets, that purely through the upset in the proper places| caused, | wasas
congtructive in my violence as she was dlowed to be ‘ cregting’ in school. We both had clear visions of
ourselves, at least in our art. Our parents refused to admit it existed, and so we had to create our own
vauesfor it, by single word and brush-stroke. Our parents saw each of us marrying, settling down, but
certainly not with one another. The Toron Museum had bought a portfolio of her drawings—seven had to
be excluded for obscenity—and aRoya Fellowship had just come through for my first book—provided

| would remove five poems which ‘ brought undue emphasisto certain regrettabl e aspects of society,
implying governmental |axity’—and we heard of anew City on the mainland; we decided to leave. We
had to leave by noon, because a friend who worked as a clerk in the governmenta office had held up as
long as he could awarrant for my arrest that would have confined me to hard labour in the pena mines
for an indefinite period; these ‘ regrettabl e aspects of society implying governmentd laxity’ that | had
criticized had caught up on me.

“Only by noon, shewas...” theword died under the breeze that stroked their hair. “And | was... then |
was insane. But | came back to sanity, carrying voices centuries dumb. | knew the heights | could reach
because | had surveyed the nadirs of their foundations. | knew how shalow everything | had written till
then was; | knew that till then | had not even written poetry, had not known enough to write poetry. |
also saw that her pictures were as shalow as my poems.”

Alter frowned. Jon put his arm around her shoulder.

“Y ou see, apoet iswounded into speech, and he examines these wounds, meticuloudly, to discover how
to hed them. The bad poet harangues at the pain and yowls at the weapons that lacerate him; the great
poet explorestheinflamed lips of ruined flesh with ice-caked fingers, glittering and precise; but ultimately
his poem isthe echoing, dua voice reporting the damage. Neither of us had been wounded enough,
certainly not awound as deep as the other’ s destruction. Her sculptures and paintings were astrifling as
my former metred utterances. Only if 1 had been the one killed might her work have contained al that
mine may contain now.” Hetook abreath, agulping one. “That' swhy | hope I’m mad. That’ swhy |
hope what I'm doing now isdrivel from the lunatic brain. | say | think my poems now arefiner than
anything I’ ve ever done; | only hopethat isthe judgement of aruined mind, with critical faculties shocked
and fragmented on grief; because if they are great”—he whispered here, and looked away over the
buildings—"they cost too much! To feed on destruction, bloating to greatness. .. they’re not worth it!”
Thelast words hissed.

Something snapped in Jon. Hefet it go, and saw that Alter felt it as hisfingerstightened on her arm. He
dropped his hand, bewildered at the thing surging in hismind, like amemory coming to the surface of
turbid froth. He stepped backwards, not sure whether to fight it down, not sure how to accept it. He
gtarted to run back down the roadway. Something had already begun to form in the cool vaults of his
brain, flashing like a power-blade thrust up from the dark.

Alter cried after him, then turned to Val. “Nonik, please...” They followed.
When he burgt into the control room Cleaand Rolth looked up in surprise. “1...” Jon started.

Alter and Nonik reached the room seconds later. “Areyou dl right, Jon?” Alter cried, but hewhirled and
caught her by the shoulders, and turned her dowly around him. Nonik, bewildered, stepped back with



Cleaand Ralth.

“| want you to tell”—each word came with its own breath, as the thought wrestled with articulation—"tell
me something. Y ou see, therewas aplan, to stop awar. Only... only the people who made both the war
and the plan are dead now! Alter, you and |, we were part of the plan. And when they died, you and |,
wetried to stop, but we couldn’t, we had to go on with it al the way here to Telphar, even though they
were dead... like we were daves!”—hetook another bresth—"like prisoners! We were part of the
plan to stop the war, but you, Clea and Rolth, you were part of thewar: no, I know you were tricked
intoit, but you were till part of it. Clea, you did help build the computer, and Rolth, you knew what
dtate the empirewasin. Y ou could have spoken out about it, given the same sort of help you gaveto the
city of a Thousand Sunswhen you passed through. No, don’t say anything. It doesn’t matter now.” He
released Alter’ sshoulders | don’t know what you were, Val; the gratuitous, still point in the random
world, or the random observer in aworld whose order is self-destructive; that doesn’t matter either. But
me? To me, that matters, who | am; aclumsy kid, a prisoner, who is free now, and aman, and not so
clumsy. Wdl, | have to ask you”—he turned to Alter, and touched her shoulders again—*you, because
you' ve taught me, and | love you”—he turned to Clea, Catham, and Nonik—"you, because you' ve
taught me, and | respect you...” Suddenly he whirled and screamed at thewall of dids, “... And you
too, enemy, if you can answer me, because you' ve taught me too, and | hate you!” He paused, shaking
and angry, waiting for the machine to destroy him, asit had destroyed the * aggressive” wrench Catham
had hurled at it: three blue lights merely turned red. Jon looked back again. “In thisrandom, chaotic
world, filled with gpes and demigods and al in between, where mass-murder and assassnation isthe
pastime of the hour, where any structure you cling to may topple in amoment, where a City of a
Thousand Suns may be destroyed by amachine commanded by the psychosis of an empire and beauty
doubtsitself asinsanity gorged on desth—and | am free’—again he drew in his bresth—"what am | free
to do? You tell mewhat | am free to do!”

And auniverse away acity on adesert under adouble sun wasin confuson:
“The agentsfrom Earth, will they arrive?...”
“But one of them’ sdead. The Duchess has dready been killed...”

“The other three, two of them are together a one end of the trangit-ribbon, the other is hiding in rubble of
the palace a the other end...”

“Thiswar, will wewinit, or loseit...”

“The Lord of the Flames, whereishe? Y ou said that of the four of them he would congtantly bein
one...”

“The Lord of the Flames, you said he would betray them to one another. How has he hurt them, which
oneishein?...”

“The Lord of the Flames, will he cometo us, will we be ableto fight him, will we be abletowin?...”

The Triple-Being made acalming gesture. They quieted. We still have time before the agents from
earth arrive. True, one has been killed, and the telepath, Arkor, is till in Toron...

“You sad,” interrupted one voice, “that the Lord of the Flames would be moving from one to another
of them, sabotaging each onein turn. Which oneisit in now, how hasit done this?’



“Isitin Jon?’ asked another. “Isthiswhy he asksthis preposterous question?’

The Triple-Being laughed. It attacked Jon first, then it was in Alter; it inhabited the Duchess just
before her death; now it is crouching with Arkor in the ruins of the palace.

“But why?’
“What did it make them do?’
“How did they betray?’

Asthe Lord of the Flames has been observing this war, answered the Triple-Being, so we have been
observing him, and we have discovered a great deal about him. You remember we said that he
was a completely alien form of life, such that ideas like murder, compassion, intelligence were
foreign to him. Well, now we are close enough to under stand why thisis and what exactly the
basic difference between himand all of us hereis. The essential factor in all our make-upsis that
we areindividuals, and asindividuals, we are alone. Even those of us with telepathy are alone, for
they are still working only with images. Even beings so closely linked as the three |obes of our
intelligence, are basically individual and alone. It is both our salvation and our damnation, and
opposed to it isthe desire inherent in our aloneness to move closer to another individual, or
individuals, to perceive with them, through them, to unite somehow. Many of you dual or
multisexual species have thisinternalized into your procreative rituals. Even the monosexual
creatures preserveit in syzygy. The ultimate in alonenessin each of your culturesis death. Many
of you have symbiotic relationships where when one individual is completely separated from all
others hewill physically die.

In the Lord of the Flames, however, this polarity between the isolation of the individual and his
desire to be united with other individualsis reversed. It goes back to the very nature of his
physical make-up, and its ramifications are as subtle as they are throughout the species of this
universe. First of all, he is composed of the energies created by plasmas of matter and anti-matter
held in stasis. Heis a collective consciousness in which the individuals are not alone, even
physically, for their energies are constantly shifting and interchanging. Anti-matter and matter, as
those of you whose cultures have reached atomic physics know, annihilate one another if brought
into contact. As we equate aloneness and isolation with death, so it equates bringing individuals—
individuals who are already in energetic unison—together as death, for when this happens their
actual physical beings explode. Conversely, reproduction takes place not by bringing individuals
together but by separating them, so that they re-create themselves on the basis through which
matter and anti-matter are propagated when energy travels through a gravitational field. The
ramifications of this reverse polarity in its attitudes towards life and behaviour areinfinite.

“And thisbeing is preparing to make war on us?’ asked one delegate to the City.

Apparently. But we are still a good deal ahead of it. It has not discovered that our life process has
nothing to do with the stasis of matter and anti-matter; anti-matter is so rare in this universe that
the chances of life hinging on it are impossibly low. One of the reasons the Lord of the Flames is
concentrating on Toromon so heavily is that the basic source of power istetron, a radioactive
crystal of uraniumin conjunction with radioactive iodine. The fusion can only occur under atomic
temperatures, as a great deal of Toromon was exposed to back in what they call the Great Fire.
The balance of the two elements creates a much more controllably radioactive material, and the
amount of fugitive anti-matter in the process is tremendous compared to the occasional positron
or anti-proton that result from cosmic-ray bombardment. The Lord of the Flames is sure he will
find the secret of our life formin the civilization using the greatest amount of anti-matter. That's



the chemistry of it. On the higher level heisalso trying to discover how our behaviour under
attack differs from his; in other words, what is a war to us.

“Doesthis polarity you tdl us about affect the way we fight?’
It certainly does.
“More important, how doesthis polarity affect the way the Lord of the Flames will behavein battle?”

Ultimately, the social traumas that cause war are those which promote the greatest isolation of
the greatest number of individuals that still keep themin physical proximity. Disaster, famine,
insupportable distribution of goods, exploitation, increased population till enough individuals are
denied the opportunity of being together, fulfilling their yearning towards oneness with all other
individuals. In most of your cultures, even the most egalitarian, the sexes are separated during
battle.

“Compensated for by a huge rise in copul ation/population right afterwards,” commented one del egate.

Precautionary, stated the Triple-Being. But the whole strategy of war as we know it takes
advantage of the aloneness of man: hit your enemy in his most dispersed forces; isolate a troop
and you can destroy it. Well, all of these factors are entirely reversed in fighting the Lord of the
Fames. If you can drive as many of its elements as possible together they will annihilate

themsel ves, whereas actual isolation makes them physically reproduce; to separate one individual
component of the Lord of the Flames from the rest would mean you wer e pitted against a force
that was multiplying as you attached, would overwhelm you before you could harmiit. Just as we
are alone, yearning to come together, so all its components are part of one another, yearning to
be alone. Just as the trauma that cause usto fight are the trauma that cause us to be alone, so its
idea of a destructive act is one—

“—that brings individuastogether!” One of the delegateswas ecstatic “| seeit now, now | seewhat it's
been doing on Earth, with Toromon!”

Please allow me to continue—
“But | understand now—"

Please. Thefirst attempt on the Lord of the Flames to press individual s together was when it
increased the radiation barrier, driving the original inhabitants of Telphar back to the coast and
to Toron. But the elements of war were already fermenting in the culture. Its second attempt was,
when the war broke out, instead of letting Toromon discover an external enemy to fight it
fostered the idea of the computer, that would physically hold the inhabitants together while they
were under theillusion that they were fighting far-flung battles. When our agents on earth
managed to expose this to the people the result was that moment of telepathic contact that
blanketed the empire. During this moment every individual in Toromon learned something, and so
did the Lord of the Flames. What they learned was exactly how alone they were. A few minds were
able to deal with it, profit fromit, learn fromit how they might come together. But for most the
result was terror, and chaos. And the Lord of the Flames began to get some inkling of how
humanity, and ultimately how life in our universe, works. By thistime, to give our agents all over
afair chance to learn also, we had several times put you all in as close empathetic contact as we
could simulate. Then we brought each one of you individually to the City and even gave you a five
dimensional view of what-you-woul d-have-been-if. We hoped that this contact might help you all
in rallying your forces when and if the final conflict came.



But now the Lord of the Flames is examining Earth, and particularly Toromon, under a
microscope. It has entered its observations directly on our four agents, and instead of acts that
would shove the entire society in on itself, it concentrated on urging individuals together, and
observed the results. First it attacked Jon, urged himto go back to his father.

“Then it made Alter meet her aunt?’” suggested one of the delegates who had been meticuloudy following
the discussion.

No, answered the Triple-Being. In a world where individual s are alone no two approach the same
experience from the same direction. Altar’ s reconciliation with her aunt was not at all the same
thing to her that Jon’swas to his father. The Lord of the Hlames forced her to speak with the mad
gueen, who was about to kill them: that’s what it did to her. Then it went on to the Duchess of
Petra. It made her not only go with the young king but for a moment accept his ideas, which were
so at odds with her own: even though they died moments later, perhaps it learned the most from
her. Now it has moved into Arkor’s mind, though he doesn’t know it, and waits with himin the
palace ruins. He has still to be urged to his encounter.

“What has the Lord of the Flames learned from each of them?’

So far it has learned that coming together makes them more able to bear the aloneness, more able
to come together with others. It still, however, does not fully understand why this alonenessis
objectionable in the first place, when for it, it is the one thing desired.

“But the poems... 7’
“Theunified fidd-theory... 7’
“Thehigory... 7’

“You said if they can get these to us beforethe Lord of the Flames getsthem, then we will know the
outcome of this greater war?’

WEI, answered the Triple-Being, Jon and Alter are only minutes away from the possession of all
three, and the Lord of the Hames is at the other end of the empire from them.

“They 4ill must get here,” reminded one cynical delegate, “and an empireisnot avery long distanceto a
creature that can step galaxiesin microseconds.”

That is very true, said the Triple Being, echoing itself initstriad voice. The sand shifted acrossthe
desert as night came dowly over the white world and the double shadows lengthened. Let us watch.

A universe away, Rolth Catham frowned and said, “Well, Jon, | suppose’—he paused—"1 suppose
each person hasto answer that question for himsdlf.”

“No!” Thiswasfrom Altar. “You haveto tell him... us... me, something. Y ou haveto! Otherwise, what
areyou good for? Don't you see, you have to be ableto tell us something!”

Rolth shook hishead. “I can't.”

“Wadll, try,” thisfrom Vol, followed by tense, quiet laughter that hung his words ambiguoudy between
urgent imperative and insane command.



“Clea?’ Alter said “Don’t you remember, you told me once, back when we both worked at the circus
together, you once told methat to be able to judtify yourself to others was the most important thing in the
world when you were too sick to justify yourself to yourself. Well, | don’t know, but if that’ strue, but...
well, can’t you say something now?’

Clealooked confused, her dark brows contracting. “All | canthink of is... you' refreeto be anything you
want, amathematician, ahistorian, apoet”—Vol laughed again—"anything we' refreeto be.”

Jon shook his head. “ That’ s not good enough. I'm not a stupid man, I" ve got a certain amount of physical
strength, I’ ve got a certain amount of mental and physica discipline, but I’m not an artist or an economig,
or ascientist, and to talk about my being free to be oneislike talking about my hitching up amoth-drawn
chariot and flying into the sun.”

Something behind thewall of diasbegan to click and severd lights changed colour.
“Wall, you trans storized baby with electronic tape-worm, you have an answer for him?’ Vol asked.

Thereply waslaconic: “No.” But the clicking continued. A pand opened in thewall, and three piles of
paper were reved ed.

“Roalth,” said Cleain surprise, “it must be finished with the collation processing.”

Rolth picked up one of the piles of paper: “ Looms of the Sea,” heread, “ The Final Revision of the
History of Toromon, | think that’s an awfully good title. | just hope the theory holds up.” He picked up
the second sheef. “Here' syou unified field theory, Clea”

She took the pages. “What' sthe third pile?’ she asked.

“| asked the computer would it make up acopy of dl of Vol's poemsit had accesstoo. | wanted a
copy.” He picked up the sheaf of poems. His naked brain gleamed grey behind the plastic. He frowned
and turned back to Jon. “If you were an artist, or ascientist, then maybe | could help you decide what
you werefreeto do.”

“That'sadart,” Vol sad. “I'm ligening.”

“Basicdly, it would just be free to commit yoursdlf to your work, or not to; and then, to commit your
work to man, or not to... no, not to man, but to aconcept of what man might be.”

“All right,” Vol said, “you’ re talking to me and Cleanow. Y ou’ ve got to explain that.”

“I mean this. When you write apoem, Vol, you writeit to an ideal reader, one who will hear dl the
rhythmica subtleties, will respond to dl theimages, will reverberate to dl the references, will even be able
to catch you when you do something wrong; this reader is the one you labour for When you spend hours
to make sure each lineis perfect. Now you can be sure that in thisworld there are not very many of
those around, but you have to believe that he could exist: even more, that any man of the street with the
proper training could be educated to be that ideal reader. If you didn’t believe in him you wouldn't try to
write perfect poems. When Clea propounds a theory shetriesto makeit as clear and as rigorous as she
can. She knows that a good many people won't be able to read through it and make anything at al out of
it, but she checks and rechecksit for the one person who will be able to contain the whole concept of it.
The sameway | check and recheck my historica theory for cultural, sexua, emotiona bias, for that idedl
man, who isidedly unbiased. To commit yoursdlf to this concept doesn’t mean that with your work you
try to teach people how to beided. That's propaganda, and since most of the artists and scientists are
pretty far from ideal themselves, they are more or less defeated at the start if they take that tack. It's



rather to acknowledge that man, with al this chaos, even so, can beideal, and to make your work
worthy of him.”

Now Vol turned to Jon. “Where doesthat leave you?’

“Freeto try and achieve that ided, or not to try.” Jon said. “But we get our blueprints more or lessfrom
you three”

Vol laughed once more.

“Will the machine make copies of those thingsfor you?’

“Of course,” Cleasaid. “Why?’

“I"dlike copies of al of them,” Jon said, “just to see how close | cometo theidedl reader.”

Puzzled, Clea pressed a button on the console, and the cabinet began to fill again with pages. “Isthe
trangit-ribbon from this end open, Clea?’ he asked.

“It was closed at the palace,” Alter reminded him.
“Can it be opened from thisend?’
“Asameatter of factit can,” Cleasaid.

“I want to do some reading, and maybe get on the way to becoming that ideal reader of yours.” He
turned to Alter. “And | want to find Arkor.”

“Thetelepath?’ Catham asked.
“That'sright,” Jon said.
“Whet for?’

“ Something about perception,” Jon said. He hefted the papersin hishand. “| want to take these to
him—give him achanceto try hishand at the ided readership—and seeif maybe he can’'t figureout a....
problem.”

“Problem?’ asked Catham.

Jon nodded. “What the next problem after these will have to be. And when I—we—get it we'll be back
withiit, for the computer.”

While Cleawas checking out the transit-ribbon, Jon and Alter told Nonik of their journey. Now he
leaned on therailing and shook his head. “But isany of it rea ?’ he said. “Don’t you stop to wonder
that?’

Jon and Alter looked puzzled.

“Weadl exist only in the mind of God, so some ancient thought. We are the psychotic quips of a
deranged cosmic mind, perhgps? Maybe a highly neurotic mind, abit suicidal, tending towards a
manic-depressive cycle; isn't that the one which defines my existence?’ he laughed. “ Shafts of divine
ingght!” Now he spat over therailing. “Or maybe just in each other’ sminds, that’ swhere we exist. Are



you redly anything at al worth considering, Jon Kashar? Or are you only the story a bunch of prisoners
recd| of aboy they never knew. Does your white hair, your dark skin, your dawn-grey eyes encompass
theredl you, Alter Kashar? Or are you the projection of children gasping before a circus poster where
someone has sketched you sequined and distorted in midnight on atrampoline?’

“I think it’ sabout timeto go back,” Jon said, alittle uncomfortably.
“Timeto go,” Nonik echoed. “Oh, yes, timeto go.”

Inthe laboratory, Cleasad: “It’ sl functioning; somehow, with dl those bombstheribbonistill
connected. | don’t know what you'll find at the other end, but get on the stage.” They climbed up the
meta stairway and stood below the crystal. Jon had the papers under hisarm, and Alter’ shand rested in
his.

Clea stepped to atetron-unit, pushed a switch; somewhere a solenoid hummed, and thefirst row of
scarlet-knobbed switches in abank of forty-nine swung from “ off” to “on”.

“| want to go too!” Vol Nonik suddenly said.
“Youcan't gonow,” Cleasad. “Itisn't set up to carry that much.”
The next row of switchesswungto“on”.

“I've got to get out of this stainless-stedl asylum!” Nonik said, shaking his head. Then his eyes caught
fixedly on the formsthat had begun to shimmer on the stage.

“WEe I send you as soon as we finish sending them, if you want.” Catham said. “With over acertain
weight you can't predict the molecular destination taken through the—"

Without warning, Nonik let out ahowl and legpt forward. He vaulted with his one good hand to the lip of
the stage and staggered benegath the crystal.

“Val...l”

And then something flared white beneath the bulb. A small bulb snapped with aloud pop and afall of
sparks.

“What happened!” demanded Rolth.

“The stupid...” Cleabegan. “Now I don’'t know what happened. It sjust set built to carry that much
weight at once. | don’t know whether they’ |l get there, or even wherethey’ll end up. Or if they’ll even dl
get there at oncel”

The platform was empty.

CHAPTER XI|I

Arkor lay on apile of cloth inthe corner of the |aboratory-tower, looking at the sunlight falling through
the broken celling.

The huge crystd at the end of the trangit-ribbon began to glow: then Vol Nonik ssumbled to therall,
screaming.



The bruised body Arkor took in at aglance. The pattern of the mind legped through the room and
quivered hungrily before him, Arkor pulled back. Hurt, injury, the long cords of pain shaking and
dissonant. A circuit of careful parts and patterning, precise and tremendous, yet here and there welded
open or shorted out from its own heat; apainting so vivid in detail and colour that its own intendity had
charred the canvas. Arkor tried to turn avay mentaly. “What do you want?’ he asked, ditting up.

The figure shook hishead. “1 don't... want to talk any more, | just don't want to... speak.”

“Youdon't havetotak,” Arkor said. “What do you want?’ Nonik stared with gleaming eyes. “All right,”
Arkor sad. “Come on, then.” Vol followed him across the floor and to the door of the chamber: he
couldn’t shut dl of themind' s crying out. Practised in rhythms, it turned walling againgt itsdlf asthey
climbed down the stairsto the yard.

... themotion of my body through smoke trickling from the broken wall recals aclumsy behemoth in
cool tides, the sun falsthrough the celling in awide band across the steps, and a my glance the wounded
giant broke off from my gaze, the shimmering pointsjutting in the haze, violence of sll and portal aswe
pass the wrecked street’ s agony, corded lips still before smashed masonry, the sumps of ruined dreams;
O, these cavernsthat | cannot crawl, anguished at evening, empty of ruined dreams, machines sprung
under evening's hammers, backward bounding mind mounting to tongue fire againgt aribbon on the

Arkor watched Vol ssumble ahead of him aong the blasted pavement of the Avenue of the Oydter,
thinking, what’ s one good reason why | should bother to follow ether hisbroken mind or his broken
body? But he followed, and two blocks later Nonik turned, his eyesrisen to the charred sky-line, and
Arkor tried to block out what pounded at him from Nonik’ s mind.

... thefdl of the towers, O ancient Chrigt, thefall of the towers, and the bared knife belly-buried and
streaming, thefal of the towers, | can hear her screaming, | can see her hands twisting to get free, her
body arched backward, skin split, bladder loose with blood, dust and crumbled masonry, aflood of
refuse in the street, screaming, her small hands coming out to meet my larger hand, brick and iron twisting
to get free, the fdl of the towers, my standard and support shattered, my heart jarred loose, her violence
looped in athick noose of struts, electric cable, mortar, brick...

“What do you want?’ Arkor whispered again, and Nonik, his cheeks wet, looked back. “Tell me,”
Arkor said “I1t would be eesier for meto giveit to you than to listen to this.” Fear burned in Nonik’'s
eyes; heturned and fled. It was easy to follow him, however. The thoughts chattered like static through
the ruined Streets.

... aflaming woman ditsin the throne of my eye; abronze gigantic bird thrown wingward on the ruptured
field crashed the iron fence that shields the chewed-up asphalt of the aircraft field; the hard knot of desire
loosens, sprawls open by thelong, bleak hive-house walls, male and female, embattled and become
epicane, magnificent, and one: rage, and now three, five, seven, terror rips gpart the wild iambic madness
of the fleeing child, chaotic shards form patterings, eleven, thirteen, infinite and prime, ordered,



unpredictable as rhyme: ayoung boy flings arock down from the roof, viciousit cuts my thigh; what
greater proof of innocence or compassion, as suddenly my eye holds for ashocked breath his sartled
eye; night walkers stak thewharfs a sunset, scavengers hiding in the shadow of the dant launch siding,
they see me, run over the cobbles, pause, gaze, turn, hurry off, | am aone, walking the piers, asmy eyes
chase agrey deflated hunger to consume the seaswaves sepul chred wind-weaving loom...

“Wake up,” Arkor said, Nonik uncurled beside the wall like asick cat. Arkor wanted to say wake up
and shut up. How do you tell someoneto stop thinking. “1’ ve got a boat for you, like you wanted.” He
walited for the emotions which roared at him to resolve themselvesin Nonik’ sface. They waked to the
pier where Arkor had found the boat, deserted and fuelled. From the wheel house he watched Nonik
look up at the trangit-ribbon under the new moon.

... awhip of meta, beautiful and free, from crumpled struts legps the crushed-foil sea, while herewe
dare the dark troughs lashing back aong the ocean’ s churning nightward track, violated in depth,
runnelled by kedl, droplets suspended on awire whed, time crushed by the pressure of light and muscle,
ground to discrete fragments between the sky and sand, while distant bulkhead shadows block the stars:
foolsand their floating gardens in the moon, raised high on duminium pontoons, precipitate above a
wave, trapped below genesis, spilled in thefall to st fonds, ajewd-heavy skull through whose wet
sockets the tetras flush, whose bone-holes acknowledge compl etion and redemption, polar action and
evil, meridia deathand love...

“Where do you think you're going to go like this, Vol 7’
“l... I don't...”

... picture my hand padm-stripped, the red harp of snew caught on no music vulnerable, vaulted in no
engine...

“Where are you running, Vol Nonik? Don't say you don’t know, | won't takeit.”
“I.)

... don't want to talk, and the picture of my face—red chak on brown paper—burned and charred till
the beautiful isreleased and the responsible furiesrage. ..

When they docked on the mainland, after afew minutes, Nonik |eft therail, glanced once at the
trangit-ribbon, then walked up the beach. The wind scoured sand from dune tops and threw it over the
wegthered walls of a deserted fisherman'’ s cottage. The door lay on the ground, and through the window
an abandoned loom sat half strung. They walked farther through the empty village. You are trapped in
that bright moment where you learned your doom was scribbled across the sagging wall of an
ice-house.

... echo and re-echo, caught, held, and released, the cry of wild pigeons, and some stranger beast,
crystaline and timorous, treads leaves and dried vinesto the meta bottom of my mind, and thefirgt
words come back, a cupric gleam, the walls of perception shaken, thisvile voice not art, but madness
trapped by ritua patternings of sound, lying because theritua is bound by the limp nerves response, the



total matrix trying to contain redlities of heart and gut and brain, knowing thisworking realnessisonly a
machine congtructed to apprehend the redl; and the existence of leaf, sand, light, and good flicker out as
they are named by the beast before me, followed and fleeing, stumbling by trees, beach, beneath sun and
morning, flung with the mind against the veined rock, the mirror bresks, again the beast awakes, stepping
lazily from the splinters, stretching claws, preening glass-black feathers, whispering of welghts world-age
old, lisping deeth-deeds that cringle, garsh, shock new speech from the struck tongue; | will walk down
the muscular anger of my voice, | will trample slence under the leaves;, my hands before mefill with
rushing sun spots shaken through the forest as | run: | will find new barriers, | will brush them back with
burning hands...

“Eat,” Arkor said.
Nonik leaned his head on the tree, shook it twice, and turned away.

Arkor waited amoment. When he was certain, flung the food back into thefire. “Look, the City of a
Thousand Sunsisthat way. Over there are the penad mines.” He paused long enough to see Nonik look
up to where the trangit-ribbon gleamed above the trees. “Y ou want to go back to Telphar?’

But Nonik shook his head and lurched forward.

... these turreted Cities a noon are the mind’ sruined images, perfection, death, and
trangtion—skewered on fishbonesto the streets stone siding, where gated trees shake thunderous
fleaces at the sky and children cry and change—we are leaving the long chancels of the forest for the
broken rocks, the ossific trunks, ruttsin the shaling ground, we are driving for alandscape more
profound, yet in thelivid runnels memories of green are precious as her mouth brushing the back of my
neck, these plains scattered with yesterday’ s death, where | seek yesterday’ s dying, crushed trunks of
petrified trees; | can see hest lightning over the dead city sinestral as charred bone, circling the stonelike
amyth, and as | round the webbed towers of the cancerous dream, |eft-bent and gravid with her degth, |
amleaving dso theilluson that | am done, the giant, the beast in the mirror, the metallic wind clanging the
rocks, or silent as dain rats bowled belly-upward on the ground; | will not look at the concupiscent City,
| will not walk in the violent streets, nor even in the ruins where the dextral ghosts of this race gamble
near leather windows and crouch before flightless stairs or watch a stubborn orchard or gnarled kahrba;
these, land-locked, atavistic, have none of the sed s augterity, only the wrecked sands of an ideawithout
voice, aworld without vision; know then this journey seeksto define ends, seeks shores where farther
oceans start; caged by the over-muscled heart, we are trapped in that bright moment where we learned
our doom, but still we struggle, knowing, too, that freedom isimposed the very moment when the trap

sorings...

“Stopit,” Arkor said.
Evening burnished the crusted plain. Telphar was behind them.
“Stopit,” Arkor said. “You'regoing to die.”

Nonik shook his head hard once; then he began to laugh, till the laugh faded into awhisper: “... die?’ He
shook hishead again“... thetrap springs closed. The barrier...”



“WEe' ve already passed the edge of the barrier,” Arkor said.

Bronze light gouged and pried among the naked stones around them.
“You'll dietoo!”

Arkor shook hishead. “1 can take much more radiation than you can.”

For thefirst time a definite emotion seated itself in Nonik’ sfeatures. He frowned: “Have | gonetoo far

dready?”
“Turn around and come back to me, Vol ?’

Nonik began to laugh again. “But you can't even seeit. | mean thelimit, the place past which | can't
come back. Isit here? Am | standing on it?’

Suddenly he sprinted ahead thirty feet. “Don’'t you see,” he cdled back, “perhaps|’vejust passed it.” He
began to walk dowly back to Arkor over the empty, desolate rock. “ That means|’m dead aready.
Every cdl inmy body is aready dead, but maybe for an hour I'll be able to stagger around, pretending to
bedive. I'mdead. Thisishow it fedsto bedead. I'll go blind first, and then I'll stagger asthough I'm
very drunk.” He brushed his good hand over hisface. “Isit starting?1... | thought it was going dim.”
Suddenly he grabbed Arkor’ s shoulder and cried out, “No!”

Arkor saized the smdll, shaking human in hisgreat hands. The quivering, glittering mind turned under his
own mind. “Vol, comeback,” hesaid “1 see so much more than you. Y ou know so much, and o little.
You can't befreeif... if you'redead.”

Nonik pulled back abruptly; fear filled hisface, theface of agirl filled hismind. He turned, scrambled up
the dope, and ran forward again. Slowly the chaos quieted as Vol ran farther into the rocks.

Arkor turned in the ocean of stone and began to walk back. Alone again, the telepathic giant cried.

EPILOGUE

Bestles... carbuncle... silver fire. Jon sucked the sharpness of ozone. Alter caught his hand as she gazed
down the white sand. With the sudden change in gravity, Jon nearly dropped the papers, but Alter helped
him catch them up. They looked again towards the City where:

Smoke fell like silver scales through the shell of the royal palace of Toron. The stumps of the city’s
towers jammed at the sky. People still huddled in the streets, but many had already started to
make their way to the shore. Some helped one another over the girders and fallen masonry that
choked the street. Some moved by themselves. But they were moving.

Alter pressed back againgt him; but Jon put his free hand around her shoulder and started down the
dunes.

“Have they brought the history—"
“—the unified field theory—"
“—the poems?’ the delegatesin the City demanded with aflood of questioning:

“Have they come?’



“Will wewinthewar?”

“Whereisthe Lord of the Flames?”

And thetriple answer: Thereisno war!

Jon and Alter, hand in hand, paused, listening, at the edge of the City.

The Lord of the Flames, continued the Triple-Being, has observed enough to know that war would be
useless, and that if it came to war both sides would be wiped out.

“We would destroy each other?” Jon asked.
We would each destroy ourselvesfirst, corrected the Triple-Being.

“Destroy ourselves?’ Alter asked, “But how?” Wonder grew in them like deserts flowering suddenly
beneath longed-for and familiar rain.

Beyond a certain amount of injury, life cannot exist. To desire as much destruction as a war
would be such an injury. And if the injury is too great self-destruction may be necessary. Suicideis
the safety valve for the sickness to dispose of itself.

Questioning, Jon and Alter approached the City, and before them they sawv—

A rocky plain where Vol Nonik staggered, went on his knees, then fell forward and lay still, eyes
sunken and black, neck puffy, face distended. Behind him was the silhouette of Telphar on the
horizon, and as they watched, it suddenly flared, flamed, and billows of smoke rose fromitsfalling
towers.

And thetriple being said, That was earth. The same thing has happened all over the universe.
“But what?" asked Jon.

The same thing that drove Nonik to suicide, caused the computer to bomb itself out of existence.
The wound has at least been cauterized, and you may go home now, and attempt to heal.

“And the Lord of the Flames?”

The last random factor has been observed and put in place. And there wastriple laughter. You might
say it realizes now that as different asit isfromus, it is still akin to us, in that it, too, has this
death outlet, and recognizes its kinship. Now it will go on searching, and there will be no war.

“Then we can go back?’ from al the delegatesto the City.
And Jon whispered, “To reach the stars,” and her hair brushed his face as she bent smiling to him.

Before them was the City of a Thousand Suns, beautiful on the lake's edge, and as they watch,
Lug’s neanderthal family might arrive, and Catham and Clea trudge tiredly along the edge of the
lake to the City, and from the other side an elderly couple, tattered and exhausted, might also



gain the City: perhaps Rara, and Old Koshar; and the tall figure of Arkor might move towards the
low buildings from one side, while the figure of a forest woman, also with the triple scars of the
telepath, may approach from the other, their minds having already joined and touched,
experience and perception weighed against experience and perception, the music their minds
made free in the double sound of their names, Arkor, Larta, that they sung to one another, all,
some, or none, the choice random, and left not to chance but to you.

Freeto build or destroy they, too, approached the City of a Thousand Suns, to be struck by blue smoke,
dispersed by sudden lightning, dropped from aweb of silver fire... thered of polished carbuncle... the
green of beetles wings...
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