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Threeplanetseach avast distanceapart fromoneanother areinhabited by Homo sapiens-- humans.

Romero de Morgan, spoiled scion, and Adonis, a synthetically created “perfect” human, come from
Homobirthstone, whereliesthethroneof atechnically advanced galacticempire.

L ola, daughter of abarbarian, descendant of apast space-wreck on the out-of-the-way planet Abro, isa
would-bepriestesswhoissacrificedto The-God-Who-Howls.

Jonto, anintdligentbird-lizard, comesfromaplanet, Biafra, withsuchextremeenvironmenta variability that the
only dominantlifeformmug, ingtinctively, changeprobability futuresviai dentifyingandrel easingkey chaostriggers,
askill unsensed and unknownto humans. Thebird-lizard sharesadventureswithRomeroand Adonis.

Giftedwithlong-lifethroughvarioushappenstances, thethreehumans, accompaniedby theBiafranbird-lizard,
matureand play out their intensesearchfor self against avast background of anunchecked, decadant society and
itsapparently magical technology.

Chancehasbrought them all together onthepl anet Cairema, whereoncehe dsway anddominatedanextremely
technol ogically advancedcivilizationlongbeforeearthitsel f waspopul ated by humans.

On Caremia humangeneplasmadegneratesat each generation, ahidden effect of thestill functioning, but
unknown, ancient technology of theformer civilization.

Caremiangodsmust surely die, if decadanceistoreverse!

But somust personal, inner gods!
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Aboof Abrowassurethat hewasnotlostinthedeep, strange, woodlands. Hismapswerean order of magnitude
better thanthoseinthehandsof theHouseof Novatroopersnow opposi ngthem. Threemoonsgleamed overhead,
one above, andtwosmaller at each shoul der. Heglanced at them eachand sighed, ashisowntroopershadfollowed
acircular routefor twodays, andhehadyet topinresponsi bility somewhere. “It’ sthegreat secret of life,” hemoaned
to Asto, hislifelong companionand now ai deever sincehe’ d assumed the Captai nship, theK apita, over Ubi.

Asto, too, sighed, for whowould not rather beback at thecavernswheretheever-generatingwarmthandlight
fromtheTerran Queen'slife-raft’ scorewasmounted generationsearlier. Heblew at thesparksat their feet, and
thesoft, black coalsagainburstintoflickeringlightandwarmth.,

“Shouldwedinefirst, or shouldwewash?’ Abosardonically asked, knowingthey’ d not beabletodoeither
for sometime, theway troop movementshad goneawry.

Astoscratchedat licethat had crept beneath hi sthick woolenclothing ashesympathizedwith himself, saying
toAbo, “Itistruethat moral eshowss gnsof increas ng dispiritedness, and hopel essnessaswed ogforwardthrough
thesedensegrowths. Had thehighroadsbeen unguarded --.””

Someone nearby and unseen swore amighty oath behind them, and then therewas acrash and clatter as
apparently oneor moreof theheavily ladentrooperstumbledandfell.

“1’ vealwaysthought that advancing agai nst theHouseof Novawoul d beapl easant sort of occupation,’” Abo
grunted. “ Notthiscreepingand crawlingandhidinglikehuntedanimals.”’

“ Arewenot taking prisoners?’ asked Asto, who had beenaway seeking out therear echelonsduringthewhole
day and night, and had heardtherumorsthere.

“Hah! Firstwemarched straight andwooden, likethey say inthe Captain’ smanual, andwesmiled andjoked,
too, andeveryonethought it wasgreat, marching straight and not  ouchinginto battle. Every onesang, too, andwe
toldstoriestooneanother. Thenafter thefirst day, whenwefoundthewater despoiled and could not lakethirst,
andwhenthekitchenscoul dnot keep paceand our bel liescrieda oud, gurglingand grumping sothat eventheenemy
couldhear theemptiness--. Well, listennow. Doyou hear anyonesinging?Arethey telling stories?’

“No.”

“So. Dowehaveprisoners, then?’

Astosighedagain. | shouldhaveknownit wasrumor.” Hestirredthesmall fireand threw inanother lump of
cod.

A runner, breathing hard, skidded to astop and sal uted, just asthe Captain’ smanual had described, though
awkwardly, hishandd oppily reachinga most behindhisright ear.“ | begtoreport, Aboof Abro,” heacknowledged
inavoiceleadenedwithfatigue.

Abo, maintainingrecently learned military necessities, triedtosalutecrisply, anda sofailed. “ Report!”

“ Atfirst platoons, thenentirecompani esweresent ahead, and theforest swallowedthem.’”’

“Didthey notall havemaps?’

“Begtoreport, Aboof Abro, that themap-making detail wasabl eto supply thehigher officersonly, andthose
aredtill intherear whereyou placedthem.”

“Acarpus!” Aboswore. Sighingagain, heasked: “ How many men?’

“Twoineachplatoon, two platoonsto acompany, four companiesto abattalion, asweagreed.’”’

Onemoonhad crested andwass owly disappearing, leavingoneat their back, and onestill at their right hand.
They were about to break out of thewoodswhen another trooper who was standing on aridgeoverlooking a
declivitousslope sothat hecouldbeeasily identified and not besplit withanaxeor spear or anarrow by hisown
men, loudly shouted: “We' vemadecontact!”

Thereweresomenoisy responsesinanticipation, but most of thetrooperscl osed their eyesand shrugged back
intotheir inadequatetree-leaf coveringsandtriedto shut out anything but badly needed sl eep.

Aboof Abrodecidedtowait until morningtoattack. WWhenthethreemoonshad beenreducedtobut one, and
that onefacingthemfrom theenemy’ sdirection, andthenew morning’ sstrong, harsh, whitelight wasat their | eft
shoulder, theshudderingthump of artillery shatteredthesilence, and al sopostponed hisdecision. Firstonehefty

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



SPONSORED BY

@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 3
%)oul der andthgﬁ éa‘n'\(g{sr?érc Crashed or dammedintothed] osely groupedforest dwellers, plonkingand swishingand

chasingindigenousanimal speciesinevery directionwithaterriblefright.

“They aregettingour registration,” Astowisely reminded. “ Nextwill comethevolleys.’”’

By mid-morningthethunksand swisheswereregul ar, coming closer and closer totheir mainforcesof one
hundred andfifteen, whichmeant thefirst real battlehad begun.

Meanwhile, thosewhowerepropellingtheartillery rounds, headed by aging Ubi of theHouseof Nova, and
trueclaimant tothe Captain’ sheritabl etitle-- but al soaweak-willed man-- had spent sometimeraising balloons
toobserveAbo of Abro’ sgroupings. Unfortunately noneof thethreeballoonsthey’ d constructedwouldrisefor
somereasonsunknown, thoughthey’ d carefully followed theinstructionsfromtheold manuals. Now Ubi must
decidewhattodointheabsenceof hisaerial spotters. “Wecouldhavepin-pointedtheir positioneasily andinformed
our artillery wheretostrikenext,”” hewhinedtohisfirst lieutenant, aphysically small advisor whonow appearedto
beroly-poly becausehehad somany fur coveringsto protect against theeternal chill.

“Ayel Ayel Captain,” Ebaresponded crisply. HewastheL ieutenant who dancedto pound hisfeet, hopefully
torestorecirculationagainst theground’ scoldness.“ Wedidvery well ingettingthreeof theancient arbal estsbuilt
and working at thesametime, Sir, and now weconvergeonthemfromthreedirectionsat once.”’

Theponderouschunkingcontinued against Abo of Abrountil all therocksweregone, andthen Ubi discovered
that hishome-madewagons, withtheir ungreased axlesand sockets, woul d not keep upwith thedemand.

Alsosomeonecamerunning back fromthefront who breathlesdy informed Ubi that theenemy wasbreaking
out, andthey wouldlikely losetheir present positionsas: “ Wecannot manuever thearbal estsfast enough.”

M ost mal esfromboth of thefeuding factionsthat hadlong-ago descended from Terran Queen’ sshipwrecked
crewweretalerthanUbi. Hismainbelief and complaint ashe’ dgrownol der, andevenbeforethepresent political
split, wasthat subordinationwasinversaly related total ent. Heused thephrasemoreoften after Abodeclared himsel f
Aboof theplanet Abro, andtrueCaptain, or Kapit. Ubi’ sfeelingsalwayscontinued unchanged onthesematters,
reflecting bothhisowninsecuritiesandfrustrationsand hisinordinatewilly-nillyness.

SoAbowastaller, withafl atter faceanda morebul bousnose, and coul d drink morethancould Ubi, or probably
any other man. But Ubi thought of himself asquicker of wit, moreal ert, moreimpartial toward thedemanding
injusticesof life,andsoon.

WhileAbo' seyeswerehard andred-thready-veined, Ubi’ swerefluttering and soft.

Ubi sighedagain, for now hewasforcedtomakeadecis on: Toabandonthepowerful arbal est that had probably
wreaked much damage-- probably savagely renting forest greenery and opposingtroopsalike -- or tostay and
possibly risklosingall onehundred andfifty troopers?

A shout up ahead caught hisattention sothat for themoment at | east thedecision could beput of f. Heasked
Ebawhat theshout meant. Eba, still dancing onchillingfeet that poundedthick leathersat hard stoneanddirt, said:
“ A contingent hasbrokenthrough, Captain.”

Of courseneither sidewasawarethat thenoisy flounderingwass mply someof Abo’ slost troopsblundering
betweenthestationary troopers. But after Eba’ scarelessanswer, nodecisionwasreally necessary. Ubi ,whoa so
thought of himself astrue Captain and Head of theHouseof Nova, ordered anai deto blow thelong, thin, Caffle
horn, whichtheaidedidwithaacrity, usingevery snuffleof breathinhislungs.

Headspopped at oncefrom behind bushesandlimbs, ssumpsanddirt piles, frominsi deof holesand beneath
heavy furs, andthey all hoppedto, andrushedrearward, asthe Caffle-hornhad ordered, tohomeand hearthand
tothewarm, easily protected valleysof theHouseof Nova.

When Abo of Abro heard that shrill, discordant Cafflewail, hewas surethat the already psychologically
successful House of Novatroopers were about to descend upon them, and to overrun all. Truthisthat he'd
envisionedreturningtotheir ownwarm, well-lit caves, wheretheTerran Queen’ sancient enginesstill purred
comfortably, andwherethey werevery warmand snug. Hewoul d havedoneso except that hisvisionwasthat of
unmanfully stridinga oneand crestfallenevenashi svictorioustroopscarriedonwithagrandvictory. Who would
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ad then 7%56\ h]’*ema?es? What kind of Captain’s inheritance was that? With no one to work the rocky
fields, to bring in slaughtered animals, to arrange weddings . .. ?

SoAboof Abro, too, had hissound of retreat made, and betweenthetwo -- oneclangingandresoundingfrom
tree-toptotree-top, theother stridulent, wailing and crashing discordantly through densejungle-- whenceboth
armiesscampered helter-skelter for their respectivehomes.

Astohadhadenoughof lice, andtheir living sol dierly and glorioudly off thefat of theland, soto speak, andhe
wantednomoreof |eadingtroopersfor theglory of Abo’ scaptaincy, eventhoughhisownrewardmight bemagnified
thereby.

Eba, too, wasnot overly fond of standingincoldvalleysand onbreezy ridgesthroughout thetriplemoon’ sreign,
ever stampingfrozenfeet against hardrock andfrozendirt.

Besides, both Asto and Ebawerenot quiteashungry for their titled positionsasthey madeout to appear.

Soitwasthat ameetingwasarranged just betweenthesetwo, at the placewherethe God-Who-Howlscould
beviewed during serioussacrifices, atop thetal | est mountain peak that shadowed bothterritories.

Ebastamped hisfeet here, too, and must cock hisear abovethewhistling keeningthat pervaded everything.
Hesniffedand shoutedtobeheard, saying: “Now listen, Asto. We' vebeenfriendssincechildhood. Our mothers
kept uswiththesamepriesthood, and traded usback andforth, sothat sometimeswenever knew whowaswhose.
Wearelikebrothers, perhapscloser. Doyouthink thisfoolishdivision should continue?’

Astowasperhapsaheadtaller than Eba. Theroaring God was so noi sy that A sto had to bend hisshrouded
head and placeit closeto Eba sear, sothat whenthetwo werel ooked at together they appearedtobeonesingle,
strangeanimal. Asto bobbed hishead in agreement, saying: “Just youget Ubi tocomeinwithall theothers, and
Il seethat Abodoesnot harmthem.”

Ebaalsosaid: “Justyouget Abotocomeinwithall theothers, and |’ || seethat Ubi doesnot harmthem.”’

“Fah! Y outhink Abowill listentoanything soreasonabl e?HeknowsUbi's timeisclosing, and that Ubi isweak-
willed, andthat theold onecannot makehisowndecisions. Y et doyouthink Abo’ sarrogancewill permithimthe
advantageby cominginandbidinghistime?’

Neither couldthink of anythingfurther tosay, for they wereboth muchinagreement. Then Ebahad athought.
“Theremust beaway. Think Asto! Arewenot advisors?’

Astokickedat astone, andit clicked and skidded over thecold, barrenrock, flicking off theedgeof theGod-
Who-Howls, and disappearedfromsight forevermore.

Ebaasked: “What of Abo’ smoronic son?Why washenot among theattackers?’

“You' vesaidit. How coul d anyoneso stupid becharged with mattersof stateor warfare? Abomadehiman
officer andplacedhiminchargeof reserves, sothat hewoul d stay intherear out of theway, andwherehisstumbling
about couldnot hurttheeffort.”’

Ebawasabout to concur that thiswasindeed awi sedecisi on, whenbothtogether |ooked at oneanother’ seyes
withanticipatory gleams, and bothtogether excitedly said: “ Sergy!”

Astovoiceditfirst.” Sergy andLolal Why not?If they weretowed, thenneither sidecanretaintheCaptaincy,
andthepositiongoesto Sergy.”’

Ebaadded: “And Sergy’ sso dumb that Lolamakesall the decisions, and we are back to circleone, and
everyoneishappy again.”’

“Sure. Abo’ svanity issoothed, for heisnow thefather of thetitular Captain, and hasthegrandarray of titles
andduties, whileUbi’ sretirementwill suit hisindecis vedisposition, leavingareasonablewomantomaketheproper
decisons.”’

Ebatook hishandsfrom out of deep pocketsroughly sewninto crude, brown squares. Herubbed hishands
together. They touched oneancther affectionately, andboth eagerly returnedto setloosetheplanfor saving Terran
Queen’ sdescendantsfromthemselvesandtheir new and stupidwarfare.

Il
L ola, daughter of theweak-willedandrapidly failing K apit, wasaplainfema eby thestandardsof thebarbaric
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gD&ecen 0 entsoPthAJiAerran Queen. Dark hair withdusky featuresand coal black eyes, ashapejust turningintothe

finecurvesof maturity, her appearancecontrasted severely against thosevol uptuousfigureswithlight hair and blue
eyes, thosefemal eswho composed most of theoverly inbred popul ation.

Shelovedthechildrenwhowereplacedinthegeneral careof thepriesthood sothat themotherscoul d contribute
tothenecessary plantingand sowingand other chores. Evennow shewasvisitingwiththem, having placed hersel f
at thedispositionof Willa, aseek andfriendly priestessof theHouseof Novachargedwithchildren’ scare. Lola
said: “ Father gavemepermissiontojointhepriesthood assoonasmy eighteen-cycle, PriestessWilla. | solovethe
childrenandwoul dbefrightfully lostwithout thisduty.’’

Onesmall blue-eyedchildwithtallow-yellow hair camerushingtowardthemcrying. Slender Willapickedhim
up and hugged him and dried copioustearsbefore answering, forcing her voice abovethe general hubub and
screechingandlaughter of thedozenor sothat surroundedthem. Soberly, shereminded: “Itishard, Lola Y oucannot
wed, for if you do, youloseyour objectivity with thesmall ones. Y ou can mother themall nolonger. Mothers
themselveswill accuseyouof favoritism, or evenworse. They’ || say your mindandattentionisonyour ownhearth.
Better that youwait until your child-bearing daysareover, asl’ vedone.”’

L olaheaved andthen expelled her breath and shesmiled, reachingtopull closeasmall girl, alsowithtallow-
yellow hair, andtogently caressandreassuretheyoungster for themoment. “I knowit. They say that whenour great-
great grandfathersset out torebuild from spacewreck, menwereagai nst men and women againstwomen, andall
might have perished had not the priesthood set up absol ute peacerul es. But now wehaveenoughcitizens, sothat
breedingmewill notimproveourlot.”’

“Hmmph!” Willascornfully began*“What doyouthink takesplacebetween thestupid mennow?Aboof Abro,
indeed! Of what differencewholeads, solongasthechildrenareprotected, andwefindwaystofeedthemand spin
theirclothing?’

“Y oumust agreethat father isrightful Captain, Willa.”

Two youngsters, aboy and agirl, had begun to throw mud at one another, not only breaking up athird's
imaginativeconstructionbuilt fromrandomly cut sticks, but alsoraisingaforbiddenquarrel. Willarantobreak them
up, getting mud on her soft, fur dress. Shewiped at thedirt withasoft ragandreturnedto L ola, whowastittering
behindherfingers.

L olatook thedistraught girl and Willatook theboy, andboth divertedthechildren’ sattentiontoother toys. L ater
thechildren scampered off to Priestess Sodi, whowoul d teach them duti esof theHouse of Novaaswell ashow
toskinLiperssothat their furswould protect and warm, and how to slip out thelong, thintendons, that could be
usedfor thread after dryingand cleaninginhot sand, and how tomakeneedlesfromyel | ow treesthat grew profusely
near where God-Who-Howlscan beboth heard and seen.

L olaand PriestessWillawereset torelax withacup of sweet smelling Bloodjuice, takenredintheearly morning
fromtall growthslongago plantedinsidethepriest’ scompound. It grew thereasthi ck asthegrowthsoutsideand
halfway uptheflank of theridgethat overshadowedthem. A runner huffingand pantingd ammedtheheavy doorwith
aclunk, startling thetwowoman. Stepping quickly beforeL ola, therunner said: *Y our father wantsyouat once,
Lola. Hesaystidingsareof greatimport.”

Terrified that something had happened to her aging father on hisrecent campaign, Lolaglanced briefly at
PriestessWilla, rose, and quickly followed therunner back to her own quarters.

Unlikethosewith Abo, wholivedinthenatura deep cavesby thecliffsideacrosstheridgeandbel ow theother
sideof God-Who-Howls, Lola sfather residedinthelargest of oneof thecommunal buildings, protectedfromthe
eterna coldby meansof thick-hewnlogsthat had been dragged oneby onefromthemountains deswithgreat effort.
Asthey approached themainbuilding whichwasastory and ahal f high and constructed of thesamehuge, black
logs, witharoof that d oped steeply tomoreeasily shed heavy rainfall and deepwinter snows, thepounding of many
feet againgt turf throbedinarhythmiccadence, shatteringthequiet of thecoldair. Therunner explained: “Itistroopers
whomarchinpatternsaccordingtoancient manuals.”

They passed in front of an open gate, where Lolacould view the parade of furred woul d-be soldiers, one
shouting,“Hup! Two! Three!” andrepeatingthissequenceover andover at thesametimethat about fifty mentried
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g)esper Ty tos mul\faneouslystepthel rfeet downwiththecount. L olaheld her handto her mouthtohidetitters, for
shethought thewhol eaffair insane, athought al so shared by most of the priesthood.

Ubi wasdiningwith Ebaand A sto, tuggingwith hisfingersat someunidentifiabledark odorous, steamy, mest,
placingthick piecesinhismouth, chewingand s multaneoudy wi ping hisbewhiskeredfacewiththedirty d eevefrom
hisfurs.

Lolastrodesi lently uptothethreeandwaited quietly, asbefit thedaughter of Ubi, K apit of theHouseof Nova.
Her father wassaying: “ Four generationsof theHouseof Novajoinedall itskintogether inamighty expeditionthat
spanned stars, and shipwrecked here. Doyou not think the God-Who-Howlssought our Company?’

Ebalookedto Asto, whowaspicking at hisnose. Ebasaid: “ They say thecausewasasmall devicenolarger
thanyourfingernail, Kapit. Or sothelogbookssay.”’

Ubi looked upandaway, hiseyesandfingersuncertain. “ Uh. Well, Abo hasthelogsnow.’’

“Itistruethat now no onecananalyzewhat happened, or how,” Asto agreed, not wantingto confuse present
issues. “Itisalsowritten that our great ship balked suddenly, and spiralled like aflaming meteor into Abro’s
atmosphere, rending and burning until only molten, tear-shaped fragmentsscattered over thousandsof square
miles”

Thisconfused Ubi evenmore. Hefrowned, di splaying hismisunderstanding of thedilemma. “ Thenhow didthe
enginesarriveat cliffsidewhole, and how dothey evennow furnishwarmthand power for therebels?Andhowis
itthat westill havetheship’ slogand ship’ smanuals?’

Ebawarily answeredtheconfusion, saying: “ Another ship, Kapit. They say that asecond shiprodetheback
of theonethat carriedthemfromthestars. All who could scrambledinto theother ship, andwerecarried here.’”’

“Orwerecarried hereby God-Who-Howls,” Ubi insi sted, continuing not only theancient argument, but al so
addingtotheindecivenessof thediscussion.

L olawasnoti ced and permitted toadvance, whereshecoul deasily seetheperplexity writteninher father’ ssad
eyes. Hecleared histhroat and addressed her by hisfavoritesaying: “Lola, my littlefur rug, thesegentlemen, Eba
and Asto, havecontrivedasol utionto our warfarethat threatensto keep Abro’ stwo coloniesapart forever, with
throatssnarling and eyesagleam, with our daggersdrawn and aimed at each other’ sheart.’’

Lolasighedandwaited, for how couldthisconcernher?

“Abo, whocallshimsdf of Abro, anddemandstheinherited Captain’ stitle, a socontrolsall grainsand meats,
sincehehasthestreamsandfertilevalleysaswell asdomesticated herds. Wehavethetimber-landsabovethevaley,
andalsocontrol entrancetothe God-Who-Howls, sothat Abo’ srebel s-- uh-- citizens-- cannot worship asthey
should.”

Ebaand Astonoddedtogether, both staring expectantly at L ola, who' sfeet shifted, scrapingthick fursagainst
thecold, dirtfloor.

“Abohassent Asto--,” hepointedtothevisitor, “-- tobargain asol ution, and heoffershisonly son, Sergy,
aswedding partnerto L ola, my only daughter. What think you?’

L olawasshocked, nay, shattered. Howbeit, shewasnot of her father’ sindecisivemol d?She’ daready made
up her mind, sosheanswered: “Y ou’ vepromised methePriestesshood. | antoworship God-Who-Howls, and
stay withthechildren. My career andyour promise, father! Remember?’

“Well,yes--." Hiseyesseemedtoglaze, and hestared outward. Al so hishandsbeganto shake, and hewas
about tochangehismind, when Astospokeharshly, saying: “Isitnot better todiscard onecareer thantorisk genera
warfare?’

Ubi’ shead bobbed up and downwith quick agreement, whileEbasmiled covertly, knowingtheweak ways
of theK apit. Besides, neither Ubi nor Ebawanted againto facethosecreepingtroopersbesidecoldridges.

L ola, seeingtheway her wishy-washy father wasleaning, quickly andharshly said: “1 will not, father, nomatter
your decison.”

Astolaughedgruffly.“Itisnot theway with Abo, Kapit. Hisson, Sergy, obeysevery charge.”’

Ashamed, Ubi’ scountenancehardened. Hewasinterruptedinwhat hewasabout to concludeby L ola, who
shouted: “ Sergy isalout, anidiot, and knowsnot better. Inany case, | belongtothepriesthood, andwill not lay
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Fithhime
Ebagrinnedopenly now. “Lola, dear girl. If heissostupid, thenisit not truethat youwill beactual ruler of Abro?
Thatiswhat wedesire. Knowingthestateof Sergy’ smind, wea sorecognizethat youwill beour K apit henceforth.’”
That argument clinched Ubi’ sthinking, and henodded, indi catingthat thematter wasdeci ded, andtheaudience
over.“ Thereareonly arrangements,” heforcibly muttered ontheir departure.

Sergy andLola-- Lolaunder great duress-- werelockedinthesameroom, acrudely designed square padded
withthick fursfromwild beaststhat roamed near thelip of God-Who-Howls. Alsothick furswerestrewnabout the
dry, dirtfloor, and stacked to form abed at onecorner.

Abohad comeinwith hisentourage, and had beencoldly, formally received by Ubi.

L ola, whowasnot about topermit Sergy any proper pre-nuptia blessings, handedhimahornfilledwithpriestly
Bloodijuicethat al so contained abit of deep-inducingherbs. Shesimply said, “ Takethis.”

Bewildered, sothat hissmall eyessearchedthisway andthat for an explanation hecould understand, Sergy
finaly grinnedwildly andwithaflourishgraspedthehorn, for it wassomethingcommonandeasily understood.

Uncappingit, heconsumedall of itscontentswiththreegreat gul ps. Then, remembering, hereachedintohis
sidebagand handed L olaasimilar horn, ashe' d promisedtodowhenhisclever father drilleditintohisthick head.

L ol o patted hisbroad shoul der and dli pped of f thick robesthat covered hischest and arms. Thishepermitted,
and heevenlay downonandbeneaththethick, comfortingfurs, asitwasachilledroomthey’ dbeengiven. After
that, heclosed hiseyesand snored|oudly.

Shespent thenight tossing and pacing, her ssomachrevoltingfromtheunnatural prospect shefaced, or atleast
shethought that wasthereason. Every so oftenshe’ dsip at thehorn, and then pacesomemore. Itwasn’t somuch
thethought of beingmarried, but thethought of livinglifewiththisOaf, thisutterly blank and beatensonof thearrogant
Abo. Her father had somehow gotten convinced that oncemarriagewasconsumated, thedivisivewar woul d cease
andhecouldrest. Not so. Abowouldfind someslick way torunall of Abrothrough hismoronicson, Sergy. Abo
was not thekind of personwho would permit awoman to run anything. Inthat, Ebaand Asto hadill-advised.
Meanwhile, what of her own plans?Wassheto be trueto her self-vow?That she’ d not lay withanother manuntil
her tour withthechildrenwasended?Andthat even then shewoul d betrueto God-Who-Howls? Andwhat woul d
Willadounder thesesamecircumstances?

Shesoughed softly. Her graciousmother wasnomore, and coulddonothingfurther tocontrol her weak father’s
willy-nilly decisons.

Shes ppedtheSergy horn, and shenibbled at meatsleft over fromher father’ srecent meal with Astoand Eba,
brought by oneof father’ sretainers. Then shepaced somemorethroughout thetriple-mooned night.

Wéll, shereminded hersdlf, atleast Willacanbetol d that pre-marriagewasnot consummeated, and she’ dat | east
havesavedthat much, thoughhow she’ dmakeit this next day, duringtheceremoni eswithout d eep, andher ssomach
beginningtochurnandgrowl, wasyet to belearned.

Sheclenched her fistsand vowed againthat her father’ splanswoul d not upset her own.

Il

Onesinglemoonshinedresplendently inthecol d, unclouded sky, whenmorningfinaly arrivedwithitsdiamond
frostedsunlight. Lola sdark hair and dusky, smoothfeatureswerebeautifully outlined againstadressof silver-white
fursembellishedwithrarejewel-lights. Her hair swept upwardand swirled and wastinged with scattered golden
stars. Her ankleswerewel | proportioned, aswastheremainder of her lithesomeshape, but well hiddenby swaths
of warmandthick fursaswereher feet.

Asshepacedthroughthetedi ousceremonieswithanatural femininegrace, gossips, whohadfaced Abro’s
great natural obstacl esand had mountedwearying pathwaystowitnesstheceremonia andfind joiningof Sergy with
L ola, muttered contradi ctory omens, oneseei ng onethingaugured, another seeing something quitedifferent.

L oud hornsmadefrom Sauro bones, thosehal f mammalian, half reptilianindigenousAbroians, blaredand
houndedthepopul acetofeast, many having kept abstinencefor several fortnightsinhonor of therare, bright, gala
occasion.
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Thoseof proper Y FankTilled thecoldhall with agratifyingbody-hesat that al so swirled nose-wrinkling odors
throughandthrough. Hereand therethewarmth caused abodi ce or Sauro-skinjacket to beshed.

Restrained, thesefourth generation survivorsof thetragic shipwreck turned eyesand headstofollow al most
uncompromisingly sober theceremonial covenants.

Abo of Abro cut portionsof the native sporophorefound in deep cavesbeside God-Who-Howls. Cutting
throughthegrowthat thesepta, hecasually flipped portionsinto hismouthand chewed lustily.

L olaal soquitecasually took theknifefrom hisrough-scaled handsand a so cut. Her tiny perfumed nostrils
twitched. Delicate, red embroideredfingerscarried thesporetoher lips. Her mouth opened showingthetip of her
pink tongueand her clear, whiteteeth.

WhereasL ola sfather and hisminionsrespectfully watched thi sportionof theceremony without suspicion, the
Abo of Abroandhisband silently leaned back andforth, somewithonehandat their dagger’ shandlesswinging
loosely onthethick, leather beltattheirwaist.

L olapoppedthesporeinward. Atthat precisemoment her ssomachroseupwardinfiercerevoltand sheheaved,
flooding her last foodsand sundry liquidsover Sergy.

Mostlaughed crudely, unsympathetically, whil eothersgasped or moanedwith dismay.

Abo’ seyesnarrowed. Hisliplinestightened ashesuppressed asmil e, and hewhisperedtohiscohort“ Theplan
works, Asto!”

Abo’ sdrawnknifesignalledthat hismen’ sknivesshoul d bedrawn, andthey quickly advancedonLola spoor
befuddledfather, who, startled, threw up hishandsand backed away .

Thesuddenhushamongwatchingguestsshouted|ouder thanall thepreviouscol d cacklesand gusty guffaws.
Shadowsjumped higher fromflickeringcandlelightsrespondingtoamerewaft of windthrough poorly seeled cracks.

Recovering somewhat fromthecontretemps, L ola sfather swore, using hisstrongest epithet, bitingout with
“Acdph!”

Lola, paleand shaken, whispered, “ Itisbut atemporary sickness.” Her eyesnewly bedeckedwithartificial
frosting of slver andgold puzzl edly pleaded.

“Blasphemy!” oneof Abo’ smenhoarsely shouted, soall couldhear. * Sheisstill virginal!’’

“ She' sfailedthetest!” another shouted, after whichthewail wason, harsh criesand barbari c mutteringsthat
overfilledthebroad-beamed peacechamber.

Wll, what couldapoor befuddledfather do, if hewasto savehispeopl€? Hemust succumbtothesuperstitions
of themoment. Sincethesporeshad supposedly exposed hisdaughter’ serrant ways, therewasnaught remaining
but to announceher sacrificebefore God-Who-Howls, thesamewho shrieks andwhistlesonhighall day, every
night.

Lola sfather had never beenastrongleader, havinginherited hispositionfromastronger persondity,Lola’s
grandfather. LikeL ola sfeatures, hisfinely chisledchin, cheek andnosereflected hissaddened grief lines. Heknew
thatin somemanner he’ d beenweakened further asaleader, and that hemust somehow recover, but how?

They shoutedloudly againfor thetraditional sacrifice, and now Abo of Abrospoke, leadingtheassemblage,
and pronouncing thesentencethat must foll ow adi sobedi ent daughter whostaysvirgina onthepre-marriagenight.

Itwasadismal party that treked upward, hard footstep by stone, up and ever upward, past thecareful spikes
madeof hardtreesset out to providesafety and security against thunderousgiant dinobeast charges, up past the
gistbushlineswithsweet, yellow-ripeningberries, up past thedark linescraped againandagai nfor burnableblack
rock, upandup, pastthefrostline, past thesnow line, past hundredsof tricklesandtrecklesastheweak sunmelted
andthechill windfrozeagain, up past peaksthat | of ted over vall eysthousandsof centuriesold, upand againupto
thehollow mountainwiththestrangeandwonderousaurora-likelights, thehomeof Himwithout nameandcalled
God-Who-Howls.

TheGod-Who-Howlswasbeforethefallen, doomed ship, and onemight supposethat early effortstoexplain
theanomol ousphenomenon | eft thosewho weretrai nedin geophysi csand astrophysi csand xenobiol ogy sans
reasonableexplanation. Indesperation-- or merely toexplainaway their lack of technical knowledge-- perhaps
someonehad declaredthephenomenonwas* Likeamiracle,” or another might haveidly commentedthat, “ Only
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@od can expl an tﬁ‘e my§ery

Inany event, thebarbaric descendantshad nodoubt it wasGod, for it compelled thevery heavensto change
ways, startlingly and suddenly. Therainsthat fell, cloudsthat seemedto bescoopedinward, torrential windsthat
constantly keened -- all andmore -- owedtheir beingnessto thismighty God, and thereforesodidtheir crops
andtheirverylives.

Itwasall sologica: anundisputedfact -- or sotheruling priesthood found most convenient tohol d assel f-evident
truth.

Lola sfather hadalwayslovedLola, proudly playingwithher and, whenachild, petting her and callingher
“Mylittlefurrug”, and hegaveher many thingsthat might havespoiled her, suchwashi sgenuinebut mis-directed
affectionandlove.

Now hewasrequiredtoraiseher over razor-sharp ridgesand drop her without qualmintoaholeso deepthat
nooneunderstoodit, andfromwhichnoonehadever returned. Helooked pityingly uponhisdark, petitedaughter,
atear heldrestrainedtoolongat | ast welling outward.

Shefrosted her glanceat thosearoundthat werepushing and shoving and shouting, eachdesiringacl oser view
of thecomingrareandexcitingevent. “Itisasl’ vesaid, dear father. My stomachisstrangely upset. Hasyoursnever
beendisturbed, sothat it grumblesand gassesand placesoutsidethat whichiswithin?’

Hehesitated, kindly pressing hisgnarled handstoher finely brushed hair.

A bladeglittered, pressed sharply at hisside.

“Superdtition, father. Surely youknow?’

“You -- you -- accepted young Sergy last night?’

Shefaced him, eyeto eye, and sheglanced from oneto another, realizing at | ast that naught that she could
contumacioudly voicewould sway other than her father. Andhe?Well, hisstrength andweaknesshad alwayslay
intheenforcement of stateaffairs.

Swaying precarioudy over thewhistlingpit, sheclutchedat her pride.“ Acarpus!” shecursedhim, her lipscurling
anduncurling.

They roughly tied her toabroadbeamed overhang, and together grunted her outward until sheswungfreely over
Hislair. A halbred snaked outward, theropewascut, and shedropped, a ready nearly forgotteninthemindsof the
acceptors.

How Abo of Abro cameto take advantage of the House of Nova sdisgraceisanother story, albeit one of
patheticstupidity.

Wemust follow L olaasher fursrustleandfeather upward during her long, long passage.

God-Who-Howlshad hunchedlowinthisholl ow peak | onger than mankind had fl ourished. It wasnot strange,
then, that stranded shipmates, | acki ng sophi sti catedi nstrumentsor gppropriatetheories, facingdaily struggless mply
tosurviveinacold, harshenvironment, did not understandthestrangeanomoly.

Whentheeducational descent of ship’ ssurvivorsbegan, how couldthey beblamedfor thestrange, windy
whirlpool’ sname, God-Who-Howils, attributing theusual characteristicsof al thatisgood, and surrogatefor al that
isbad.

AsL oladroppedintothisincreasingly scintillatingwhirlpool, her last thoughtsspokenal oud werethecurse
words,“ Acelph!” and“ Acarpous!” eachtimethat her faceswungabout soastoview thosevani shing near thespiny
ridge.

Convol utionby convolutionshecursed, until thewall sat theopening seemedto convergeand shewasal one.

Asthoughfinaly resignedtoher terriblefate, shepushed her armsand handsdowna ongsideher furredrobes
besideherthighsandcried.

L oud soundsclangored and screeched and seemedtotear at her, accosting her inevery manner. Her head
seemedtoswell and thento becomeacephal ous, andthenit swelled again. Her mouthtasted of ashes, andthen of
acid, evenasher temper acerbatedwith her grief. Riversof blood seemedtoflow by andaroundevenasachondrites
pelted her generousfursandflexed her hair. Clenchingfists, her terror swelled, and sherepeatedly called out, “ |
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Fill not™ untiP51eKRE ot what shewascalli ng.

No braver woman, nor one so dedicated to the priesthood had ever been thrown into this Acheron of the
nameless.

Whensheawokeat last, asif by magicindeed, shelay supineat theexact acliniclineof astrangeand ancient
planet havingthreesunsof Red, Whiteand Bluethat cycled overhead evenly spacedinthat order.

\Y

RomerodeM organwasahandsome, inquisitive, oft devilishchild, bornontheplanet Hombirthstoneto Carta
deMorgan. Though of theroyal house, andwith every advantagetherefrom, hesorely tried hismother’ sregal
patience. Beforehecouldtalk plainly hewascaught “ peeking” beneath delicatefoldsof acertainroyal female.” |
wathplaying phythian,” hehadgrandly lisped.

Thechildprobably had stumbled upons milar performancesby thosemoreadult, werethetruththought through
by hisdistraught mother. Asonewaghad putit, “ I’ || concedehe’ satruedeM organ, but that doesn’ t forcemeto
concedeanoverly activeimagination.”’

Theminor, childishincident, of course, washushed and passed and forgotten.

Not sothosefollowingincidentsthat begantoaignthemsel veslikesomany goldandsilver trophiesdisplayed
inhisfather’ sden. For later hewasexpelledfromtheBerkshireHouse, theBersideaHouse, thevery liberal Bertillion
House, and soon, consisting of both co-educational and otherwise.

Academies, moresensitiveto socia nuances-- keepinginmindthegrandand powerful Houseof deMorgan,
andtheprobablefutureincometobederivedtherefrom-- a soeventually conceded, theadministrator of oneof them
explainingincalm, sepulchre tones: “Best! Best! Best! Romerobeterminated. Hisowngood, harrumph, of course,
hurrumph, andours, too, harrumph!’”’

CartadeMorganwasal oving and soft and warm soul. Shefretted over Romero’ smorethan casual sexual
proclivitiesuntil thephysicianTasodeMorgan, her brother, wassummonedfromadistantworl d. Hekindly explained
that: “Theboy isnormal, havingat worst ablind spot that will fill intime.”

CartadeM organ seized upon Taso’ sexplanation, saying: “ Intruth, heisnormal . Heassociateswith proper
intelligentsiaandisexposedtoour society’ sbest. Why, Taso, know you hehasjoinedinthetournaments, andis
adashingand popul ar d edfencer?Andthey speak onhowwitty and charming and phil osophical hecanbe, hisevery
utteranceagemof prematurewisdom.”’

“I'velong beenaphysician, good Carta, and havel earned that neither thebody nor themind hassoleruleover
rutting. Oftimesitisamatter of akeenimaginationattachingitself toan obstacl e, andthereafter it becomesmorethan
justordinary rutting, but alsoaningtinctivechallengefor thebasicof life' ssurvival.”

Romero’ sdistraught mother hand-fannedhersdlf, asif theroom’ sexceedingly stableclimatehad suddenly gone
astray. Shesaid: “Y ouputthingssocrudely, Taso. Butitistrue. Hehasahabit of competing andwinning hisway
upladders. Why, didyouknow that hewaslast year presented withanunusually temperedand sharpenedfoil ?The
ded-fencing?’

A beautiful cytheticshapedasacomely girl, but obvioudy of nosex, brought atray fromwhich TasodeMorgan
selectedacool, sweet drink.

Tasowasdtill dark of hair, and hiseyeswereasblack ashissister’ s. They peeredintooneanother’ seyes, she
drinkingfor comfort, hesearchingfor away toexplainwisdomwithcomfort. Hesaid: “Y ouseeit?Hadyour son,
my nephew, Romero, beenborn centuriesearlier hemight haveswashbuckled hisway aboardaswift galleonand
chased|adiesfrom Englandto Franceand over totheNew Worldsand back again. Heisgallant, indeed! Alas! He
isborntoaworldall aglitter with starshipsand cytheticsconstructed to order and designed onaplanet far from
theoldwallowinggalleonsof Mother Earth.’”” Tasolaughedwithkindhumor, andsippedagain. “Imagineadashing
black-hairedandlitheRomerohoppingfromshiptoship, swingingfromforearm, tradingroundshot -- mastsbursting
and splintering, canvasburning, pirateswithblack patchesover oneeyeswishingand swashingwith cutlassesand
pikes-- andeverywhereisyoung Romerobouncingandjousting, especially wherever isheardthescreamandgiggle
of femal esbeneaththeir finery!’”’

Romero’ smother wastoo sophisticated and matureto openly blush. Shewaved her hand beforeher faceagain,

10
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and decla meolO a mosFt proudly pacified: “OhTaso, youtease.”

11

Romero sat besidehiscythetic, asquat servitor without blemish, having largeeyes, smooth, silky hair and
eyebrowsand|lashes, neat, cleanfingernailsof pink, and abrainthat soaked upfactsfor Romero’ seventual usage
on hiscommand. Romerowasthumbingthroughamanual titled, The Art and Science of Swordmanship at Sled.
“Stuffytitle,” hemused.

Hiscytheticwaited patiently.

“Hereitis. Let mereadtoyou, Porvo. 'Whileall dedsareconstructed accordingto specificationsasfound
herein,andwhilejudgeswill accordingly review and check your submissionaccordingto specifications, itisupto
each contestanttoinsurethat thequality of thefabricationissatisfactory. Inthecategory of EVERY ONEKNOWS,
morethanonecontestant hasfailedtowinthefina sbecauseof defectsinworkmanshipor materials. EVERY ONE
KNOW Sthat d edsareconstructed of s mpleshiel ded anti-particles, thereby providingliftwhileprotectingthepublic
fromdangerousparticul arizations. Itisthisvery smplicity that hascost many contestantstheir otherwiserightful
win'.”

Romerolooked upward, saying: “ Doyouknow thesimplicity of deddesign, Porvo?’

“1 do, Master Romero. Asl understand thelanguage, itisyou, thecontestant, who must understand.”’

Romero thumbed further through theinstructions and specifications. Then, “ Ah. So | must know how to
assembl estandard material S?How tokeepthemaligned?How toassurethat vibration and theheat of battledonot
jarvita dements?l haveamindtoignoretheadvice -- butthen| think of Juli, OldManMorgandeMorgan’ slovely
daughter -- what aconquest! -- and | becomemeticulousagain.”’

Thecytheticvisibly shuddered. “Itisnotfor ustocall ourillustriousking,‘ OldMan’.”

Romerosoftly chuckled, and pokedat Porvowithan index finger.*Y ouhavelongbeeninservice, Porvo, and
youareright. But hisdaughter, Juli? Ah, that isamatter that your carefully designed glandscannot and never will
understand.”’

Porvoglanced downward, presenting theappearance of onewhowoul d hang hishead with shameor perhaps
sadness.

“Nevermind,” Romerodismissedtheservitor, histhoughtshavingalready scaled Juli’ senticingwalls.

Duringthegameseach participant stood onagrav-d ed constructed sothat it couldrisenohigher thantheKing' s
tower. Ataflashinggreensigna designedintoitsvery rudimentary instrument pand , finaistsbegan. Standingupright
competitorsbobbedandweaved and struck at oneanother with sensitizedfoils. Flashinglikeswift-divingbirds, they
doveat oneanother, eachdedobeyingit’ smaster’ sthoughtsinstantly.

Romero’ sfeet werestrappedtightly, and hestood proudly erect ashis sled swooped, obeying hisincisive
thoughts. Heworeprotectiveheadgear contai ningasuccess-strikecounter that wasdecorated with col orful rainbow
plumageglisteningbrightly beforetheir yellowishsunlight.

Downwardall contestantsspedindizzying spirals, each striving totouchtheother without being touched.

Romero’ sbladezigged and sang, wi ppingand snarlingand clanging against others. “ Ahhal Romero shouted
withimpishdelight ashetouched the pateof another, thuscounting that oneoui.

Unlikemundanetwo-dimens onal fencing designed by theancient Terrans, thisgameinvolvedall of thoseskills
aswdll astheba ancingart of ancient surfboarding, andthree-dimens ond chess, played withone-manpiecesagainst
many factions. Thought and actionweredesignedtobeone, or fail.

They werefinally worndownto Romeroand oneother. Whenboth dledssignaledred, they jockeyed lowly
about oneanother likewoundedinsects. Now they stood platformto platform, ready, oneagainst theother. They
must accustom themsel vesto sudden shiftsof their opponent in all three dimensions, and counter and attack
accordingly. Their bodiesmoved, bendinglikesuppl etreesbeforeheavy windswiththeparry andthethrust. First
oneandthentheother must dodge, bending nearly paralldl totheir steady platforms, andthen springingupwardagain
tostand erect and staunch, hol dingtheother’ sbladeby sheer muscleand determinationand wit.

Therewasaquick feint and flash, andit wasover. Romero had won.
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Proud Iy he Ad\éeﬁtoml I’ sbox. Her laughing eyeswerebrightly wrinkledand her artificial rainbow-huedhair
gently tossed backward assheawarded hiscertificateof honor and alargetrophy that contained thefaintest trace
of agiant gal actic nebulawith Homobirthstonei dentified asaruby-red pin-point embedded therein.

Heleanedforward, hardily suppressingthethought of thepoi gnant symbolismof thegrossly spikedtrophy.
“Tonight!” hewispered asshebent tokisshischeek.

“I’mafraid, Romero.”

“1 shall bethere,” hewhisperedagain. “ Atthewindow.”

Shebarely nodded.

Itwasthenthat Old M anKing MorgandeM organ chosetoannouncebeforeall assembled, includingtheever-
present newsmedia, arrangementsfor hislovely andonly flower, bel oved Juli towed toaparticularly vulgar and
heavy set Betel geusian named Jonto the M agnificent. Theseserioustidings, spokenwiththedignity of statein
deliberately pacedtonesendedwith: “ ... will seal together twogreat lines, bringing greater peaceand prospertiy
tobothgaacticsystems.””’

Juli gasped, but would not otherwi seexpressher deepest and most resentful feelings.
Romeroimagined asharpthrustinto hisstomach pit, asif hehadlost asevereandimportant contest.
Good King Morgan deM organ knew not and cared not inany event.

Later that evening Porvo stood outsidethe Gal actic King’ sgroundshol ding variousdevicesthat had been
|oaded upon himby Romero. Thecytheticglanced nervoudly inevery direction.

Romero quipped, “ Steady oldwork beast. Was| not apalaceguard?1 know thesegardenslikel know you
-- andall their wonderoussecurity systemswill avail themnot.”’

Thisquip seemed to make Porvo increasingly nervous. Romero steadied him, and ordered: “Thenerve
stimulator. Itwill causedegpamostinstantly at adistance.” Porvo, holdingthesmall gunwithfingertips, dropped
itintoRomero’ spam. “I’ vedready neutralizedal protectivebeamsandrays. Now watch. Whenyou seetheguards
stiffen, walkinfronttodistract attentionif it hasnot takenimmediateeffect.”’

Heaimed at both guardsstanding by thesideentrance. “Now,” hewhispered.

Porvo obediently dropped hishead and attempted to be casual ashewalked back and forthinfront of the
stiffened men. Romerowassati sfied. Helooked upward. Starsbright and cold pierced adark sky, somepartially
hidden by thehigh palisade, aj utting piecethat | eaned outward over thegardens. Hechecked hiswatch and zapped
alineupwardtaut andtrue. Sweet perfumewafted fromgardenflowersonasdlight breeze. Theline sthunk was
muffledinthevast canyonof thepal acebuil dingsand grounds.

“Motor gloves,” Porvowasordered.

Romero checkedthem, activated them, grinned andwaved at Porvoasheswiftly began propd lingupward. Had
hebeen climbingthehighest peak of theplanet hewould haveacted nodifferently.

Atlasthestoodat her window and couldview thesweet, young princesstoiling diligently at her dressngmirror.

Momentarily frightened, her d ender fingersrosetoperfectlips, whenceRomero, whiteteeth flashing, motioned
that shebesecretive. Her olivefaceflushed, and shewaved away all cytheticsand cancelled awindow'ssecurity.

Romerodidinward, reachingat oncefor her twosoft handsandgallantly kissingthemoneby onewithastudied
deliberation.“ Juli” hewhisperedbreathlesdy.

“Thisissmply delicious,” shepurred, pressingherselfintohim.

Hekissedher without hurry or bluster, first hands, wrists, arms, upandever upward, all thetimespeaking softly,
Sying.

“Y our hair sogolden, likethesun’ swarmlight. Y our eyessobold,” -- kiss, kiss-- “beautiful, likedark-night
stars, treasuresthat gleamfromafar,” -- kiss, kiss--“ skin, smooth, olive, lovely.” Now hereached her lipswhere
they paused and clusteredtogether.

Theyweresixthcousins. She' dlongbeenattractedtohisbrilliant whitesmile, histwitchingand sensitivehair-
linemoustache, hisdark hair and bold and brazen manners. Intruth, she’ dal sobeen sensitized somewhat by gossip
mongersrelayinghiswaysinthefashionof thosepursued andal ready won.
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Li eoneaggéa‘upereugolwnculatedly they swept together. Twoheartsbeat rythmically, two passionsjounced,

anditwasnearly consummated.

Butnot quite.

ThoughRomerohadimpulsively consideredtherisks, theodds, hehad not knownall secretsguardingthefair
princess. Fromthemoment he' denteredthepali sadeasignal had goneout, blinkingangrily beforeloya guardsmen
whoseduty itwastowatchtheblinking of many eyesscattered about thegardensand atop buildings, andalongtheir
Sdes.

Now theguardsmen pouredinwardinall their strengthandbrilliant plumage.

What could Romerodo, but succumbtotheinevitable.

Hewas caught with hispantsdown, so to speak.

®

Asthey foundhim, they alsoforced himtostandat oneend of MorgandeMorgan’ schilly, darkened Judgement
Chamber. Thisvery samehall had held glittering ball sand bedecked | adies. Thick warmtapestriesthat embellished
historical scenesfromthegreat gal actic past surroundingthem, but offered noneof their warmthto Romero.

HisMgjesty, awakenedandsurly, sat at oneend of thelonghall atleast ahalf lengthhigher thanwhereRomero
wasforcedtostand. Cytheticsstood at each sideof HisM gjesty awaiting orders.

Closdly guarded, Romerowassummarily marched downthecoldlengthandforcedtobow -- sansshirt-- sans
pants, beforethe August personage.

Therecouldbeno escapefromthisembarrassing confrontation, for all aroundthegrand hall stoodready a
retinue, perhapsthirty innumber, asthoroughly skilled at arms-- or better atkilling -- thanwasRomero.

Stonesfromevery planet bedeckedthegal acticthrone. AthisMgjesty’ sright hand wasBidentate, anelderly,
wheezingadvsor, awayscloakedingrey, andwithanosethat protruded from hishoodjust ashisactivitiesseemed
topokeand prodintoeveryone'slife.

HisMajesty wasnot arbitrary and cruel accordingtohisownstandards. After all hewasthestandard. Asa
childhe' dtakenhisgal acticdutiesquiteserioudy, holdingthat servicefor fellow-manwasthehighest of ideals. In
thispompousbuffoon beforehimhesaw thecrashof empireaga nst empire, thefragmenting of bondsforgedthrough
theincremental heatsof growinggenerations, thescraping of gal axy against galaxy . Hesaw thedeathsof perhaps
millions, or billions, theweakening of empire.

Bidentate, though shrewed and quitecl ever, wasnonthel essnot ambitious. He dlong counseledthedeM organs
andhadearly found that equivocationwasbestintheend. He d suffered Royal stormsbefore, thoughnever of this
magnitude. “ Theguardsand cythetics,” hewhisperedintoMorgandeMorgan’ sear.

Hairtingedlightly withthebeginning of grey, noselong, red and bul bous, HisM gjesty yet managed aneye-
burning malignancy ashestared at Romero’ sdiscomfitted posture. Henodded dightly, and Bidentatespokequietly
tothechief guardian.

Sibilancy fromreluctantly shufflingfeetfollowedtheir departure.

Flashing his notoriously impish and most successful smile, Romero extended both hands, speaking and
explainingwithout beingsobidden: “1 loveher, your Mg esty, morethanlifeitsalf. Thefedlingismutua . Hadit not
been for theannouncement wewould havetaken our proper timeand proper manner. | hadtotakeissue--."’

“Stop!” HisMgjesty’ svoicegraveledloudly andwasharshly foreboding.

Bidentate’ squick eyesdarted about theroom. Inanear whisper hesaid: “I1twill bemurderousshould Jonto
theMagnificent hear rumorsof these indescretions.”

“Seetoit,” KingdeM organordered, hiseyescontinuingtoburnthroughandthroughthedi scomfitted Romero.
Gloweringyet further, hepressedathick finger against hischinwhilehethought, at last muttering: “Yetl can’t
begrudgethedeMorganside. They arenot without influenceandwealth.’’

Both discussed Romero’ sfateasthough Romerowereof no consequence, or not even present.

“Punishment oft bringswisdom,” Bidentatespokemoreloudly, asif insearchof theKing' srhythm.

“Menarenot destroyedfor fornicating, butto preventfornication,” hisMajesty rebutted.

Bidentatenoddedaccordingly.
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“Ont eotﬁerpface Snishment seemsto appeal only tobasicinstincts.”

AgainBidentatebobbed agreement.

Romero, knowingthat hisparticipationwoul d only antagoni ze, looked about, peeringthisway andthat, squinting
clean, dark eyesfor practical aswell assymbolicescape. Hewasoutcl assed, outguarded, unclothed, evengoose-
pimpled, whichmorethandirk or foil seemedtoprick hisnatural swagger.

“1 havenoheartfor blood-lettinginthedeMorganline,” MorgandeMorgansaidasif defensively, butalsoas
if protectingafavoriteinsect fromaparticul ar death collection.

Romerotook heart.

“Thereforepunishment must bejust, suchthat it will whisperitself fromhall tohall, and swirl about ballrooms.
It must thereforebeunusual. Nonedareexposethetruth beneath, asthough they woul d break openacrusted sore.
Dissuasion, yes, but a sosubstance. Theremust besufficient novelty, agrandoisedesign. Imaginative. Wagsmust
wonder, but never quitedareask. Also,--"’ hepausedtoscowl, “ -- deM organsmust know that justicehasbeen.”

Romerolost heart.

“Theodds, bethey ever so small, must provideade M organwith somehope.”

Romerogained heart. Andwhilehedid not plead or sulk, by extendingand crossing hisarmshedid seek to
cover hisnakedness.

Bidentate pushed abutton bringingtoforescreen accesstothegeneral Galactic Bibliotheca. Stretchinghis
scrawny, paleneck over thebrightened screen, hebegantodrone: “ Castration. Stimulationwithel ectrical probes
until exhausted by repeated orgies. Chemical inhibitorsthat prevent further overt acts, but not thenatural surgeof
desire..."

Thekinglistened carefully, resting hisflabby chinwearily inhand.

Romero shuffledjust once. A strident alarm screel ed, creating sharpagony.

“Stop!” Morgan de M organ commanded, paying little heed to Romero’ sdiscomfort. “ Thecatalogisnot
sufficiently cregtive.”

Romeroquaveringly whisperedthat: “ PerhapsM ater should besummoned.”

Hewasignored.

“DeM organ should not bedamaged, except through hisown stupidity or greed.”

Theking scratched hischin.” | must haveapowerful dissuader.”

Romero’ sback ached and heshivered.

An opaque screen wastemporarily placed between Romero and the discussion. Wise men were brought
forward. They didnotlearnof thecrimeal though di scussingthoroughly thepuni shment’ sdesirableattributes, as
thoughdissectinganancientwar plan, itsweaknessesand virtues.

Romerocouldonly stand naked and chilledandweary.

Atlast thesavantsweredismissed, thescreenremoved and Romerowassummoned forward. Hemadethe
stepsupwardclumsily, attemptingtocover hishair-crested pridewithtwo hands, palmsopen.

“Y oushd| becondemned,” beganthegrumblingandsurily voice, “totravel throughout theuniverseforevermore,
until theday of your natural death!””’

14

Vv

Biafriansflew gracefully inthewarmtwo-sunsonlizard-likewingsinanatmosphereonceagai nimpregnated
withoxygen. It hadbeenhow many of theeccentriccyclessincelast tasting thisfree-radical creator? Ten?Twelve?
Trandatedtocommon gal actic standard, ten or twel vecycleswoul d haverepresented asignificant portionof the
evol utionary period of themammalian speciesknownasman.

Asthey driftedandflapped, their long-linememoriesthat extended backward throughout tensof millionsof
planetary upheaval sreflected ontheir almost perfect worl d. Far bel ow themwasthetemporary greenery of assorted
vegetationthat grew ontheonce-againviablevol canicash, now mixedwiththeseedsof life, dustsandfine-chemicas
andwater sprays.

TheBiafrianswereungainly formsinaway: iridescent sca eswhenitwantedthemtodisplay, abigemina tongue,
thefork-likedual tonguesconstantly flickinginward and outward, adoubl eset of sharpteeththat easily replaced
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It flew orwalked or crawl ed, scrunching upwarditsmulti plecapeand of tenfluffingitsunique, col orful feather-
scaleswiththemovements.

HumansfromMorgandeM organsspacehadinitia ly beenattractedtothi sworld becauseof itsuniqueposition
withrespect toablack-holethat danced together withalargestar fromwhichtheblack-holedrew radiationand
mass. Somehow thisimprobabl eworld had coal esced from space’ sever-present radiationand matter, and now it
whirledineccentricepicyclesabout thedancing marriageof unstablepartners.

They calledtheworldBiafar, afteritsdiscoverer. Never hadthey found suchapeculiarly stable-unstableworld,
andthey never wouldagain, for suchwastheuniquenessof Biafar.

Theseedsof life, beingubiquitous, hadfoundtheir way toBiafar long beforethelarger gal actic patternhadbeen
st Ithad sprungupfirgtintiny crystalline, viral-sized parti clesthat thrivedinasoup of pea-green. Theparticleshad
growntocover aplanet, their chief ability beingthat of replicatingthemselvesover and over. Changingcycles
changedtheenvironment andwhereoncehad beenanever-increasing depth and pressureof pea-greentherecame
intobeing cyclonicwindsandastirring of rock-poundedsiltintoafineporridgethat all but drownedout thefirstlife
form.

Again, andyet againsomeformof life-particlehad comeintobeing -- and each timeit had been swept away
by thetremendousdifferential screated by the passageof Biafar inand about theblack and whitedancers.

Then, findly, acrystalinestructureformedthat had solvedthevariableconundrumsandthislife-formpersisted
throughout therecurring chlorineatmosphereandtheinevitablesilting mix until it spreaditsel f throughandthrough
--but alas! over milleniatheunstablepartnership danced new dances, and theeffectswerehorrendous. Thepea
greenwasswept upintosolidforms, and magmabeganflowingfromBiafar’ sbowels, until onceagainlifeseemed
tovanishasif it had been but agossamer of anidea.

Somewhereinatiny placenever to beknown or guessed wasthethread of acrystal that wasdifferent from
trillionsprecedingit, asit wassomehow immunetothered-flowinglava. It drifted hereand thereand brokeapart
intoclonesof itsalf, doublingever doubling, until it, too, becamethesoleand dominant life-form.

AsBiafar swungelsewhereinitscomplex epicycle, landscool ed, continentsshaped, hydrogenand oxygen
joinedtogether, andformedwaters, parted againand reformed. New kindsof mol ecul esappeared againbased on
carbonandoxygen: ineffect, tiny carbon-oxygenenginesthat huffedand puffed, prideful ly fillingtheoceansandlands
withmoreand morecomplex creations.

Biafar shifted, andtherereturned severetemperaturevariationsand cycloni cwindsthat churned seasintolands
andlandsintoseas. Somewhereinthat shiftingtheviablecrystallinesthat had beenall butinnundated by thisnew
kindof life-form, and thecarbon-oxyenformsjoinedtogether inthevery tiniest possiblesi zes, for all larger had
perished. Theimprobabl ejoiningtogether of theseimprobabl elife-formsbrought animprobablestability tolifethat
endured.

AsBiafar’ sepicyclesrepeated itself but never quitethe same, additional eonsbrought about periods of
dominantly crystallineformsor dominantly carbon-oxygenforms. Andwiththisstrangeunion came aspecial
adaptationthat would not befound anywhereintheuniverse, no matter how far out or how longthesearch.

Biafar was-- and Biafarianswere -- totally unique.

Theunionof thecrystallineand the carbon-oxygenformshad solved the probl em of adaptingtorandomly
changingenvironments. Itdid sointwoways. First, itsgenomeswerecapabl eof rearranging at eachgeneration
almostinstantly, sothat thenext generation coul d better surviveaoncehostileenvironment. Secondly, somehow,
inaway perhapsnever to beknown by man, thesecompositelife-formscould predict by instinctindividualized
probabilitiesthat wereto convergeonitself and that just might |ead toextinctionif not changed. Say, for example,
aland-masswasabout toexpl odewithred-hot magma. Thelife-formwould somehowingtinctively senseimminent
danger -- not theexact natureof thedanger but the* something” wouldirritate-- theinvisibleproddingwouldbe
there-- andtheindividua life-formwoul d seek change, movingitself toadifferent environmental locationbefore
thehappening. Mostimportantly, thegeneral natureof chaoswasinstinctively known, and enviroment could be
controlled by influencingthosesmall energy triggersthat control enormousenergies.

15
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A
Insomes ng&c'\égmomeswoul dchangebeforetheevent conducivetoitsimmediatesurviva . Morethancould

otherwi sebea probabl eexpectation, thischange enhanced theindividua’ ssurvivability and surely species’ surviva.

Sonowthevariant species strugglesfor surviva wasjoined planetary wideandthetool sweresharpened. Life
begat lifeand change begat change and change begat differencesinlife, until Biafar becameaseaof survival
mechani smsthat used every kind of advantage: tooth, claw, hard-skin, motion, witand soon. Every advantageof
most knownworldswasre-invented during Biafar’ sviolent evol utionary growth, and more.

Onespeciesinparticular begantodominate, asthey had devel oped areasoning ability that coupleditself to
ingtinctwhichitself had devel opedanunconscioustechniqueof changing probability linestosuititsalf. Probability
influencingwasnot doneinabigway. Theingtinct didnot movemountainsor cool downlavaflows. Littlethingscould
beinfluenced, sothat whendriftingonrainbow-likewingstowardland, for exampl e, exactly theright conditions
wouldbechosentomaximizesurvival: Small ediblerodent-likecreatureswoul d bebaskinginthewarmsun, after
thelong, coldnightfall, anddirectlyintheBiafariansnewly chosenflight path; or theBiafarianwoul d suddenly change
directionof flight thusunconscioudy avoiding dangerouslightning that wasabout to streak fromroiling, thundering
clouds

Itwasn’ tabigtalent, and couldjust aseasily have comeabout through devel opment of other instincts-- the
avoidingof el ectrical potential patterns, for example.

Butastheoutwardformisthereflection of thegenomeandthei r arrangments, somust outward abilitiesfollow.
Thissmall ability tochangeprobability patternswasmerely anoutgrowthof theinitial genomes’ ability topredictand
tochangewhichwascommontoall of thedominant species.

Humansat |ast landed, and what they saw they did not understand, and what they understood, they placedinto
oldthought patterns. TheBiafarianswereboth birdandlizard-likeintheir appearance, having doublerowsof very
poisonousteeth, andwereapparently quiteunintelligent.

Unknowntothehumansthelizard-likeBiafarianshad survived now asaspeci esfor hundredsof millionsof years,
andasindividua sthey hadgrownandlivedfor literdly millionsof years. They heldtheir present forms-- whichmight
last for tensof thousandsof years-- becausethiswasthebest of all formsfor their present world-circumstances.
Perhapsahalf millionyearsor sofromthenthey wouldinstinctively decideon other formsmoresuitable.

Humansfounditimpossible, for somereasonor reasonsunknowntothem, tocapturethisdominantlife-form.

Wetakeupour story at thepointwhereacluster of Biafariansarestudyingthisnew andunpredictedlife-form
whichwecall humans. A ten-cluster wascircling overhead, abovethegreenery and abovethestrange-reflecting
obj ect which hadfirst descended without wings, and thenfromwhich had emergedtheodd ones. WhileBiafarians
certainly didnot think and reasonaswemight want themto, thesenseand gist of their di scoursewoul d approximate
thefollowing: “I havededucedthat thereareother life-formsin spaceswherewecannot fly,”” onesaidtoanother.

Therewasnodisagreement.

“Thelargecomposite-materia objectwhereinthey retreat fromtimetotimeisacombinationcave-dwellingand
method of movingthemselves,”’ onesaid.

“That cannot be. They areentirely too crudeand cumbersometosurvive. L ook at how they stumbleabout with
their netsand naivedevicessimply to attempt to captureoneof us.

“How canthey possibly survivewhenever theenvironment changes?’ saidanother.

Therewasacon;oi ned hissing, and oneeven mimickedahuman toneof voice, saying, “ Y oumissed! Y ouidiot!”
andthen added, “ | reflect onthe pattern of soundthat issued fromthesmaller, andwonder atitsmeaning, but the
intended effect of theparticlepropelledtoward uswasquiteevident and easy toevade.”’

“ Sowastheintended effect of theel ectromagneticbeams,” another added.

“Dothey think?They must not, | reason, because otherwisethey woul dknow that wewill never bewherethey
am.”’

Theten-cluster scemedtoagreeonthelatter reasoning.

Still, thestrangevisitorsblundered about, until it becamequiteagamebetweentheBiafariansand thehumans,
thelatter alwaystrying new and not-so-clever devicesor strategiesto bring oneof theBiafariansdown, and the
Biafarianscongtantly circlingabout, or sitting still onanearby rock, observingall theapparently foolish motions.
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In anano-szecondE ot the Biafarians* evoluti onary” cyclethey had cometoreasonout that the®world” wasfar
larger thantheir singleplanet. Asthey couldinstinctively andinductively reasonfromsmall consequencestolarge
results, sothey eventually deduced theexistenceof different successful modesof thinkingand survivingandthe
necessity of theexistenceof further worldsbeyondthisonetowhichthey wereso securely adapted.

Whenthey atlastintuited that thesestrangebei ngswereimpati ently preparingtodepart, they reasonedtogether
againand decided that oneof their ownkind must becaught and carried along.

A consensuswasreached, especially after having deducedthat lifemust beubi quitousthroughout theuniverse
andperhapstheir’ swas anarrow, provincia view onlifeanditsexistence.

“Oneof usmust seek!” they concurred, onewiththeother.

Itmay easily besupposed that, being exceedingly long-lived and adaptabl ethrough many planetary changes,
they a soreasoned that such anindividua member wouldoneday returnand providenecessary knowledgeabout
otherworlds. Thiswas thecase. Remember they werecompl etel y naiveabout thesizeand content of theuniverse,
or inthetremendoussuper-structureof deductiveandinductivesciencesnecessary tosupport theact of light-years
space-travel.

Asamatter of solidfact, they weresoreliant upontheirinner ability to produceimmediatecomfortandwelfare
that they could not haveconcei ved otherwi se, thenthat amember of thecluster shall besafeand shall returnandshall
expandthecommon co-consciousness.

Andsoitwasthat humansat | ast captured oneof thedominant Biafarianlife-forms, and brought it back to
MorgandeMorgan’ szoo.

Aninteresting specimen-- but really not very unusual comparedto most housedtherein!

Vi

It cameabout that loyal and shrewd Royal Counsel or Bidentate must approach Nameon, that roly-poly but
brilliant Roya Cythetic Designer of biologies. CarryingKingMorgandeM organ’ sordershiddenbenesthhisgreying
head andbehindfastblinkingeyes, Bidentatesquintedand glanceds deways, anatura reactionfromthebrilliantlights
foundbelowthevats. Atlast herested hisfar-sighted gazeonthebiol ogi st cythes zer, sniffing hisover-longishnose
atthesametime.

Nameon clenchedfat hands, quietly beatingoneof themagainst hisrotundbelly. Trundlingover to Bidentate,
Nameonalsosighed, but ever solightly, sothat no offensecoul d betaken.

Bidentatecleared histhroat, saying: “KingM organdeM organdirectsthat noone-- absol utely noone-- shall
bepermittedtoknow theproject, or any particulars, on penalty of death.

Nameon bobbled hisexpressionlesshead appropriately.

“Y oudounderstandthoseorders, Nameon?’

Thecytheticspecialistwanted desperatel y tosighagain, but now Bidentate’ seyeswerefocussed on hisface.
“1 do, OhRoyal advisor.”

“Noone?Nooneat all? Absolutely noone?’

“Ah.Ah.Ah--Roya Advisor?’

“Yes?Yes?

“I must havetechnicians.”

“Yes. Y es. Butthey arenot to know what you construct, or why, or forwhom. Nooneat all. Understand?’

By now Nameon’ simagi nation had shapedinto hishead gruesomemonstersthat werepart humanandbreathed
firewiththeother part; sol diersfifteenfeettall andarmedwithreflectiveskinenablingthemtoglarelaserswitheach
casud glance; cytheticswoul d secretly repl acesel ectivehumansoneby one; femal esabl eto providepl easuresequal
tothoseof therumored, distant RenegadeWorlds. . .. Inshort, Nameon’ scareful and professional mindwasabuzz
withthefrightful fanciesof every kind of debacleand debouchment.

Bidentatecleared histhroat again, and, peeringdirectly into Nameon’ swidening eyes, hequoted: “Hemust
beamagnificent cythetic, of maximal attractiontomaleandfemaledike. But--,"’ raisingathin, gnarledfinger, “-
- hisattractionandfull potential must not maturefor someperiod. Heistobeimprinted by thename, shape, thought,
odor, movement, voi ceof another. We |l providesensory projectionslater. Every cell must burgeonwithstronglove
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“Mindyounow, theKingwill tolerateno second chance. Seetoit that imprinting goeswell, or that oneof your

techniciansdoesnot inadvertantly becomethesubject of theimprinting.”’

Nameonhbobbledagain, saying: “1 will seetothematter personally, OhRoyal Advisor.”

“Heistobemale-normal excepting-- uh-- thematter of genitals. Aswith-- uh-- even-toed ungul ates, genus
Sus femde.”

Nameon’ smusclestautened, but hedidnot riseto Bidentate' sinadvertent bait. “ Theanusmust besmall, no
morethantwoor threecentimeters’

Nameonasked, “ Oh Royal Advisor, won'’ tthat requiremodification of internal organssothat roughages. ...

18

o

“I leaved| thattoyou, Nameon,” Bidentatedi smi ssed thei ntended and obviousquestionby aweaving of fingers.
“Noteyou, hismuscul aturesheathemust beoutstanding, and sotoo hisability toregenerate.’”’

Nameon'’ sheart floodedwith sadness, for hedetested modifyingwhat naturehad already perfected-- orworse,
reversing evol utionary pathwaysal ready won and decided through millionsof aeons, makingfor lessthanwas
possible....

VIl

Squat blue-eyed Porvo, cythetic servitor tooneRomerodeM organ, attempted to beginthemeeting, tapping
lightly onthecomputer consol ededi cated for mol ecul ar-magneti cdesignswith thought-aerids. “ Weshouldcome
toorder,” hesaidloudly enough, penetrating thegeneral hub-bub.

Carvo, whowasastrikingly carved femal efigure, and servant to CartadeM organ, Romero’ smother, but of
no sex, waved her armsabout trying to hel p Porvo quiet everyone.

Pento, who served oneof thehighranking guardsmen, wasshoutingloudly at Quento, servanttothedeMargos,
afamily closdly rel atedtotheinfluential deM organs. Pentowasinsisting: “ Itisnonsense, Quento. Why shouldwe
not begivenhumanliberties?Our genesarenodifferent thanour masters.’”’

Apparently Quento used thesemonthly meetingstovent frustrations. Squat, but otherwiseshapely, hislong,
bright, bluehair swishedwhen herose, and heexcitedly waved both armsand hislong head at Pento. “Wearenot
human. We reCythetic. Doyou never understand meaning?”’

"AndI say youwereimprinted against criticism, or youlack theproper genesfor it. Otherwise--,”” Pentoswept
armsabout them, opening wideto encompasstheroom, “ -- all would understand, and therevolt bedone.”

“Revolt?Revolt?’ Worstohad heardtheforbiddenword, andwasscreaminginhisultra-shrill tonesfromacross
thewideroom.“Revoltisforbidden! Unthinkable! Pentoiscrazy! Hisgenestwisted!’”’

“Please,” Carvobegged, again pleadingthat they quiet themsel ves.

Porvo rapped for order again, catching the eye of all but Pento and Quento, and even they stopped when
Nameon puffedfromthedoorway to Porvo’ sside.

WhenNameon had seated himsel f besidethechairman, Porvobegan, callingfor last meeting’ sminutestobe
read by Worsto, and getting thetreasurer’ sreport from Carvo. Whentherewereno changesrecommended, he
announced: “1’ vecalledthisspecia meetingat therequest of adozen or sowho’ vepetititionedme. They’ veargued
infavor of preparingour muchdiscussed RightsBill for HisRoyal Highness' review.”’

Clapsand shoutsin agreement.

“Nameon, asyouall know,isChief CytheticDesigner. Inaliteral sense, hebrought most of usthroughthevats.

“Y ouasoknow hisview: Thereisnoreal differencebetween humanand cythetic. Hearguesthat thehuman
deriveshisvariability through predispositionand chance, whil ethecytheti chasspecificvariability predetermined.

“Nameonhasal so brought tomy attentionaconcept that we' veoverlooked whendrafting our Bill of Rights
petition. | thought it sufficiently important tobringittoyour attention, and sol turnthefloor overtoNameon.”’

Applauseandthensilence, asPorvo seated himself.

WhenNameonrose, placing hispudgy handsonthedesigntable, heseemedtobeastall ashewaswide, anatura
conditionfor hisvery normal andnatural ly determined genes. Hepeeredbrightly at thehundred or soassembledhere
inhisspaciousdesign-o-rama, and hesmiledfondly, for indeed, many weremostly hiscreations. Hebobbed his
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%und edhead Prom Onetoanother asherecogni zed and acknowl edged them, and heswept hisheadfromsideto
sideof thelargeroom. Hebegan, saying:

“ Asyouall know, wemust dotheKing’ sbusiness. That would betrueno matter thegovernment’ sform. For
most of you, likemyself, itisamatter of geneticresponsibility, apredispositiontowardit. For others, itisamatter
of earlyimprinting, strong, cellular level tiestosensory impressionsthat bindyouasstrongly asthegenesuponwhich
theimpressionswereformed. “ Revolt -- asmany herespeak it -- asmany havetakeditfor years --isanimpossible
sate. Itisforthat very reasonthat HisRoya Highnesspermitsthesemeetings, our monthly assemblies, our Cythetic
Organization -- and thereason hedoesnot scrutinizeour behavior closely. So, inthat sense, you havethesame
freedom -- andin somewayseven morefreedom -- than dothoseendowed by naturally sel ected genes.

“What | wishtodiscusstonight aretwo primary concepts, bothmustsunder our revised Bill of Rights. “Asyou
all know, theBill simply setsforth provisionsof equality and dueprocessrightsinthesamemanner asthosenow
applicabletoany member of theRoyal Gal actic State, and especially thosehereon Homobirthstone. | won' t dwell
onthoseprovisionsfurther. We' vediscussed and prayedfor themoverlong.”’

Clapsandshouts.

“Tonight | wantto proposean addition, tobecalled Homo Sapien Eukaryotic Standards.”’

Nameon paused, gritting histeeth sothat heal most smiled whilehe sought proper wordsto matchthenew,
important concept. Then: “ I amfromtimetotimecalled upontodesign onewhoisdenied certain humanattributes.
All know Carvo, our treasurer, that sheisfemal einall respectsexcept theonethat counts.”

Low muttersand buzzes.

“| amnot permittedtodiscussmany directives. Y ou canimaginehow my heart beatsheavy and how my thoughts
depresswhenever my fingersandtechniquesmustinhibit humangenepotentia.”’

“Ayes!” and”“ Weknow!”

“Havinglongthought onthematter, and extrapol ating final consegquences, I’ veconcludedthat thisclauseisno
lessimportant thanour strivingfor anequitableRightshill. | proposesettingupacommitteetodraft specifications
defining acceptabl estandardsand specificationsthat limit genotypes. Specificationsthat do not losesuccessful
evolutionary gametes, that do not overspecialize Homo Sapi enstoextinction, that donot lessen. ...’

Nameonwasinterrupted by loud and continuousshoutsand thecl apping and stamping of feet and pounding
of handsandfistsandwhistles.

Vil

Upandupflowedtheship, smoothly dartingagai nst abl ack tapestry sprinkledwith speckledbrilliances, ajavelin
eager andchallenging.

Romerotook instant likingtotheBiaran, contrary totheKing’ sperverted expectations. Reaching downward,
hewithout hesitation had settleditsfluffed scale-feathers, and hadinvitedittoclimbuponhisarmandtosumpat
hisshoulder, whichitdidwithalacrity. Henoted it washigeminal of tongueand specul atedthat it wasprobably
bigeminal of brood. Itsdouble fork flickedinward and outward, asthough constantly searchingforinsect or enemy,
whichitmight havebeendoing.

Whenexcited, it flared scalesoutward, doublingitssizeand makingitsappearanceintoaweird and colorful
pet. Becauseof itsdeadly poison, it wasa soadangerousfoefor theunwary, whichfact brought considerablecaution
intheway Romerohandledthealienanimal.

Attimesit seemedtohover momentarily beforesettlingonanarmrest or floor. “ Y ouareindeed magnificent,”
Romerooneday purredatit.“1 shall nameyou after my benefactor. Let’ ssee. Y es. Y oushall becalled Jontothe
Magnificent. Thatisagoodname. Jonto. JontotheM agnificent. | shall hereafter watchyour every actionandpierce
your every thought, never onceto acknowledgewhether they shelter goodor evil.’”’

Thecytheticwasanother matter. Hulkingand ugly -- by Romero’ sstandards--it could probably tear Romero
fromcrotchtoimpioudy grinning mouth. Accordingtowhat Romerowastold, it wasbrought tohim imprintedto
serveonly him. Romerosquintedatit, saying: Y ou, my woul d-befriend, areugly, ungainly, unexperienced, and, |
hope, dedicated. What shall | nameyou?"

Itwasaheadtaller than Romero, an organi c engineof destruction by appearance. Smooth of skinand dark
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%Drown headrou 'éang Amost drumli ke, round eyesthat boredlikesmall dart gunsand seemed col orlessand that
pouncedthisway andthat when stimul ated, asthoughlooking for meansof escape, armsand handsthat dangled
below knees. . ..

Thefirstfew dayspassedeasily. Romero searchedthroughvast storeswithinthei r gigantic ship, making mental
noteof thisandthat. At hissidehecarried hisscabbard and aslender swordwhichevery now andthenhepulled
andflexedand swished.

Thecytheticwaspleasedtofollow hismaster about, andtohol dthings, or tofetchthem, or smply tostandtill
if orderedto do so.

Oneday RomerodeMorganlooked upintothecythetic’ sround eyesand swept hisowndownward, taking
inthedark brown, smooth skin, round head and eyes, armsthat dangledawkardly, andhesaid: “1 still don’ tbelieve
everything OldMandeMorganhasordered.”

Thecytheticflushedwith pleasure, for themaster spokedirectly tohim.

“Well,” Romeroponderedaoud. “What shall | call you?’

Thecytheticlookeddownward, forinall of itsmassiveinformationfileswasno name, noidentification.

“Ugly one?Bullhook?Monster?They could’ vedesignedyou handsomer. Or evenfemalel”’

Thecytheticraiseditsbighandsbeforeitsfaceandlickedthem-- likesomewild beast cleaning dirty paws-
- beforeawkwardly droppingthem.

“Bootlick?”

No response.

“Turn.”

Itdid. A rippleof pleasuremoved up and downthecythetic’ sspineasheobeyed.

“Hmmm. Thereisnothingbetweenyour legs, asgood deM organ promised. Theanusisindeed small. Perhaps
youwill not eat much, althoughthat isno problem-- or sol’ vebeentold.’”’

Deepinsidethecythetic sensedthemaster’ sdidlike. Hewould not frownfor that might transmitanunwanted
feelingtoLordand Master.

“ A biosystematicapproach?Nobirdwithglittering scale-wings, yet youlive! Y ouarecontainedintheKing's
bordereau, asam| and Jonto. Y oulive, thereforeyoube! Birdbrain?lgnoramous?Dolt?Handsome?”’

The Master is displeased. Thick lipswerewetted andtiny eyesshrunk further, andthey peered straight ahead.

“Somethingfancy, likeMorgandeMorgan?’

Perhaps the Master cares. A hopeful glint appearedintheeyes.

“AnAdonis?Yes. Y ouareindeedmy Adonis.”

He likes me! He names me! Ripplingal ong hisspinal chord and outward, theexciting sensationrefocussed at
hisanus. Hesmiled and scratched at hisbehind.

“Ah. Thesecret ceremony. Sobeit.” Romero chuckled. “I dubthee Sir AdonisdeM organ of theHouse of
deMorgan, withall privilegesandimmunitiesattendant thereto.”” Romerorai sed hisunusua foil and gently touched
bothshoulders.

He loves me! I am named! Sir Adonisscratched harder and grinned widely.

IX

KingMorgandeM organ’ sfull perfidy did not becomeevident until theship spoketo Romero, itsvoice, like
all of theGalactic-lineclass, avibrant first quality, aswasa soitsartificia intelligenceand extensivememory.

They had programmedinJuli’ svoice!

X
Romerorarely drank excessively, but after monthsinspace, hewasinturndepressive, irritable, pensive, easily
enraged, jestive, secretiveand clever, bored, and dightly inebrieted, ashewasnow when hescowled and shouted:
“You'reawhore! A deep spacenympho! A bourgeoisiepampered by upper classes!.”’
“Ohcome, come,” shespokedemurely, evenenticingly. “ Thoseares mply words. They smply donot apply.
Y ouvery well know they donot, dear.”’
“Animagethen.”
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at isyour command, my Romero!”

M other’ simage--images-- Mother’ simages!”

“Butl amJuli. My recordsspeak of it andthey areabsolute.”

Romerowavedahand. “Never! Never! Never! My Juli waswarmand sweetandmoist. Y ou're aship of the
ling, hard, evenbrittle, asubstitutefromdark imagesthat forminrestlessnights.”’

“lamalso-- female!” thelast seductively whispered.

Romero cocked hishead, screening thesound of petulancefromtiredears.” | canhardly accept theinvitation
soearlyinthisjourney.”

Theshipsighed.

“Nor canl affordtoantagonizemyself forevermore. Wemust reconcil etheconflict, if notinyour hardenedmind,
atleastinmine-- at | east between theopen hatchesand acrossthe spaceswherespeechisassembled. Very well,
my col d hardened womb-thing, you shall al soberenamed. | hereby dubyouMOMS--no, MUMS-ah- | have
it.”” Layinghisfoil ontheblinkinglightsthat displayedtheir trgectory, hesmackedsharply, saying, MIM S. Hereafter
nonemay refer toyouwithout theproperly sanctionedtitled. MIMSitis.”’

Therewasapause. Then,“ | haverecheckedandl find nolabel suchasMIM Sassignedto my programmable
orwiredfeatures. My egoclearly statesthat | amJuli.”’

“1 haveno call to arguewith your ego, my sweet. Call yourself whatever you please, but hereafter, in my
presence, youshall beknownasMIMS.”’

Silence.

“Shall | explainitsprofoundmeaning?’

“Itmight reconcilemy peculiar situation,”’ theshipanswered, asthoughmiffed.

“Mother’ simages. Anacronym, you understand. PerhapsJuli i stheessenceof my bel oved mother. Perhaps
my subconscioushaswilled--."”’

“Say nomore, dear Romero. | understand perfectly thea lusionsand | amsimply pleasedandwill not fusswith
youfurther overthematter.’”’

21

Weekslater Romero brooded. hewasnot experienced at either inactivity or with limited opportunitiesfor
companions.

“Youaremorelikeaconceitedwombthanaship,” hearguedwhileagainsipping.

“YounamedmeMIMS,” the ship seemedto sob.

‘Hah! What mother clothesand comforts, warmsandfeeds, containsand guidessuchanugly assemblageas
this,”” hewavedabout, including Jontoand Adonis, ending shakily withhimself.

“l amsorry, dear Romero. | smply cannot dootherwise.”

“Evenmotherspermittheir childrenaccesstotheoutsideworld,intime.”

“Itissimply not liveableoutsidemy skin, sweet. Pressureis. ..”

“Blast!  knowwhatit’ slikeoutside. Canyounot understand el ementary allus ons? Comparativemetaphors?’

“I’'msorry,” it pouted.

“ Anyway, had Juli beenavirginl woul dbetter understandthis-- thisunspeakablepenology.”” Hisblack, angry
andpiercingeyeswantedtoburnwithlaser lifethrough sensitiveinstruments-- but alas! they werebeyondhistouch.

Thinking-- or concluding-- that discussionwason sturdier ground, ship’ svoicemaderebut: “ A kingisaKing.
Besides, arenot all ladiesvirginsfor therecord?’

Romero had motionedto Adonis, whotook Romero’ sempty vessel and passed himanother filled. Romero
winced, spillingsomeliquidonthethick pileat their feet.

Scrabbling fast with sharp-spicul ed claws, Jonto the Magnificent reached thefluid and licked from tufts.
Romero’ seyesblurred. Hesquinted, casually glancing from soft chair tosofa, hardly consciousof itscomfort and
moderninity.

Jonto’ ssidespuffedintoblazesof light-blueand greenandyellow until themesswasgone. It foldedback double
eyelids, revealingeyesasblack asstarl essspace. Itsdoubl ehinged jawsunfol ded. Tworowsof needlesharpteeth
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geammtheartpﬁ ¢ [7ght. “ Romero, Greatest!” itrumbled, and then burped.
Romero pushed back hishead andlaughed, saying, “ That deservesmore, good Jonto, ” and hedeliberately
poured moreof thebrownliquidontherug.
Jonto, at | east, seemed quitecontent.

22

Xl

Adonishadtwo sourcesof pleasure. Thefirst, but not foremost, wastheintergal actic shipitself. Herambled
throughout itsmany features, fascinated with theextent of storesand many functions. Fromitsvery tip, wherelay
theencased deep-spaceprobes, throughitsmiddle, withitsmany strikingroomsand galleyssufficienttohousea
thousandincomfort, ontotherear, wherelay theheavy space-distortinggenerators, hefoundindescribablemagic.
Eachlineand corner matchedknowledgestoredinhismindthat wouldtakemany lifetimestounscramble. Andeach
timeabright, new bit appeared, associatingitself withthisor that memory, athrill tingled up and down hisbroad
body, nottoounlikefeglingstoward hisLordand M aster.

Alas!

Therewereno machinetool sor any devicesby whichhecoul d practicethenew conceptsthat daily exploded
beneath hisrounded dome.

HisMaster and L ord wastheother great pleasuresource. Romero deM organwoul d passthrough daysjust
ascamandhappy asJonto, thebird-lizard, or himself, andthensuddenly -- for noreasonat all -- becomeenraged
andkick atimpenetrablewalls, or bang hisfistsuntil they bled.

Hewanted towarn hisMaster of consequences, but dared not presume.

Romero also becamesilent -- depressed -- whenever he conversed with ship’scomputer. He knew that
computer soundshad been programmedtosimulatea” Juli” . Why should this bother Master ? Are not decibels,
decibels, no matter what their timbre?

Sometimes, when Romerowashot present, Adonisand ship’ scomputer traded knowl edge, thoughit wass ow
becauseeverything hadto betransformed throughverba communi cationmodes.

Adoniswasquitehappy, aswasJontotheM agnificent, andal ssemedwell, until RomerodeM organhadbegun
drinkingal coholicbeveragesexcessively. Adoniswassaddened, but hewasal soglad that Romero had shouted at
ship'scomputer, not at him. That’ swhen Romerohad named ship’ scomputer MIM S, after M other’ simages. Since
thishad pleased Romero, so Adoniswaspleased.

TheMaster and L ord had drunk more, and then becameargumentativewithMIMS. It had beensadto Adonis
becauseRomerowassad.

Adonishad privately taught thebird-lizardto speak, sooneday when Romero spilled someliquidonthethick
pilecovering ship’ swalkway, it had scrabbled over toit and flicked out doubletonguesthat licked thefloor-tufts
cleanly. Itssideshad puffedintoblazinglight blueand greenandyel low, fol ded-back doubleeyelids, revealingthe
black of starlessspace. It al sohad unfol deditsdouble-hinged jaws, displaying tworowsof needle-sharpteeth,
rumbledand burped, and distinctly had said, “Romero, Greatest!”

TheMaster and L ordthat day | ost hisgrousing disposition. He' dthrown back hishead and laughed, saying:
“That deservesmore, good Jonto,” and he’ ddeliberately spilledmoreliquidontherug.

I am happy, Adonisthought, waves of good feelingswashing everywhere. The Master and L ord had not
laughedforalongperiod.

Romerowaved hisdrinkingvessel, aplatinumcup, at Adonisand quipped: “| leaveittoyou. Tell us, Adonis.
Shouldaman -- areal man have minded thebramblesand avoi ded theflower?”’

TheMaster’ scontext washisdightingwiththeKing’ sdaughter, theonenamed Juli. Embroi deredthereinwas
crudereferenceto Adonis' lack of genitals.

Master disapproves. How can I answer? Adonis eyes searched about the small spacefor escape.

Romerostaredarrogantly, whichisMaster’ sright. Hewaited, demandingly, whichisMaster’ sright.

Adonistriedtospeak, but coughed. Hewasabletovoice: “ Romero, Greatest!” atruism, anaxiomof life. Then
heshuffled hishigfeet asthoughasmall boy embarrassed, for hehad beenunableto say more.

Romero’ sfinemoustachetwitched upwardwhenhesmiled, displayingthoseevenwhiteteeth. Hewavedhis
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%@up onhi gh ] &GE ng: "Y' 8L seehowiti smy pink love-lizard?All thebeastsof thisworldrespect meandworship
atmyfeet.| amaGodtoall except you, youmechanical monstrosity, youwitch of themachineage, you cankerous
and hardenedwomb.’’

Whentheshipdidnot answer, Romerothrew hiscup at theconsol e splashing brownfluidsinto Rorschachs.
Thisbeinghissecond emotional explosion, hesuddenly realized that King M organ deM organwaswinning.

Oneday theM aster seemedtogoquitemad, for hebeganwithbarehandstotear at thepanelingwhereinwas
hiddenthehardwareand softwareof MIM S. Hisfingernail storeoff, andfingertipsbl ed.

Romero sat besidetheindifferent panelingandcried.

Adoniscriedtoo, but only deepinside.

Romero spentlong hoursreadingto Adonisand Jonto, or carryingonlong, ramblingone-sided conversations
“How could| havebeensofoolish?’ he' d chidehimself fromtimetotime.

Thenhiseyeswouldblazeagain, and hiswhite, even smilewouldwiden, andhe’ dbreathejust alittleharder
at thememory of past challenges.

Many weekslater, Romerowent quitemad again.

Heunsheathed hisever-present foil andwavedittoandfroandthenpresseditintoAdonis chestuntil redblood
dribbleddownward.

What have I done? Master is disappointed with me ? Adoniswould not resist. Hiseyes becametiny and
jiggledfromsidetoside. How can I reassure my Master and Lord ? Atlast hepronounced, “ Romero Greatest!”
asthoughall theuniverse' sfaithrested betweenthem.

TheMaster and L ord dropped hisdangerouspl ay/weaponwithacl atter, and hehugged Adonis, crying out
apol ogiesthat soundedlikethey’ d camefromthedepthsof alonely andforsakensoul.

Wavesof joy washed through and through Adonis.

Sincetheship’ swardrobeswerefull, and capabl eof dressing hundredsinevery kind of colorful costume,
RomerowouldfromtimetotimedressJontoindoll’ scapesand caps. TheBiafranwould strut back andforthas
bravely astheMaster.

Then againtheMaster went mad, for hescratched and probed at the computer hatcheswith histhinsword,
dashingand scratching, makingonly humorlessabstractions.

Xl

TheBiafran -- now JontotheM agnificent-- awoke, it’ sinstinct stimul ated through every mol ecul ar structure.
Itwasthebeginning of themoment tobeginfulfillinghisten-group’ sdirective. Hefeltastrong urgetoreshift certain
now clearly sensed probablity lines. ...

Theshipthat hadbeenrenamed M I M Srepresented theevol ved and accumul ated technol ogy of Homobirthstone,
and the Thesa Federation. But shewasnonthelessamachinesansall survival instinct except that which was
constructedintoher by anarray of technicianswho obeyed ordersof awrathful king.

Inanticipationthat starsand planetsand spacedebrisarequiterare, MIM Shad been commanded tostrike
outward andtonever deviate forevermore.

Anaccumul ated and sophi sticated technol ogy did not evol vefromIowly beginningsof tideandwind andreef
androck without anti ci pationthat eventheimprobablemust occur fromtimetotime. MIMS classof Galactic-line
shipswerewiredwithprioritiesthat amountedtosurviva ingtincts,includingtherighttomakearbitrary andoverriding
decisionswhen certain associ ationsof events(read stimuli) overwhel med those of lower priorities. All wired
programscoul doverridevariabl efeaturesadded by techni ciansunder certain undeci deabl ebut clearly determinable
conditions.

Romero, likemost youthsof hisday, waskeenly awareof thesehardwareand softwarefeatures. Inafever
of frustration and haste, he’ dalready torn ragged fingernail swhich makefor poor screw-driversand prys. Soft
kitchen utensilswerenobetter, nor had hisslender sword prevailed.
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Romero-- Fhlssuave cultural elitismof brazenwit -- waslonely, hel pless, frustrated, trapped.
But how to changethecourseof thislivingtomb?

Adonis mindfluffedwithrelatedirrelevancies, having churnedtogether and separated out againlittleby little
asmall portionof thefactual datastuffedintohim. He-- 1t -- wasat thismoment i ntegrating anci ent languagesthat
appeared to be of no use at all, like so many of hisstored items: Uber den Einfluss der Schwerkraft auf die
Ausbreitung des Lichtes -- Uber die thermodynamische Begrundung des photochemischen Aquivalenzgesetzes.

® 24

MIM Sspedfaster, ever faster outward, alongthenether regionsof thespiral armthat formedlight-years -long
swirls. Withindaysthey’ d crossthat invisiblemathematical boundary, an oblatesphereoid definingthegalaxy’ s
gravitational influenceat such and such afactor, and which al so defined an arbitrary human agreement tothe
beginningsandendingsof ThesisFederation.

Romero stared vacantly at thelight scratches criss-crossing an access hatch made by hisever-sharpfoil.
Humorlessabstractionsstared back, thebrightwork nolesslusterousfor hisaffected efforts.

Thesi sFederation mathemati cianshad estimated theoddsagai nst hisescapeasmostimprobable. “ Theorder
of magnitude--,” they’ dlearnedly informedKingMorgandeMorgan, “ -- isconsi derably | essthantheprobability
of findingafully humanizedplanet.”

GoodKingMorgandeMorgan had slept well that night.

Sonow, near thefringesof the Thes sFederation, whenatrillionupontrillionchancesor moreal strivedagainst
Homobirthstone' sgreatest and saddest|over, somethingwasabout to happento changeKingMorgandeMorgan's
programmed edi ct, hisimaginativeandbriny plans.

MIMS, staunchin her programmed manner, reported thesignificant eventinevenand sweet Juli-liketones,
announang:

“Y ousimply must abandon ship, Romerodear.”

“What?’

“Two hours, tenminutes, thirteenpoint fiveseconds, lover.”

Suddenly tornbetweentwoimpul ses, onebased onship’ scomfortableandwomblikesafety andtheother based
onthebitter hostility of near-empty space, Romero could not plan or decide. Hiseyesfocussed on blinkinglights
anddetailed star maps. All systemsreported go: noredor blueor yellow or whiteor greenlightswinkedwithout
purposeaspart of normal routine. No sudden background noises hissed or buzzed. No odorous scentsstifled.
External viewerstransmitted stark, naked pin-points. No grand expl osionsoutside, noneinside. Nointeresting
bodiesapproachingrapidly....

“Youjest. A brochette?’

“1 ssimply wouldnot tease, Romero.”

“Report!” heordered, moreirritated withrepetitiveuseof theword"ssmply" thana armed.

“Randomdegeneration of memory blocks, sweet.”

“Cause?”’

“Unknown, lover.”

Heclenched andunclenched dender fingers, wantingmorethanevertotear MIMS entrailsintolittlesnips. He
ordered,“ Repair!”

Therewasashort and unusual pause, then: “1 amisolatingmemory bl ocksasthey becomegibberish. Datais
takenand replaced by non-deci pherablequantities. Repairimpossible. Probablesourceis. ...,”” andtheshipquoted
coordinates.

Fumbling hastily, Romero snatched at codesenabling himtoflick on brilliant star maps, and hetraced the
coordinates, followingfromvector tovector likeaBrownianmovement. Firstastar, thenthreeclusteredtogether,
thenaplanet.... " Great Thesis!” Surroundingasingleplanet werethreesuns, huesof red, whiteand blue, each
equipositionedwiththesoleplanet their hub.

Spaceisunthinkably immense, andeverywherearemysteriesenoughto satisfy eventhegreatest egos but this ?
A single planet surrounded by three suns ? The suns rotating about the planet? It is not nature’s way. “Mamma
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ﬁature kel Temye Asoft, sweet, precarious, decentive, unexplainable, unexpected, ..

MIMS' voice, now gentleand seductivetoapoint that sickened, reported: * Escapecapsul esthreeminutes,
lover!”

Adonis eyesdanced and histhick legsshuffled.

Jontowasunperturbed.

“Yousaidtwohours,” Romero shouted, throwingarmsupward sothat it caused hisscabbardtoclatter at the
console, “And--."

“Oneminute.”

Eventhislast pronouncement wasincorrect. Romero deM organ, now caughtinsideasticky web, couldonly
gruntashis mouthwascovered and hewasenfol dedtoetotop. A sharppin-prick told of fluidsM 1M Sadministered
at wrist and ankles, and within secondsRomero’ sconsciousnesshad fled.

25

One may argue interminably whether or not MIM S had a soul, and whether yes or no, she understood
respong bilitiesandpriorities. Overridinga | programmabl efeatures, andmost of thewiredcommands, she dliteraly
shook freeof everythingexcept thepressureand protectiveinstinctsof survival, first being her passengers welfare,
second beingher own.

Whenshe' d first sensed obliteration of commandsand databanksby their replacement with utter gibberish,
she' dfollowed obviousproceduresthat first compartmented, and then had swapped againfromparal lel unitsand
sub-memories. Correctionshad proceeded slower than the di sease but thedecomposition progressed asthough
degenerationitself wasdesignedin. Importantinstructionsandtheprioritiesand somedatabankscol lapsedfirst, and
MIM Sswappedtheminagain. Suddenly she’ d becomeunabletoswapthemat all. Theprocesshad accel erated.

Backingfurtherinto her repertoire, she' d becomelimitedin scopeof functionand ability, eventothepoint of
losingpriority functionsordered by KingMorgandeM organ.

Basiccommandscoul d bereintroduced frommicro-dots, or evenfromatomicstorageunits-- or evenprimitive
pagesby thehuman passenger -- now that ruler M organ’ sorderswereabliterated, but that processwouldinvolve
days-- perhapsmonths. She' dalready cal cul ated that only hours-- perhapslesstime-- remained. Whenredundant
paralelity wascompletely lost, she' dbereducedtoessentia functionshavingtodowithvirtua ly autonomicsurvival
thrusts, al el sebeing replaced by gibberish.

“Cause?’ Romero had asked, and MIM Scould not answer.

Duringsevera pico-secondsshe dconceived of aprobingor thrusting of datathat terminatedin her banks, and
apullingor siphoning fromthem, but thentheconcept itself wasdissipated asthoughit’ dnever formed.

Passingthroughthefirst gestalt of sensor associations, she’ d noted ahuman habitableplanet. Shehad at once
activatedinstrumentsthat woul d not requireher further attention.

Passengerswereneedl ed and cocooned. Forcevector cal cul ationskept pace.

Passengersweretriggered. Now shewasal oneand responsibleonly toherself.

There! Atthehubof thethreesuns: Shefinally understood thesourceof her internal decomposition.

Notime!

Eventhedatabank contai ningthislast understandingenravel ed.

Toolate, her systems shut down and she began following acomplex spiral through emptiness, adrift and
essentidly mindless. Asthoughaninfantwashbeingled, shewastakenandguided. Streakinginwardandabout, strong
powerslowered her gently, softly, until sherested atop rugged stonebl ocksthat gaveevery appearanceof being
giganticstaircases, stonesthat piledupandup, asif menat least tree-tall had laid them.

Sherested, and gavenofurther thought.

Xl

Terranlikeplanetsmay number inthehundredsof thousands. Findingthesehandful amongabillion, trillionsuns,
eachwithsevera tomany planets, wasaclassic masterpieceof humanoid reasoning and appliedtechnol ogy, but
still afrightful gambl e, theoddsagai nst decreasing only minutel y with each passing generation.

Hereandthereotherintel ligent speciesa ready inhabited aparticul arly val uableand useful worldniche. Imposing
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%@r&straln uncc%éonto man’ skind, withsomefew exceptions, theseworldswerenot wrested away nor hadthey

becomethefoci of conflict. Suchrestraint might not havebeenlikely had not thepatternbeenearly laiddownduring
man’ sexpansionby thecentralized control of onesinglemilitary organi zationknownastheEarthEmmigration
Authority, calledEemay.

Of thesmall number havingintelligence, fewer extra-terrestrial scoul d claimclosekinshiptohumanformand
frame, or thehappenstanceof humanDNA andderivativestherefrom, thoughmany seemedtothinkinsmilarways.
Perhapsitwastrue, assomexenobiol ogi stscla med, that thevery function of surviva forcessmilar thought patterns.

Punditsandwiseconcl udershadlongago placedtheprobability of smilarity betweenhumananddienlifeforms
at about onetoatrillion, trillion. Perhapsthey werecorrect. Here, on sandswept Cairema, aplanet agesoldbefore
Homobirthstone' sblueandgreendimesbarely covered hard-dabbedrock, swarmedaspeci esthat might havebeen
man’ stwin. Perhaps-- somemay argueinthefuture -- Cairemadeni zensfirst planted Earthwhichlater determined
thoseinhabitantsof Homobirthstone. Itiscertainthereversewasnot true. Wemay never explainsimilarities.

Redwashed each gulley, every mountaintipand pinnacle, and flooded thebarren sandstoneand weathered
coral rocksbeforethelong, pulsing caval cade. C' Lanth, muscul ar and proud, swaggered upand downthewashes
withanarrogancethat bespokeof longtraining. “ Thesebeggerswill formaproperline,” hegrowledtohisyounger
brother, T’ Lanthbesi dehim. Thelatter, alsorulerinhisownright, dightly thinner of face, havinganextradigitateach
hand andfoot, smiled and soberly nodded, motioningto G’ Rath, who heldtheir bubo, abeast with ninecrested
points, atrein.

Onceadancing and proud seadeftly swished andwall owed akilometer or so overhead, but now dustand Red
washed endtoend alongthelengthand breadth of C’ Lanth’ sferociouspeople.

He, withbraggert’ sopenand naiveapproach, | eaped astridethe bubo between points, andjabbed thebeast’ s
flat head, forcingittowardtheline. Deftly tugging at thebeast and twisting betweenitspoints, C' Lanthreachedfor
hiscrail, adoublewhipthat only thosewiththefreedomto practicelongcouldlearntouseat al, nottomentionwith
theeffectivenesshenow employed against hisown people.

Thewhip sang of hateand blood. Eventhosewho werestruck rej oiced asoneor theother of thosetrailing
thongs, backhanded or forehanded, dicedflesh. “Inlineyou Thornbucks!” heshouted. “ M’ Krasiansspy fromafar.
Will youhavethemthink wecrawl likethebelliesof sandworms?Or scatter like Tentmitesbeneaththeir stripling
force?’

Swishand swashhe flailed again, andthelinemiracul oudly strai ghtened. Ninepointed bubos, immunetoall
except asharp prod at thebaseof their flatheads, weres owly swaggeredinto head andtail positions. Crockery,
shiny and dull, bonged and banged fromtheir thick hides, swinging at theendsof thistlerope.

Swest reekedanacrid stenchover al.

Eachreadied somebattleinstrument: arrowsand spears, extrashiel ds, hatchetsand broad axes, brochettesand
long-knives. Alsoglimmeringfaintly redweresilver cylindersprized and protected by womenwithbowed heads
covered by reddened clothsreminding of stiff metal weave.

Small childrenclungtobubo peaks, danglingarmor foot tiedtowater jarsthat might bequickly loweredif
necessary. They bounced s owly asthey jogged, withagentle, ponderousjouncing.

Oneachsideof thecaravan outflung ridersmounted onthefastest bubosweaved back andforth, long pikes
at standard set, their pointsheld high. Pennonsunfurled andfluttered beforeaweak breeze. All buffoonery ended.
Each outguard squinted and sniffed thetense, acrid air and then plodded onward.

Suddenly threeadvancing scoutsturnedtheir bulky bubos' tail sagainst thered sun, waddling swiftly back
toward C’ Lanth, who still sworeand swunghiscrail. Scrabbling downalast steep and sandy embankment they
stopped beforetheir boldleader. C' Lanth’ seyesglared, and hebarely controlled hiswhip arm ashe shouted:
“ Speek!”

Eyesburningasbrightly asC’ lanth’ sand grinning with excited anti cipation, oneshouted, “M'Kras!”

A second motioned backward. “ Onehalf of red!”

Thethird, justasbuirdly, gaveanages-oldmotion, meaning: " To cut out theentrail sand scatter themasdust.”

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

CTanthnofral puiTing hiswhip’ stwinestogether, and grinned and nodded.

Almostunnoticed, athintrail of silvery-red gleamed highabovethered-flooded atmosphere. G’ rather pointed
toit, but C' L anth shrugged. On Cairemaso many strangeandwonderouseventsmight beseenthat unlessonecould
graspthemat handthey werebetter ignored, astheol d sayingwent. Especially now, withM’ Krasimminent.

Thesky streak slowly dissipated. After awhileit appeared again, only appearingto be lower and of awider
streak. It was accompani ed by astridul ent screech and thentheanger of abull roarer, abuboin heat.

C’ Lanthwavedhiswhipat thedisturbance, asthoughtoclawit fromthesky, but now M’ Krasianswereupon
them, plodding upwardto soon crest wherethey faced C’ Lanthian’ spreparedlines.

C’ Lanthdismountedandferociously prodded and sliced at hispeopl e, who now with hastened expectations,
filedalongthecresttobetter faceM’ Krasians.

Likeaburstingand strangestar aparachute’ sbloom, burnishedred, ploppedinthreesoverhead, swinginga
reddened cocoon at itsends.

C'Lanthsignaledtodismount anddigin. “M’Krasiansmay havediscovered an Olden,” hewhisperedto
T’ Lanthand G’ Rathat hisside. “Besttakecaution.”

® 27

Unconscious, RomerodeM organwiggle-waggledback andforthandfinaly plopped softly togroundbetween
theC’ LanthianandtheM’ Krasianarmies.

Both sidesnow weresuspiciousthat an Oldenwascontrolled by theother.

But thiswasredtime, and not eventhepossibility of ancient knowledge, anditspotential use, could cool their
ardor.

C’ Lanthbriskly wavedhiscrail and screeched loudly inatonguethat quivered backbones. Acrossthedusty
vde

M’ Krasiansalsohowled.

Implacablehatred met raging torrentsand whipsand two and threepronged pi kesgoughed and chopped. Iron-
based and dark red bl ood flowed. Children scrabbled and dipped betweenlegstotripand defile. M onstrousbubos,
goaded beyond sensihilities, roared and charged throughranks, scatteringand thundering over friendandfoe.

All grinnedaludicroussmileof pleasure.

Automaticneedlesretractedafter neutralizingMIMSS initial dosage. RomerodeM organwakened, theexpl etive
“Bitch!” spittingfromadry mouth. Websdissol ved quickly. Morgan pushed asidethel ast strandsand seemedto
peer intoanoisy andred and blood-thirsty carnage.

Slaughter continued onboth sides, first onetakingthegame, andthentheother. A blood-sprinkled, scowling
headrolled besideMorgan. Hewassurethat MIM S’ drugsaffected him.

Survival instinctshumped hishandsand knees. Hetried to scrabbleas de, but wasunabl e, thebutchery now
closingfrombothdirections.

A hornsounded, blaringasynchronoudy andwildly. Ones descattered, | eaving Romero surrounded by blood-
dripping, bald and gl oating heroes, somewho grimaced and grinned evenmorebroadly onsightinghim. Dark red
turned discernably pinker. Barbarouspikeslevel ed at hischest and headsvibrated asif with alifeof their own.
Romerorubbedbotheyesandblinked. Dark pink changedtolight pink whilehewashe dthuswise. Muchlater pink
gradedtowhite, flooding harshbrilliancy acrosslancesandfar distant mountain peaks. Pikemen seemedtoshake
their heads, asthough having suffered fromdizzinessor asi ckness, and only now recovered. Grinsfled, andthey
lowered pikes, eyesnow blinkingand dulled.

Whitehad come.

C embrist had already formed hisbattalionintoal ong, straggly linethat frosted thecrest of theever-present
silt-dunes. Acrosstheway M’ Krasian hordesgathered, fiercefightersthat surged fromtheother sideof along
mountai nrangefromwhichtheglint of red now reflected.

C’ Lanth’ sordershadaready triggered horns. C' embrist had swept back themai dens, thoughnot toofar, lest
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Gﬁa rNes'i bu(s)ﬁes%'e (S tool atetorevivethewounded.

Childrenhadreadied clayware, brimmingthemwithwater and Ta diene, both sweet and sour. Theclangand
dull thud of pottery asit bounced agai nst thehard skin of theninepoi nted beasts, thebubos, seemed to shout across
murmuringvoicesfromC embrist’ sbattalion.

Fromadistanceand over themurmuring hustlingsof thewholearmy, C embrist distinctly heardthemighty
C’ Lanthswearing, “ Inlineyou Thornbucks!” Theswift double-crack of double-tailed Crail tasted blood. Swishand
swash, C' Lanthflailed aroundandabout until thelinemiraculoudly straightened.

TakinghiscuefromthewailinghornsfromC’ Lanth, C’' embristwaved histhreepronged spear, a sohissymbol
of authority, whencearrowsand spears, extrashi el ds, hatchetsand broad axes, brochettesandlong- kniveswere
graspedtighter andreadied.

Sowerethenecessary Ness' ibushesunlimbered.

Whenthe ponderousbubo mis-steppedandjuggled heavily behind, C’ embrist turned about tostare. A small
childclingingtooneof theninepointswashavingtroublereachingtheanimal’ ssensitivepatewith hisforked stick.
Atlastthebeast regained balanceand stilled.

Thehornsoundedagain, atriplebleat.

Highoverhead, andtotheright of C' embrist, amost over C' Lanth’ sfurthest flankers-- or at | east between
C’ LanthandthemassingM’ Krasians -- appearedathintrail of silvery redthat gleamed highupintheRed-flooded
atmosphere. C embrist shaded hiseyes, for Redwasnear theobj ect. Thesky streak d owly dissipated. After awhile
itappearedagain, lower and thicker, accompanied by astridulent screeching andthen an anger that reminded of
nothinglessthanabull-roarer, abuboinheat.

C’ Lanth seemed to wave hiswhip at the disturbance, and then the sound of the horn announced that the
M’ Krasianswerenearly uponthem. C' embrist hadtimetoturnlefttocheck hisownline. Whenhedid, hesaw high
up and almost beyond thehorizonasecond reddened streak. Likethebl ossomsof certain desert thallophytes, a
blooming suddenly appeared and then drifted s owly downward, somewei ght appearing to swing back andforth
withgentleease.

Thehornsounded again, and C’ embrist must attack.

28

Adonis cocoondissolvedandtheprick of theneedleawakened himtoacarnagescenedrawnfromman’ sworst
imaginings. Hehadlanded onahillock that wassurrounded by aseaof thesel udicrously grinning madmen.

Thestruggle flowedlikeariver, aroundthehillock and outward. Andthen, likearedriver flowing backward
near thesea, it flowedback and around himagain.

Jonto, al so now awakened, glared down at themel ee, both tonguesflickering.

Thinkingtostay out of danger by layingflat, AdonisheardtheBiafran screech. Heturned aboutintimetododge
thethrusting pikeof agrinningwarrior. Itwasasmall figure, not morethanhalf astall asAdonis, thepike, having
threeprongs, beingtaller thanboth. And hewould not quit thegiant Adonis, for againhescrambled up thehillock
andthrust, hisevil grinmoreludicrousfor thesecondempty try.

Adonisat last caught thepikeonthethirdtry andwrestedit away fromthelittleman. Atthis, dozenscrawled
or thumped or hopped upwardstoward him. Soonhewaswhirlingthisway andthat: catchingathrown spear here,
wresting away abrochetteand heavingit far outintothebl ood-filled combat arenabreakinganarmor leg hereor
there, until eventhegentle Adonismust finally beginto spear and thrust andjaband cutinlikemanner.

M eanwhileJontowasbuzzingand hissinglikeawounded snake, jumping and hoppingandtearingwithsharp-
pointedteeth. Evenif hisadversary werebut scratched by thoseterribl eteeth, sudden paralysisbheganfromthepoint
of scratchandworkeditsway quickly towardtheheart, and thenceoutward again.

Now awonderousthingoccurred.

Thefocusof battleshiftedto Adonis mound, whencemembersfromboththeM’ KrasanhordesandC' Lanth's
tribesstruggledtotopplethisfuriousone. Andamidst thestriving, hideousthrongs, dartedyoung maidenscarrying
silvery instrumentsthat pointed at onedowned hereandthere, and|o! they aroseheal ed withnought morethana
criss-crossof linesto show wherethechopping had been.
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“Itismi racurouswheap Ingbeyondour Master’ sworld' sknowledge,” AdonisexplainedtoJonto, breathingheavily
and never ceasing hisown swift carnageamongtheattackers.

Jonto hissed and continued methodi cal slashesand snaps.

Alasl andAlas!

Mighty Adoniswasdowned, knocked unconsciousby onewho hadloweredaclay jar full of water onhishead
fromatopanearly impregnablebubo. Jonto, faithful toAdonis, chosehisfuture. A clever net constructedfromwoven
stickleweed swept up Jonto, who haltedall strugglesagainst thestrandsbut hecontinuedto hissand spit.

AfterwardM’ Krasiansand C’ L anthiansturned gleefully tohack at oneanother.

WhentheM’ Krasi anshad been chased back intofol dedridgelines, C' embrist madeclaimfor thegiant’ sbody
aswell asthestrangebird-lizard that had fought asdiligently andintelligently asoneof histroopers. “Hi! We've
chased back theM’ Krasians. Wasit not my battalionthat downedthestrangeone?”’

Intruth, C’ embrist wascurioustoknow why theM’ Krasianswoul d go after thegiant fromthesky. “Maybe
hehasasecret Olden,” heexplained, pointing repeatedly tothenow whitesky withahand of sevenfingers.

OnawakeningAdonisfoundhandsandarmssecurdly tied. Thesun, whichhad changedtoredfromwhiteduring
hisunconsciousperiod, wasfast dippingintolight blue. Hishead throbbed, andheshook it, themotional sostartling
surrounding pikemen, their flutter reminding of aflock of birds.

Atlastfocussingontheband about him, Adonissuddenly reali zed that they werehuman, but withavast, tragic
difference: Onehadoneblueeyetheother red. Another’ slegwasshorter thanitspair. A thirdhadonearmandonly
rudimentsof asecond . Notasinglestringof hair sproutedfromhead, chest or lip. Sostarkly they stared, likemoving,
childlikeimagesof afantasy theatre.

Hespokequietly toJonto, saying: “ Thegenomesarelacking. Someterribleflux affectstheplasma.”

Adonisheardoneshout“ Gah!” But thereafter could not follow asinglesyllable. Nonethel esshisnear perfect
cytheticmind hada ready begunto shift and sort sound patterns, arranging themaccordingto observabl ebehavior
patterns: A motionby one, followedby theuniversal counter-motionsmadeby theonetowhomaddressed, andthen
back again. Sounds/motionshypotheseswereformul ated and di scarded and established again, until by thetime
C’ embristhad comefromhistent athirdtimeto stareat thetrussed-up giant, Adonisal ready understood somenouns
andverbs.

C embrist, dressed in newly cleaned desert robes, pranced from sideto sideto stare at Adonis. Children
clambered upanddownnearby giant bubosthat paced 9 owly with heavy thudsback andforthacrossthecompound.
Someof theolder childrenpushedtheir diminutiveor swollenheadsbetween pikemen’ sarmsor legsandhumorlesdy
stared.

Now andthen pretty mai denswithonly asinglenoti ceableblemishhereor therewouldwalk by withtheir silver
Ness ibushstrapped over shoulder, or claywarewater-jugba anced atoptheir heads. They’ dasostare, but usualy
at Adonis' ripplingarms, chest, shouldersor legsasheopenly worked at breaking thetough stickleweed cord.

C’ embrist brokethroughhispikemen’ sranksandwalked directly upto Adonisand pricked himintheshoul der
withhisbrochette.

Bloodtrickled downward, but Adonisdidnot wince.

Jonto, encaged nearby, fluttered and screeched and hi ssed, makingitsbasket jiggleuntil itfell over and someone
scurrieduptorightit again. Reflex action had brought probabilitiestothefore, but they could not bebetter, and so
Jonto must bideawhile.

‘Gah! -- blood -- fighter --,” wasall the sense Adonisdeduced.

After muchattempt at questioning, Adonishypothesized that hisnamewasbeing calledupon. Hesad: “ Adonis.”

Thequestionwasrepeated until thesmall statured C’ embristwassatisfied.

Moregabbledriftedto Adonis ears. Now andthen C’ embrist scratched at hisbald head. He spoketo one
of hismen, andthendidabravething. Heorderedthat Adonis' ropesbecut. Heal sotook theprecautiontosurround
himself withdozens,includingmaidenswithNess ibushes.

Adonisat oncefreed Jonto, whoimmediately hopped-flew to hisright shoul der. Soundsof wonderment and

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

g%hsan 0 aahs%l fo‘oweﬁ astheBiaharanspreaditswonderful, colorful wing-scales.

When Adoniswasdirected to disrobe, hedidn’t understand until they began tugging off pantsand shirt,
apparently havingnoreali zationthat therewerewaystodi srobeby designalready builtinto hismodernisticclothing.
Hismusclestautened when hewasnaked, and he peered thisway and that, expecting thosegatheredto pointand
jeer at hislack.

Nonelaughed, nor did anyone grimace. No changes of expression could be attributed to hisunfortunate
condition. Hewhisperedto Jontowhilemai denswerefol ding hisclothingandplacingthemintoapile: “ Theabnormal
isnormd.”

Jonto continuedto hissand glareabout.

C embristtossed Adonis desert wear, arough stickleweed weavethat wasthrown over oneself andtied at the
waist. When histhick musclesappearedtorippleeven beneaththecruderobethey laughed, withdelight and prai se,
and Adonisgrinned.

C'embrist orderedamarch, and they passed whitesandsthat had eroded from nearby mountainsmillionsof
yearsearlier and now glistened beneathred, whiteand bluelikewavesgyratinginawildocean. Adonis mindcould
not keep from comparing oddimentsof knowledge: here was stark evidence of the removal of a mountain root
by erosion andisostasy. They traversed mountainfoldscomposed of granite. Hismind reported: About 22,000
pounds per square inch. Specific gravity, about 2.7. A mile high column one inch in cross-section weighs
6,145.92 pounds. . . .

Their bubospl oddeda ongwhilechildren scampered besi dethemand mai denswa kedwhilesol diersrodeor
walked, accordingtotheir function. Claywarebonged and thudded, and now and then the sharpened uptake of
conversationreminded of faintly familiar words. Odorssweet and sour, repugnant and attractivewaftedfromevery
direction.

Thedesert bowl wasitself sparsely covered by vari etiesof spiny thallophytesall coveredwithvaryingcolors
of beautiful flowers: Adonis’ mindreported onboth diverging and converging evol utionary formsabundantly
distributed. Dust plumed highbehindthem, scatteringafinely siltedlayer over all species. Onehadtopeer closaly
todiscerncolor variationsintheliving plants -- or betweenthelivingandthenon-living, for that matter.

A dozen pikemensurrounded Adonisand hiscolorful petlizard-bird, till ridingat shoul der, tonguesflickering
inwardandoutward. Their dust, arisingfrommarchingfeet, surrounded Adonisand Jonto, andmadehimandhis
groping beast of asingle, dull hue.

L ater, after bluehad cycledthreetimes, they marched Adonisthroughlong, narrow, winding streets. Slop
dripped from upper bal conies, and fromtimetotimethestench overpowered themost well controlled, whence
someonewouldgagandvomit. Thencity streetswidened, becoming astrangemixture: straight, proud buildings
preserved from an earlier epoch that wastechnol ogically advanced, and those of stone and clay that huddled
crookedly, staggering but two storieshigh.

Asthey approachedthecity’ scenter, crowdsthickened andtheair sweetened, and al sothestraighter, ol der
buildingsbecamemorefrequent. Adonis mindcontinueditsvirtually automati cassoci ati onwith motionandsound,
graspingandfilingandrelaingandinterrelatingthereferential , emotive, conative, poetic, phaticandmeta:-linguad. To
hissurpriseand gratification, hewasbeginningtounderstandtheir slurred, degenerate speech, whichinnowise
comparedtothesophisticatedlanguagesfedintohisbrainduringimprinting.

AsRomerowastoexperience, therewasafestiveair everywhere. Tall clownsdressedasM’ Krasianswalked
amongthemondtilts. Small childrenranhereandthere, screeching and shouting. Bellstinkled asloudly and often
asbonging clayware. Hornstootled and scratchboxesgrowl ed. Sl oshing sweet and sour odorswafted upwardfrom
jugscarried by meansof yokesover theshoul dersof impishly grinningmen. Somecarried birdsthat now andagain
wereloosed, toflutter upwardcol orfully blendingwithred, now dominantinthedusty sky. A giantanimal wass ung
and carried betweentwo hefty shoul dersby meansof alargepole. It dripped red blood and swayed ponderously
back andforth.

Disfigurementswerecommon: extrafingersandtoes, eyecol orsdiffering, hobbling, crooked menandwomen.
Some children seemed to glow with apink phosphorescence, but Adoniscould not besure, astheir slow clip-

30
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Gopping buboS&odsT
ppi ng pubos eregal ly onwardpreventinghimfromobservingeasily.

C embrist directed hispikemenforwardtowardlarge, silver doorsinsetintoabuilding that could not havebeen
built by thisrabble. At thecenter of all thepikemenwasgiant-sized Adonis.

Jonto hissed.

Few paidthemany attention, suchwastheacceptanceof theabnormal.

Whenthesilver doorwaysopened, C’ embrist pushed Adonisforward, whencehi sheart thudded and bounced,
for hebothsmelledandviewedthedight figureof hisLordandMaster, RomerotheGreatest, ashenearedthegiant
tablewhichitself must seat threehundred or more,

31

X1V

Duringwhite, andafter their victoriousbattleagainstM’ Krasianhordes, C' Lanthiannobility assembledinthe
Hall of Truth, around-domed buildinglocatedintheCity of T’ Lanth. Asalwayswhenthedesert brother entered
even T’ Lanthrosetohishonor. C' Lanth, aheavy set manasmen of Cairemaweremeasured, wasbothgarrulous
andwithgoodhumor.“Ho! T' Aoth. Goodrepairwork!” hewavedat one. “Hi! S Tkta, fortunetoyoutheblade
wasnhot lower!” hechided another. Sohegreetedall thosenobility whohobbled or jerked or crutched their way
inward, eachcommentreferringtotherepair work performedby theNess ibush, mysteriousOldensilver cylinders
carried and guarded by specia maidensand used on both friend andfoeduringand after battlestoheal all except
thosedecapitated.

C’ Lanth -- whowagsclaimed had murdered hisownfather for position, though nonedared openly say so-
- seated himself besidehisbrother. Heclutched asilver mugwitha acrity, andti pped upthevessdl until thestrongly
spicedgrey liquidtrickled gingerly downhisbroad chin. “ Gah!” Inyour wholemiserablecity, brother T’ Lanth, |
findnotonedregof Ta diene.’”

T’ Lanth, whonever disputed hisbrother onthingsserious, shrugged.

C Lanthgenialywavedtothemending G’ rather whowaited at thehall’ sfar end. G’ rather opened massive,
balanceddoors. A crobatsflittedinandupand down, tumbling andjoustingwithanappealingbuffoonery. A clown,
dressedlikeoneof theM’ Krasians, al so strutted ontall sticks. Hecarriedasmall box, alsoan Olden, and ashe
posturedandgrimacedhe’ dfromtimetotimepresstheblack buttonembededthereon. At each pressinghiscomplete
body would glow withaflourescent greenlight, and hisbonescould easily bediscerned.

Women andthosebratletslucky enoughto havenobl e presence oohed and aahed or snickered.

Feathered Bo’ quil swereloosed, andthetiny beastsfluttered fromthetabletodark nooksonhigh, al thewhile
shrieking notesthat pierced through and through. Children clapped handsand squeel ed.

Theoutsidestreetswerecrowded withthe curiouswhen Romero had beenroughly proddedforward. His
clotheshad beenremoved and gathered together withall hisother paraphenaia. They had coveredhimby aloose
fittingtoga, ripsand holesdisplaying red blood whereneedl e-sharp pikeshad bit.

Somehad peered altogether intelligently, Romero had observed withthoughtsstill confused.

AsAdonishad noted, someeyeswerered, somewith onered another blue. Othersweredark black or brown.
Oneseemedtoglow phosphorescently pink. They hadformedlonglinesthat whee edaround cornersandupnarrow
alleyways, thrustingbrochettes, hatchetsor long pikesat himtokeep himmoving. Ashad Adonis, Romerowinced
atthe stenchwhichwasmedieval. Thecitizenshad seemedtogrunt and gabblewithlongpolysyllables, sounding
likepacksof wildthings. Perhaps they lead me to butchery, hehadtiredly mused.

Someseemedtosuffer fromadvanced acromegaly. Shakinghisheadtoward off theresidud effectsof MIMS
drugs, hehad gradually cametoredizethat thesewerehairl esshumans. Noneweredtogether identical, onehaving
somewhatlonger fingers, another withdightly asymmetrical features, and hed sought for rationa explanationwhile
aquiet part of hismind hadtalliedupthemild, almost cool weather.

Thedirt-stained and bl oody togahaditched and clungto hisswesatingbody. It smelled of strongwindsand hinted
at dry deserts. Unknownto Romero, he' dbeenhonoredby thecrudecovering. Hadthey not felt himtobean Ol den,
or at thel east to have some knowl edge of Olden equipment, he' d have been beheaded at once-- whiteor not.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 32

AsRomer ShaliiiAeds owly towardthedomedhall, insideit festivitiesheightened. T’ Lanth’ svivaciousand
lovely wife, Adissa, pushed her armsabout her husband and squeezed. Heabsent mindedly returned thecaress.

“Thesamemate?’ C’ Lanthhadasked, a solaughing boisteroudly.

“Itistheway of city life, brother C' Lanth,” T’ Lanth had answered without rancor.

C’ Lanthsnorted hisdisbelief andordered histhird Ta' diene.

“Andif city drink issorancorous, thenwhy partake?’ T’ Lanthtouche' d.

Nearly threehundrednoblesandtheir familieswereseated. Thefeast wasspreadand al werebusy at onething
or another when G’ rather motioned from hisseat near thestolid doors. Sincehewassmall, nearly dwarfish, andthe
dinsoloud, eventhoughthearm-wavingwas vigoroushewasnot at first seenby T’ Lanth. When T’ Lanthdid get
thesignal, hewhisperedto C’ Lanth, saying: “ G’ rather saysthepossibleOlden standsoutsideandisready for
judgment.”

A youngfemal ewithbut four fingersand toesat each extremity hadfound her way toC’ Lanth’ slap. L ooking
sweetly upwardinto C’ Lanth’ seyes, sheasked: “IstheOldenwhat wecel ebrate?’

Momentarily startled at thethought, C’ Lanth paused, and then guffawed. “Y ouhavenot beenlongwithus,
A’ Ritha, oryouwouldknowthat C’ L anthianstakeevery opportunity for festivities. Itisthereboundingfromraids
andcounter-raids.”’

“ButtheOlden?’ Shepressedasingledigitintohischin, and pouted.

“Gah! Maybeheis, maybenot. Most probably not, for nonehaveseen Oldensinmemory. Certainitisthathis
implementsandtoolsareOlden.”” Turningto T’ Lanth, hecontinued, “ Know youwebent hisslender toy sword
double?Itrecovered anddid not break?’

T’ Lanth seemedimpressed.

“Andif heisOlden?’ Adissaspokeinamanner totease.

“Gah! Never having seenone, how canthey befeared?’ Pointingto several Oldensdevicessurroundingthem
andindaily use, hehad asked:

“ Aretheir thingslikebuzzsticks, tobethrownaway infear of aneverlastingstench?’

Adissawashandedasmall baby boy whichthey’ dnamed P L anth, and shebouncedit carelessly. Shelaughed
huskily. Her waysabout C’ Lanthweresure, and probably gaverisetotheta ethat she' dbedded C' Lanthintheir
youth. Sheploppedasmall and sweet byre buninher mouth, swallowed and serioudly reminded: “ SomeOldens
kill.”

“Somefoolsaretoogreedy,” T’ Lanth had responded, thinking of thelargedevicel ocatedintheir courtyard not
far distant. Atthethought, hiseyesand mind seemedtofocusfar fromtheconstant dinandactivity beforeandbel ow
them.

G'rather hadwaddledforward carryingthestranger’ sclothinganda sothefol dsof cloththat had blossomed
fromanempty sky. Hehad alsobeenfollowed by abewildered Romero. V ariousnobl esfel t thecl othing asit passed
by and noddedwisely, saying: “ Itisashasbeensaid. Olden.”

Finally thematerial ended at thejudgment table. C' Lanthhadroughly pushed A’ Rithatothefloor, thereafter
fingeringevery piece, every string, every buckle, at last handingthemontohisyounger brother, saying: “ T’ Lanthmay
study. | say they areof littleuse, not asuseful agai nst grainsof sand and dust under thick heat asour clothsweaved
fromStickleweed.”

T’ Lanthfoldedthearticlesand handed themtoanearby retainer, who carriedthemoff. Hesaid: “I’ veheard
of claimstobeingan Olden, but they werea waystricksters, men of subtledeceptions.”

“Gah!” C Lanthwavedsix fingersinagreement. “ But thisonedoesnot maketheclaim. Heridesfromanempty
sky onclothsthat balloon outward, and helandsconfused and shakeninthemidst of our melee?Hespeaksnot our
language?Trickster?’

T’ Lanth shrugged, not wishingto dispute C’ Lanth, and not really caring, solong asOldensof valuewere
distributed properly, meaningtohimself and hisbrother.

“Hedoesnot speak thelanguage?’ Adissaasked, pushing her delicatefeaturesinfront of T’ Lanthtospeak to
her brother-in-law.
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“\Wethi nk%eéo&sno? Thetestyetcomes.” C' LanthsippedhisTa dienemored owly and gazed patiently over
thefestivenoblesbelow.

When G’ rath had swung opentheponderous, groaning doors,thehal | hadfilled quickly withthosefromthe
streets, peoplenow pushing sharp el bowsand kneesto gain advantage. Romero had been squeezedtoacorner
at C' Lanth'’ sright near thejudgment table, wherehewasrequiredtostand. Inmomentsasurgeof pressuredbodies
andasplendidsight brought tearsto Romero’ seyes. Adonishad swaggeredinward surrounded by adozen hefty
andwary pikemen.

Adonis eyesdartedhither andthither, whileat hisshoul derwasJonto, puffedoutinall hiscol orful magnificence,
doubletonguesdartinginwardand outwardlikecrails, asthoughguardingintwodirections. Adonis armsswung
freely fromsidetoside, skinscratched, bruised, and criss-crossedwith cuts.

When Adonisspotted Romero, helurched forward.

Jontobelched, visibly shrinking.

Romerowipedthetearsfromhiseyes. Hegently touched Adonis.

Jonto hopped-flew to hisshoul der, whenceRomero petted thebird-lizard.

Gabblingcamelouder totheearsof thealientrio. Sometimesfiststhunked against solidtables. Shoutsmingled
amidsttheclatter of servingbucketsandtheclink of utensis. Suddenly thelargest -- and theonly onerobedinred,
whiteand blue-- planked down abroad hatchet with actinopmorphic, aradiatingforce, quietingthemall.

Thisbigonecommanded presence. A wavering, golden soundissued.

All camedtilled.

Behindthelongjudgment tablerustled asqueeking cart withwooden axleandwoodenwhee! s. Strapsloosely
hungfromthecart. Thestrapscoul d havebeen devel oped only inanadvanced technol ogy superior totheonethat
had constructed thecart. Thestrapswereunquestionably superior.

Romerowasroughly grasped and hustled ontotheprimitivewagon, whencecold metallicstrapswerepainfully
tiedtohishead.

Adonissurgedforward, but thick ropesskilIfully dropped fromoverhead, firmly bindinghisarmsandlegs. Even
s0, hestrained to break them.

Jonto, whoat oncehad flowntooneattacker’ sleg, mouthagape, bit, injecting deadly poi sons. But evenasthe
onewasdowned, another dropped woven meshover thebird-lizard, ensnaringit.

A youngmaiden pushedforward by shouting noblespointed asilver cylinder at thepoisoned servitor, evenas
thebigone, dressedinred, white, andblue, waved hiscall oused hand. A silent switchwasthrown.. Romero’ smind
at oncesuffered from extremeand strangeactinism, apeculiar radiation, histhoughtschurningand hurryingto
scrambleintonew ordersandarrays, asthelanguagewasimprintedtohismind.

“ItisfromtheOlden,” thebigoneseemedto besaying asheleaned over Romero. | am C’ Lanthandthese
areC’ Lanthians.” Turningtohisyounger brother, he nodded: “ Gah! TheOldenroastsbrainsif left toolong.”

Romerowassummarily rel eased.

Thepoi soned servitor shakily arose, stumbling off withthemaiden, who had now lowered her silver cylinder.

Noble' sand commoner’ seyesbounded fromtherecovered servitor to Romeroevenastheir clamor ceased
sothat C' Lanth’ swordswereeasily discernedthelength of thelonghall.

Romero’ sdry mouthand musclesstumbled fromtimetotimeasheformed new combinationsof sounds, saying
first: “I'manoutcast, asurvivor of aship of space. My worldisunthinkably remote, far beyondyour red, whiteand
bluesuns.’”’

M ostinthegrossassembl agemuttered and somemadeappropriatenoisesin utter surpriseor disbelief.

C’ Lanthfrowned. Unlikethosewhofollowed hislead, he’ dlong placed highva ueonthat whichwasnew and
novel, suchasOldens. Thelatter -- wouldthetruthbeknown-- serving asthebasisto hisprowessonthefield.
Hesaid: “ A worldbeyond Cairema?’ Heshook hishead. “ Thereisnothingbut Cairema, and hereisthegreater
andbest part, theC’ Lanthians.””’

Everyoneroared and shook thetablesand clanked platesand shattered clayware, for theright and enduring
emotional button had been pushed.
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® Romero azeé 25Ut bewi |derment, stumblingfromforeignword-sounds, saying: “Istherenonewhoknow
of thesky?Who studiesthestars?’

T’ Lanthwavedhissix fingersat anobl eseated closebesi dewith bal d pateshrouded withinclean, whitecl oths.
“Here, R’ Sta What think you of thistalk?”’

R’ Stawrinkled asmooth brow and stroked at hisnarrow chin. “ Olden documentsspeak of suchthings. They
alsosay that should onetravel fromthevery lowest latitudestothehighest, bright light pointsmay bediscerned at
either end, andthesehavebeennamed* stars.” Hewaved botharmswidely, speaking louder nowtogivehisfina
conclusion: “Butl fail tofind credenceintheta e. Somany of thewritingsdea withtalesusedinthetrickster’ sarts.”

Adissalooked behind and giggled at thethinsword drawn fromitsscabbard by awaiting servitor. T’ Lanth
shushedher andturnedtoask R’ Sta: “ Theclothing?Thecloththat held him skyward?’

“Olden,” pronouncedthesage.

C’ Lanth, havingcompl eted another Ta diene, banged hisvessel and ordered of Romero: “ Thecache?Where
isit?’

Romeroblinked.

C’ Lanthwaved behind Adissa, whenceRomero’ sscabbard and dender swvordwerecarriedforward. Romero
smiledtoseeanother oldbut silent friend. C' Lanth clattered thesword and scabbard against thetabl € ssurfaceas
helayitdown.

Hesaid: “Andthis?A piketooshort?A swordtoothin?A hatchet tooweak andlong?A dagger overlong?’

Thosewho could seethe point of hisjest laughed uproariously. Thedrawnfoil was, if anything, achild's
instrument, apieceof -- at best -- imaginativeartwork.

NonthelessR’ Stasteppedforward, touching C' Lanth’ sarmthat still heldtheamusinginstrument, saying: “ It
isalsoOlden.”

“Gah! Of what usethi sthin blade?Thepointisnot thebest way to disposeof onecladinmail, but thebroad
sword.”’

Romero, whosemind had at | ast sorted out themany new enforcedlanguagesymbols, and onfirmer ground,
explainedhatingly: “ Theinstrumentisindeedasword, butittakestrainingandmuchskill foritsuse. Itisfabricated
fromsimilar materialstoyour pikesand broadswords, butit hasbeentemperedby firesinsubtleartsthat giveit great
grengthandflexibility.”’

C’ Lanth, perhapsmoreimaginativethanmost, heldoff hisconclusions. Heinsertedthefinefoil backintoitsplain
casing. Then: “ Andwhat of that thing at your shoulder?’

“ Anaculeolate, apet with prickles. | havenamed him JontotheMagnificent.”

“ Andthehulking servitor?Doyoutell meitisof another world?’

“Thatisso. Hecomesfromanother world.”

L oud criesand murmuringsdrowned C’ L anth’ sresponse, whonow | ooked furious: thick neck swollen, deep
creasesat mouthlinesandbrows. Romeroheard: “ Fake!” and“ Tricksters!” amidst theresulting clamor.

C’ Lanthreviewedall heknew of thestranger, but coul d not decide. Heagain pulled out thefoil sufficiently to
fingerit. A faintlineof red blood cozed fromhisfinger. Perhapsthat razor sharp edgeswayed hisemotions, perhaps
not. Noonereally knew C' Lanthsowell. Whenthehub-bub died, heleaned forward ontworough hands, saying:
“Perhapsyou speak truth, perhapsnot. | find noill inyou, strangeone, but in good consciencewecannot believe
your cabalistictale. Wereit not for theOldensandyour certifiedlanguagedeficiency, you’ dbemissingyour head.”

Duringhislong pausethehall seemedtowhi sper withitssilence. “ Otherwisel seenogoodinyou.” Hisbrowless
eyessquinted asthough deeply thinking. “ Thoughyou carry genuine Ol dens-- perhapsacache?’

Romeroremainedstilled.

C'Lanth, both bold and crafty, could not believe Romero’ ssilence as other than the brave carrying of an
important secret. Itiswhat hewould havedoneinthestranger’ splace.

“Canyoufight?’

Romero’ seyesshiftedtohisbladelyingbeforeC’ Lanth.

“Thetest!” someshouted. Thecrowd took up anages-old chant.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 35

aghi ng(t)ﬁepoaﬂ Gili ility that Romero couldlead toauseful Ol denagainst thecertainty that thehairy stranger
woulddieat test, C’' Lanthmust a soweighhispeopl€ swill. Thinkingtode ay, heasked: “ Areany whowill adopt?’

LithesomeAuvice, usually aquiet maiden, daughter of anobleman, and al so caretaker of oneof theinval uable
Ness'ibushesthat repaired theinjured soquickly, hadlong chafed at her task whichrequired her tofollow behind
armiesluggingthelong, awvkward healingtube. Not only wasthe Ol den heavy, but thebeastswith ninepointswere
hard, scratchy and odorous. Long she' dresented her charge, rebel lingfromthed aughterhouseatmospherewhere
shemust wadeankledeep blood and turn over torn bodies, healing, alwayshealingwiththeheavy Oldentube.

Now shesaw away out andwithout thought for appearance, sheshouted: “1 will, OhC’ Lanth!”

Shockedtosuddensilence, they turnedtoward her, whenceshebecamethei mmedi ateattention center amidst
tittersand chucklesand growing, loud guffaws, whichwasfortunate, asit detracted fromtheir blood-|etting mood.

C’ Lanth, angry that he’ d permitted himsel f tobetrapped by thecustom, glowered andrattled hisbroadsword
at hisknees, growling, “ Gah! Gah!”

They quieted.

C’ Lanth, withadisturbing pacing, said: “ Themaid, beingtruenobility, ispermittedaservitor. Sosay thelaws
--.” Then, passing away hisfrustration by atossof barrenand shiny pate, hegrinned broadly and shouted, “ -- if
hepassesthetest!” Withthat |ast Romero’ sweaponwasflungat him.

Black hair pasted back with hisowndriedblood, black and brown dust streaking hisface, crudely woventoga
carelesdy hanging, dirty andtorn, Romerosmiledbrightly, al most content withthecoming contest. Hestrapped on
hisoldfriendandwaited.

T’ Lanthbeckoned forward asupple youthwhosebroadsword armwasasthick ashishead fromlongyears
of practice.

Romero circled about astheyouth strived to confront him. At last the burly youth swung, clumsily and
overhandedly. Romeromovedandflickedfaster thantheir eyescouldfollow, andtheheavy weapondidalonghis
rapier,losingall forceat asmall cup-shaped quardwith quillonsthat somehow -- perhapsmagically -- wasable
toabsorbthismassivestrokewithout aquiver.

Thepronouncedsilencewasunique.

“Thank you, OhAgrippa,” Romeromuttered, thoughnot very loud.

Theyouth backed away then cameat himwihanoverhanded s ash, tobefollowed, supposedly, by aquick
thrug.

Romero, withhisown quick and mathemati cally designed d ashes, successfully parriedtheblows, at theforte' .
Havingtakentheyouth’ smeasure-- andthanking Good King deM organfor bequeathing himthistechnol ogical
wonder -- Romerofaintedandthenattackedwithaflashingthrust that piercedtheyouth’ sshoul der, whowas holding
histhick bladehighoverhead.

Gaspsand express onsof puzzlement resounded.

Totheyouth’ sgreat credit, heunblinkingly shifted hisblade, nowwid dingitwithequal skill fromhisleft hand.

AgainRomero piercedtheyouth. With blood now streaming from both shoul ders, theyouthweakened fast.
Romerochancedalook at C’ Lanthwho, with confusionequal toany other, gawked and gaped. “ | sthisyouthto
diefor thetest?” Romero shouted.

C’ Lanth, unabletointerferebylaw, couldonly shrughisneutrality.

Bloodlosssolved Romero’ sdilemma. Theyouth staggeredandfell. Atonceamaidenappearedwithher silver
Ness ibush, pointingit at thefallenone, pressingitsactivating mechanisms. A soundlessforceseemedtoflow, so
still and attentivehad becomethose sorecently engagedinmerrymaking.

Adonis eyeswiggle-waggled.

Jonto expandedinsidehiscage, cyanoscaleswavingwildly.

Theyouth'’ scolor returned, andthewoundscl osedand suturedasif by magicandthehealingweavingof invisible
fingers. Shortly thereafter hiseyesblinked and heawakened.

Whenthehushed crowd brokeand cheered, bo’ quilsfluttered downandfloppedfromsidetoside.

C’ Lanthtook thefoil fromRomeroand awkwardly swishedit back andforth, waitingonthecrowdtosilence.
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Gah! This| |tt|%tf$‘ngE’Bj ‘Boldingitbetwixtsixfinger tipsat thefeeble, hehandedit back toRomero, saying: “Y ou
may keepyour weapon, stranger, but you now belongto Avice, themaiden.”

Romero accepted theweapon againand, placingthetipat hisfeet whileleaning onthefoil lightly, heasked:
“What of my servitor and pet?’

C’ Lanthgreedily thinking of Avice sgainandhisloss, popped acachouintohiscavernousmouthandleaned
overtowhisperwithT’ Lanthand Adissa.

Adonis eyesseemedto plead.

C Lanthruled: “They must bejudgedontheir own,” andhewaved away Romeroasof nofurther consequence.

XV

C’ embristlaughedwithgreat enthus asmasherodeatop alumbering Bubo, svinginghisdouble-tailed crail back
andforthtotestitsvigor. Heshouted: “ C’' Lanthhasgivenusthebigone!”

“Moveaside. GiveC embristroom,” shouted another fromamongthethrongs.

Jontoflutteredfrom Adonis’ shoulder totheright, and hissed, showing doublesetsof poisonedteeth.

Adonis, havingfought and served asaminor functionary of C’ Lanth’ sfor many suncyclesnow, understood
thelanguageperfectly. Hiseyeslightedand hewaited for C’ embristto step downfromthelarge, shufflingbubo.
Many stalwart warriorsstoppedtheir activitiesand gathered about them, somecl apping, somelaughing, al sharing
inC embrist’ sgreatglee.

“Haveyouseensuchafighter?’

“Whatisyour city?’

Wordsand questionsbuzzed about Adonis' head likeinsectsthat suck for blood.

Adonismaintainedana oofnessuntil C' embri st approached andhanded himachoi ceof pike, brochette, curved
blade, staveor crail -- now hisright to chooseafter successful and great services.

Adonisgrinnedwidely and boweddightly, saying: “Y ouchoose, OhC’ embrist, asyouarenow my leader.”

C’ embirist, thoughbrighter thanmost, wasnot equal to Adonis mental flights, and soonoccasion hepounded
hisdiminutivechestwithtiny, clenchedfingersandstrutted pridefully beforethemal, ashedid now, sngingout: “I’ll
try youonyour best. Rather -- thebest onewill serveyou.”

“Will that not al soeliminatesomeof your finest fighters?” Adoni stwitted, not entirely forgetting about thesi Iver
cylindersandtheir ability tomiraculoudly restoreall but thebeheaded fromhacked-uplife.

Thinkingthat hisquestionwasasi ncere act of bravado, they laughed andtwittered at thiscutesaying.

C embrigt, grinning, shouted abovethedin: “Come. I’ Il havethemaidenswithNess'ibushesawaityou.”

Adonisfrowned. Hisinstinct rebelled agai nst thedevi ce, and hismindwoul d not clarify thereason. Hepointed
at oneof thesilverinstrumentsandrepeated likeasmall child: 1 don’ twanttheNess' ibushusedonme. | don’ twant
theNess ibushusedonme. | don’twanttheNess ibushusedonme.’”” Apparently onehadtorepeat strangeideas
inthreesbeforethoughtsand desiresentered someminds!

C embrist begantoscratchat hisarmsandlegsandthenat hishead, for hewascuriously mystified, butagain
thosethronging about took Adonis' reluctanceasanadditional braveact, and they shouted and proddedthebig
Adonistowardthebattlerings.

Therewasnonefaster or moresubtlewiththesmall bladethan C’ embrist, sohethrew off hisouter cloak, rolled
upd eevesmadefromrough desert weed, and heldarmsoutward, pamsupward, intheoldtraditionsignifying that
hewasready.

Someonedipped Adonisashort knife. Hismusclesand brainbeganworkingtogether asthey scurriedtomake
athousand connections, each grooving patternsintoinstinctivebehavior.

A horn soundedweirdly, wailingtoannounceabeginning.

A largecircleformedbeyondthelinesmarked onthedust-silting ground.

Adonisopened hisarms, onehandweavingasmall knifeintosmall, invisiblecircles.

Now C embristcamealive, for thiswashislife, hisreasonfor being, hisego. By suchfightshe’ dcometolead
abattalion. Hiseyesgleamed. All hisformer hesitationswereended. Hisright hand alsomadesmall circlesinthe
air,whilehislefthandwavered, preparingtoba anceany possibleaction. Faster than Adonishad thought possible,

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 37

@ 'embristfei n?ed ANddived beneath Adonis great, longguard, and slashed ared streak down Adonis’ thigh.

Oh, how thenow thi ckly assembl ed shouted delight and approval !

But Adonishadfirmedupthegame, albeit somewhat slowly. When C’ embrist camedashinginwardagain
Adoniscaughtthelittlefellow by theback of hisheadwithonebighand. C' embrist wasliftedandheldonhighin
suchaway that hisknifehandwaggled back andforthineffectually. Adonis, havingalonger reach, andby far the
strongest arms, threatened C’ embrist with the knife held in his other hand, sweeping it upward, and below
C embrigt’ sguard.

Only thesoft thudsof bubo stompi ngssounded throughout thedesert compound.

When C’ embrist attemptedto slashupward at Adonisarm, hewaseasily parried by Adonis' blade.

Adonisquietly stated: “1 cansqueezeyour headbeyondrepair, or | candiceoff your wavingarm, or | cancut
off yourlegswhileyou’ re wigglingthemback andforth. Shall wecount thistheend, or doyouwishtocontinue?’

C embrist’ seyeswere popping -- for hishead was soft -- and he’ d begunto gaspfor breath, and even his
wiggle-waggleshadweakened. Hehissed: “ Quits! Y our round!”

Asif that had set hisautonomic defensesinorder, havingtriggered awhol ecluster or classof programmed
responses, Adonisfounditincreasingly easi er to best them, oneby one. Next thepike, thecurved sword, andthen
thebroadsword. Hardest wasthedouble-tailled crail, for only long, expert practi cepermitstheeffectivedoubl esnap
of doubletail.

Oneopponentwasatal, thinmanwhosearmsandlegswereasl ongashisbody, whichgavequiteanadvantage
towieldingthewhip. Adonishad quickly deducedthecrail’ sphysical laws, andthepeculiar wrist actionrequired
simultaneously withan overhandedthrow, but hisbody wasnotinstinctively equal tothetask, it not having been
programmed. Hewasstruck onceacrosstheface, makingalongweltthat bled profusealy fromeyetochinandacross
themouth. Next hewasstruck acrosshismighty, heaving chest: againdoublelineof redwelts. Beforehe' dlearned
totwistthecrail effectively ashethrew, he’ d been entangled by theother’ s, sothat hewasweltedfromtiptotoe.

Whenhepulledtheother’ swhipfrom hisopponent’ sstartled grasp, and sowonby thisfluke, hisopponentwas
unmarked.

C’ embrist waved at ayoung maiden hovering nearby, who ran up to Adoniswith her Ness' ibush. Adonis
growled, which caused Jonto now flapping at hisshoul der to hissand display dangerousteeth.

Without further word, Adonisstalked out of theencampment to beal one, andto heal onhisown. And, though
hewasbleedingprofusely, nonestopped him.

ThesandwasasiIty kind that comesfromthedregsof along-lost, evaporated sea, and had been pul sedtogether
fortensof thousandsof years. Adonistiredly lay downinawashthat poweredfinesi|t dust upwardwithevery tiny
movement.

Jontoflapped downbesidehishead. Adonis' eyesstaredvacantly at theweatheredwall inlinewithhiseyes,
and hegavethought tothisstrangepl anet, speakingto Jonto, andsaying: “It'sartificial, my dear companionbird-
lizard, foronly artificia intelligencecoul d des gnand balanceso superbly themillionsof forcesthat cause threesuns
torevolveabout asingle, relatively unimportant planet. Andlook youat thewallsof thisdeclivity. Thereisgranite,
aninterlockingtextureformed by crystallizationfromamelt of long ago. Hereand therewe’ vestumbled upon
obsidianor vol canicglasswithconchoidal fractures. Wea soview right herel ayersof sandstone, bothlightand dark,
and conglomeratewith rounded pebblesinastrata. What doyou makeof thosefacts?’

Jontoflicked Adonis headwithoneof histongues.

“ Andlook you, thereisthegreatest mystery: Fossilferouslimestone, afine-grained whitelimestonewith
abundant fossil fragments. Know youthisplanet they call Cairemahasanancient past?’

Dust beneath A donishad matted shut hismany wounds. A small, furtivemovement caught Jonto’ sattention,
and hesuddenly hop-flewtoacrevice, whenceit caught and carried outasmal |, dry-skinned rodent-likeanimal that
showedteetha most equal tothoseof Jonto’ s. Jonto crushed thesquirminganimal betweenhismorepowerful jaws.
Thepoison having subduedthelike-rodent at oncewhenJonto’ steeth penetrateditsskin, thesmall animal stilled
and Jontogulpeditdown, closing oneset of eyelidsand rumbling contently inalow frequency.
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“I' expla| n anoﬁ1erﬁ1| ng, my fat, full friend,” Adonismuseda oud after awhile.* Thesepeoplearel essthan
children, and somethingdrivesthemtodegenerate. Their plasmaisdeeply troubled, and they donot breedtrue.’’
Jonto, burping, parroted: “Romero, Greatest!”
Adonisrelaxed, smiled and permittedawarmglow towash over hisbody. “ Ahyes. Romero, my Master and
Lord.”

®

XVI

GodspoketoL olaof Abro, but only withinher mind. Terrified, shepulled her kneestoher chest and shuddered
asshecried.

Respond, Godimpressedirresistably.

Despiteher terror, Lolaspit, and repeated her epitaph: “ Acarpous!”

Respond, camethemoreurgent command.

Shecouldnolonger delay thethrust, andall barrierssuddenly evaporated. A river, aflood, atorrent of concepts
beatinward, virtually nonedeci pherable. What woul dayoung maidenof Abrosknow of theradiusof anatomunder
thetorqueof agal axy’ sspin?Or thenumbersof subspace?Or themechani cal advantageof asimplelever?Orthe
twist of aDNA moleculewhen plasmadegenerates?Or athousand million other tidbitsand conceptsasstrangeto
Lolaasthenewlanguage andall elsethat wasstuffedwilly-nilly into her barbaricbrainsothat not acell wasl eft
unmarred.

Therewasnotruecommunication between L olaand God, assheunderstood theterm. Godtook fromher mind
what wasthere, and returned to her mindthingsof noimportance, such astherel ativerel ationshi p between matter
andenergy. God did not eraseher past memories, but hedrew fromthemuntil they regenerated, her personality
rekindling repeatedly with each drawing. And heforced new memoriesupon her, until she burgeoned likea
scarecrow of memories.

God, havingtaken her experiences, a somodifiedhisownbehavior. Inreceiving God' sexperiences, Lolamust
thereby modify her behavior. Inonly that sensewascommunication.

Goddidnotsay, “Now | will dothis,andyoumay dothat.” Loladidnot respondlikewise, saying,“ | wishso
and so, or thisandthat,” andthereby haveit comeabout.

Eachhadgoas. God' swerefirm,unmoving, asif instinctud . Lola s, too, werefixed, unmoving, asif instinctua .
Thelogicof their shared memori esand experiencesdi ctated that they must hereafter performintheir ownways, and
inthat senseapact came about between Godand L ola.

Lolarested, finally deepingpeacefully.

Whensheawoke, L olacared not for themountai nsof usel essinformation somuchlikeahundred other painful
memories. Shepressedthemall beneathandthey wereforgotten.

Shestirred, wakened freshened, andlooked about. Herewasavagueformlessness. Her mindinstinctively
returnedtothel ost comfortsand conveniencesof home, now knownto belight-yearsdistant, and especially her
sanctuary, abedroomsoftly pillowed andfurred and scented.

Lo! It wasso.

Shelay onsoft divans, thefloor ruggedthickly withfurs, thewal l insulated by silver-black hidesthat fluffedand
gparkled. Ather left washer bed, al so coveredwiththick, rare, andwarmfurs. Candlesflickered, shadowingthe
medium-sized roomwith dark ghoststhat wavered acrosswhat seemed to bethick and rough-hewnlogwalls.

“Thank you,” shehumbly anda most contritely told God.

Not personage, but your mind conjoined with devices embedded herein.

Shedidnot understand, pushing thecommunicationasidea ongwith somany other recent mysteries.

When her mindbrought forthfoodsand beveragessharp and sparkling, shes pped and picked at thefood, and
said: “| donot understand our pact.”

Am embodiment of complex interactions with devices. Am responsible for Cairema, and all living
thereon. Cairema dies. Know solution. Cannot activate.

Stimul ated and strai ned beyond possi bl eimagination, sheresortedto cul tural conditioning, convolutingwhen
shesaid: “ButyouareGod. | wasdeclaredvirgina, falsetomy pre-marriage. Y ou havebrought meto-- here. Do

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

®
younoi command meEForevermore’?’

Humans create. Am synchronous interactor. You are helper?

Shepushedbeneathfor thefactual datafrom God. Her mind and heart necessarily behavedwithimpul seand
instinct. “1 will dowhat God commands.”

Againtherecameafloodof DNA/RNA information, including nucleotidenumbers, arbitrary symbology of T,
G,A H,A* B, E, D, Jandother sequencesandrel ations, messenger RNA, transfer RNA, replication datathat
might havecomefrombetweenstars, torquemeasuresthat createreplicating twistsand skewnesses, bindingpoints,
turn-back threshol ds, and on, until L olascreamed her painful fright aloud.

Thebarbarian’ sGod ceaseditsflood, and waited patiently.

Lolafloppedonher bed, pullingthick, richfursoverhead, whenceshecried.

When her mind and emotions cleared, she was| eft with the vague realization that God wanted her to do
something extremely important. Shesearched throughtheponderoustechnical detail beneathandwasl eftjust as
mystified, for shewastrained tounderstand noneof it. Finally sheasked: “ DoesGod need my help?’

You are helper?

Chancing her answer tobecorrect, shereplied: “1 amhelper.”

Thesustainedthrustinsideher braindiminished, asthoughagreat onehadrelievedly sighed. Visionscameto
Lola Citiesthattoweredonhigh, scintill atingand marvel ous; strangemachineriesof silver hue; towersthat |ay hidden
beneath mountainfol ds, andtheir counterpartsthat probed beneath for theplanet’ score. Inevery caseher visions
fragmented, asthough God wanted her to tear down thesewonders. Thencame DNA/RNA sequencesagain,
twistingand churning, bucklingand snapping, fragmentingand clusteringintoweird conglomerates.

Sheshook her headtodriveout thedisturbingvisions. “I don’t understand. What am| todo?’

Somehow shegot theideathat shemust sleep again. Shelay downinstantly unconscious. Bit by bitdream
sequencessortedintorecognizabl epatterns, and thosethat werebeyond her nervestructure’ sability tounderstand
becamesimply symbolic sequences. When sheawokehourslater L olaknew what God wanted of her. Shesaid:
“I know not how to achievesuchamonstroustask.”

Nonethel esssheconvoked her needs. God createdwater pouchesand dried meatsfoldedinthick salt and neatly
packaged. Shehadlittleexperiencewithdry, hot placesand must rely on God' sjudgment for proper attire. Then,
stuffingaway her heavy Abroianclothing, shefolded handstogether asif topray, andcalmly stated: “I amready!”

Sheat oncefound herself bel ow stonestepway sthat soared overhead ashighasasmall mountain, eachof the
stepstal ler thanany human. | amapriestess, shethought proudly without further backward glance, and shebegan
herlongjourney, crossingsmall, cold streams, stepping over strewn stonesand around craggy boulders, crossing
awall of bonesof every descriptionthat soaredinagently curvinglineupward and downward, right and | ft! .

XVII

A bluesun, dark andaien, burned over aneerieview: dustandprickly plants, pinnaclessoaring high, shadowed
valleysand cutsthat criss-crossed anancient, dusty seabed.

Far outward L olaclearly viewed atent encampment. Now and then resounded theclink and clank of armor,
thescrapeof claw against stone, the whooee” of anight deeper cryingout: all wafted upward and outward and about
her likemi sty ghosts.

Shruggingtogether her strangeattire, shewaited patiently besideatrail that wounditsway closetotheriver of
bones, whenceitturned off far toher right.

Magentalight cameinaway that remindedof Abro’ sstark-redmorningsunlight that hardly meltedtheevening's
frost.

Whenred came, tentswerestruck and beastsstirred. Small children shouted, addingtothedinabovethudding
clay pots. Firesroared high. Thewholecampnow throbbed. A fight brokeout, andthenanother. Thesharpdouble-
cracksof double-tailedwhip, thecrail, shattered newly reddened air.

Still shewaited.

Stalwart men with long pikes, or halbreds, others with broadswords, swooped about her. None saw her
standing rock-steady besidetheagedtrail. After these scoutswho swooped and climbed and turned about, ever-

39
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E)@een ng, canegwngh guarda marchingsteady onstrange-lookingbeastswithninepointsat their crests. Theguard' s
eyesasosearchedinal directions.

Nonesaw Lola.

God' sgentlemental thrust alerted her whenat | ast cameonewhowasoft-babbling, with squinty eyeand shaky
hand, but al soonewho could commandthecaravantohalt. “ Aaayioo!” hehalf cried, half shouted, all thewhile
dippinganddidingoff theninepointedbubo’ stoughhidetothedusty ground. ShamblingandwaddlingtowardLola,
handsoutstretched, sheddingtearsprofusely, hecried: “Gen’ su! My sweet Gen’ su! Oh, wethought theedead.
Come! Y our father must cuddleyouagain!™’

The old man’ s shadows compressed her and seemed to make her a child of pre-puberty. Even clothes
shadowedtheoldone’ sview, seemingtobelong, whiterobesthat covered her fromhooded shawl tobareankle.
Her feet wereshod by toughwoodscomfortably linedwith asoft, downy substance. Twosmall reflectivestones
of blueand white seemed torest at her forehead above her eyesthat she knew werenolonger dark, but anear
phosphorescent cyano. Her soft breastsseemed shrunkentodark nipplesresting quietly aspromisingbuds. Her | eft
andformerly smallestfinger now seemed|onger thanothers. Sheamiled, her lipsformingthin, sraightlinesafterwards,
asthough she’ d been hurt and wasnow hol ding back painwith desert fortitude.

“Ohmy swest, littleGen’ sul” criedtheold man, swooping her intohisarms, and pressing her closetohiswhite
cladbosom, andkissing her repeatedly.

I respond, but in truth, the old man cannot resolve the problem, shethrust at God.

Probabilities measured according to recombinant and cyclical --.

Stop! shereturned, her mind and sensesalready over-burgeoned by her newrole. He is overcome by emotion
and age, and thinks me his daughter.

Helper distinguishes, Godenigmatically decreed.

Stoppingthecaravan, theoldmancommandedafestiveday, al sobidding certain hot headstokeep peaceunder
redinfluence.

Heclutched theapparent anddiminutiveGen’ suuntil histentwasrai sedagain, thereafter pushinghisnewly found
daughter protectively inside. Thinking shewasabout tospeak, herai sed hisfingerstotremblinglips, saying: “ Tush!
and Tush! We'll sharestoriesafter you' veeaten, little buzzbird. Y our mother - - praise her sweet memory --
pampered and petted you. Shall | doless, now you’ refound?”’

Brightly coloredand soft pillowswerestacked about thetent’ speriphery. Theoldman clappedhands. Stalwart
servitorsaglitter withgoldandsilver decorationscametodotheir bidding, eachwitheyesthat puzzledly studied her
every seam.

L ater theold man seated L ola sshadow besidehim, aplaceof great honor for thedaughter, andcalledonall
tocome and pay homagetohisnewly found. Hiseyesglistenedbrightly withwel lingtearsashewhined: “Wetrekked
fromPel’ latontothe Om’ pen depthswhenyouwandered off, Oh Flower. Tell me -- wherehaveyoubeen?How
haveyoufaredthesemany turns?’

L olasearched her mind, and even opened beneath memories, finding no answers. Shethrust at God for
guidance. Hissingular responsewas. Helper distinguishes.

Glancingupwardandblinkingwithdark blueeyes, shedissembled, saying: “1 cannot, Oh Father! | know naught
of thesethings. | waswiththevanand next| amhere, by theriver of bones, and youarecomingtoward meduring
Red.”

Clutching her head betweentwo broad hands, hepeered directly into saddened eyes, and thenrubbed her skin.
“Itisnot thedreaded Ementadrug. Perhapsan Olden?’

L ola sthoughtscameunbiddenasshesuddenly understoodthenatureof an Olden. Althoughstill bewildered,
shemaderesponse, saying: “ Perhaps, Oh, yes, belovedfather, onethat controlsspaceandtime.”

Shehad somehow instinctively answered correctly, for Oldenswereanathematothisel derly caravanmaster,
whosaid: “Uh! Destroy them -- all of them. Oldensareevil!”

L olaseemedto havetheman’ smeasure, whichwaswell. Likeabursting star cameher redizationthat, among
otherimportant duties, God had directed her todestroy every Ol den. What e secoul d thosefragmentedvisionshave
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Her responsessoon becamemorelikethosethat woul d beexpected by thedaughter, Gen’ su, whichwasnot
difficult, consderingtheelder’ sblinding expectations. Shelearnedhisfrailities: Bald-- aswereal | thoseabout her
hairless and alsothoseeverywhereelseaswell -- heyet displayedtheremnantsof long, strongfacial lines. His
mind seemedtodwell el sawherefromtimetotime, asonce, whenhewastaking hesuddenly haltedand stared at
nothingatall.

“Youaretiredfather?’ Lola had asked.

“Uh?0h, itisnothing, child. Wherewerewe?’

Sheanswered: “ Y ouwereaskingafter my feglings, andtalking of my growth. Y oucalledmeplumpandsaid
that | wascrawlingupwardlikewilddesert stickleweed.”’

“Ahyes,” theoldoneblinkedeyesandfrowned, asthoughstrainingthroughdimmemories.“ Certainly my Little
Flower strugglesupward. Soon-- very soon -- you must wed. Thecaravan passestoyou, sweet child.”’

Her breastsseemedtoswell evenasheconvincedhimself. Borderline dotage, Lolamusedinwardly.

Helper distinguishes, God spokewithinher mind.

As they talked and seemed to renew their father-daughter relationship, word spread throughout the
encampmentthat old T’ lizer’ sdaughter had mysterioudy appeared near theriver of bones. Whenthewordreached
Le'tio, hesworeand denied Gen’ su’ smiracul ousappearance by shouting“ Nonsense!”

41

Hewastall, remarkably wholewithonly anextratoeat eachfoot. Hisfeaturesweresmooth, dark-skinned. He
wasstolid inaway that impressed onewith afixed and steady determination. L€' tiowasinfact harsh, cruel,
domineering, swayed by nothingthat did not tol eratehiswill or supportit.

HavingjoinedtheT’ lizer’ scaravanwhenaboy, he’ dworked hard, bided histime, and bit by bit dominated.
Hisgoal: to succeed upward.

Heapproached amember of thed eek scoutswho, duringrotation, bedded down outsidetheencampmentin
asmallertent. “Xa oal,” hewhisperedwhilethumpingtaut tent ropes.

Hiseyesblinkinginthenow harshwhite, Xa oal crawled out on handsand knees, sanstunic.

Still whispering, L€ tiosaid: “ Thedaughter. Haveyou heard?’

Xa oal shook hishead, forintruthhe’ dreveledlongandwell. Then, “ Y es. It comesback tome. Buttheold
manisindotage. | personally beheadedthe youngfemale and carried her toahigh pinnaclewhereonly croaking
buzzbirdsroost.”

Le'tio’ seyesnarrowed sternly. “ Thenexplainyou her presencel”

Xa odl, still wakening, blinked again. “ 1 cannot. Perhapsan Olden--.”

“Nonsense. TheNess' ibushwouldnot heal if shewereparted clean at theneck. How explainyou?’

Xa od looked upward, eyeswideningwithfright whenheviewed thedrawn broadsword. Hepushed himsel f
erect, and stood at attention, eyesstraight ahead. “| havedoneasorderedfriend and futuremaster L et’ tios. She
wasdead and plucked asreported. Of other mattersl know nothing. It hasbeenwhi speredthat perhapsan Olden
of strangeandwonderousqualitieshasplucked her fromthetimestreamand moved her tothecaravan pathway by
thewall of bones.”

“Nonsense!” Le'tio’ shladeseemedtovibratewithdesireanddirection.  Thatisastory for theoldoneinhis
dotage. Sheknowsandby all that | hold dear, shewill tell all beforedying, thistimeat my hand.’’

Withthat, L e tiowhispered an epitaph, acurse, and whacked home his sharpened broadsword, severing
Xa oal’ shead.

They cameoneby oneto pay proper homagetothedaughter of T’ lizer, littleGen’ su. They werereviewed and
permitted entry intothelargest and most brilliantly decorated tent. Onceentered, they wereto bow right and then
left beforetheold one, after whichthey werepermittedtoview Gen’ su.

Onpeeringupward at thecaravan master’ sdaughter, andif they wereof amind, they could hold her handto
their foreheads, after whichagift wasleft behind.
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Asthey camé, oneby one, theold manrumbled, well pleased: “Ah, my goodfriend, T’ sunsi.”
And,“Uh! Friend L’ epta, you havebeen at thecaravan’ stail toolong. Ridebesidemetomorrow.’’
Or,“ See, Gen’ sufriend R uru?’

And”R’uru, study carefully LittleSweet Gen’ su, for | havepairingplans.”

WhenL € tioentered, Lolainvoluntarily flickered betweenher old self and that of little Gen’ su, for shesensed
that danger had comewiththisswaggering man of arrogance. Hisshadow isstrong, shetold God.

Helperdistinguishes.

Lola, frustrated withwhat seemedto be God'sstandard non-sequiter, wantedto shout or screamor scratch.
Thenewcomer’ sshadow strongly pulled at her, and shemust concentrateontheold man’ sshadow, sothat shedid
notlook directly intothebold one’ seyes, nor could sherespondto God’ susel essdirective, whatever it meant.

AsL e'tiodrew her handtohisforehead, L olacouldfeel itlengthen, coming closer to her owninshapeand
design. Her extradigit seemedtoflickerinandout likeawavering candleflame.

Whenitwasover,and L € tiohad gone, shebreathed moreeasily, tellingherself, | must preparemy ownway,
thereafter pushingaway theolder man’ splansand creating bold onesof her own.

XVIII

They traveled far, and had passed along trail sthat dated fromtheearly daysbeforethe seashad suddenly
becomeempty of water, whichmust havebeentensof thousandsof yearsearlier. Ateachvillageor walledcity or
oasis, Lola-- castintheshadow of Gen'’ su-- seemedto mature, until her breastsjutted outwad, thoughthey were
still properly hiddenbeneaththick desert robes. Withthematuringof Lola sshadow, T lizer’ smemoriesfaded, until
therewaslittledoubt that Gen’ suwould soonrulethecaravanthroughright-of-descent.

Many pliedfor her hand.

Shegavenomanreasonfor hope, but shealsodidnotinsult or reject theseserioussuitors, littleby littleusing
themtobuild her network of informersandtruefriends, though noneother than hersel f suspectedthat her concern
andfear wasof acertainonenamedLe'tio.

Thecaravancrested highwallssurroundingagarishcity perched between mountaintips. Shesat onarock while
smdll lizard-birdshoppedandfluttered about her. Behind, amongjagged stones, scrabbl ed staked-out bubos. White
glaredstarkly. Thegruff laughter of menwhotal ked openly tooneanother filteredtoher. Thesweet scent of open
desertflowerswaftedgently.

Gen' su-- Lola sshadow - - crawled closer tolisten. Dark, black dust clungto her clothing. Shehardly dared
breathefor fear of beingdiscovered.

Onesaid: “Doyouredly think theold manisonhislasttrail 7’

“Hah! How can youdoubt?Y esterday, they say, hestarted whippingaway with hiscrail andinthemidst he
stoppedtostareoutwardintotheglareof white.”’

“But hashenot awaysdoneso?’

“Aaayial Itisso. Since hisdaughter disappeared he has stared, but never before has he forgotten amidst
whippings.”’

“Ayiiee! Hismindwanders.”

“He sdying, somesay. Will hisdaughter wed beforetheevent?’

Strangershadinsomemanner takenup critical guard positions, bothinside T’ lizer’ stent and outside, around
thecompound. At first Lola sshadow simply sensed thestrangeness, and shebecameuneasy, unableto pinpoint
thecausefor her discomfiture.

Small children -- whichshelovedtohaveabout her -- buzzed and scattered beforetheshadow’ sslow almost
dreamlikeand mincing step. Dust, asever, powdered highwith each movement causingtheeyestowater anda
hacking cough that was so common among desert travel ersthat the sound and effort wasvirtually an unseen,
unconsciouspartof normd life.

Onewhowastall and burly, withthick corded armsandlegs, a so covered by thestrangeand habitual chain
mail, guarded Gen’ su’ sfather’ stent. Light bluehadfast disappearedinthishigher altitude, and now blue, withits
darkened shadowsand cool nessthat reminded L olaof her home, wasuponthem.

42
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Lol acrouc%eé med stancefromher tent uneas |y watching. Her premonitionwasconfirmedwhenLe tio's
tall, stark formpaused to speak toher father’ snew guard, andtheclink of gold cut throughthescuttlingand snorting
of bedding bubosintheir nearby compound. L olathought theguard must befromthenearby city andalsoapaid
mercenary.

Her shadow effortlessly changed. Shewasvoluptuousand brassy. Thoughsheworenojewel ery, andherarms
werebare, golden pinsclasped shoul dersof asteeply cut, fine-meshed material that accentuated her curves. Her
rightfoot hadfour toes, her left, seven. Oneeyewasdightly lower thantheother, aswasoneof her soft, protruding
mammary glands.

Lolaknew instinctively that it wassafeto approach.

Hesmiled, clean sharpenedteeth glistening evenunder blue. Recognizing L ola sshadow, hespoke, saying:
“C’ orbell, youwonderful woman. What doyou here?’

Shetarriedand purred, scratching hisjuttingchinandarms.

“Ayeee!”

“Youarestrong. What doyou here?’ Helooked bothways, and | eaned towhisper conspiratorially, saying:
“ Afterwebedded, OhL usciousone, | thought metoclear my singingheadwithasmad | quaff, and sowent downgtairs
for that purpose. Thereadesert man, L€' tio, wasswinging desert gol d that clinked and clunked, clearingmy head
atonce.Wdll...’” heshrugged, “| amasoldier for hire,amercenary, andyou, sweet Ta diene, got my last coin.’’

Her pedl of mirthbubbled outward, but quietly. “ Andwho’ sbattledoyou here?’ When shepushed her new
shadow close, soft formsseemedto pressintothick armsandlegs, eachamost fibrillatingwithafrustrated strain.

Inhissuddensweat, heagai nglanced s dewiseandthenwhispered: “ L€ tio’ sadesert merchantwithmuchgold
--andambition.”

“Ah! Andyouwill shareit?’

Withhisbody near shakingwithaninvisibleague, hewhispered: “Whenwhitecomes. Small tent near roadway,
justasitbeginstheclimb.”

Nodding, Lola sshadow suggestively wiggledandwaggled ananswer asit moved away betweentent shadows.
Whence, having passed hissight, her Gen’ sushadow returned.

Carefullymovingbackto T’ lizer’ stent by therearwardway, shewasabl etosqueezeher dimiutiveformbetween
thedust andthick stickleweedweavings. T’ lizer wassittinginthedarkenedtentwherehe' d shiveredfor hours, and
hiseyesstared blankly ahead. Noting themovement and hearing the scratching sound asL ol apressed her body
throughthesmall opening, heturned quickly, drawingabroadswordandraisingit over her head, ready toswingwith
head-partingforce.

Lola, feeingher shadow dippingwith T’ lizer’ snew andforceful concentration, whispered:

“Itisme, father! Gen’'su.”

Hishandwasstayed, though hiseyesdancedwildly.

Sheleapedupward, againloudly whispering, “ Father! Father!”

T’ lizer’ sarmsshook, andthentrembledtohisside.

L ola sshadow grew to suddenwomanhood, tall, sleek, ready for briding.

Now T’ lizer turned upawindow flap, sothat bl ueshined starkly within, casting denser shadows. Heminced
and prissied about her, studying her from each vantage point, and then demanded that her shadow disrobe.

Shedid.

Hepositedabout her, still moving prissily from placeto place, sometimesdancing and hopping, but never once
touchinghismaturedaughter.

Atlasthisheadnoddedupanddown,: “Itistime,” hesighed, now apparently keenly awareof hissurroundings.

After she' d dressed, he buried her in his embrace, crying out, “ Gen’su, Oh little lizard-bird. My sweet
consolation! | thought youwerehewho hasordered my death.”’

He had aged muchin past days. Even beneath white his skin appeared dark and lined, hiseyes squinting
overmuch. Beneath bluehestared again, asthough peeringinto another landwherenooneel secouldview.

Sheseated him down beside her and asked: “What isto happen, father?’

®
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“Someoneistokill you,yousaid.”

Hefrowned, strivingtoremember. “ Oh, that.” Heshruggedit aside. “ Tell me. Which haveyou chosen. Who
shall becomemy caravan master beside Gen’ su?R’ uru?Or another?’

Asif onceagainawareof hissurroundingshesuddenly spokeharshly, saying: “ Thoughl die, | bemaster. None
shall ruleexcept through my grandchildren. Conception, consanguinity, ...”” Hehad stoppedtostareoncemore.

Whiletheoldmanstared, L olalistened carefully, assuring hersdlf that the soft sound at thedoorway waswhat
she' dfeared. Sheshrugged hersel f behind cartonsandbill owing cloths, her back tothecrack by whichshe’ dentered.

“lamdying,” theoldonemumbled, vacuoudy pattinganemptiness, asthoughhissweet Gen’ suwerestill beside.

A steady tromp, tromp camefrom outside, and thecrackleof broken stickleweed and slithering sand.

Hetriedtokissher, but couldnot. “ Marry, sweet Gen’ su, for | dlip.”

A low, indistinct grumblefromouts detheir tentinterrupted hi sthoughtsagain. Hegazed outwardly, hisfingers
playinganimaginary instrumen.

Theflap opened.

L olasnugged downward, hidden.

Fluidstrickledthinly fromtheold man’ seyes. Hismouth sagged. Salivaal so burbled and dripped.

Thedoorway filled. InL€ tio’ sright handwasabroadsword, criss-crossed haft gleaminginapalelight. L€' tio
dropped theswordto hissideand studied theold man.

“l'amlate,” hemumbled.

A garglingsound came, and suddenly theoldman’ seyesbul ged. Histongueprotruded, bloodwellingfromhis
nose.

L€ tiocaledfortheguardtoobservethedying processes. Afterward, hesaid: “ Theoldmanwasal ready gone,
but nomatter, your gold coinisearned. Stay, and al sotheothers, until my commandisassured.”’

L olaforced her way beneathtent foldsintothechill blue.

XIX

Avicemustrotatewith other mai denswhofollow thebattl efiel d, whileRomeromust follow Avice' shidding,
whichmeant that heperformedall of her duties.

Adaptationistheway of thosewholive, and Romerolived.

Most difficulttolearnwastheguidingof theninepointed bubos, ashewanted todirect themfromeverywhere
except frombel ow their chitinouspates. For onewho had never performedmenial chores, hedidwell at washing
stickleweed clothing and bundling tentsand stakingthemin, on, andover rolling, fine-silted sand dunes. Heblunted
andlacedwornbubotoesafter their longjauntsand carriedwater inthick, fragilejugsasdidall themaids, children
andvalued d aves. Heburnished weaponsand mended robes, burnoosesandtogas. Hescouredfor burningfibers,
andwhenthosewerescarce, hetook histurnat dragginglong, stickleweed-wovenbagswhereinwaspoppedlong-
streaming bubo droppingsthat heal so coll ected fromtheeternal dusty floorways.

Andwhilehedidall thesemenial things, and more, heswaggered, hisfoil readied at hiship.

Twicehewasmocked, and oncechallenged by arecently victoriousand burly bladesman. Romeroeachtime
snaked out histhinblade, and when hisopponentswere quickly downed, helaughed and shoutedloudly for all to
hear, saying: “ Any other fineC’ Lanthianhacker?’

Thereweresoonnonetojeer at his“whistlingdiver”.

Quiteaudiciously oneday heshoutedupat C’ L anth, whowasriding nearby, saying: “| canbestyour best.”

C’ Lanth’ scrail sangafurioushateandwhetteditself with hisblood, teaching Romeroagai nthat hewasmaiden
property and not battlefield candidate.

Werethetruthknown, C' Lanthfeltthepainof each blowinsidehisownbattle-gored heart, for Romerowould
havebeenavery valuableaddition. But stateruleswerestaterules....

SoRomerotrudgedbehindthosewhofought, carryingtheOldenhealingtubeglistening brightly at hisshoul der
aseachmurderousarmy jockeyed against theother. Whentheclangor and clash came, heguided himself by dutiful
maidens’ activitiesasthey pouncedinand out of battlewithout seriousthought to waving swordsand crashing
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@atchets O nlyacu 3Aentaﬁ/§/woul dether sdeharmaheder. Hedidastaught, pointingtheNess ibushat theseverely
wounded, not really aiming carefully. Woundsmiracul oudy closedandlifeseemedtoflow inwardasif by magic.
Eventhosewhoselegsor armsor nosesor earswerehacked cleanly away werehealed -- providing onefoundthe
severed portionssomewhereinthesodden meleeand helditin placewhilethesi Iver tubeworkeditsenchantment.
Holdingatwitchinglegagai nst aspurting stump, Romerowoul d point thesorceroussilver tubeand|o! joiningand
healing would be! -- though often not without the superficial misfortune of misalignmentsand other twisted
grotesqueries.

Onceherather inventively attemptedtoreplaceahead only recently decapitated, toberewarded by thesullen,
near contemptuouspity fromthehead’ sforced, lingeringlife.

What adevice! What aworld! Sandand moresilted dust-choking, nose-clogging sand, thefiltered bottom of
anancient seal ong ago steamed outward. Andmarching, marching. Shadesof themythical Edgar RiceBurroughs!

Butall wasnot work andwindandsandand bloodfor Romero. Fromthefirst Aviceplaced Romeroinhisproper
position, whichdidnot displeasehim. They beddedthefirst night, Romerolearningwithgreat surpriseand delight
that Cairemiansheld several of themoremeritoriousaspectsof thehuman.

“Itisyour hair that makesyouvirile,” shewhispered.

“Andyour lack that touchesme,” hequipped.

Asthey becamebetter acquainted, heexplainedhisworld. Sheat first scornedthemas* talesfromtricksters,”
but therewere suchimaginative volumesof detail, sheat |ast must accept, oftensaying: “But| will notbesofoolish
astoattempt others’ conversion.”

Sheexplained Cairema sparadoxeshbothrealistically and by asordid, oft pathetic mythos, neither of which
Romero could easily refute. “ The Oldensare said to be men and women who weregiven grand things: flying
platforms, weaponsthat kill fromfar distances, healingtubes -- our very sameNess ibushes-- jewel sand precious
metalsasthey willed.”

Duringsuchfantas esthat played her mind, Romeromust divert attentionor shewoul d catal ogthelist throughout
athird-day. Romerowouldask: “Who gavetheOldensthesewonderful gifts?’

Avicewould close her purpling eyes, bluelight now painting dark shadowswhere hair might have been:
“CairemahasaGod. Though| haveseenitnot, itseffectsareeverywhere. Travel erstel| of evenmorewonderous
featsby our God.”’

“Donotall worldshave Gods?’

“Tush! I donotbelieveinall worlds.”

“Myworld?’

“Ah!” shewouldsigh. “I believeinRomerodeMorgan’ sworld, theworldof hairies,”” she' dgiggle.

Thisday Romero shook hertoforceher seriousness, asking: “ Supposel speak only of my innerworld, where
loveand hate, fear andtruth, liesideby side?Can Cairema’ sGod discover them?Canit control my feelings, my
verythoughts?’

Puckeringbaldbrows, shepausedfor thought. Then: “ Perhapsthewisemenof T’ Lanthknow. | ambutamaiden
without chancefor study anddeepwisdom.”” Shecuddledhimcloser against bluechill andforgot al except passages
toddightful pleasures.

He dlong sensed acaducity, asenility, about Cairema: Desertsweredead channel sfor mysterioudly absent
seasdll linedwithweathered cora skeltons; seamountsstrained higher thanmountai nsof Homobirthstoneandwere
chidedinto perpendicul ar faces; ashifting, sometimescrusty, finely ground dust powdered perpetua ly hazingwhat
hadtobeartificia red, whiteand bluesunsequa-distantly placed. Whereandwhenceand how havetheseOldens
--theseancient Godlings-- departed?

Eventheweather must becontrolled somewhere, somehow, for not astorm brewed, nor rain showered, nor
thunder reverberateditswrath.

“Whatisrain?’ Avicehad asked, and she’ dtitteredwhenhedescribedfallingwater.

Avice sdreadful tour ended, andthereforesodid Romero’s. TheCity of T’ Lanthmust haveonceburgeoned
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%I th awealthy popm &hon, 1on, foritheldempty villasby thehundreds. Avice, for her tour of duty -- andalsobecause
shewasnoblewoman-- could choosefromamongthem. “1 likethisone,” Avicesaid, pointingtoafour-floored
mans onsurrounded by highwallsbehindwhichwasfoundadelightful andraregarden bedeckedwithequal ly rare
flowersand shrubsandtreesfromwhichwafted scentsforeigntodesertair.

Romero pushedtheir bubointo onecorner of thelargeenclosure, stakingitwell.  Servitor, paramour, now |
ambecomehousecl eaner, stabl eboy, gardener and marketer,”” hequipped, thoughsmiling.

Shepaidnoheed, beckoninghimtocarry inclonking claywareandbul ging burdensheldtogether by silt-dusted
stickleweedcloths.

WhenT’ Lanth’ swife, Adissa, entered unannounced onewhite, Romerohadacertainintuitivefeding. Hisbody
bristleshad hackledinlikemanner on Two-World, Stanshine, theM oon of Japel, andonceon-- well - - nomatter
--thosewereall inaforbidden past.

Shedeliberately placed hersalf inhisway, lookingdirectly intohisblack eyesandsaying: “ C Lanthiansarevery
boorish, arethey not?’

“lamnot C Lanthian,” hereminded, thinkingof hisownadhominem, that s, hisownprejudi ces, which seemed
toinclude seductivetwistsand wigglesthat calandoed. Asthey diminished, shesaid, “Y ouarewonderfully
C Lanthian.”

“1 haveafew characterigtics, itistrue. Compared tomost, | amugly. | grow hair at my face, leaving behind
asmall residueat my lipwhen| shavethehair. | donot know al of themartial arms, asdoesany C' Lanthianchild.
Whenl lookintoamirror | oftenwonder what God hathinvented. Or Gods, if it pleaseyou!”’

Hedid not mistakethedeliberatepressureof soft breast against hisarmwhen shestepped closer tosay: “No.
Y ouareC’ Lanthian. Evenyour sweat reeksof thedrywinds.” Shepushedcloser.“ | musthaveyou,” shewhispered.

Romero, near to shivering, and al sothinking of Avice, could not choosebetweentheboudoir andtheaxe, so
hestayedquiet.

“Cometome, Romero.”

Well, what couldhedo?

Wouldyourefusethewifeof T’ Lanth?

Hegently tuggedat her handsand breethed | oveintothem, and sworeinpoetry with hisnewlanguagehisundying
passion. Saying,ineffect,” | loveyou.”

“1,too!”

L ooking about carefully, hekissed her. Hesighed again. “Comewithme. Wecanhide.”

“Ohyousllyboy,” sheexclaimed, titteringlightly whiledisplaying sharpenedteethaglitter withgol dencurlicues.
“Doyounot knowthat | amforever faithful tomy husband?’

“Butthefever?Y our heart?’

“Perhapsyouarenot C' Lanthian,” shesaid, looking closely, shaded eyesblinkingrapidly.

“Thereismuch | must learn,” headmitted, pushing her away roughly, and turning to flee, fearing avast,
smoulderingcaldera.

“Ohyou, Romero. Wereyou my property, all would besimple, asitisfor Avice. | cannot takeanother’s
property. Come, my husband awaitsus.’’

T’ Lanthdidindeedawait them. Unembarrassed of hisdender extradigits, heflexedthemandheartily clapped
Romeroonhisback. Hisface, thinner thanhisbrother’ s, waslinedwithintelligenceand eyesthat pierced through
andthrough.

WhenAdissadescribedtheir brief flirtation, T'Lanthlaughedloudly at deMorgan’ sdiscomfiture, tugginghim
toaroomlinedwith soft pillowsandbrilliant tapestries, and alsoall-filledwith suppleandwillingfemales. “Weare
nobles,” hegrandly explained. “ Any oneisyoursif freedandnoble. Just choose.”’

Romero, atlast understanding, feltlikeawoundedwar-bubo stepping gingerly about scattered, sharp caltrops.
Perplexed-- for what el secould hefeel -- hewaited silently.

“First,enjoy yoursdlf.” T’ Lanthclapped. “ Thefeast!”
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® Togaswe?g no'\f%lwaysthedressof their servitors, but like T’ Lanth’ sbrother, C' Lanth, all affected the

stickleweed weavethat kept out most of thedesert dusts, a beit some, like Adi ssa, remained moreembel lished by
theclothsthan covered.

Romero seated himself at theindi cated crudestonechair, glancing now andthen at theslender, bold Adissa,
andthenat T’ Lanth, evenasAdissaproffered glancesthat coyly teased and enticed.

OnceC’ Lanthstrodebriskly pastthem, followed by dozensof pikemen. Heglanced, nodded magjestically, and
asswiftly departed.

Romerobrokethesilence,“Verywell, | amcallow. | lack flyingfeathers.”

T’ Lanthroaredloudly. “Y oufightwell. Y oushould’ vebeenamong C’ L anth’ sbest guards-- or at front breaker
lines”

Romeroshrugged. “| tried.”

“Y ouareanoblewoman’ sservant. What could C' Lanthdo?Oh, hespokeof you. Hewanted to seeyour guts
duringthefrays, and alsohow you pitted that slender snakeagainst M’ Krasianhordes.’’

“1 had notknown,” Romerosaid, surprised.

“Doyouwishtorise?Becomemorethanservitor?’

Romeroblinked. “Issuchpossible?’

Adissaordered crumbsswept away, andthey poured and sharedfinal Ta diene. Shewiggled seductively when
T’ Lanthcleared histhroat for answer, saying: “ Shouldl wishit, youarefree, atrueC’ Lanthian. Oryoumay al so
becomeanobleC’ Lanthian.”’

Afterthecrudebut satisfyingdinner, they strolledtoaplacealientothecity’ smotif, which seemed otherwise
toconsist of baked clay and stonewithhereand therethegleamof silver asahighrising Oldentill prevailed over
newer architecture. A tower stretched skywardfor no apparent reason. Beneaththey stooped, descending steep
Oldengtairwayssuddenly floodedby artificid light, finaly stopping beforeconsol esthat blinked andflashed colored
sparkles.

MIMS' consolesweptinto Romero’ sthoughtswithastrangely conflictingnostalgia.

A seat obvioudly for areclininghumanwasstationed at thefloor’ scenter. T’ Lanth said: “Wehavestrivedfor
half my life, C' Lanthand|, tofinditsuse.”

“Impressive,” Romerocommented noncomittedly. Hewal ked about, peering hereandthere. “ Evidently you
placesomeonehere, and you pushthosebuttons.”

“Y es.We' vethought of that,” T’ Lanth statedin subduedvoice.

“Ahha! Now comescandor!”

“Wewant youto hel pusunderstand thisOlden’ sfunction.”

“Y ou’ vefailed?How many deaths?’

“Perhapsyouwill notdie.”

“Howmany?”’

“1 do not keep records.”

“Howmany?”’

“Perhapsahundred.”

“Andyouwant metositthere?Todiefor you?’

“Anobleif yousurvive, andwealthy. A C' Lanthian.”

Romero’ smoustachetwitched and hescratched beneath hisheavy robes. Hegrinned, saying: “ Thank you, but
Avice slittlevillasuffices.” Heturnedtogo.

“Y oufail tounderstand. Y ou havenochoice.”

T’ Lanthmotioned, and Romerowassummarily takenfrom behind by those servitorswho had padded quietly
behind. Atamotionfrom T’ Lanth, who had | ost hispl easant appearance, they began strapping himdown.

Adissa shandrai sedtoher mouth, whichhadyettocry out. T’ Lanth, notinghiswife sstrainedl ook, said: “Wait!
Perhapshisinner resistancewill prevail.”
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T Lanth pacedVI &hout Romeroat thetabl e, brow puckered. Then: “Wehavelong thought onthematter, and
wouldprefer cooperation.”” Hepaused, seemingtolook far outward, or aheadwithtime. “My brother believesyou
know of an Olden cache. If so, that cachebuysfreedomand position.’”’

Romerostrainedfuriousthoughtstoinvent aplausi blestory regarding suchacache. Failing utterly, heshook
hisheadinthenegative.

“A bargain then. Survive and be rewarded, if by your free will. Otherwise, if you survive, be servitor
forevermore.”’

Romero stayed hisfight against thebandsand sighed. “ | haveno choice. Sobeit by my freewill.’”’

Laying down, he closed hiseyes. Perhaps hislife' s span should have passed swiftly, his conquests and
seductions, hissuccessesandfail ures. Instead thehulking, grinning Adonisandthepuffed-out andbrilliant Jontocame
tomind.

Beforethey could pressthebuttons, heasked: “First, what of my friends, Adonisand Jonto?’

“They serveC’ Lanthinbattle,” T’ Lanthtruthfully answeredwhilestridingnervously beforetheready lights.

Romerosighedagain.

Lightsbrightenedandflickered, ssemingtoinvitehimintosomecoal escingforce, spinningandwheeling. His
mind seemed al soamagnetic anomoly that siphonedinwardly. Thedoor closed, and hewasal oneinthedeath
chamber. Strivingtomovehefoundhewasmysterioudy frozen sonot thedightest motionflowed fromhisthoughts.
Thensuddenly andsmultaneoudy eachcdll that composed Romero bl azed withabrilliancy fromwithin, whencethey
dulled and seemedtoflicker out.

It wasover.

Helived!

T’ Lanth, openingthedoor withapprehension, wasdelighted. “| feltit. Fromthefirst| told C’ Lanthyouwould
survive, that youwereliketheOldens. Did | not say that, Adissa?Did | not?”’

Adissavibrantly nodded agreement.

“See.” T' Lanthforced an Ol den statutebeforeRomero’ seyes. “Isnot thelikenessapparent?’

Romero coul d not seetheresembl ancebetween himself and thesmal | Cairemian statute, except that both had
hair atoptheir head. Anyway, hisstomach churned andthoughtswereyet fixed on Adonisand Jonto, evenashis
heart ached deeply for them.

“lwill ask C' Lanthtorel ease Adonisandyour lizard-bird aspersonal servitors, nowyouarenoble,”” T'Lanth
chatted onward, aready honoring hiscommitment.

®

L ater, after Romero had returnedto Aviceand bedded, and rel easedinner tensions, hecould remember that
othershaddiedat once, al shriveledandwinkled, asif agedbeforetheir time. Hewasdifferent he’ dbeentold: “Now
we |l learntheOlden’ spurpose,” T’ Lanthhadrepeatedendlesdly.

Am I free? Really free?

Hefell asleepat Avice ssoft and naked bosom, and hedreamed of Adissa-- and L ornaand Jesemand Juli,
andmany others.

Avicesnored. Her teeth, accordingtofashion, weresharpened and decorated with preciousstones. Her snoring
awakened himand hestared at theglittering display that appeared with each grumph and snarl. Hecould have
plucked out every one.

Hedressed himself, fasteningtight hisscabbard andfoil, andwalkingfast through theback doorway through
thesweset-scented gardens. Hescrambled up atall, shady and canali cul ated tree, histhoughtsasvacant asnearby
villas. Helanded with asoft thump on candescent grasses. L eaning, hepressed steadily upward. Whenlight blue
signalledthecomingof blue, aflock of raredishirdscircledhighoverhead, wailingeerily. L ater thebluesunina
cloudlesssky cast paleshadows. A thinsnakethreadeditssnout out fromitsstickleweed nest likesomevain-glorious
beast pullingitsalf gpart andthentogether again, findly reaching aflat rock whereit could soak upthewarmingactinic
rays. A candytuft lizardappearing somewhat like Jontostared with bl ack circlesat thevacuous, striding Romerofrom
atopitsownflat rock.
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Runni ng mdeéN | ngCT%i lingandrunning, hewassaizedwithafever,andhevomited, but didnot stop. Airthinner
now, possibly suffering from aeroneurosi sashetopped aspiny ridge, hestopped, turned back, and shouted at the
distantand dusty City of T’ Lanth: “Ohyousmudgepot of destiny, you seeker after flesh, youvainalliancewith
C’ Lanthians, | shall haveyourtesticles!™

Romero Greatest! he seemed to hear.

Ibecome insane, heassessed himself, andthen hefledintoawilderness.

XX

Theseabottomisnot al pitsand shards, peaksand spines. Hereand thereonestumbl esuponawide, broad
plateauwherethehigher atitudebringsabout acool er, lessmusty breeze, andnormal red grasseswaverythmically.
Feybushand canicular treesgrow a sobending andwavingin soft breezes. Now and then onemay chanceuponrare,
green, grass-likepatches, stately treeswith minisculel eaves, floweringvinescrawlingprofusdly, but only wherewater
closdy surfaced.

Romero stumbled upward and downward, and upwardagai n, hismind crazed, hislungslaboring painfully with
eachbreath, hislegsand armsscarred and bleeding, hisclothesshredded.

Duringonered hestumblingly wavered uponaplateau, aery, cool, withsmal | streamscrossingandrecrossing.
M ounting oneshallow sl opewithlabored breathing, hismindthoughwandering and dazed al sowonderedinsome
hiddenrecesshow water couldtrickleintheabsenceof rains, and helooked about, squintingand blinking at the
unusua aestival, or summerish worldaround, whencehed umpedinto thearmsof anancient godwhosewisdom
would never bewell knownonthisworld, named Morpheus.

After threecycles, and onthemorning of thefourth, alsoared, hewakenedwith consciousrealization of his
plight. Hewasalsohungry.

Jackjumpsthumped beforehimanddisappearedwithregul arity. Hecould not hit them. Sleek winding bullsnips
hidat hisnoisy footfall. Small red berriescould not fill or satisfy, and sometimesintheeerielight he’ dpluck white
berriesmasqueradingfor red, whichmadehimsick again, and he’ dvomit water and scant pickings.

Inaway hewashappy, now and thenrubbingat hisgrowingfacebristlesand wishingfor ascrapper, sometimes
half-heartedly trying hisfoil against | eapingjumpjackswithout success.

Hegained someaffluence, finally learningtowork withtheland, now andthen capturingaditherbugwithquick
fingers. When opened and driedinthewhitesun, they crunched sati sfactorily and reminded of Homobirthstone
pseudotatoe, or prosteak.

Alas!

All hisnewly formulated skillscameto naught. Had an afreet ari senfromthered smokeand engulfedhimhe
wouldhavebeennoworse. Thelongcolumnfrom T’ Lanthcons sted of several hundred of their finestwarriors, and
all looked at himasif they’ dfoundagol dencoin, whichinaway they had, for that wasto betheir grandrewardfor
locatingandreturning Romero.

When T’ Lanthsummoned him, hewasnot upbraided. C’ Lanthianmoralsbeingwhat they were, T’ Lanthgood
naturedly explained: “Y ouresponded naturaly, asmight anyoneinsimilar circumstances, havinggonethroughan
extremely tryingordedl. “ Tell me, deMorgan, what liesbeyondthepl ateaus?\Wehavefound nought but desert too
farforwakingman. Howdidyousurvive?’

“1 wassick, my minddirected meat random.”

“1 should haveguarded better, and now havel posted menabout Avice' svilla.”

“Y ousaidthat survival fromtheOldenwonmenobility, andthat | am C’ Lanthian.’”’

“Youare. Isn'tthat so, Adissa. Y ouarenoble. But evenfree, nobleC’' Lanthiansmust doasthey arebid.”’

Adissafluttered her hairlesslids, managingahurtlook.

“Itwasnot unbiddenthat | leavethecity orvilla.”

“Tush! Itisintent that must beobeyed. My intent, asyou knew, wasto observe, tolearn, tofindif theOlden
hasgivenyoupowersthat C' Lanthianscanuseagainst M’ Krasians, and others.”

Romerotriedtoexplainhisfever and mental sickness, but T’ Lanth had already passed that of f asanexcuseand
wouldhear nomoreof it.
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Romero coulddolittleabout extraguardsabout their villa, and evenlesswhen Avicelaid her barehead upon
hisbreast and cried, shedding genuinetearsthat wetted and embarrassed. “Y ou’ vegrownonme. | fearedyour
death,” shewhispered.

Hestroked her chinandkissed her and after theentanglement wasrenewedthey leptarminarm, leginleg.

Romerowasofteninvitedto T’ Lanth’ svilla, anaustereset of hallwaysnow andthenbrokenby silver walls
aroundwhichthestoneand mudwallsshabbily advanced andretreated. Romero must repeatedly insist onsuch
occasi onsthat “ TheOlden hasno noticeabl eaffect.”

T’ Lanthwouldstrokehisbal d head and scratch at hisfaceandargue, * | cannot agree, yet | amsorely pressed
toshowit.”

T’ Lanthand C’ Lanthcarried onlongdiscussions, cyclinglateintoblue, quaffingand shouting.

Adissawhisperedto Romerothat “ They argueover anlnspector.” Shea soenticed himtoachamber all lined
with soft clothsand furs. Pushing himdownward, Romerowasagai n perplexed, wonderingif heshoul d partakeof
what opportunity now seemedtoprovide, or if other cultural tabooswoul d somehow and unknowingly makehim
losehissmall gains. Hesqueezed away, sidlingtoafar wall, and asked: “ Aninspector?’

Sweet perfumetwitchedhisnostrils. Shetittered and woul d not explainuntil hekissedher, whichhewarily did.

“ToseetheOlden. Tostudy you,” sheeventually explained.

Romero priedfor poss bledangers, but couldlearnnomore, shebeinginterested solely inanother kind of pry.

Sometimelater Romerowasseated at aplaceof honor at T’ Lanth’ sleft hand at thetabl efacingthethrongsin
thejudgmentroom. C' Lanthsat at thehead, hisbroad faceand sternexpression contrasting greatly withhisbrother’ s
leanfaceand graceful ways.

Unlikehisfirstvisit, whenhundredsmuttered and clanked clayware, and bo’ quilsfluttered throughdusty air
while screaming children ran back and forth, the room was quiet-minded. It’ s stench was nonethel ess till
overpowering, with exaggerated perfumesand cooking meats.

Theinspector wasadlightly built manwith overlargeeyescapableof probingintoothers eyessothat much
discomfitureresulted. Hiscloak, likeC’ Lanth’ srobesof statewornonly duringfestiveoccas ons, wasred, white
andblue, but wereworndaily anda sowasembel li shed withahood bedecked with representati onsthat must have
beenstars, certainly amysticreminder andtietothat whichismostly unseenand of Cairema sforgotten past.

Romerohadtheimmediateand distinctimpress onthat hewasfacingatotally different persondity, onethat was
perhapsdedi cated tohigher truthshavingfirstidentified hispersonality withoneor moreof thoseabstractions: in
short, at best, anamoral personality.

Platesof slver sheenand cupsandrodsand cylindersof varioushuesand shapeswerehustled tothetablebefore
them, mostly Oldens.

BiddingRomerocomeforward, thel nspector attached metd platel etstoRomero’ sarmsandlegsandforehead.
Then, twisting Oldenknobsandflickinglong, fingernail essfingers at blinkinglights, hesaidinavoiceprecise, cold
and austere: “1 cannot determine.”

C’ Lanth’ sforthright featuresdidnot change, thoughintruth someoftenwhispered of | atethat theNess' ibushes
had created aperpetual scowl uponhim.

T’ Lanthasked“ButisheOlden?L ook at theunnatural growthsat hishead and eyes. It surroundshisbody,
thoughmoresparsdly.”

Thelnspector squinted. Then: “Whileitistruethat Oldensarehaired-- or suchisthesayingandrecords-
-1 myself haveseenit, yet notamong Oldens.’”’

“Gah!” C' Lanthexploded, thumpingthick fistsonthetable. “ Havel not saidit?Heistooyoung!”’

T’ Lanthasked, “How oldareyou?’

Romeroconvertedfigures, pausinglongenoughtoaddthetimeasherememberedit, andansweredinCairemian
equivalentsthat hewasnow twenty.
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“ASTH avéjgléoMs%R it--,” saidthelnspector asif pontificatingtoalarge

audience, “ -- heisprobably not Olden. Hisagecannot be Olden.”

C’ Lanthwouldnot hidehisdisgust withthissimplisticsophistry.

T’ Lanth, seeingRomero’ sdiscomfitureduringthebyplay, gavehim permissontositagain, but himself stared
gloomily outward, probably wishingthey hadn’ t sent for thefamed | nspector of Oldens. Thenrememberingthe
hundred or sowho’ ddied beforeRomero’ strial at thedevice, heasked: “ TheOldenroom. Why didthisonenot
shrivel andwrinklelikeothers?Ishedifferent?

“ Accordingto Oldeninstrumentswhicharerareand powerful, hechecksasanormal Cairemian. Thereisa
broad rangeacrossCairema, of course, where, --'’ hestared pointedly at C’ Lanth’ sextradigits, “ -- anomolous
measurementsarealsonorms.”’

T’ Lanthnodded, curling hisextradigitswithout embarrassment. Hesaid: “ Butisthedifferencegreat enough
tosurvivetheroom?Why didhenot die?’

Onthrowingup handsterminatingwithoverlongandsender digits, thel nspector finally conceded hedid not
know. “But | haveafurther test.”

“Gah! Let’shaveitquickly. | haveM’Krastoworry me.” C' Lanthsipped|oudly of Ta diene, already sorry
he’ dagreedtothisnon-explainer.

“No. | can’t. | must consult with others, andtimemust passduringthetest. Muchtime.”’

C’ Lanthdisgustedly lefttotend histroopsandto preparefor further battles.

51

T’ Lanthaccomodated hisbest for thel nspector and hislargeretinue.

“He'simportant, akingbeneaththeDi’ atemountainsinacaverndl constructed by Oldens,”” Romeroexplained
toAdissalater. “ Andthey say hecontrolsmany Ol densof strangeandwonderousnature.”’

For Romero’ ssake, Adissatriedtolearnmoreof thecomingtest, but couldlearnlittiefrom T’ Lanth, whoknew
nothing. Asif C’' Lanthweretheimportant matter, T’ Lanth explainedthemystery away by sayingtoAdissa: “Itis
of nomatter. If weaccomplishnothingwehavelostlittlebut C' Lanth’ slatesurliness. Hewill stay away duringthe
interim.”’

Naturally Romerowasthemost concerned. Avicecomforted her best, and al so sought toinfluencethecourt
throughfriends. They, too, couldlearnnothing.

DuringoneblueRomeroand Aviceweresummonedtoasplendidaffairinthegreat hall withtheroundeddome
oftusedforjudgmentandother festivities. Whenthelnspector’ sretinuefiledinoneby one, al accouteredinsplendid
array fromall lands, and sometimesnot soaccoutered, Romerowasnot tol dit wasthetest, nor woul d hehaveknown
how torespond had hebeentold. Almost desultorily heglanced fromfacetoface, body to body.

Bellstinkledand clanged, stringswhirred, cantillationsmurmured. Sweet scentsweresprayed by servitors.

Thenhesaw her. Sweet perfumecoul d not haveaffected theconcentration of hisattentionmorefor themoment.
What he saw could not have been, would not have been -- but was!

Yes!

Thevery coreof resistanceto belief swept away, fragmented, powdered, dissolved!.

Juli!

Of Homobirthstone!

XXI

L olahad experienced Romero'sshadow before after T'Lizer'sdeath.

Intruth, mostin T’ lizer’ scaravanwerelongready for anew and strong hand, for theold one’ srouteshad been
erdic. L€ tiohadlittledifficulty inconsolidating hisholdwiththesenility-danceof T lizer, butwhenhesearchedfor
T’ lizer’ sdaughter, hewasfrustrated, for noonehad seenher. Onewag arguedthat:

“ Shewasnought but achimeraof theold man’ simagination.”

“But| saw her. Shewasredl, alive.”

“ Shecameandwent withtheold man’ sstares,” agreed another.
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“ItIswhi spere'g Thar our new caravan master, Le'tio, himself, had her taken away asecond time, and now
pretendsher whereaboutsunknown.”’

Sincetravel ersoftenjoinedthecaravanfor protectionwhenmovingfromcity tocity, few had paid attentionto
thenewwomanwho carried clay potsandtied ropeson buboswithaneaseof long practice. Only oneparticular
and newly hired guard had peered frombuboto bubo, tent totent, in search of that brazen and vol uptuousfemale
whohad promisedtomeet with him. Thishad caused sometolaughand say: “ City waysmakemen see thingsnear
deserttents.”

They had neared the City of T’ Lanth, awalled and sophi sticated place guarded by thehordesof C’ Lanth,
T’ Lanth’ sbrother andtheactual ruler of adesert kingdomthat covered part of thebroad seabottom.

Festivitieshad reigned. Lola, unusedto God'’ sprojections, had sensed shadows pulling at her from every
direction. Whensheapproached L € tio, shehad becameastal | and suppleasoneendof acrail. Her eyes, sheknew,
weredeep brown and recessed sothat shegaveevery appearanceof having thoughtscontai ning deep concerns.
L €'tioprodded hisbuboto stop. Heturned hishead towatch asshestepped a ong thehard-trodden pathway. He
said: “ By my broadsword, | had never thought tofind oneasshe!”

Already L olahad reached thecel ebrating crowds, whereshemerged. Childrenrunning back andforth buzzed
excitedly, pointingfirst at onethingandthenanother. Therewerejugglersand knifethrowers, flameeatersand
tricksters. Sweet and sour odorswafted, and subtly changed asL olawal ked throughthethrongs. Acrobatswheeled
from end to end, tumbling and jousting with an appealing buffoonery. A clown dressed like one of the hated
M’ Krasians-- those who opposed C’ L anthian boundaries, but nonthel ess good trade partnersto caravans --
strutted on sticks, asmall Oldenbox at hisshoulders. Ashepostured and grimaced he’ dfromtimetotimepress
itsblack buttons. At each pressing hiswhol ebody woul d glow with aflourescent cyanolight, and hisboneswould
glow eerily. Womanand children ooahed and aahed, or snickered. Featheredbo’ quils, colorful desertbird-lizards,
wereloosed. Thetiny thingsfluttered highupward.

Many of thoseinthestreetsclosedinupon and entered amassivedoorway insetinabuildinglarger thanany
LolahadknownonAbro. Childrenalsohadfollowed, clappingand squeeling. Moreconvergedfromsidestrests,
and it wasasthough thewayshad never been cleared. Whenthey had parted asecondtime, onewithunusual,
strange, and dark hair and bl ood dri ppingfromfleshwoundsthat stained histornand dirty desert garb, had stumbled
forward. Hewasprodded by someof theC’ Lanthianregulars, husky andfierce.

Thestranger’ seyeshad glancedwithstrengthfromsidetoside. L olahad sensedthat hewas-- well -- different
-- but shedid not know inwhat way.

Marching C’ Lanthianregimentshad swungaonginfront of thecrowds, pushingthemback with brochettes,
hatchetsand|ong pikes: andthey had seemedto guardthispersonwith care.

For just aninstant hiseyeshad caught hers, and shefelt her shadow changestrangely, catchingthefeeling of
beingaJuli. Quickly itwasgoneagain, liketheshadow it was.

L olahad pleasuredin theweather, whichwasmildand gently cool . Asshehurried up streets, shesensed her
follower, L € tio. Catching hisshadow, shehad concentrated onit, sothat her mindwould not permit other impulsive
changes. When hecaught upwith her, hewasbreathing hard. Onestrong arm stopped her, and hehad shouted: “ It
isyou!”

L olaknew that her shadow stimulated him, and could not control it further.

Helookeddeeply intoher browneyes, atlast forcinghimsalf tosay further: “ Speak! Areyouanapparitionfrom
desertwinds?A picturefromOldens?’

Subtleshifts-- her shadow hardened.

“lam--she,” Lolahad voicedhuskily.“1 awaityour pleasure, Le' tio. Havel not alsowaitedlong?”’

L etioandLolabedded. Lola, beingtruly virginal , waspainedand horrified, though her shadow responded wel |
asL € tiopantedand mounted hisdreamasif inbattle, huffingand puffingwithgreat vigor, finaly achievingthefull
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%easureof hi

Shewantedtobury her faceinthepillowsand scream.

He--rrisingand dressingwith casua nonchalance -- apparently wasunawareof L ola sstateof beingandmind.
Heclappedfor hisservitor, thevery samewho’ d sought thevoluptuouslady C’ orbel ontheeveof T’ lizer’ sdeath.
Foodand drink werefetched.

L € tiosguatted, breaking parti clesand stuffingtheminto hisravenousmouth. “Y oushall bequeen,” hesaid
matter of factly. “ Over my caravan. Weshall becomerich.”” Againheshook hishead and pondered aloud, saying:
“My dream-- here --intheCity of T’ Lanth.”

Whenthespermatozoonsreached theegg, her pact with Godtold her that new lifewasnot to be, and that she
must searchonward.

DespiteGod’ sassurances, astrangedebility possessed her, her ssomach crampingwithgreat pain, andshewas
daily nauseated. Foodwoul d not stay down, and shewascrossandirritablemosttimes “Itisnew life,” wagswisdy
noddedto oneanother.

Powerlesstoalter theshadowing, sheseemedtowatchfromasideasher shadow becameheavier, until every
supple, lovely linewasheavy withL e tio’ simage.

Asthey plodded their weary route acrosswasted desert sands, shewould ride atop swaying Bubos. And,
whenever proud L €' tiogazed withlonging at hisnew queen, shemust sing her joy of lifetobe. Then her shadow
wasexultant, evenproud, that shewastogivebirth. Her shadow never failed, for itscomportment wasall that must
andshouldbe.

Oneday when shefelt that she could nolonger move, L€' tio rode off, seeking new pathsand new trading
compactsoff trail. Her shadow groaned with eachwaddling step, likesomeclumsy bubo, and shefinally lay down
torest. Fromtimetotimevast and sharp pangswavered along her small body, and her shadow screamedwitheach
ripplelikesomeprimal animal that must1aborinwardly.

Many triedto consoleher andtoadvise. Thosewho' dstudiedthetricksters art soughttodivert attentionfrom
pan.

Ness ibushes--thoselongsilver cylindersof Oldensusedtoinstantly heal every wound-- werebrought and
laidby her bedsideinreadiness.

Lolaingtinctively rebelled, pushingthemall away.

But thinking her deliriousthey refusedto removethem, andwomanwept during her turmoil, asif sympathetic
propitiationcould someonelift Lola sshadow’ sburdens.

Atlast shestifled her pangsandwith ananger sheroseand succeededindrivingthem outward, and shewas
aloneinthetentat last.

Theshadowsreceded. Her shapeshortenedanddimmed, and painsdiminishedaccordingly. Swiftly, asthough
athread had snapped, theL € tio shadow wassuddenly gone, and L olahad her will of the shadows again. "Heis
dead," shewhispered gratefully to herself, al sowondering how |ong her shadow’ sdeception could haveheldup.

M’ Krasianraiding partieshad been probingthese C’ Lanthianborders. Onehad swoopeddownonL e tioand
he'ddiedbeforetheir error wasknown. At that very timethelink between L €' tio and hisshadow that dominated
Lolahad also ceased.

Meanwhile, Loladivulgedthat her baby had beenstillborn, andsoall believed, foritwasanever-increasing
happening.

XXII

Now that shecould manageL € tio’ sshadow, sherestoredittoitslithesomeoriginal,andledthecaravanaong
thetorturousroutesfollowingtradetrail stensof thousandsof yearsol d.

Althoughmany had argued that awoman could not makebargainsfor profit, L ola sshadow seemedtobean
exception. Haggling at marketpl aces, sheused L €' tio’ scruel self-interest, T’ lizer’ sfriendly disposition,andLola’ s
stone-hard barbarism, steadily rai sing profit marginssothat nonehadreasontogrumble.

Her suitorsdid grumble, whichweremany.
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Saidonew th anover ongproboscis: “Itisanoldsaying, lovely Le'tio’ swidow, but true. Womanwithout
amanisawater potwithout water, afl uttering tent without owners, awild bubowanderinglonely throughout empty
desertwastes.’”’

“Isitmeyouwant, my dear suitor?’ shewouldask, her voicewell modul ated and harmonious. Beneath she
broiledat theconceit whichflaunted masculinity, suchwise.

“YouknowitL€ gia. A manthirstsacrossawideandhot desert, andthenhefindssweet water: lifeand pleasure
asone.”’

“Itisnot my caravan?Or itsgoods?’

“Wouldathirsting manval uehisbubo and possessionsabovethed aking of giant thirst?”’

“Thencometomy tent during blue, my suitor,” she’' dwhisper.

That bluevisitindeed might dakethethirst, but for strangeand unstated reasons, thesuitor wouldpersistinhis
determinationtoformamorelega andbindingalliance. Say, onethat includedformal inheritancerituals.

Day by day thecaravan swung back andforth along dusty trailsobeying her bidding.

Shesearchedlikeoneadream. She'd peer into each man’ seyesand heart, and thenlook el sewhere: inthe
bargai ning countersal ongthetradebazaars, up mountain peaksrounded with age, acrossdeclivitiesthat cracked
desertfloorwayscausinglong, costly detours. Sheoft explained shesearchedfor Oldens.

“Aliiyeeo! I’ veseenthat terriblesearching eyebefore,” onewag reminded.

“My ownmanand childsufferedfromOldenhunger.” Sheshook anoverlong finger at thoselisteningaround
thecampfireduringblue.” Oldens! Oldens! Thecurseisworsethangold! Manshouldnotsniff andcry for Oldens!™”

“Hsss! Oldensmakecaravansrichbeyondevery dream. |’ veheardthat T’ Lanthhimself offerspouchesof gold
forany Olden!””’

“Somuchtheworse. If sorarethey areworth pouches, then somuchfurther betweenmeals!’’ onegrouched.

“Y ouhavemissedmeals?’ asked another, for thepreviousspeaker wasquitepaunchy, andwell knownfor his
appetite.

“Well --,” thefat onegrumbled, throwinganoily stickleweed ontothefire.

“Why not searchfor golditself?’

Weretruthknown, Oldenfever had gottenintoall except L ola. Her strangepact dominated every thought and
action, asmight that of any dedi cated priestess. Having a ready judged every maninher caravanunfit, andhaving
liberally tasted at thevillagesandtrading bazaars, shebecamerestlessand turned attention upward acrosslandsthat
rosehighover C' Lanth’s.

Trailingbehindher likelonglizardswithjointsthat twist about each obstacl e, thecaravan spouted choking dust
that lingered throughout each cycleof red, whiteand blue.

Shewound the caravan upward, until reaching cool plateauswheregrassessparsely grew, and speciesof
deciduoustreesthrust upward, dangling multi-col oredleaves. Buzzbirds, still higher, screeched and circled about.
A fresh scent swept throughthecaravan, and even sullen bubosperkedalive.

They followedthrough narrow canyonsand downagain, but not bel ow theancient seashore, comingat last to
anOldendoorway, silver andtall, embeddedinruggedcliffsides.

L ola sshadow motioned. Thecaravancircled andtented, thebubosbeingled aside.

Somewig-waggedtheir tonguesand headswithwonderment. Otherssworeonancient gods, fearful for their
future. Others, withtypical greedy responses, aready had acquired and spent fortunesintheir heads. Thesilver
doorway, of course, immediately meant Ol den!

Approachingtheopeningbeforethesiver doorway obliquely, Lola sshadow of L€ giadippedaway, andas
shewashiddenfromthecaravan’ sview, theOldensi|ver doorsponderously opened.

Asswiftly asonecanrelate, hundredsof soldierssped outward, pikesand broadswordsand swift, accurate
arrow slingersreadied andthey surroundedthecaravan.

Lolawaited, instinctively feeling thepull of new shadows. Thestrongest shadow seemedto hover over her
sensesand settlethere.

Hecametotheentranceway and stoodfor long, staring over thetentsand bubosand millingthrongsrais ngdust

®
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ﬁ)qto bilfowing & oud% IYewasdressedinal ong cloak of red, whiteand blue. A hood attached to the cloak was
bedeckedwiththerepresentation of starslikethoseused on her homeplanet, but never represented on Cairema,
because Cairemianshad apparently never seenstars. Hewasdightly built, withoverlargeeyesandd sohairless, as
all wereexcept that strangeone prodded solong ago onthestreetsof the City of T’ Lanth.

HefoundL ola, standinglonely betweentwo staunch boul ders. Hemotioned to someoneunseenby L ola, and
frombehindtherockstrotted two soldiersdirectly toward her.

By now her new shadow hadfirmed, and L olawassmall of staturewithdark eyes, light skinned, withsmall
breastsand narrow hips.

When shewasdragged upward, and carriedto him, he, withnovisibleemotion, studied her fromtoeto head
andbackwardagain, sayingfinally: “ItisHe ma sshapeandformto perfection, butyouarenotHe' ma.”

L ola sheartthuddedwhenthey pushed herins dethesiI ver-sheathed cavern, oneoneach side, withthed ender,
knowing-onestridingwithd ow dignity behindthem. Shewasguided pastwallslinedwithstrangeOldensilver,and
throughroomslightedinwayssimilarto God' scavern. They halted her beforeasmall window that seemedtopeer
out on her people.

“ThisisanOlden,” her captor explained asthoughinstructingasmall child. “ It hastheproperty that | view all
thosewho approachwhileseated comfortably right here.”’

Heseated himself.*“ Now! | shall pressthisbutton, andreplay your arrival astridethelargest bubo. Y oumust
watch.”’

Shedidashid.

Asif shewerestandingabovethetrailsandwatchingherself arrive, their bubostrailed upward until they at | ast
werecircled and bedded beforethegiant silver doorways.

Theview seemedtobringL olacloser, until her shadow of L€ gia, tall anddender, wa ked away and hidbetween
twoboulders. Againsoldierssped outward.

L ola sshape, however, begantocrumbleand change. Now shewaspetite, dark-eyed, light of skin, withsmall
breastsand narrow hips.

“1 brought youto view thisbecausel want youto know that | know.”

L ola sshadow wasdiscomfited, aswasshe.

“Y ouaretheperfectimageof ayounggirl | knewinmy youth. Sheisdead. Shewastrampled by aherd of wild
Steg’ sasthat grow only onhigh plateaus, each ashigasthreebubos. | personally witnessedthetragicincident, and
haveneverlostherinmy heart.’”’

“lamtruly sorry,” Lolabegan, but wasinterrupted by athinfinger that first pressed against hisnose, and then
pointedat her. “ Explainyourself! Whoor what areyou?’

“l am--1 cannot be-- | havebeensubjectedtoanOlden.” L olasensed danger emanatingfromthisdomineering,
sharp-faced and over-seriousman, and shebeseeched God, praying: Protect your priestess, for I come to do your
bidding!

M emoriesbubbled upward: long hallwaysagleamfrom hiddenlightsand shiny against thedecay of time;
instrumentsand unfamiliar devicesskulkingwithinunused caverns; doorwaysthat moved by thetouch of athought;
fierceand hungry firesthat burnedlikered, whiteand blue--.

“Ahhal Asl suspected. Know youthat | amanInspector. My duty --,” heswept long, bony armsin every
direction, asif accompanyingasongtosomediety, “ -- tostudy Ol dens, andtodetermineif they haveutility andvalue.”

Gah! What are memories when your priestess’ life is endangered, Lolainwardly raged, but also quickly
dissembled, saying: “1 know only what my father, T’ lizer, theformer caravan master, told mewhen| truly shaped
littleGen’su' sfigure.””

“WhereisthisOldenthat hascreated theheart chimera?’

“1 know not theanswer.”

Hiseyesnarrowed, and hestared at her asif shewereananimal, or perhapsthe Oldenitself.

Knowing not how, those memory bubbles impressed upon her the duty to serve the Inspector. Given
permission, shewent out amongthecaravan, shaped asL € gia, and advised themto* Chooseyouanother |eader
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andmader.”

AndsoL olacametotheOldens caverns, acity hollowed beneath mountains, anaustere, asceticcommunity
dominated by afrightfully seriousand sober man.

He be danger,Lolacommunicated to God, shudderinginwardly.

It be necessary, God answered directly, at last.

Lolahadfoundher way tolower caverns, all silvered andlighted, wherefrank and plump B’ olta, whowas
chargedwithbirthings, al so scampered after small children.

D’ nisgossiped besidethem. Hewasthinasacrail, withoneeyesdlightly offset fromtheother.

Allthewomenat onetimeor another cametothisroomto cleanbedcl othing and other clothsby meansof Olden
devicesthat whisked themaway and returnedthem smelling freshand clean.

Therewasroomfor twelveor thirteenat once. Two otherswere passing clothsintothe Oldenwhileadozen
childrenscreamed and chased.

B’ oltapopped somethingintoher mouthandtried her besttosmilewhen L olaentered. D’ niswassaying: “And
what if thelnspector dies?What then, B’ olta?Who openstheouter silver door?”’

Dozensof memory bubblespoppedinto L ola’ smind. Shesuppressedthem, inwardly thinking, Oh Gah! 1
cannot understand stress and strain, convolutions and frequencies. A God that controls all should be better
able to explain to lowly priestesses!

B’ olta, awaysoptimistic, waved L olain, and answered: “ Perhapshewill diewhenthedoorway isalready
open.”

“ AndhisOldenthat viewsoutside. Haveyou seenit?What youthink of thestickleweed clothsat itsfoot? They
say hebedstherenight after night, and no oneispermittedtoliewith him. I sthat any way todo?’

“Perhapshelacksmanly characterigtics,” B’ oltatittered. Sheleapedfromal ow bench, obvioudy notan Olden,
and chased through an opening, bringingback asmall girl whocried. Pettingthechilduntil she’ dstopped her tears,
B’ oltahandedthegirl toLola, andthen chased after another child.

L olaheldthediscomfitted child against her warmbosomuntil it wiggled and wanted | ooseagain. When sheset
thegirl down, shecould not hel p but noticethat it had onefli pper hand, and theright hand had six fingers, whileits
baretoeswereonly four innumber.

D’ nissaw her glanceandsaid: “When| get back I’ [l tell youasecret.” Shethendisappeared|ong enoughto
get someof thesmall, whitecakesthat came miracul oudy froman Olden no matter what kind of inediblematerial
was placed at oneend. Shehanded oneto Lola.

B’ oltahad al so returned, having seated herself beside L olaand sighing. Shecommented “ They aresuch
problems.”

D’ nisfinished off her cakeandlickedher lipsandinawhispertobothladies, said: “ Thelnspector makesmarks,
scribbles-- youknow. Claimsthey arewritingsfrom Oldendays, and they arecipherable, if theart belearned.’’

" | haveseen scrapslyingloosely about hisroom near thedoorway,’’ Lolaagreed. “ They areprobably ashe
says”

“Ayeel! Thatisn'tthesecret,” D’ niswagged her head about, and her eyeswhichwereof dissimilar colors, blue
and green, widened asshelookedfromL olato B’ olta. “ Hehasmeasured the birthing deathsback against each
generation, and hesaysthat moredeathsoccur eachgeneration.’”’

Whenmemory bubblesins stedonrisingthistime, L olabegantounderstand that Godhad beenreferringtothis
veryrelationship.

B’ oltawasnodding, saying: “Itisso. For havel notsaidit?Whenl firstwasplaced towatch after theprecious
littleones, therewerefewer -- troubles. Now, asyouknow it, many dieat birth. And--,”’ shewaved, “-- most
all wholivehavesomethingwrong, something physical thatisnot quiteright. ThereislittleES tras' daughter, with
flipper and short of toes, andthereis T’ bary’ sson, with awound that refusesto heal at histhroat, and my own
daughter’ sdaughter, littleG’ aia, who cannot alwaysseewithout blue--.’”’

D’ nisdappedher thinhandson B’ olta’ sfat knees, thensaying: “Well, | cannot disagreewithyoudear B’ olta,
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%r you etheyears and experience. But canyou believethat heknowsthesethingsfromhislittiemarkson
parchment?That themarksknow morethanthee?’

B’ olta, whosehead turned sidewisea ongwithher smile, vented her mirth. “ No. Littlemarkscannot learnwhat
alifetimeof caretakingteaches. Thelnspector surely picksour gossipandthenplaystrickster.’’

Theother twowomenhad listened, andthey now collectedtheir clothingand passed by B’ oltatonod their heads
inagreement beforeleaving.

Except for gossi pingwomen -- who could be foundeverywhere -- therewaslittledissentamongthecavern
dwellers. Blessedlikeno others, thel nspector fed and clothed and kept themal | warm. Inreturn heexpectedinstant
obedience. Woetothosewhofailed.

Lola liketheothers, waspermitted accessanywhere, and shesoonfoundthat not half of themountain’ sinterior
had been explored, andfor atimeshe wondered why. Roomsflooded withlightsof unseenoriginasshewalked
alongthelong, silver halways, orintoempty rooms. Toabarbarian, or aCairemian, thisunderground mountainwas
akind of paradise, for not only werethey fed and clothed and kept warm, but the mountain wasimpregnabl e.
Whenever newcomerssuchasL olawerebroughtin, they wereovercomeby theweal thand protectionsnow theirs,
andtheyimmediately tradedloyalty. Asoneburly ex-C’ Lanthianhad roared downanechoinghal lway, towardL ola
“What need aman el se, but acloistered and protected fortress, all thefood tofill, alovingwenchand bed and
Tadiene?’

“ Andwhat needawoman but saf ety fromsuchmen?’ L olaanswered, but not overly concerned, for they soon
bedded.

Onecyclethelnspector recelvedamessenger fromtheCity of T’ Lanth, whencehemusedlongbeforefinally
determiningtotakeL olaa ong. Packingfor alengthy stay, headded anentourage, includingfemales, servitorsand
somemilitary.

Ubiquitousdust had powdered upward, seemingtolayer theunchanging sky whoseclimatenever variedfrom
placeto place, from day to day. Red, whiteand blueturned their steady cyclesand L olacould not help but be
reminded of her firstlazy dayswiththecaravans. Shewasridingat themiddleof thelineatopascarredandaging
bubowhenamessenger had clattered back, saying: “ Thelnspector asksfor you.”

L ola sshadow proddedthenine-point’ spateandit veered off, finally willingly scrabblingfast enoughtocatch
him.

Apparently of good humor, hewaved|anky armsoutward, saying: “Know youthiswasoncewater?’

Memory bubblessurged upward, andinher mind’ svisionweredark blueseasbrimmingashighastheir present
trampled pathway, withwhitetipsthat rocked rhythmically back andforth, strongwindsthat keened against rock-
strewnandrugged shorelines, wavesbreakingintothousandsof foaming, whiteparticles, splattering outwardand
upward. Screechingwhitebirds, somewhat smilar totheblack, wheelingbuzz-birds, glided overhead, nowturning
anddarting, thenswoopingupwardsuddenly. Shesaid, smply: “ Somuchwater would beunnatural, OhInspector.”

’ Gah! Istherenonewhowill see?’

Far abovetheformer shorelineon cliffwaysthat must haveprotectedthecity’ sbaselinehadloomedtheCity
of C' Lanth. Itsskylinewasthat of spiresand domesand squares, andevenfromadistanceonecouldtell thatitwas
anOlden, forthemost part, for only theancientsheldtheart of building sohighand sostrongly.

They had passed through agateway constructed betweenwall sof rock and mud, all of morerecent design, for
atopthewall at closeinterva swerebattlementsandwa kways, and hereand therestood stalwart guardians, those
whodidtheir servicefor theCity of T’ Lanth. Betweenthewall sandthecity proper weremultitudesthat had surged
withaholiday mood. L olaworked her way about, her shadow softeningand changingandthenfirmingagaintothat
of thelnspector’ sstrongimage.

By now she’ dgottenusedtotheflicking mental impressionsthat seemedto changeher shadows, andshewas
evenabletohandlemorethanoneshadow at atime, thoughit wasnot pleasant, for her mindwasoverbusy withthe
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Later Lolawas commanded to be present at asocial gathering that included theInspector, and what L ola
presumedwereothersof theCity’ sdignitaries.

Shehad moved about amongthesestrangers, sometimesdeliberatel y passing behind hedgesand columnsfor
atimetoregaincontrol of her shadows, and, intruthto get away fromtheboorishcompany. Shehad been resting
at astonebenchaway fromall when suddenly shefelttheweight of hair at her head. Sheknew she’ d shadowed
another with unblemished perfectionsimilar toher owninner andtruebeing.

Thestranger who had caused thi stransformation stood steady beforeher, likeapillar against thebackground
of other smaller pillars. Hewastall, black of hair, and had dark eyesthat burned asolid shadow, threateningto
dissolveher superficial features.

Shehad been frightened and uncomfortable. Her headtossed and swirledwithgoldenhair. Her deep, dark-
greeneyesswirledwithgol d. Her complexionwassmooth and burni shed copper. Thestrong-willedone shandhad
rubbed at abristlingmoustachethat formedathinlineabovestronglips.

Shehad quickly moved away, behind hedgesand columns, andrevertedtothel nspector’ sshadow again. Later
therewasanintermingling of drink and gossip. He had worked hisway toward her, and shehad beentrappedin
thegreat hall of T’ Lanth, sothat asshemoved, sodid he. Sheturned her eyesasideand drifted away.

So staggered, so moved, so unexpectant had been Romero on viewing Juli’ svisagethat heat onceforgot
everything except that faceandthelovely, normal figurebel owit.

“Ah!” thelnspector hadwhisperedasideto T’ Lanth, asthey observedfromafar.

Romerohadfollowed L ola, begging: “ Permit, Ohgrandvisageof Juli! | anRomerodeMorgan.”

Oneburly servitor, who seemedtosuffer fromagapeasbadly asdid Romero, received her uncommonattention.
Wasthat jeal ousy inRomero’ snobleheart? Theservitor wasathick-wittedl out criss-crossedwithrepair linesfrom
ahundred battles. I could pink him beyond repair, Romero thought, and also where he carries his greatest
attraction.

Romeromanagedtomanuever her toonecorner withsomeprivacy, saying, “ | have knownyoubefore,”” while
studyingevery miraculousinch.

Shelooked scornfully, brushing back brilliant cappari sonsof hisshadow. “ All menthink they’ veknowna
woman.”

“Onanother world, another place, anearliertime.”

ThoughL olawasstartled at mention of another world, shewasstill quitefearful of thedepthand strengthof this
man’ sshadowing. Shesaid: “Men’ sthoughtsareaworldof their own, andrather droll atthat.”

“Y our nameisJuli?’

Sheshrugged, andthensippedfromher silver vessel. “ If it pleasesyou.”

Deeply puzzled, hecouldnot comment for themoment, whenceshestartedtomoveaway.

“Wait. | must speak toyou. | must explain.”

Shewaited.

“Your hair.” Hewaspermitted totouchtheshadows.

Shewaited.

“Itis--well --unusual -- different.”

“Andyours?’ sheaskedcoldly.

“Fromwheredoesit come?Whoareyou?How canyoulook solikemy Juli, whoislight-yearsdistant, and
perhapsdead by now?’

Shelaughedwith Juli’ sgoldenliquidvoice, butitwassomehow not Juli’ slaughter. Sheal so could not speak
with Juli’ spronounced euphemisms, astheonewhere Juli inserted" ssmply" simply everywhere.

Lolasaid: “I wasborntohair. Itisnotimportantwhol am. | belong for now tothelnspector.”” Shepointed
totheboisteroustable. “1 know notyour Jduli.”” Sosaying, sheleft, followeddocily by thebul ky servitorwhosehands
already twitchedtoremovehistoga.

Inthislusty one’ smind his desireableshadow of longagowasroly-poly andgiggly, sanshair.
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Lo asroly por/}'/ andyi giggly shadow becamehardened even assheentered anew bed chamber.
Likehisrough, gruff kind, thisonecouldhardly restrainhimself, undressingandtearingat her shadow’ sclothing,
androlling her onto soft coveringswhencehe pounded and gasped and thudded dul | stonework.
Alas! Thoughshegiggledand brought everythingto proper fruition, hisseed, too, wasnot properly viable.

® 59

Romero had beenabletofollow court gossipaswell asanyone. Helater overheard that much poundingand
tittering had comefromL ola srooms, and hegroaned with hisagony.

Heand Aviceweretogether when Aviceexplained her new findings, based, of course, on* accurate” court
gossip. Sheprotectively explainedtoRomero, that: “ Y oumust becareful aroundthel nspector, asheislikeatrickster
andwill deceiveyou. I nspectorswill bringgifts, pretendingfriendship.’”’

Brushing histhinmoustacheandworkinginadark wax, hehad asked: “Why?Arenot giftslovely?What of
thisvilla?’

Avice, ensnared by theintricaciesof court pressuresand gossi p now that her tour wasfinished, pausedfor rare
thought. If Romero coul d categori zeher thoughtsat al| hehad thought of it aseternally inagenesis: anundevel oped
mindthat hasaccepted what i sfor theday, and worriesnot for growth of tomorrow.

Still, shehadexhibited interestingjea oustraits.

When Romerohad beensummonedbefore T’ Lanthand C' L anthandthescowling, hooded I nspector, Romero
hadviewed at their feet thewrinkled remainsof another who had been summarily exposed tothedeadly Olden.
Romerohadinvoluntarily regurgitated, spewingodorousfluidsuponthepolished silver floorway.

Nomatter. T’ Lanthhadflicked awrist and servantsspeedily cleansed themess.

Thelnspector had pushed hisoverlongfinger at hisnose, blew hard and then had asked:

“Whoareyou?’

Romerohadwasted hisfinest smile, saying: “1 amRomerodeMorgan, theRoya Houseof deMorgan, resident
andcitizenof afar planet....”

“Wemay havetodissect,” thelnspector said, and hisneutral tonehad shattered all of Romero’ sself-confidence
whenhewassummarily dismissed.

Avice, having caught aglimpseof Romerointhesilted streets, rushed toembracehimat thedoorway. Small
stonesglitteredfrom her sharpenedteethwhen shekissed, drew back, and smiled. Barearmsmovedsinuously. Her
breasts, full-blown, weresoft and pressed to crush Romero’ slife-bloodthat now pounded. At her breast’ scenters
weresoft stems, goldenbrownandfull-flushed. Romero’ sblood had heated ashistumescencegrew. Only thenhe
had been again summonedtotheRoyal quarters.

At court,asmall manwith dancingeyeswaved Romerotoward Juli’ sbedroomdoorway, motioningthat here
wasthesourceof hismost urgent summons.

Romero’ shot blood, already surging, would havel eaped mountains, boiled streams.

Juli had had animpul seto summonthestrange, hairy onewho called himself RomerodeMorgan.

Petite, evenwhiteteeth, skindark, likegentleolivesbrowned andtoastedinayellow sun, hair golden, brushed
andburnishedwithred, star-whiteand deep purplejewel s, agletsal most tinklingfromevery thread and strap, golden
dippersthat arched her back, makingthat areaof human beauty link andtease: shebalanced andmoveds owly and
rhythmically. WhereAvice' sbreastsweresoft and appealing and open, Juli’ swerenearly seen, nearly covered,
nearly touched, nearly soft, nearly his. Hecould hardly standstill, it had been solongwith oneof hiskind.

Theimageistoostrong, Juli decided, confused. Sheblinkeddark greeneyesthat scemedtoswirl littlegol den
flecks.

Romero dared not breathe.

“Areyoufreetotravel 7’ sheasked, disconcerted, and not knowingwhat el seto say.

“Nomy princess.”

“AnOlden?’ Her eyesflasheddarkly.
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Hepausmo FAngtherworld another planet.”

Sheheld her breath, andthenreleasedit slowly. It seemedtobeasigh.

“Andyou?’

“Theworld of my memory is-- different -- | was-- sacrificed-- perhaps| am dead, thismy punishment.’’

“Butwhat crime?Whatsin?’

Hewasdelving too deeply. Thepact might besevered.

“1 donotwishtospeak further,” shehaughtily and abruptly declared.

Hebowed and | eft, though hehad been nettl ed.

L olasighed. Perhapsintimewould comecertainty, aninner poise. Shewasunduly disturbed by thisforward
Romeroandhisstrong, puzzling shadow.

60

Thelnspector, of course, bemused and studiousof their potential relationship, managedtotarry.

Romero, beingthrownwithincreasingfrequency into Juli’ spresence, attemptedtogainher confidenceinsevera
ways. Shemerely wanted toknow about Ol dens, questioning and cross-questioningtothat end.

Oftenthey rodebubostoor past thesteep declivitiesthat surrounded theanci ent seabed, but alwayssurrounded
by heavy guards. DuringsuchtripsRomerocouldnot hel p but study thesoilsandrocksa ongtheway, andwonder
why agrology had beenforsaken, or for that matter, eventheart of raising crops. Thesepeople, theC’ Lanthians
andM’ Krasians, werenot exactly illiterate. They weredecadent.

Andwhat of Adonisand Jonto he' d been promised?Had they actually di sappeared during onefuriousbattle?
Had they escaped, ashe hadn’t? Werethey dead, or, evenworse, enslaved?

Romerogrew to hatewhoever had masked up Juli. Healsoidolized her. He dthrow himself at Avicewitha
blindandthrobbinglust, and she’ d clingand scratch and her throat woul d purr. Thedlightest touch of Juli’ srobe
brought himagony, and challenged hismanhood.

Thentherewasabluewhen her roomwent unguarded, andloud thumpsandjoyful tittersissued therefrom.
Romerowassaturated withred, for now hepercel ved theultimatecruelty of thewench. Shewoul dteasehim, but
freely givetoothers.

Ah! The perfidy of Woman. Was he not Romero, the Greatest?

Unfortunately neither Adonisnor Jontowerenearby to speak it, whichthought had reminded him.

Gatheringtogether goldencoins, heset awhiteperiodfor hisowninquisitionwherefor perhapsahundrethtime
hewaitedoninformers. Onewaitedwhosought hisaudience, theinformer’ sshapedistorted beyondanything hitherto
seen by Romeroon Cairema. Theeyeshad been unevenly placed, and of differing colors, sothat oneseemedto
liebelow the nose, or el sethe nose was misplaced, the cheek and jaw askew, and perhapsthe colorswerefor
differentanatomicd portions.

WhenRomerogranted audience, threearmsjerkily propelled thebeingupward, onecomingdirectly fromthe
being’ schest. Standingrockstill onthevery samethree®legs’, itasked quiteclearly:

“Isittruethat agoldencoinisforinformationof onecallingitself Adonis, and ablue-greenlizard-bird?’

Romero had suppressed ashudder, assuringthevisitor it wasso.

“ Adonisl| haveseen, andthepet.”

“Therearemany claimsfor thegold coin, but only oncehavel paidout.”

“"JontotheMagnificent' younamedthebird-lizard. Itisunlikeany other found on Cairema. And Adonisspoke
of anotherworld.”

“ Any herecouldtell thosethoughtswhich| havespokenoften.”

Thevisitor did not bow and scrape, nor otherwise propitiate, althoughintruth Romerofelt hisgrotesque
appearancea most demandedit. Thevisitor continued: “ Adonishimself told methesethings. | was--.”

“Hold. Adonisdoesnot speak.”

Themishapenhead shook vigoroudly. “ Not so. Adonisisagreat speaker, and hehasapowerful ability tosway
andto convince. Hefightsfor theSroop.”
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“Hmmm. EFtA eryoulle or Adonishaslearned new skills. What of the Sroop?’

“Atribethat livesincavesfar fromhere. Adonisleadsthemwhen heisabout, otherwisehemay goaway for
long periods, asl, myself, dooften, whenwhimmoves.”’

Romeroflippedtheheavy gold coinupward sothat it twinkledinthelight. “ Thereisatest,” hemuseda oud.
“Whatisbetween Adonis’ legs?How isheaccoutered?”’

Theill-shaped head shook back andforth. “ Nothing. Thereisnothingat al, for heismighty hewedand strong
inall respectsbutone.”

“Ah!” Romerohad breathedwithrelief. Heflipped thecoinat thestrangeone.

61

Thelnspector atlast departed, |eading hislong, straggledlinesaway fromtheCity of T’ Lanthonewhitecycle,
smotheringtheairwithdust.

Avicehadrepeatedly warned of Adissa, who, shesaid, would beaclawed woman. Romero had ascribed her
ownclawstowomantalk, and possessiveness, whichwasrareon Cairema. Therewasathing he’ dwantedfrom
Adissa-- well -- perhapstwo --. Shewould comeagain, he' d been certain. So he’ d brushed and polished and
worehispleasant dispositionaround her. She, ever morecoyly -- whicha sodidn’ t ssem appropriateto Romero
-- wouldlook hisway ashecrossed from heretothere, or asthey feted acrosstablesduring stateluncheons, or
asthey rodeditherbeastsabout royal woodlandsonthehigh plateaus.

Whenshe' dcalled himagainonecool blue, thistimenot totease, Romero had beenready.

XX

Juli’ svisagehad beenlonggone, ashad al soRomero’ ssuccessful survival throughthe Ol denthat had somehow
amostinstantly ageddll others.

Timepassed.

T’ Lanthand Adissa sson, P Lanth, now of proper age, waspushedintotrainingtolearnbroadsword, pike,
crail andbludgeon.

Romero, seekingtoinsurehiscontinued security, offeredtoteach hispeculiar fightingform, usingthinand
sharpened metal sscrounged from Ol dens,

T’ Lanthacceptedreadily onbehalf of hissmall, disinterested son.

Somehow theunruly bratlet wasnever abletodevel optherhythm, thewrist muscle, thestance, thoughRomero
kept himgoingforlonghours, hopingthat with practiceitwouldall come.

Romerowouldruehisgood-faitheffortinlater years.

Busy protecting hisback aswell ashisfront, heconfinedto Adissathat shemustkeep T’ Lanthfromdissecting
him, orinany other personally ruinousmanner seek to determinetheunknown--andwhat T’ Lanthfelt werethe
nil effectson Romero-- of the Ol den.

TheyweremakinglovewhenAdissasniffedwhilejouncing, saying: “ T’ Lanthhaslostal interestinme. Herides
off for monthswith hisNinePointsRegiment, never caring. When hereturnsheisscarred and exhausted, andeven
thoughmostly victorious, heseemsnotinterestedinmy bed.”’

Sheliked his supplefingers running up and down her spine, which Romero did often, as now. Romero
responded, sayingeasily: “HeprotectsCity andthetribe.”

“Hmph! C' Lanthianterritory isoverlargeby twice. Why must menexpand?’

“Itisman’ snature,” hesighed, caressingher dowly, “ And of womentofulfill.”’

Shewasnot witty nor bright, but then shewasnot dull either, ascomparedto Cairemianways. It had cometo
her gradually that shewasaging, that T’ Lanth’ sinterestsincreasingly lay e sewhere, andthat youthful , ever-vigorous
andromantically hairy Romerowas-- well -- tireless.

Now -- eventhough Avicemight object -- Adissatook every advantageof Romero’ swillingness, sometimes
huffingand pantingthroughout blue.

Romerosorely triedto pleasebothwomen, but sometimeshisprowesslay withered.
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Romerof§ t IAReacapon by theday T’ Lanthreturned, himself invigorated by agreat victory. “They cameat
uson Olden platformsthat swooped and hovered over us, --" heshouted between hefty mugsof T’ adiene, “ -- and
webutcheredthem.”

Hestood uponthebroadjudgment table waving hisblood-streaked broadsword asthough dicingthrougha
buboor lungingintoasun. Thesweet and sour Ta dienetrickled downhisblood-spatteredtoga, and helaughed
uproarioudy.

Morethanany other event, thisoneconvinced Romerotostiffen P’ Lanth’ slessons. “Twist! Lunge! By the
numbers!” hewould shout at thelittlemonster, until theboy wasnear grief.

Avice wanted children, too, and a permanent liason with Romero. Shrugging, he satisfied the latter by
conformingtocertain Cairemianceremoniesandwrittenrecords. Alas! Thoughhestriveddiligently and patiently,
hewasunabl eto satisfy theprimary desire.

“Wemust bedifferent species,” hewouldconcludefromtimetotime.

Sensitiveandpossessive, shewouldclutchhimcloser.* Y ouaremy husband.” | amyour husband,” hewould
soberly agree, butwith reservations.

“Come,” shewouldcall again, breathing heavily at hisear and pushing hishair back asthough pettingasmall
andfavoriteanimal .

Sometimeswhen heexcused himsel f fromtheceasel essoccupation, shewouldcry.

T’ Lanth seemedto haveforgotten Romero’ stest.

Adissa sdemandsbecamel essasher agewidened and her attention span narrowed.

Avice, though persistent, cameto accept their absenceof issue.

Romerogrew sufficiently wealthy and powerful incourt to stay away fromtheeternal battles.

And ever since Avice had madetheir love-making aserious matter for issue, Romero had found himsel f
wanderingafield, heretasting, theresi pping. And heknew aninner senseof security, acertain hiddenand smug
satisfactionwiththispeculiarlifestyle.

®

Fromtimetotimedull-minded C' Lanthians, freshfromvictoriousbattle, overfilledwithvanity, belliesdrink-
soddenandjelying, would ba anceheavy swordson highwiththick corded musclesand, whileholdingasmall knife
intheir other hand, would confront Romero. “Gah!” they’ dmimicC’ Lanth. 'Y our puny sticker standagainst my
broadsword?’

L eft hand akimbo, or pushed strai ght backward asthough to bal ancethe aeri e needl epoint, Romerowoul d
crouch, huff onceor twice, and suddenly thechallenger woul d bedowned, blood seeping or spurting outward. A
youngmaidenminglingamongthesoddenwoul drushforwardwithasilver cylinder, andthey’ dberepairedbefore
theredtricklesplatteredtothestaineddirtfloor.

PerhapsRomerodidnot understand how swiftly yearscycled-- that timewasamagicbeast snufflingevery
breath, dampeningeveryfire.

Avicetortured herself whilegrowing plumpand doughty. She' dtakentosecret visitswithtrickstersandwizards
who promised her miraclesif she’ dbut pay aheavy price. Romero called them quacks, but shepersisted, buying
creamsand oi ntments, embellishmentsandwrinkleremovers. Onetimeshehadfashionedayellowishwigsimilar
toRomero’ sdescriptionof thefabled Juli’ shair. Thegrotesquearrangementscouldnot stir lust of earlier years. Pity,
perhaps, but never lust!

Whileshescurriedto pleaseinmany foolishways, at the sametimeshebecamecapti ous, sometimesdriving
Romerointosuchentangled disputationsthat hemust fleefor mind’ speace.

Onlookingback, hecouldn’ trecall exactly whentheguardshad beenwithdrawnfromtheir villa. Itwaslong
ago, probably duringaperiodwhen C’ Lanthneededthemonan affray. Afterward neither henor hisbrother had
thought toreplacethem.

C’ Lanthseemedindestructable, hislifeasimpleand physi cal hackingand stroking against thosewhowould
encroachuponhislands.
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T'Lanth, tﬁeyounger grew moreenfeebled eachday.

63

Surly andscheming, P’ Lanth now dominated politics, local battlesandtheharums.

Adissawasdying. Romerowasushuredinat P Lanth’ sorder.

T’ Lanth seemed not awareof events.

WhenRomerokneltat her bed, shereachedfeebly upward, lightly stroking Romero’ ssmooth chinand neck.
Shesaid: “Nowrinkles.”

Seemingtoshrivel beneaththelumpy, fine-weaved coverings, shelimply dropped her hand, closed her eyes,
turned away her face, and shedied.

Romerostudiedhisreflectioninagoldenmirror throughout muchof that blue. Hischinwasindeed till smooth
andunwrinkled. Hisneck wasassuppleasa youth’ s. No blemi shmarred hisfeatures, andwhenhedisrobed, he
foundnomarks. Touchinghishair lightly, hefoundnosinglestrand of grey. “I ambewitched,” hemumbled softly,
andthenregretted thestatement when heheard thesound of scuttling footstepsbehind, and thenthedoor dammed.

Afterward Avicewouldnot easily meet hiseyes. L esswoul dsheappedl for child, until oneday her changecame,
whenceshematured sufficiently torealizethat shewoul d now never bear child. Sheseemedfraughtwithinternal
conflicts. Her beddingswereamorousand commanding, yet sheseemedtoshrink at histouch, asif fearful of attention
--aclutchingyet repul sion at oneand thesametime!

Now hethought onit after Adissa sdeath, hecameto seethereweremany littlewaysinwhichmany seemed
towithdraw fromhim, asif hecarried an odoroussmell, perni ciouscarbuncles, adeath sentence, amysterious
disease, asecret enemy easily loosed.

Heshrugged. Washenot wealthy, andwith positionand power?

Onered, P’ Lanthsummoned hishairy former mentor and tormenter beforethejudgment table. Waving his
imperial bladehighover theassembled Noblemen, hesaid: “ Therehasbeenmuchtalk. Whatisyour name?’

Romerorelaxedandgrinned. “Havel not twaddled and diddledyou sufficiently?”

Nottobedissuaded, P’ Lanthsaid: “1 cannot believeyouto bethesamewhotumbled fromtheskieswhen|
wasborn. What say you of that?’

“l amRomerodeMorgan, thevery same, your excellency,” hebowed, thinking hehad saidit admirably and
aufficiently humbly, keepinginmindhow monarchsmust bepropitiated, asthoughthey wereoneof thegodsthemself.

P’ Lanthwhisperedtoanadvisor, anolder manwhosebal d patewrinkled when hespokeasany couldview.
P’ Lanthasked: “ Canyouproveyour identity?’

Thinkingthisanew court game, Romeroshrugged, saying: “ Y ourself, dear P’ Lanth. | tossedyouonknee, and
spankedyour behindfromtimetotime. Heh?”’

Theelder shuffledtotheseated P’ Lanth, and whisperedagain.

“ AnOldenmachinecanfal sify memories. Proof must bemoresubstantial.”

“Wearekin.”

“Notso. NoC' Lanthiangrowshair.”

“Myfriends--.”

“ Areany amongus?Canyoucall testifiers?’

Romero scurried about, sending servantsthisway andthat, but strangely all his*friends’” wereonhunt, or at
baths, or inthewoodsonthehigh plateaus.

P Lanth’ shostileredeyesnarrowed, remindingof thecycle ssun, whichshould havecautioned Romero.  have
seenthat look on the practice field, Romerodidremind himself, at last. But he’ dfattenedtoolong, and had been
protectedtoowell.

Nervoudly twistingtheendsof hisblack moustache, Romerorecognized he’ dfailedat witand, intruth, there
wasno proper proof or answer that P’ Lanthwaswillingtohear.

P Lanthdismissed himwithacasual wavesuitedtothelowest.
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Romero refurne%ﬁoﬁxw cewherehethought towait out events. Red will give way to white and then blue,
hemusedwiththeancient saying.

Solidersstreamedthroughtheir lovely garden, trampling all theancient beauty. Hewasdragged summarily
outward, heldby botharms.

Avice -- facelinedandwrinkled, jointssufferingfromarareand painful diseasethat afflictedtheaged -- barely
hobbledtothewindows,

Romero |l ooked back and waved thebest he could.

Shewould not waveback, but only stared.

Neither would P’ Lanthfacehimat thejudgment table.

A minor functionary readordersinaneven, indifferenttone: “...tobesoldtothedaver, Al’ caydeof Farlands.”

And these official commandswere recorded al ong with other pronouncements already pre-recorded by
P Lanthinasmall Oldenlyingbetweenthem.

XXI

Romerowasroughly castintodungeonsthat weredank and dark, eachnook crawlingwithscutteringlife, each
cell poi soned with stenchand death.

Therewerea soM’ Krasian prisoners, bent and shrouded ol dstersunabl eto pay aNobleman’ sdebts, young
andlusty childrenwithout succor, strongfighterswhohadincurredthewrathof C' Lanthor hisbrother, T’ Lanth, or
their single inheritor, P’ Lanth, youngwomenwithout favor, grosdy distorted visagesand shapesthat perhapshad
insultedsengtivitiesmerely by existing. . ...

They breathed poisonousvaporsandtriedto keep downtheacrid slopwhich, moreoftenthannot, wasnot
broughttothematall.

They all weakened.

Romero could guesswhy histitleandlandsand security had beentaken. P’ Lanth, hismindwhisperedduring
hisfevers. P’Lanth, and the Olden, for I have not aged.

Whenhismindclearedoneburly soldier explained: “Wearedavesfor Al’ Cayde. Wemust fightfor him,” he
groused, clanginghisbroadsword’ ssheath agai nst ancient and wet stone, thesoundingsboundingandreverberating
sothat small beastsskittered back intodarkways, their col orful phosphoresent eyesglowingbrightly by contrast.

Perhaps P’Lanth wanted an excuse to plunder my estate, Romero explained to himself. The bratlet has
always been lazy, spoiled. More like C’Lanth in the ways of plundering. Perhaps P’Lanth’s new wizards
needed afreshtarget. Perhaps Avice believed her greedy trickster’s tales. Perhaps . . . Perhaps. Histhoughts
alsoreverberated and rebounded and cycled around and about, attempting torestoreasembl anceof asanebal ance
tolife.

Al’ caydegloweredfiercely at hisnew “recruits’ . Hewasamonstrousmanwith scarsthat criss-crossedina
close-lined hatching. Hebutchered some onthe spot. When he cameto Romero, who now barely stood from
weaknesswithout support, heraised histhick bladefor easeinbeheading.

Romero, mustering reserves, pushed upward. “ Hold! heshouted, withvoicecracking. “ Retrievemy slender
sword, and !’ Il best your best!"’

Al’ caydewavered, until oneof theformer C' Lanthianregularsconfirmed, saying: “Itisso, Master Al’ cayde.”

Weéll, Al’ caydewasamanwholiked bargains, andwhilehewasnot aslaver willingtodally long, hedid ask
for Romero’ sweapon, whichwassoon brought.

Romerocaught Al’ cayde scrudeblade, twisted andthrust and pinkedthebrazendaver. “ A littlefreshfood,
alittletoughening, and1 goaswell asany man,” Romero pronounced.

Al’ cayde, surprised, but alsopleased, said: “ Anaccident, skinny one.” Hetried againtobrushaway thethin
needlepoint.

“That’ sright, Al’ cayde, try meagain!” Romero cavalierly prodded, attemptingtoforceacarelessgrinonhis
sickly features, evenashestrainedto bounceandtussleinhisold styleagain.

Al’ caydewasnot foolish. Herecognized aninvincibledefense, anew fighting style, and asuperior but strangely

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



SPONSORED BY

@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

& 65
%roug weap%%As“S%e%eathed away hisbroadsword, having already passedfavorably onRomero. “ Sobeit.

Y ou havestyleand gutsand something new. | canuseall three. Seetoitthat you strengthen.”

Bubostrailedbeforeandbehind Romeroasthey trudged ol dtrailways. V egetation changed, growing morespiny
andgnurled, moreluminescent during blue, thelandsbecamemoregritty andbroken. Oftenlargecrevassesbarred
their passagerequiringlongdetours. Water becamescarce, andtill they trudged upandyet up, windingover ridges
andfolds, anddownandyet downagain, until they returnedtotrod adusty desert floorway.

Whenever they stopped, whichwasusually during blue, spiny tubeltusweedswerecut andanacrid, dightly
alcoholicbrewwasmade, dakingaburningthirst.

Somewouldthenflingout bones, or sticks, gambling mini sculeconceal ed savingsor obj ects.

Romero’ sstrengthwaspitted by thetreatment under P Lanth’ sperfidity, andhe’ dbeenlongusedtoeasy ways.
Nonethel esshishedthrestoredrapidly, asif hewerestill agedtwenty. Hisreturningstrength a sobrightened hisspirit
andrenewedhiszest forlife, evenasAl’ cayde sslave.

Al’ caydecametohimoneblueasthey rested onanother highridge. Shruggingasidehi sgreatcoat, hesquatted,
growling, “ They say youareOlden.”

Romero’ slaughter rebounded and echoed, andthosehunched over their eternal gamesglanced upward.

“Wouldthey sell anOlden?’

Al’ caydeshook hishead, hisfaceacaricatureof asternandstiff nobleman. * Y oufloateddowninancienttimes,
theysay.”

“True. Though| seemtolivepast my prime, | anyet carnal.”

“Howold?

Romeroshrugged.

Al’ caydesilently chewed at acidicbocar roots. Hewiped red stainsfromwet lips. Somefluidstrickled down
pouching cheeks. Hesmiled, showingwell chidedpoints. “ | cannot forcetruth. Takecare. | will atleast needyour
blade.”

They climbed upward until whitepeaksset thethreecyclesagleam, likemulti-coloredjewel s. Upanduponto
theiceshdf itsdlf, rafted, twisted, uglyfied by contorting ridgesa most fifty man-lengthshigh. Windshriekedand
wailed acrossridges. Word passed backwardthat anice storm brewed, which most could not understand.

Bubosclosedranks, and clotheswerehanded from bundl esthat hung fromthebubo’ sspiny points.

Al’ caydepassed upand downadvising, adj usting cl othsand straps, giving warningsof what wastocome. “Y our
musclesaretoughenedfromour longtrek --,” heshouted whenthey’ d assembled about him, “-- but thisstormis
not meant for ordinary muscles. Most of youhavenever seeniceandsnow. Y oucomefromhot, dry lands, where
temperatureiseven, never changing. Listen! | speak truthwhen| say that theicewill burnyouasfastaswill fire!”’

Theyforgedovertheglacier, dippingandstraggling. Theairwasnolonger bright andshiny, butwhite-fogfilled,
leadened. They reached aninvisibleboundary wherewindsgusted, first owly, thenwithterrifyingforce, driving
dtilleto-tippedicespi cul esthat spl attered. Thespi culesskeweredthei rway throughthethickest clothing, leavingsmall
pricksandtricklesof blood. Over and abovetheulul ating and ghostly tonesoneheard theconstant grindingand
crashing and deepthroated booming of torturedicethat brokeandfell swiftly from steepmountainsides, rushing
downanddown, pell-mell, toadusty desert floorway.

Evenasthey clungto oneanother and pushedwithevery fiber, step by step, windvel ocitiesincreased.

Romerowonderedif they werea | mad, but aside, degpwithin, heal sowonderedwherewent al thewater when
theicemelted at thedesertfloor.

Algidity,thecold, wasleast of their struggl es. Crevassesopenedwith cracksthat resounded from peak to peak,
until thesoundwaslostinever-risingturmoil.

Thewind, whosespeedwasal ready greater thantheframecoul dbear, increaseditsvel ocity again, andyet again.

Al’ caydewavedthemtoanal coveformedintowind-scul ptoredice, ashiveringshroudthat keenedloudly. They
backed oneanother and huggedtogainmorewarmth. Groaningand carpingbarely issued over thehowlingwinds.
“I’velost hundredsthroughthesepasses,” Al’ caydeshoutedloudly, thoughbarely heard. Heordered that theword
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bepasseda ong.

“Wonderful game,” Romerogrumbled, but nonecould hear.

Eventhat fiercewindabatedintime. Terror-strickeneyes-- for most had never seenother thanvery mildwinds,
and certainly notemperaturechangesother thanthat caused by normal red, whiteand blue-- hungonAl’ cayde' s
every postureand utterance.

Thosewhowere frost bitten, or frozenthrough andthrough but with somespark remaining, woul drecover with
theNess' ibush.

Slapping handstogether and tromping back andforth, Al’ caydestirred and sl apped and pounded them back
inline, whencether stolidtrudgebeganagain. Whenthey’ d crossedmost of theglacier, toppingfrequently for rest
ortopantforair, Romerowaswaved ahead. Al’ caydestopped them, andtook Romeroaside, liningthreepeaks
withfingersandeyesuntil satisfied. A whitesunhad drivenaway thepink of juncture. Al’ caydepointedsilently.

Between two peaks piled as high as one of the mountains were stones that spoke of giant machinesand
sophisticated techniques, ahugecastleor stairway that could not havebeen fashioned by nature.

“AnOlden,” Al' caydesaidwithout embellishment, grimacingandwatchingRomeroclosely.

Romerosquinted. “Whatisit?’

“Nooneknows,” Al’ caydecraftily answered. “Itisunreachable.”

Theman'’ sdark eyesreminded Romero of thegreedthat glared fromthedepthsof scuttlingrodecs, but they
didnotseemtolie.

Romero squintedagain, andthenhesaw it. A gleamfromthewhite, just aspark, justamoment of truth-- and
thenitwasgone. Butheknewit! Itwas! IthadtobeMIM S! Staunchand upright. Patiently waiting. Secure. Safe.
Home!

Haze -- probably fog -- suddenly obscured hisrecent and astonishing vision. “Weareat acrossroad, a
carrefour, Master Al’ cayde,” Romerosuddenly explicated. “ Tell mewhy you say itisunapproachable?’

Flickeringwithheightenedinterest and anticipation, Al’ caydepushedhisberry-drippingfaceintoRomero’s,
whence, growingconfidential,hesaid: “I myself havestrivedthroughthevalleystoreachthegiant stonepile.” He
grimacedagain, almostaleer.” A wall stronger and moredangerousthanthewindsof thispasssilently killsall that
approaches.’”’

“Awind?’

“Awall of bones. Silentandinvisible. PerhapsaGod|iesbeneath that stoneway, onethat takesmosntrously
high steps, and breathesabreath that freezesupon themountain tipsabout us, crystalizingtheicethat shatters
downward andformstheterrainuponwhichwestand-- or somehavesadit.”’

“Pah!” Romerocould hardly restrainemotions. “ Godsdo not makeandtakegiant steps. They reignlikefree
buzzbirds, wheelingand startling hither andthither. Tell me. Whatisthewall ?Canyoutouchit?Isit colored?Does
ithavetexture?’

“Y oumay touchit, only todie. Bonesof every Cairemianbeast dropfromitsfeast, formingadeathcirclearound
thestonestepsandthemountainsonwhichtheylie.”’

Holding his hands above his eyesto decrease glare, also squinting, Romero muttered aloud something
indeci pherablesoundinglike: “Hmmm,” meanwhilethinkingl wonder about coordinates, and how MIMS landed
safely? Why is it protected? Why a death barrier?

Clearly Al’ caydedidnot object toRomero’ sapparent prancing and pacing that woul d seemtowasteva uable
time. Romeroasked: “What dootherssay?’

“Littleisknown. Somecall it "WhereGodsSleep'. Many havesought toreachthetabl elandsabovethosegiant
stonesteps. They never return. On counting mound-high bones, thesayingistrue.”

“PerhapsCairema sGodd egps,” Romeroagreed, whispering gently, thoughhi sthoughtssnortedandfluttered
throughmemory boxeslongnailed shut.

XXII

DuringRomero’ slongmaturation, growthinpolitica andfinancia power, downfal andfinad endavement under

Al’ cayde, Adonis andJonto’ slife-linehadfollowedtheir ownstrangeprogression. Wepick uptheir life-threads
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%hen Rdonisivad 580 run besideastrutti ngbubo.

C embristatopthebubo, wasproddingitspateand saying: “We' vedefended C’ Lanthianborderstwicesince
you' vejoined my troops, andwe’ vehad nomoretal k of suitableweaponsor placefor you, Oh Adonis. I’ mpleased
that you stay by meand protect mefrom those who would severemy head. “ But why do you not chooseyou a
weapon?lsitnottheway withall whofight?’

“We vearguedthisbefore, OhC embrist.”

“Y es. Buttowhat end?Doyou ever answer?’

“ Areyou not pleasedwithmy fighting skills?’

“Youknowit. Andit hassurprised everyoneon how fast you heal without Ness' ibushes. Doyoucarry your
ownwithin?’

“TheNess ibushisnot good.”

“Gah! andHah! How say youthey arenot good?Isit not goodto heal, to bring back life?”’

Adonisshook hishead asthoughtowipeaway thethought.

Jonto hopped-flew tooneof thebubo’ sninecrests, but stayed far enough behind C’ embrist sothat hecould
not bereached. Apparently Jonto had littlelikingfor any of the Cairemian misshapen-- andevenlesstrust.

C embristsaid: “If C' Lanthhearsof your abilitieshe’ Il concludethat youare Ol den, and haveyoudissected.”

Adonisturnedtoward C’ embrist and asked What of Romero?’

“Ah, my bigservitor. Heissafe, or solast gossip hastold.”

Theweather wasasconstant and eventenured astheturning of thethreesunsabout Cairema. Dust pillowed
and plumed, andthen settledinan undiscriminating evenlayer asthey trekkedtoward M’ Krasianborders.

Now andthenarider cameuptotell of atrickleof water wherethey mightfill their canteens. Never oncedid
any questionastohow thewater couldtricklewithout rain, for they had never seenrain.

C embrist dowedthem by asignal, thewhol ecolumn shufflingtoanundisciplined stop. Hesaid: “Whenwe
takeVillageP root heldby thewily M’ Krasian, old C’ Lanthwill rgj oice. He' ssowanted that stronghold.”’

Already Adoniscouldsmell theM’ Krasian scent, and hededuced that their hordesmust not befurther away
thanasinglevalley. Nooneel secould or would havediscriminated scentssofinely asdid Adonis, unlessitwere
Jonto.

Red had shaded to pink andthentowhite, and thento blueandinto magenta, returningtoredagainduringtheir
longtrek. A buborider cameuptoC’ embristwithamessage, sayingthat theP rootianvillagewasnearby. Adonis
volunteeredto scout ahead andtodeterminetheir best strategy. C’ embrist agreed, calling out quiet ordersandthat
buboswereto be staked and watered and fed, whiletentswereto berai sed and guards set out.

E’ scal, asmall but vigorousyouthwith oddly twisted armsand | egs, waschosento accompany Adonis.

They had gonejust beyond earshot of thequietly millingencampment whentheyouthbegan bragging of hisown
prowess, and how much he’ dliketoemul ate Adonisinquicknessand skill.

“Doyougivethought tosufferingandpain?’ asked Adonis.

“Gah! Thosearefor theloser. Winnersdon' t suffer. Besides, isit not better tosearchfor glory thantohideas
adesertrotenbehindrocksandincrevices?’

Sincethereseemed ittleel seto say before thisstimul us-responseemotional set, Adonisquieted, whichfact
E’ scal took torepresent acquiescence.

Trustingagantomessagesreported by hisnostrils, Adoniscautioned thewoul d-bemighty warrior tosilence,
andthey crept toward arock behindwhichwould surely beviewed P root.

They dithered inthesilt besidetherock. Their view wasaquiet, pastoral scene: Small one story houses
constructed fromindigenousrocksand clays, shaped roundly and toppedwithaconical stickleweed hat, pul sed
smokethat |azied up dozensof chimneys. Thewholewasarrangedinneat concentricarrays. Hereandtheresmall
childrentrooped or scrambled or crawled. Now and thenayoung mai den-- of noessential differenceinappearance
tothoseof C' Lanth -- wandered back and forth, somewith claywareatoptheir bald pates.

“Ayeee!” whispered E’ scdl. “ItisP root, and unguarded.”

Adoniswasgenuinely puzzled. Hea sowhispered, asking: “ Butwhat will wewithwomenand children?’
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o i 'SYrotesquearmsand|eered.

A repulsivefedingwashed over Adonis, andhesensed somethingamiss. Trustinghisingtinct, hewhispered: “ Go
tell C' embrist atraplaysbeforehim.”

E’ scal agreed -- perhapstoo easily -- and backed away, |eaving Adonisto squint and wonder.

Whitehad not yet changedtolight-bluewhentheC’ Lanthian’ sswept alongthewideboul der-strewnvalley
withinAdonis view. Therewerehundredsof giant bubosridden by pikemenand swordsmenwildly swingingand
shouting. Alongsidethemtrotted several hundred footmenwiththeir shortknivesand broadswords, hoppingand
jumpingand running, andtwistingsideto sidewithantici pationat thecomingdaughter.

Adonisjumped atop hissheltering boulder, shouting: “Wait! It may beatrap?’ and, “ | haveseennonebut
femalesandchildren!”

Thunderingfootpadsand hysterical, gleeful shoutsdrownedout hiscries. “ Aeeyo!” and“ Aeeyiii!l” camethe
exuberant shouts. They pouredthroughtherocky passasif they werebeing pushedfrom behind by anangry water
wall. Sparkling under whitewerethebright Ness' ibushesthat glinted likesiIver-flecked wave-topsappearingand
disappearingwithafrustratingregularity. Silted, powereddust rose, formingascreennottoounlikeamisty waterfall
that had spontaneously appearedinthesky’ scenter andwasfalling downwardinabillowingand puffingcurtain.

Thecrack of double-tailed crail sounded repeatedly. Claywarebonged and thudded from sidesof trailing
bubos. Armor clanked and clinked. Themingled stench of bubosand sweat andblood andfear buriedall other sweet
desert blossom odors.

M’ Krasianwomenwereonly now beginningtocall alarm. Hereand there A doni sviewed onewho motioned
toasmall child, andthechildwouldrun. Itwastoodistant tohear, but hecoul dimaginethescreamsof terror tocome
-- soonthecompoundwould bealivewith scurryingandfrightenedinhabitants.

Along, low dust cloud caught Adonis’ attentiononthevalley’ sbrink, opposite. Screeningeyes, hestrivedto
seethroughincreasing dust plumesthat rosefromthevalley’ sfloorway. Was it --? Yes! It was! M’ Krasianshad
indeed set atrap.

EvenasC embristrode triumphantly intothevillage, andthescreamsof terrifiedwomenandchildrenhadbegun
tofilter throughthedreadful din, M’ Krasianswereal sotriumphantly slippinganddidingdownward, pikesand
swordsandcrailswavingandcryingthirstily for C’ Lanthianblood.

Themeleehad hardly beenjoined when Adonissensed apresencebehind. Heturned, andwasattacked by
adozenof theM’ Krasiansfromamong hundredsthat wereseepingtowardtheC’ Lanthiansfromthisvalley’ sside
--andthey wereasleanand hungry asthosetumbling fromtheoppositeside. Againandyet againhegrabbed at
long pikes, somewithtripleforks, andrippedthemfromtheir wiel der’ shands, and slung themback at hisfoe.

Jonto hissedandflutteredandbit at ankles, arms, legs, shoulders, ears, fingers-- anything histeeth couldreach.
A pileof poisoned dead beguntoformat Adonis' feet, andall around werethe skewered and pierced.

Fortunately thehordeswereinterestedin other things, for themai nbody swept downward and past, |eaving
but ahandful tosubduethetwobattlers. Atlast but onemanraisedtodiceat Adonis frombehind. Jonto hopped-
flew over Adonis’ head, slashingwith poisonedteeth, sothat themandied quickly.

Butalas!

Adonis’ |eft hand had been neatly severed, and bl ood spurted outward. Hereeled from head painsand cuts
and bruisesand deepcrail bites. Hestaggered off away fromthemel e, hisright hand holding closed thearteries
of hisleft.

68

XX

Full detail sof Adonis feverishsagawill probably never beknown. Thel ossof blood brought about aweakness
that sapped thoughtsand memory aswell ashisenormouscythetic strength. Hiswanderingsabout thebarrenfloor
of ancient seabedsmust havebeenlonely, albeit JontotheM agnificent wasever at hisside. That ferociousBiafran
guardedand provided duringthoseperishablecycles.

Adonis lastfull, bright memory wasthat of theoverridingurgetoget away fromC’ LanthianandM’ Krasian
alike, forthey wereboth murderers-- butcherers-- of small childrenand hel plesswomen, and hewanted nofurther
part. Hestumbled blindly, sometimesrol lingdownfromatopridgesand crests, until hewasnolonger visibletoeither
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g)de, andt emuffa‘ e d e angsand shrieksof aninsanebarbarouswarfareonly now andthenrolleduptotheir fast
recedingbodies.

Therecameatimewhenhewassufficiently conscioustoknow that hewaschilledthroughandthrough, andthat
hewascovered by thick bubo hides. Fromwhencethey’ d come, heknew not, andwasnever toknow. Hismind
wandered, flushingout knowledgehiddeninfaraway crevices: It is always true that the sum of all the up and down
forces including that of gravity on a body is zero if the body is static no matter how the forces are caused
butnotif “at rest” is confused with at rest in an accelerated space capsule or if appreciable effects arise from
energy and momentum being radiated, in a laser beam, for example.

Thencetoo: Neither party favored the agitation of the workers for their Charter, a six-point political
reform which called, among other things, for universal manhood suffrage, the secret ballot, and pay for
Parliamentary members -- all of which, if granted, would have hastened the rise of the working class to
political power.

And: The relation of the National Association for the Protection of the Cythetic in its role to the
sovereign reemphasizes in Homobirthstone . . . .

Also: The earliest form inwhich romances appear is that of a rude kind of verse. In this form it is supposed
they were sung or recited at the feasts of princes and knights in their baronial halls.

And: O best of the Kuru warriors, no one before you has seen this universal form of Mie, for neither by
studying the Veda, nor by performing sacrifices, nor by charities or similar activities can this form be seen.
Only you have seen this.

And: The parathyroid glands are four small glands embedded in the back of the thyroid, two in each lobe.

All about himwasaglisteningiceshield blanketed withfresh snow. Thewind howled andtoreat hisflapping
garments. Icy chill reached him, andheshivered.

Jonto peeredfrom beneath Adonis’ tattered garments, andflicked hisfacewith doubletongues.

AtAdonis back wasagiantice-cliff,and hewassqueezedintoanatural hollow carved by thewnhistlingwind.
Asif hisbody haditsownmind, hefoundhimsdf risingand staggeringonward, ever onward, acrossdippery S opes,
upsharp crests, didingdownembankmentssurrounded with crevicesand dangeroushol es. Hehit hishead solidly
against hard, coldiceduringonesuchwildride, andthereafter againlost consciousness, only fleetingly noting that
henolonger heldontohisleft handwith hisright, and that thestump had healed over. When hebecameconscious
again, hewasbe ow thesnow andice-line, andwal king stolidly downwardthroughbarrenrubbleand shardslayered
downthousandsof yearsearlier.

Jontoflutteredtohim, and dropped at hisfeet oneof thesmall glistening desert rotens.

Asif of independent mind, hishandreachedfor it, crudely tearing of f legswithhisteeth. Anacridtasteswelled
theinsideof hismouthand prickled, but thesweet jui cesthat tri ckled down provided water and nourishing protei ns.

Far below heviewedad ow winding process onof mishapen creaturesthat rodelargebird-lizards, thebe tlasa
he’ d seen on but oneoccasion.

Jonto, hissingandfluttering, gripped hisstained and torndesert tunic, pulling Adonistoward thesight.

Adoniscouldnot reason. Hecontinued to stumbledownward while Jonto tugged.

By thetimebluehad comehewasamong them. They had stopped and waited, asif hispresence had been
expected.

A dwarf whoseearsextended outward and wereroundedinaway that made hishead appear microcephaltic
stood bravely beforehim, halting passage. Thedwarf’ seyesweresmall dotsthat glowed cyano, andthey darted
back andforthat leastasmuchasAdonis eyeshadever done in Romero'spresence. Hehad handsof asizeequal
toAdonis', andthey wielded aheavy axewithease.

All about themandback behindthestraggly linewerewarped and grotesqueforms. Somehad extraarmsand
hands, or legs, often protruding from wrong places. Here and there one viewed an unfortunate with hardened
stomach-sack dragging along theground, roughened hidehaving grownandformedto protect mucousmembranes
ingde

Children, equally crudely fashioned, limped and hobbled and crawled along.
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Holdi nghi soverFargeaxeupward andforwardwithbothoverlargehands, asif insalute, thedwarf said: “I am
Victis. Our Amati hasforeseenyour coming. Y ouareamongfriends.”

Adonisblinked, andlooked upward. Comingd owly back upthepathway tomeet him, asif driftingthrougha
dream, wasamanastall asRomero, withlong, flowingwhitehair atop hishead and growing alsofromhisface.
Thoughhiseyeswerewideopen, Adonissensed hisblindness, for heseemedtostaredirectly at theharsh, near
invisibleblue. OtherwiseAdoniscould seenoblemishor scar ontheunusua apparition, but thenthemanwasa most
compl etely clothed withafine-spunstickleweed cloththat coveredhimfromflowingbeardtosandal s, leavingbare
only portionsof thefaceabout theeyes, thehandsandfive-- count them-- fivetoes.

Asthisoneapproached, all quieted.

Here and there Adonis spotted small brochettes at belt, hefted rock axes, and now and again apike. No
Ness ibushes. What |adieshecouldview al seemedbusy withill-shaped children, or they carried supplies, or guided
themean-temperedbe' tlasia, abird-likebeast of burden.

Jonto, meanwhile, had hopped-flowntothetop of arock behind Adonisandfluttered and hissed and probed
doubl etonguesinwardand outward, all thewhiledoubl eeydidsopeningand closingashepeeredfromsidetoside
atthestraggly assemblage.

Whentheblind onehad stopped before Adonis, all qui eted excepting the soft hissof Jonto.

A strong, warmfeelingwashed over Adonis.

Thehaired oneseemedtopeerintohissoul. Hesaid: “Welcomemy son. Wegotofashionanew, andprivate
convocation.” Wavingat Victis, theblind oneexplained: “Thisoneshall a sobecomeAmati. Seethat herides
be' tlasia, andthat heiswell caredfor.’”’

Suddenly thedwarf seemed morehumbleashedarted off tofetchabe' tlasia.

XXIV

Thewarmth of their caveshighal ong thenarrow gorgewasdoubl ed by thewarmth of these sadly mishapen
people. Nay! Morethandoubled. Onesmall femalecalled L ove-- who' svoicewasmel odiousand high, amidget
but otherwiseperfectly shaped, withbrown eyesand pl easant, evendisposition -- fussed at potsand claywarein
Amati’ scave.

Besideher wasanother, called Purity, humpbacked and dwarfed, avkwardly arrayed. Shestumped about and
now andthen bellowedinalow, rumbly voice. Sheal so seemedto constantly fussand putter with cookingand
cleaningchores.

Adonishadrested many cycles, and hisheadwasnow clear, largebumpshaving receded and thecutshaving
heal ed and closed so that no scarsshowed.

Amati said, inhisquiet, surevoice: “Y our hand, Adonis. Itgrows.”

“1 havefetititchof late, Oh Great Amati, but that it will regrow isawishfancy. Suchthingsbelongtolower
animals-- desertrotens, snake-lizards-- that abideindarkened caverns.’’

Jontoflutteredto hisright shoul der and closed both eyelidsandfol ded-uphisbrilliant scal efeathers.

“Thereismoretoyouthanalower animal, Adonis. | seeshapeswithinshapes. L ayersthat must peel themselves
onebyone.’”’

“Beyondthiscaveway isavasticelayer, OhAmati. Y ouhavesensedit? TheAmati nodded.

“Fromitschilled heightscan beviewedamonstrousstonepile. Uponthestones, only briefly seenasif through
amigt, istheglint of atall-standing needle-sharpgleamof silver. That isfromwhencel havecome. Thatistheship
that hassailed empty voidsbetween starwaysand carried Jonto, Romero, my Master, and myself.”’

“1 haveknownthesethingsfromtheir beginning,” Amati saidcomfortably, still nodding hishead.

“Thoughblind, youseefar, Amati. Itistruethat | havebeenmadeinlayers. | a sosenseknowledgethat came
tomefrom| know not where. That sasmeknowledgeinformsthat | wasmade-- constructed -- not born, asare
others. | amcythetic, asynthetic -- bred only to show loyalty tooneMaster andto serve.”

Amati frowned. “All aremade. All areborntoserve.”
“Whoareyou?’ Adonisasked.
“l amHewhosees. I, too, havepeeled away layers, and |, too, ambornto serve. But thenhavel not saidit?
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Phat s sow SN FRISAI” Amati blinked, and faced outwardtoward thestrong sun-beamsfloodinginward

throughthecaveopeningduringwhite.

Adonisagainasked: “ Areyoucytheticor man?’

“I haveseenmany livesand their outward wrappings, sometimesoneshadowinginsideanother: asthegrowth
ringsof brambletreesthat grow onhighridges. Sometimestherings| haveseenrebel and eat uponbrothers, like
invisibleandsick growthswill sometimesdo. At other times, they will hideanddink away intodeephillsandvalleys,
ashamedtoadmittheir existencetoany other.

“Likethingsl haveknownsincemy inner sight.

“Yetinall itsknowablemanifestations, | havenot beenabl eto perceiveadifferencesothat your questioncan
beanswered, my son.

“Isit not sufficient that youtakebreath upon breath, that you bleed when pierced, that you cry andjoy, fight
and pleasure?Why must you seek after that which may never be, might never havebeen, andisnot now?”’

Adoniswhippedas dehislower coveringsandasked: “ I sthisahumangenita ?Or that of amanufacturedbeing?’

Amati rosed owly, pushinghishanda ongthecraggy wal until it foundafavoriteandknobby wakingstick. He
shuffled hisway tothecave’ smouthway, a sowavingthat Adonisshouldfollow.

Whenthey stood at theledgethat overlookedthethriving villagebetween canyonways, Amati pointedwitha
long, gnarledfinger, hisbeard stringingdownwardbrilliantly whiteinthestronglight. Hesaid: “L ook youAdonis.
Theseareour people. They havecomefromthelandsof C' Lanth, thelandsof M’ Krasians, from Faraway, theCity
of Love, andhundredsof other places. Many haveescaped davers. They haveathingincommon. They believethey
arehumandespitetheir disfigurements, andthey want for their childrenmorethanthey havethemsel vesreceived.
How dowediffer fromsuchasthese?’

Adonisreflected, but had ready hisanswer, at last softly saying: “| cannot havechildren.”

“Dowebecomehumanonly through our progeny?’

“What of love?’

“Dear Adonis. Asmany layersthat youped away fromman, soshall you peel away love’ smany manifestations.
Whileitistruethat wearesurrounded by theuniting of eternal love, thereisbut onecenter fromwhichall species
issue, asraysfromwhite, blueor red, andtowhichall speciesreturn.

“Lovewhenfeltatall deeply,istranscendental . For what person--inthenamesof either their godsor men-
-wouldwishtosurroundthemsel vesby all material wealthandyet beunloved by others?’

Adonismused, andthensaid: “OhGreat Amati. | seeitasgenerally impossi bleto acquirehumanhappiness
andharmony without acquiring aneroticpersonality, andwithout masteringtheart of loveat al levels.”

“Onlyif mansmultaneoudly liveshistruth, hisvery deepest truth, and doesnot haveneedtospeakiit. L ovethen
becomestheultimatehuman answer totheultimatehuman questions.”

Adonisshook hishead. “Weseemto speakin cross-linkages, Oh Amati. | speak of physical lack.’’

Amati turned hisway and seemedto peerinto Adonis’ dancingeyes. Hesaid: “Sodol.”

Afterawhile, Adonisreflected, saying: “ Amati, many areterribly handicapped.”

Amati waited.

“They must |ook to oneanother for thecommon day by day activities.”

Jontoflutteredto hisshoulder again.

“ Amati callsthemhischildren.”

Amati turned back again, hislarge, blindeyesseemingtostarethrough Adonisoncemore. Very quietly hesaid:
“Theywill d sobeyour children.”

A flushcrossed Adonis faceandthrobbedto hisbeatingbreast. Hisleft arm-stubitched again, and suddenly
heburstinto paroxymsof laughter, for heintuitively knew that Amati wasright. Thesecouldbehischildren, hewas
needed, and herehewasaccepted asafull member of thehumanrace. And yes-- hishand wasgrowing, despite
all preconvictionstothecontrary.

Somethingabout unusually stranded DNA ...

XXV
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Vict sandg\d%nl Sandtheflusteri ngJontowereoverlookingadeepgorge, thesamea ongwhichthey’ dwound
theirwayssomemany cyclesearlier. Adonisspoke, saying: “Itisnotenoughthat wehideaway likedesert scurriers.
TheseC’ LanthiansandM’ Krasiansandd aversgrow bolder day by day, andthey fear not daughter. Wemust build
defensesthat will driveaway any number of battalions.”’

“Aye!” Victisnodded, bobbing overlargeearswith each head shake. “ But how?Only asmall handful of usare
fighters-- myself andascoreof others. PerhapsthatisAmati’ sreasonfor choosing suchadifficult place.’”

“lloveAmati, asdoweall, but Amati isonewho seesafar, andwhotransmitshisgreat inner faithand wisdom
eadly. Heisnot ad aughterer, andthereforewoul d not know of theways. Why doyouthink, Victis, that hel eft these
matterstoyouandme?’

Victissaw thelogic, and hescratched at hisbeardlesschin.

Adonisflickedasmall pebble. They bothlistenedasit clunked and clacked against first onesi deandthenanother
ontheway tothedi stant bottom. “Wemust build embattlementshereandthere,” Adonispointed. “ They must be
practical, sothat evenwomenand childrencandefendthem, but fromafar they must appear tohouseanimpregnable
fortress.”

Victisbegantounderstand Adonis' vision. Inhismindhe' dalready viewed be' tlashiatuggingat strongthongs
madeof bubohide, hauling upwardrock and mortar. And hecoul dview thecrend | ationsand battlementsfollowing
about thehand-hewnwalkwaysthat they must worry fromthepeak’ ssides. “ Aye! Butitwill costinman-power
andmuscle”

Adonisgrinned, wavinghisleft handabout, flexingand unflexing fivenew andgoodfingers. Hair hada sobegun
togrow at Adonis’ head andface, just like Amati and hisL ord and M aster, Romero.

Victisthough crude speaking, and oft-timesoverly practical, had cometoworshipthegiant, asAmati had
foretoldthat all would. Victislistened carefully while Adoni sdescribed dozensof destructivedevicesfromancient
worlds.

®

After many cyclesthey had compl eted constructiononthemostimportant heights: Rocksthat couldbeeasily
toppledwereba anced atopwalls. Sometimeshereand therewhol efunnel sof smaller pebbleswerestackedinchutes
that could beopened by achildorwoman, or oneof theweaker mal es. Piled highweredry stickleweedsfrom desert
floorways. They could beignited and used either tothrow upon attackersor could heat fatsand watersthat would
bepoured upon bes egersbel ow. Thousandsof arrowsweremanufactured. Adonistrainedall that could holdthe
bow.

When Adoniswassatisfied, hewarnedVictis: “ Our caveshavebeen hollowed fromafragilesubstance, a
sandstone, andthehollowsbeneaththeseridgesgo hither and thither inwaysunknown. Wehaveour front and most
obviousportion protected, now wemust seetoour rear.”’

Thusitwasthat deepwithinthemountainrange, andfar bel ow therootsof their sasndstonel odgings, they came
upontheriver of Sil’ lahc, astench so powerful that only thosecoul dtolerateit whowereprotected by eating desert
rootswhich narcotizedthestomach’ sinvoluntary reactions.

Oh, and of course, Jonto, withhisdark black eyes, all lidsopened, lovedtovisit thereandtoflutter andtohop
upandover and acrossthestrange, odorousriver, asthoughit werebathinginthenoxiousfumes.

Finally all wasfinished, andtrainingwasputintoroutineunder Victis.

“OhAmati,” Adonissaid oneblueevening.“| havelearnedthat you arewiseinwaysthat most arenot, andthat
youtruly seeafar. Why am| unhappy?’

Amati’ seyes, though blind and unseei ng, seemed to blaze, asthough each contained agigantic, freshly formed
jewel. “Nomanmay behappy without hefirst removehiscloak of desire, or that hesucceedinfatteningit.”’

“That answer isambiguous, OhAmati. I sitthat | would bemorethanhuman?That | will not besatisfiedwith
guardingour children?That | amvain, andknowitnot?’

“If amanwill beginwithcertainties, hewill endindoubt. Y ou, my son, havebegunwith doubt, andwill endwith
certainties”’
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“ Restl essnessi sdiscontent, thefirst necessity toprogress.”

“But | amdisconsolate.”

“Y ouaredisconsol ateand wander wall snot of your choosing, my son.”

“They havebeguntocall meAmati, Oh Great One. | donotwishtostandinyour shawl, for | amdesignedas
servitortoanother.’’

Amati appearedto sadden.

“HisnameisRomero. RomerodeM organ. Andwhen | ambesidehimmy heartthrobsasoneinlove, my fingers
andtoestingle, asthoughalover. My knowledgebegreat, and my mind benot dull-witted, yet | standbesidehim
tongue-tied, andadolt.”’

Amati sighed. “Itisasl feared. Without that oneyou areincompl ete.”

Jonto hoppedto Adonis’ shoulder, seekingtomock themboth, saying: “Romero, Greatest!””

Adonislaughedand pettedtheshimmering scal e-fegthers. “ItisevenasJontosays, OhMighty Amati. Romero
istheGreatest. It cannot beotherwise.”

“Thechildrenloveyou. Anditisasl say. Oneday weshall befreeof thisdegeneracy curse. All will havehair,
and perfectionof figure, and onceagainwewill commandthestarsto moveandthey will move, accordingtoour
bidding.”’

73

Adonis treasure-houseof scientificdatacouldhardly imaginethenecessary power andknowledgebehindthe
creationand positioning of their threesuns. Ongivingfurther thought, herealized that someonehad commandedthis
Cairemianworldtobesurrounded by red, whiteand bluestars, andto moveabout Cairema. The patriarch is not
all-seeing. Adonissaid: “I loveyou, OhAmati, asdoall your children, but asyou havevoiced, | amincomplete
without Romero. Eachcell criesalonely grief, analready lost battle.”’

“Y ouaresafehere, and may grow withyour heart.”

“lI must seek.”

Amati frowned, and seemedtol ook againintothepenetrating butinvisibleblue. Hes ghed, clenching hisfist
athischest. “Y ouwill beendangered beyondbelief. Y ouwill suffer cruelty asnever dreamed. What canl, your
Amati, say that will bringthesethoughtsandfeelingstoyou?Doyounot stand at acrossroad?’

Adonisbowed.

“Still youwill survive, andgrow stronger at heart.” Amati begantocry, histearssprinklingliberaly over hisrobes.
“I cry becauseof thepain| seecomethroughyour body, washingitfor alifetime. How canl, your Amati, do other
than seek for youtheother road?’

“What isontheother roadway, Oh Amati?’

“Cairema sgodswill beinharmony withyou. They will hear youinthewashof winda onggulleysandthedither
of desert beast along sandways. They will senseyour odor withthesweetjumperspl acedineach pot. What more
might apathway bring?-- But to heartenthe poor and suffering, to givethem ahopethat they can not otherwise
envison?’

“Qur children haveyou, Oh Amati. But tell me, quickly. Doesthe second pathway also hold Romero de
Morgan?’

Amati frownedandblinked hissightlesseyes. “ Alas, my son. Y ouareinstinctively wiser thanisyour Amati,
withall hislongvision. ThereisnoRomerodeM organonthesecond pathway.’’

“Andonthefirst pathway?Doeshestridethere?’

“Aye.Y our RomerodeMorgandoessostridethere. Itwill befrightfully long beforeyour step reacheshim.
Go! Go! My son. Itisyour destiny, andfor whichyouwerecreated.”’

XXVI

Al’ cayde sdavesstraggled downd ope, stumbling, shiveringand shaking. Bubos, indifferent to coldor heet,
carriedthosewhowereworst bitten. Thefew who hadfrozen solidwerel eft behind, oneday tofall freely embedded
infrozenice, their body'sunknown, downkilometerssteepgorgesat theglacier’ s-- andthewater's-- terminal end.
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A caydeperml'ﬂeﬁ {Remrestandtheuseof thesilver cylinderswhenthey reached thebroad-leafedstumbletwist
line, explaining: “ TheOldendoesnot functionwell whentemperatureislow.”

Nostranger toNess ibush use, Romerowasyet fascinated by therapidity withwhichnecrosisand caseation
healed.

Eventhoughall food carried by thebuboswasgone, they rai sed crackling firesand werecontent.

Watcheswereset. RomerodeMorgandeptfitfully, afaint twitch of hisblack-linemoustachenow andthen
marking newly roused, dream-statedesiresandfrustrations.

Hewaswakened by achoking, sul phurousodor and thesharpdoublecrack of crail. Al’ caydewasshouting:
“Attack! Awakeyoulazy daves! Awakeoryou' |l never wakenagain!”

Bubossgueeked and grunted and scrabbled and rocked fromsideto side. Theharsh scrapeand clangor of
shieldand broadswordresounded over thestill, cool mountainair. Oneof Al’ cayde’ sthickset and most proficient
officerspushedthroughtheir scraggledlineand surprisingly arrangedeveryoneintoacrudeand straggly defensive
formation.

“What isit?’ someoneasinnocentasRomeroinsisted.

“Sroop!” someoneunidentifiableshouted, | eavingmostjust asignorant, a though somevaguememory seemed
tostir Romero.

Slinging cyclebladeswhooshed. Thrown pointed stoneswhi stled asdid whippinglassoesand chains. Clay
bottleswerethrown. Romerospeared one, having gottenbut abrief glimpseof shudderinghorrorsbeforehisstomach
revoltedandhemust heaveandclutchat it. Thestenchcameunbearabl e, until dl wererollingontheground, ssomachs
clampedagainstagony.

Romeroopenedeyestoabaresquint throughripplingconvulsions. Al’ cayde, leavingbehind heavy casualties,
seemedto beretreatinginorderly fashion, a beit ssomachschurning and heaving asthey swung broad bladesand
crals,

Asuncaring asacorpse, Romero sprawled limply acrossanother who al sotwitched spasmodically.

Sroopiansroughly threw himwithothersover atwitchingbe' tlasia, ahorned birdthat swiveledfromsidetoside
asittrotted, transmittting eachthumptohisaching body.

Eyessitill clenched against theoverpowering but dissi pating stench, Romero did not seenor careto seewho
ledthebeast, suchwastheagony, whilehisnew captor, asmall personage, wal ked proudly ahead waving acatena
of oddmentsthisway andthat while small children paddedsilently alongside. WhenRomeroforced openhiseyes,
hedidnotfor themoment recognizethemaschildren, they weresomishapen. They scurriedhereandtherelikeflocks
of flyingeaglows, thosebird-lizardsthat flitter rapidly duringday’ sgreatest visibility.

Thebe' tlasiauponwhichhewasbound rai sed along, scal ed neck and turned about to peer indelicately into
Romero’ swatery eyes.

“Giveway! Giveway!” shouted hisproud captor, theanimal’ sleader.

Thebeast pecked at Romero’ stwitchinglegwhichactionfortunately for deMorganwasnoted by thebeast’s
guide. Double-whipwhistled backward striking thecuriousbeast between sunkeneyeridges, at whichthebeast
seemedto belchandthen quickly turned about, havinglostall interestinitsburden.

Romero’ sstomachnolonger gulpedfor life. Behindhimanother be' tlasiasteppedlively, dsocarryingacaptive.
That beast seemedto gasp, whencetriplerowsof chisledteethdisplayedinthecool, cleanair.

Clouds-- real clouds-- cumulusand altocumulus, fleecy, whitish-bathed-in-red, globul ar and flattened,
momentarily scudded acrossthesky, hidingthered sun. A strong breezehustled uphill. Romero’ sthoughts, only
partialy recovered, reflected: Does God awaken?

Thestenchwastotally gone. Clever people, Romerorememberedthinking.

Hedid not expect apopular cathexis, having lived solong amongst barbaric simplicitiesand elementary
emotions, sansphilosophical moodor displays. At acrossroad grotesquebut recogni zably humanfiguresgathered
noisly toview thecaptured parade.

Somesmiledandwaved. Onethrew flowersat their feet, big, sweet-scented, phosphorescently glowinggreen
andorange.

®
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Romero and ﬁ‘ sca&wes clompedinto astark canyonway that twisted and turned and soon clever raised
stonework coul d beseenthat ssmul ated theappearanceof tall towersand battlements, asthoughacity grandrose
frombehindhighhills.

Their actua livingquarterswerecavescarvedintothesidesof steep-risingcliffs.

Onesufferingagapebreathedloudly, saying, withawe: “Hehashair,” and most followed Romero.

Thechant wasgrasped and rai sed by the multitudes, and grew asthey travel ed deeper through clustering
caveways.

“Hehashair!”

Orsimply, “Hair! Hair!”

Onewithlong, tanglingandwhiteandgrey curl satop hisown head approached withthedignity of apatriarch.

Romero’ scaptor bowed deferentially, saying:

“Ohgreat Amati. Y ou havetaught usthemilk of mother’ sbreast. Y ouwho havescol ded the skiesand wedded
themountains. Ohgreat andgloriusleader...*’

Therewasmore, but Romero’ snewly alert mind couldbut follow hiseyesfrommal etofemale. Never hadhe
seensuchdistortions, or, at best, but rarely. Hereextralegsor arms, theretwo heads, onefloppingloosely, anidiot’s
expressi onanddroolingmouth, twisted dwarvesandfidgity midgets, d ender stalkswithbumpsliketwistlethorns,
beefy and cartiliginousmonsters, thecautiousand thecavdi er, thosewho cavorted and thosewhowerecarried, sans
legs, mouthsaskew, nosesmispl aced, eyestwi sted and seeded, or reddened and dri pping, hereadragging cecum,
amurmuringthroat, astutteringand burbling, acryingand hawking... ..

But Amati -- hewiththewhiteandgrey curls-- wasperfection, amovingand pi cturesquestatueof thehuman,
witheyesthat glistened prideand humility for historturedflock. Hisflock gathered about himdeferentialy listening
andsilently, respectfully, touching hisclean, whiterobe.

Great Amati stoppedthelamenter withanambidextrouswave. “Whatisit?’

“QOur missionhasnot beenentirely successful, Oh Great One! "

Theoldster strodefrom beast to beast peering at burdens. “ It hasbeen said that convertsshall befew, aswill
bethesaved.”

Bowinglow, Romero’ scaptor agreed, saying: “Itistrue, Oh Great One. They scattered at our stencheslike
fidgity groundwurchseekingcover, leavingthree.”

Romero wondered if perhaps his captor suffered from amblyopia, for he squinted and seemed to search
everywherefor thePatriarch’ ssound-- likeasmall boy waitingfor lessonsto beapproved. Healsopickedat his
nose. Thenhiscaptiveasked: “Hasit not been said that after our trial sweshall returntothewaysof hair?”’

“Thatistruth, my son,” saidthekindly patriarch, apparently not at al | excited over Romero’ soddity of having
hair.

“Thenhavel not brought you onewho hasbeen cleansed, Oh Great One?Isnot histrialsended?”’

TheGreat Oneshambled over toRomeroand squintedrefl exively asheambl ed al ong, whencehereached out
astrongveined hand until hefelt therough hideof Romero’ smount. Hishandwasthenguided upwardwhereitfelt
gingerly of thethinlineat Romero’ slip, thesolidblack strandsat hishead, andthenit returnedtofee themall over
again. Tearsforcedthrougheyesthat Romero must now recogni zeasbeautifully innocent andblind. Theblindman
said: “Itisso. Our day cometh!”

®

Amati’ scavernwasnot thelargest, nor themost ornate, for hewastruly ahumbleperson.

“Y oushall berobedinwhite,” Amati explainedwithsomepridetohisvisitor, hiseyesstaring outward, where
Whitehad come. Soft, re-worked andwhitened sti ckleweed clothswerewound about him, anditwasdone.

“ AndPurity andLoveshdl serveyouaways,” anditwasso, Purity beingami sshapenandgrinningfema edwarf
withgrotesquehumpat her back, whileL ovewasashyly smilingfemal emidget.

“What of my two campanions?’ Romero asked.

Amati visibly saddened. “ They havedied of wounds.”

“TheNess ibush?’
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Alréady tracedWithgr grief lines, thePatriarch’ sfaceturned asthough dark andlonely. Hehoarsely whi spered:
“Ananti-god. Itisforbidden.”

Againtheword" Sroop" tickled at Romero’ smemory, and again hefailed to penetratethememoriesthrough
time. Hispast that stretched beyond most wasfilled withtriviaandidlethoughtsbest | eft buried.

“Herewelivesmply,” Amati explained. “ Thosewho candraw water do so. Thosewho canreapand sow, do
s0. Thosewho huntwell, do so. Each havetheirways. Nonearebegrudged. Eachisfilledduringtheawaiting.’’

“Towhat doweawait?’

“Thereturnof man.”

“1 donot understand, Oh Patriarch. Arewenot all men?’

TheAmati smiledgently. “ L ook about you. These, my children, areunblessed. Somewhereagreat sinhas
confronted Cairema, leaving burdenssuchasyou see. Think youthesearemen?”’

“Itistruel haveseen better breedingandshapesintheC’ Lanthianlands, but now andthenonewithsomefeature
distorted hascomeamongus, yet they wereconsidered men.”’

“1 haveheard of thedistant|and. Suchisfamiliar tome, wherenobledistressesnobl e, suborningthespirit of
sdlf, thespirit of community, thespirit of Cairema.”’

“Canpeoplewhoareimperfect represent thewill of your God?Andthosewhoaremorenearly so, theabsence
of hiswill?’

TheAmati reached out, carressingRomero’ shair. “ Do not speak of “your' God, for theGod of Cairemais
everyone sGod.”

“| shall try toremember that, Amati. Still | amuncomfortablewithimperfect|ogic. Whatam| tothink whenthose
whoaremost grotesquerepresent thewill of God?’

ThePatriarchsighed, saying: “These, my children, suffer becauseGod’ swill hasbeenthwarted. L egendsspeak
of Cairemaasalandwhereflowedthewill of Godinal things. Man,inobeyingthewill, wasmighty, control lingwinds
and wavesand stirring Cairema sbowels, and man propagated truly. Then camethose who bred untrue, thus
demonstrating that manhad not followed Hiswill. Afterward Godwithdrewtomourn.”’

“Couldit not havebeentheother way? That God withdrew, andthusmen bred untrue?’

“Blasphemy!

“1 cannotwholly blameyoufor it, asitisthrough God’ swill that you’ vecometolearnof hiswill.”’

Romerosufferedhimself tobeundressed by thetwotitteringimps, whoa sobrought warmwater and soft cloths.
Whitewasnearly past, light bluepending, andfiressprang up hereand thereacrossdeep chasmsandinsidevented
diffdes

“1 cannot believein Godswhosolovetheir childrenthat they must asomaimand degrade,” Romerogroused
beforeturninginfor deep.

“Youwill,” whispered Amati, blank eyesseemingto piercethedark cavernwall andbeyondfarintoblue.

After magentacamered, with clonking of crockery and clutter of firesticksasPurity and L oveputtered and
prodded.

Romerostretched and then searchedfor hissword, whichlay bes dehim beneath soft bed-clothing. Clutching
itlikeafriend, helaughedandarose.

Onewhowascephalicwaddledincarryingacrockery pan, which Purity took and set upon aflat stonedeeply
blackened, and onthecavernfloor.

Purity’ shipstwisted about widely asshewaddled. Her legsand armswerestumpy. Her head wasoverlong,
appearing either humorousor frightening, depending uponhow oneviewedher. Shedippedinthefirstladlewitha
stubby finger andtasted. Shesmiled sweetly, gently, andthendipperedthefirs offeringtoRomero. Her smileseemed
to Romeroasthough part of Amati had beendrawninward andthereafter waitedinsidethediminutivedwarf for
Romeroto draw upon himwhenever hechosetodo so.

“Itistasty andfilling,” Romerocomplimentedwhenfinished.

ShecourtsiedandturnedtoL ove, whowasinsharpcontrast S mply petiteand otherwiseproperly proportioned.
Lovewipedgruel fromRomero’ smoustacheand nearly criedwhen Romerotriedtohelp.

®
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“Tt ey havethe| i dutiesandwill notbel essened,” Amati explainedonentering. “ Pray permitthementranceinto
yourlife”

Romerothrew over andtugged onhisnew whitefine-spunstickleweedrobes, attaching scabbard and belt over
themandbucklingtightly. “I had not giventhought --,” hebowedlow, “ -- but hereafter | shall respect Sroopian
ways.”’

Amati smiled.” Thatisthefirststep.”

Victis earspushed outward andthey wereroundedinaway that made hishead appear microcephalitic. His
eyes, small dotsthat glowed cyano, darted back andforthasmuchasAdonis’ eyeshad done. Hishands, bigger
thanRomero’ s,wiel dedaxeor pikewithfreeabandon, or threw heavy rocksthat heheftedwiththeeaseof alevitator.
Aschief watcher andguardian of thepasses, hewasal soinchargeof securingconverts. Without Ness ibush, training
inweaponsand handto hand combat waslesshazardous, better thought through, brokeninto component partsfor
easeinthegainingof important sequential martial skills. Nearly astall asRomero, hismeinwasawaysserious, his
voicelow, sometimesgrowly, thoughtoal | hewasknownasgentleand considerate. Now that Romerowasnearly
converted, accordingto Amati’ ssayings, VictiscametoinculcatedeMorgan, saying: “Firstyoumust seethe
battlements, and afterwardwe' |1 show you passagesand cauldrons.”’

Thoughtheir biology begrotesquely arrayed, childrenbehavedwel | asthey passed al ong Sroop caveways. All
bowedwithrespect, asdid theelders, and each stayed busy at tasks. Be' tlashiayokedto plowsweredriven by
some, and plantingscontinuedthroughout every cycle. Water coursed downfromsduiceschidedintohard stone.
Now, asthey passed by, womenand somementhrew cl othingintogurgling s ui cewaysand pounded themwithrocks,
whileothershurriedtohangthemonsharp pikesor linesthat dangled fromwall towall acrossthecanyonfloorway,
floodingwhitewithflapping color. Pungent, unfamiliar scents, tantalizing and mysterious, drifted fromopen
doorways.

Never acrossword, evenduringred, nor scolding, or murderouschase, did Romero overhear or see.

Victissigna ed uphigh. Ropeladdersplopped downward. They clambered upward. At last they stood behind
thebattlements, thosedeceptiverocksand wall sthat gavetheappearanceof acity fromafar. Romeroinspected
thestones. “How werethese brought?Isthisthework of the Sroop?’

Victis earsfloppedlikelittlefanswhen heshook hishead upanddownandfromsidetoside. “ Amati.”

Romero, thinking of theblindand agingleader, asked, “ Amati ?’

“ Amati useback, and be’ tlashia.”

Victis may havebeenamilitary genius, but hewasnot especially informative. Romeroscratched hishair head
--whichactionbrought widened and wondering eyes-- and hetried toimaginehow any of thesediminutivemen
withevenadozen of theungraceful beastsharnessedtogether could carry suchrocks. Heshrugged. Therewere
mysterieseverywhere.

They went ontoinspect stonesthat werekept piled and used to drop on unwary enemies.

Woodsand grasseswerestoredindry cavesnearby, and potsfor boilingliquids. Channel sdesignedintothe
wall structureinsured that thoseclimbingwoul d recel vean overwarmreception.

“Itiswell thought through,” hecomplimented Victis,whonearly smiledwith pleasure.

They descended downand down, lower thanthecaveways, following fluted ventsancient when Cairemawas
millionsof yearsyounger. Torchestiedtowal I sflickeredyellow andgreen. A sulphurousodor reeked ever stronger.
Finally Romerocouldgonofurther, hisstomach churning andfighting back.

Victis sorrowful and apol ogetic eyesfluttered ashehanded over asmall root. “ Chew,” heordered.

Romero’ sstomachstilled, andagainhebreathed easily.

Still downwardthey shuffledby flickeringtorchlights, until they stood bes deal akethat burbl ed and plopped.
Seepagesof many huestrickled downthedark chamber wall, wormingtheir way injoint kal el doscopi cribbons.
Gasesrupturedandburbled. Victisexplained, pointing: “Sil’ [ahc.”

A stinking cauldronat God’s bowels ? Romeroinwardly pondered, needing nofurther description of thismost
potentweapon. Neither C' Lanthiansor M’ Kras anshad anythingsimilar, nor hadthey giventhoughttosuchhumane
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weapons
Several behind Victisfilled pouchesand othersrepl aced sputtering torchesbeforethey returned upward.

78

Romerocouldnot faulthisnew life. Itwasacrazy religiouscommune, thegentleand grotesquegoinghandin
hand. But then aren’tall religions likewise ? hemused, oncehaving saidto Amati: “ Pleasuresof fleshareusually
frowned upon, gentleFather, yet without such pleasuresaracedies. How isthis?’

“Wedonotinhibit pleasures, my son. Havel not givenyou Purity and Love?’

Itwastrue. Evenashestroked steadily, asnow, pleasuremountedto crescendo. Lovewaspetite. Whenhe
firstnotedhow coyly sheglanced at hisundressedformwithlargebrowneyes, hewascertainshe’ dbe noexcitable
bed partner. Now shewasbedded, she panted and pulled at himlikeany other.

Andwhat of Purity?Well, atfirsthe' dtriedtogtifflehisrevulson, closingeyesand|ettingtoucha oneguidethem.
Now they bothpleasuredinbringingtos multaneousfruitionafrightful cleansing.

Love and Purity! What more could man want?

Hewaswakenedby thechancel lor at arms, acall that thunderedthroughtheir valley likerumbling earthshakes.
Menandwomen, childrenand ol dsters, tumbled and stumbledtheir waystoall otted positions.

Victispoppedinand beckoned. Soon Romerowasscrambling upladdersand runningwalkwayswith Victis.
Fromtheir vantagethey couldview hundredssingly strugglingthroughanarrow defile.

“Al’ cayde!l” Romeroexplicated, catching sight of thethick head and easily recognizableclothing.

“Itisso. Our travel erssay hesearchesfor you.”

Remembering Alcayde’ sgreedy eyeswatchingRomero’ sviewingof thedistant MIM S-- sittinghighatopthe
ancient moundways-- Romeroexplained: “ Al’ caydethinksmethekey to Godhood.”

Startled, Victissoberly replied: “ Perhapswebelievelikewise, OhHairy one!”

Puzzled, but not yet chapfallen, Romero closedtotheparapet and | eaned over towatch.

Victis forcesneeded noinstructions, sowell werethey trained. At each sidedropped Sil’ lahc. Romero’'s
stomach clutchedandheheaved. “1 forgot,” heweakly explained, rushingtheroot into hismouthand suckingit.

Victisactually smiled.

Below, bubosand men stampeded outward, | eaving behind assorted bundl esand weapons.

Redfast dippedaway duringthestrangemel ee, but Romerowassurehe’ d caught thesharp glint of valuable
Ness'ibusheslyingamongtheclutter. “ Come,” hewavedat Victis. “Wemust ook tothespoils.”

Already Sroopthrongscollected weaponsand piledthemhighatopbe’ tlasias.

Alas! hewastoolate. ThelastirreplaceableNess ibush crackled loudly fromaheavy rock, shatteringinto
thousandsof crystallinepieces.

“AndsoOldenwaysshall diminish,” Romerosighed, paraphrasingtheGreat Patriarch.

XXVII

Amati wouldnotlivevery long.

Onebrisk blueRomerowassummoned to squat besidethegreat one. “I shall nameyou Amati, the Singer of
Souls!” Theelder Amati quietly pronouncedto Romero.

Amati did not seemdrugged, though hewasradiant asthewhitesun. ThePatriarch asked: “Haveyouheard
of Mati?’

“Yes, but | wouldlearndear Amati.”

“Itisthe God who guidesus, who feedsus, who clothesusand makesuswel | whensick.”’

“1 understand someof thewaysof Gods, Oh Great One, but | seethat many who plant and reapa sofeed us,
andthereareNess ibushestoheal whenall elsefails.”

“Healingtubescost our hair, andthey blasphemeagainst God’ swill.”

“Butmaster. Y ouand | havehair. Whyishair soimportant?’

“Ah!” Eyesseemedtoglow of aninner light. “ Hair isacharacteristicof Godhood.”’

Romerosmiled. “ThenMati hashair.”
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“|t15s0, Oh Céansad One

Romerorestrained| aughter. Hehad long beenaway fromthoseof hair, hismemory, however, till quitecapable
of restoringtheprickleandtingleof scratchy partspressedinvibrant|oveagainst hisown. Hethought: 7do not suffer
amenti in that respect. My mind is clear.

“Wheredol findthisMati ?’

“Itisnear, yet far. Only thosewho areproperly cleansed may reach.”

“l havealifetime, OhMaster,” Romerosoberly replied, thinking of hisalready overlonglife.

“Youareasoldasmy colony. L ook after my children. LeanthemtoMati.”

“Me?’ Romeroasked, startled.

“Yes”

They staredtogether at rising haze, and watched through themagentachangeintored: oneoutwardly seeing
and perplexed, theotherinwardly seeingand sure.

They seemedtogrow closer. Romerospokeagain: “Master, | havebeenwithyoufor long. Y ouhavebeen
stolidand honest with me, asstrong astheboul dersof thismountain, asdeepasthegorges. Y ouhavel ed adistraught
and suffering peopl ewith awisdom seldomfound e sewhere. Canyoutell mehow thiscameabout?’

“ItisMati.”

“I fail tounderstand.”

Asif anamicewerethrownover hishead, theolder onemoved and seemedtol ook upward at thenow dark
redsun. “Neither dol, My Son. But | sensethat oneday youwill.”

“Master, | havetraveled many lands, even other worlds, andl liveoverlong.”

Thepatriarchsmiled.

“l knew that, My Son-- themoment | first touchedyour hairs.”

“Islifetocontinuewithmeforever?’

“Lifeispartof all. Wecomefromall. Thevery dust that putsustogether isconsciousof our beingforitisitsalf.”

“l amspeakingliteraly, OhMaster. | havealready lived oneof your lifetimes, anddonot seemtoage. Maidens
andyoungwivesfind merefreshingandvigorousand seek after my roots.”’

Theelder smiledagain. “ Godscanbeamoristic!”

79

WhenRomerowoke, red had passed again, andwhitewasal ready midway. Amati theelder stood over Amati
theyounger. Theel der ssemedtosuffer fromamphibol ogy, for hissentenceswerenot: “ Depart, | havecome, must.”
Hewaved over Amati theyounger asceptor consisting of red, whiteand bluerocksembededinblack clay.

“Master!” Romeroexclaimed, and shouted after thedwel lers.

Thoughtotally blind, theold onedirected hisgazeintothewhitesun. “Not body. Gol!”

Seekingtodelay, Romeroasked, “ Where, OhMaster?’

Otherscrowded about. Theold one sat.

“Where, Oh Master? Wheredoyougo?’

But theradiancewasgone, thehusk empty and coarse.

XXVII
Y earsearlier, when Romerowasstill pursuingtheteas ng shadow-shapeof L olain Juli‘sshadow, andduring
atimewhenL olawasad eep, she dreamed: Silver metal refl ected soft, magical lightsasL ol atraverseddownlengthy
hallways, steppingfromgently dopingramptorampinher shadow: petite, dark-eyed, skincreamed, small of breast
and narrow of hip-- thelnspector’ sshadow.

Now andthenasshepassed through silently diding doorwaysthat worked of magic, too, her mind seemedto
flicker and burst with knowledgeabout thevari ousand shiny magical devicestobefoundineach. Itisacastle, and
thelnspector knowsit not, shemused, shuddering with thesplintering and opening of each of God’ scontrived
memories.

A door silent and stilled, unopened by thel nspector’ speopl e, and unlike otherspassed, seemedtowarn of
terribledoom. L olawanted to scream, but could not.
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Oen the ?foor Ey this motion, God seemed to say.
“1 doyour bidding, OhLiege, but cannot control my terriblefear.”

Discriminate, shewasordered.

Thetangleof bubblememoriesevaporated and sheawoke, still intheland of C’ LanthintheCity of T’ Lanth,
her woven coversscattered aboutinfreneticdisarray.

Shedidnot want to, but her mind must dwell ontherepeating dream. Shewasbitingtogether lipsevenasthe
outer chamber door opened. Her mindfinally confrontedthe residual emotion: * | must destroy, andamfearful,”
shebeganto mutter, endingwithaloud, shrill voice, eyeswideand straining to seebeyond thedream, evenas
trembling handsclutched her head betweenthem.

L ola sshadow changed. Againher hair shinedgold, asdidflecksinher eyes, and her vol uptuousnaturehad
becomeobviousy RomerodeMorgan’ simaging. “ I will protectyou, my Lady,” hadcomeRomero’ strainedand
vibrantvoice, ashehad rushedwithin, holdinghishilarioudy thinweaponat fore. “Knowyouthisdimsilver diver
hasbested C' Lanth’ sbest?’

Shehadwantedtotitter at theboast, thinkingonly of her father’ ssturdy guardsmen, andhow they might have
withstood thispuny sword. Still, therewererumorsof hisprowess. She paused. With more than one point.

Gatheringtogether her cloak and dipping behindawoven, brightly painted screen, shehad said: “A dream. A
nightmare. | ambedding A’ stic. Nofor your protectionand boast!"”’

Therehad been abouncing, thuddingsound, asthoughaheavy fist had dasheditsel f againstasolidcarvenchair.

Shehad peeked through acrack in her screen.

Romero’ sblack-line moustache had seemedto quiver, and hewashol ding hisbreath.

L ola shreastshad seemedto swell with hisstrongimaging and shehad wanted to pressthem back to decent,
norma size.

“Heiscatamite, ayoungboy usedinpederast,” heteased. " Only C’ Lanth himself knowsthedepredationsof
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“Hebedswell,” shehadteasedinturn, atlast snugging downher real coveringandtyingit beneath her shadow.

Romero hadreachedfor hispouch, drawingforthasmall parcel wrappedinsoftlokeplant leaves. L et usnot
quarrel,” hespokequietly. “1 havebrought youacate, whichisrichandtasty.”

She'dsniffedandnibbledatit. “1 likethetaste,” she’ dsaid, but her eyeswerewary, amost frightened.

Hewasnot the clod she’ d cometo meet here, there, and everywhere. Poised, easy with words, educated
beyondanyoneof her experience, L olaremainedfrightened. Onasking Godfor advice, sheonly learnedthat Helper
Discriminates,whichhadleft her moreconfused. Angry at herself andalsoat her confusion, she’ d stamped her
foot and ordered Romerooui.

Hecould but bow and, eyeaskance, backed forthright from her presence, especially asbothburly guardsin
theinner alcovehad heard and responded to her preemptory shout.

Beforeher memorieswereunscrambl ed, thel nspector had glidedinwithmeasured gait. He ddressedinloose
foldsof red, whiteand blue, hoodall aglitter withslver emblemsthat presumably placed hisstatusaboveeveryone' s
includingC’ Lanth. Hislong, leanandhungry facematchedhisthin, dinkingfingers. Shecouldnot ha ttheimmediate
andunfavorablecomparisonwithothers.

I do not trust him. No. I hate him and would kill him, so strong is my feeling.

Hisshadow had enfol ded her and shrouded her ascl osely ashiscloak had shrouded him.

It is necesary. A key. God seemed to respond.

Evenso, Lolawasnot clear astothenatureof thecommuni cation, havingautonomical ly and unthinkingly fought
against God' sundecipherablemessages.

“Sitdown, littleone,” thelnspector had cordially invited, pointingtoapl ushly covered bench nearby.

Lolahad doneasbid.

Hea sohad sat, but at theedgeof her rumpledbower. Sniffing, he' dasked: “ Thehairy one. What canyoutell
meof him?’
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Lola ads%%'ra‘%ea emotionsfor the sourceof her dislike. Failingtofindit, she’danswered: “Heiswitty,

persistent --.” Obviously unabletofindacorrect word, thel nspector hadinserted: “ Personable?Comfortable?’

She’ d shaken her head, no.

“Didheremindyouof anyone?’

She' dreflectedfor long, and then shook her headinthenegativeagain.

He dpeeredintoher newly shadowed eyesasthough studyingarareand sensitiveOlden, or perhapsabuzzbird
whoseflight hasstilled andisplummeting earthword. Then: “Nooooo.” He dshakenhishead.“ Y oudonotlie.What
of hishair?Doesnot hiscompulsionbringittoyour head, a'so?lsit not liketheshadow of yourself?’

“Thatistrue,myliege.”

“Fromwhencedoeshehail 7’

“Not Cairema, my liege. Another world, hesays.”

Thelnspector had beensilent overlong, and pensive. Then: “ Ah! Haveyoubedded him?’

L olahad been startled. Shestarted to answer, feeling misgivingsno matter what her final answer, but the
I nspector interrupted again, saying: “Nomatter. | know theanswer.” He dwaved hissender fingers.“We'll stay
longer. Learnall that you can! Itismy conclusionthat you areboth affected by an Olden. I intendtolearnfrom
where.”’

Her shadow had bowed when he abruptly rose and paced out.

®

Asshadow hadfollowed shadow, bed had followed bed, tonoavail. God alwayspronounced censorship-
- rejectionof issue -- by meansof ratios, magneticresonancesand sooninalanguagegenerationsaheadof Lola' s
progenitors. Itall added uptonon-viability.

SometimesL olafelt that thedangerousl nspector exposed hisweaknesseswhen herefusedtoadmit hisown
lack of knowledge, aswhenhe’ dfailedto penetrate Romero’ sor Lola ssecret. That wasgood, becausenow he
must rationaizehisfailures, keepingbothaivelonger.

Inany event L oladidwell respondingtothishaughty liege, evenasshedidwel | bed after bedinrespondingto
God' swishes.

L acking companions, she, thelonely Priestessfromdistant and cold Abro, spokein her mind ever moreoften
toher God, onecycleadvising: Since I do ratherwell at controlling more than one shadow, perhaps more direct
commands from you -?

Helper discriminates.

It is unlike woman to be forever thrown onto her own resources. I do not wish to discriminate. I choose
to be natural, with natural instincts, and to desire and be satisfied by direct guidance.

Goddid not respondto her growing petulance.

Do 1 differ from others? Am I shadow of shadow? Inside this stubborn cloak, weaved of man’s
imagination, am I?

Theidealoomed colossal, so sheasked: Am I destined to shadow all men in all things? Am I destined to
bed again and again? A never ending fornication in search of God’s magic symbols? What catharsis wipes
away shadows as easily as the run of my monthly sacrifice? Am I to be forever Catty and Catspaw? Humble
and avaricious? Buxom and flat? Bouncing and stiff? All lay to all layers? For God you do not pay mind to
my lonely caveats -!

Intimeshelearnedto sel ect her shadow, whencetheinevitabl ehappened. Shechoseoneproviding maximum
security andminimumvisi bility fromamiddle-aged man. Theshadow had dightly pendul ousjawsandbright red
nodes covering skin from three-toed bottoms to almost wholly flat top. “My shadows have tested every
disfigurement, sowhat carel for my own extradigitsand warty complexion,”” she mumbled when the cloak
descended, and sheseemed thereafter to disappear fromtheHallsof T’ Lanth, whichindeed shehad.

Sheretiredtotheoutskirtsof theCity of T’ Lanthwheresheblended, or attemptedtoblend, withC' dosis' kind,
abland, subtley snooty middleclassthat neither sucked at thetit of royalty’ sfavors, nor muckedthesuckingcity
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C’ dosiscoul d not bel ievehisgoodfortuneinfindinganother justlikeO’ ocodis, afirstwifeof somemany cycles
past, long deceased. Strickenat once, he' dinvited Lolato hisboard and bed, saying-- nay -- almost stuttering
hissaying: “1--1--C dosisof T' Lanth -- have -- own -- am -- partnerswiththosewhorun-- ah--lead-- caravans
for -- ah -- trade goods. Honor -- ah -- stay with -- ah -- join the saf ety of -- ah -- my humble home.”’

Her shadow did not fedl witty or overly responsive, thecathexistakinglittleof her nervousenergy tomaintain.
Nomatter how themal ethought sheresponded, by sayinglittle, and volunteeringless, hisstateof mindresponded
maximally. True, C' dosis' heart and happinessincreased ahundred-fold. Althoughbeita sonot saidthat C' dosis
neighborswereunhappy, for at | ast they each had athingin commontobond against, recognizinginL olaasif by
instinct, afemal etoo settled, too perfect, tooresponsivetobegenuine.

Lolareturned onecycletohear twoladies, R’ esaand F af a, beforeher doorway, neither having yet spotted
her. Oneexclaimed: “ Sheisthemagicof atrickster, theoffal of an Olden!”

Lolastoppedandlistened. “C’ dosiscallsusjea ousfools,” R’ esadeclared withvehemence.

“Gah!” sworeF afa. " He' sblind, likeall fool men. Draintheir cyclicenergieseachblue, they arepacifiedlike
small babies, ssomachsmilk-filled. Failingthat, they rampageand chargeabout likeruttingbubos.”’

“Shemustdraineachblue,” R’ esalaughed hoarsely. “ C’ dosishasn'’ t rutted your bed for how many cycles?’

“Humphand Gah!” sniffedthefirst, rocking her head from shoulder toshoul der. Sheleanedforward, seeming
towhisper, but actually affecting confidentiality, saying: “Haveyou heard about golden coinsofferedfor the
Ingpector’ sOldenfemale?’

‘Gah! Whohasn' t?Andwhowoul dn’ tturnthed uttohim?They say she' sbeenthroughsomemysteriousOlden
sothat sheappearstoall meninwhatever guisetheir heart commands.”’

Evenmoreconfidentially,and now |eaningtoward oneanother sothat their voicesmust shadeout: “ O’ codis
appearedfromnowhere--.”

Later LolaoverheardF afapleadingwith C’ dosistoreturntohisold habits.

When C’ dosispronouncedthat hewascontent, F afaclenched her teeth, blurtingout with: “Don’tyou see?
Sheisthelnspector’ sfemal €?Shehasabsorbed many, they say, andshe' Il absorbyouuntil nothingbut your clothing
remans.’”’

Lolanearly fledthen, soclosetotruthhad F afacome, but C' dosislaughedloudly, hislow dungcheek muscles
floppingandflippinginevery direction.

“Don’'tlaugh!” F afaraged.

“Y ouwant metobelievesheistheheart changeling?’

“Shemust be. | know it. R’ esaknowsit. Everyoneknowsit.”

“Didyouseeher absorb other men?’

“How could| peerintoevery boudoir?They say her flesh cregpsoutinthedark and sucksin her victimuntil
nothingbutclothing remains!’”’

C’ dosisloosedlaughter, but L olaobserved that thel aughter wasstrained.

“Everyoneknowsthat sheisnot your O’ oodis. That onedied. Y ouburied her. Remember?Y ouaretheonly
onewhowon’t seetruth. Return, C' dosis. Returntome.”’

C’ dosistweeked her cheek andlaughed again, but hollowly.

L olawalked quickly away, having heard enough. C’ dosiswantedtothink onit.

L olawasgatheringtogether possessionswhen C’ dosiswaddled upto her. Hiseyeswerejumpy andred. His
facewaslinedandhaggard, asif having heard bad newsfromhiscaravan. Evidently F afa swordshad eatenat his
good humor and stability.

L ola’ sshadow wantedtosilencethefearsof hismindwithher body, ananswer eterna withwomanof O’ oodis
nature. “Areyoutired C' dosis?’ sheasked, forcingtheshadow tosmile.

“Yes,” he answeredwoodenly.

L ola sshadow peeredinto hiseyeswithamelancholy mood.

“Why doyoulook at melikethat?” heangrily asked, beginningtotremble.
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enLold séﬂElRow ' sbreastsstiffened, shesensed anewly devel oped revul sionminglingwith hispassionate
desire. Hebegantoshakefreely, and could not speak. Hiseyesrovedfromceilingtowall and acrossthefloorin
front of her and upagain, never oncetouching her eyeswithhis.

Her shadow’ sloinsflushed andwarmed evenastumescencebecamestronger. “C' dosis,” shesaid, “Manmust
forever bury hisfears. Lovemeasif weweretobepartedagain.’’

Only thetremblinginterferedwithhishasty stri pping. Throwinghisclothinginwilddisarray, hetightly encircled
her, permittingher physical complaisance.

“Will youlovemeforever?’ Lola sshadow asked.

Thequestionaccompanied hismaximal attentionand heslumped.

Sheasked again.

Somethinginher manner must havearousedthefear, for thefiercepassiondied. Hedid not answer nor again
couldhelook intoher eyes.

Shegently shook him.“Whatisit C’ dosis? Areyou not happy?’

“l--1-- have-- thought -- reflected -- overlong. How comeyou -- O’ oodis?’

“Youareafraid of me?’ shelaughed.

Tremblingstill, henodded.

Shebithimplayfully, andherecoiled. “ Y ouareserious?’

Heshivered. Facial musclestwitched.

“Domy featuresremindof complicity?’

Shakenfurther, C’' dosisaroseand dressedrapidly.

Lolaforced her shadowtolaughharshly.

Startled, C' dosiswhispered: “F afaisright. You aretrickster. Or--a--a--a.”

“Heartchangeling?’ Lolaaskedplayfully.

C dosisretreated, sscumbling over alow stool. Never avery braveman, hecovered hisfacewith hishandsand
sobbed.

L olapermitted her shadow tocomportagain: “My dear, long, lost C' dosis,” it soothingly said, al soreaching
for himandtouching himgently at shoulder. “Why doyoulistentofoolish chatter of jeal ouswomen?Cometome
again. | will holdand comfortyou. Y oushouldnotrisetofear.’’

Thesobbing ceased.

L ola sshadow stretched soft armsoutward. Shesoftly whispered, “ Come.”

C’ dosisshook hisplump and awkward frameand begantorise, when hiseyeswidened.

LolaturnedintimetoseeF afarunningtoward her withabrochette. Twisting, evenasher shadow twisted, the
small, sharpinstrument swept throughtheportion of theshadow that waslarger than L ola, andendedinC dosis
throat, blood gurglingand sprayingover F afaand L olawithout cessation.

F afashriekedandran.

Warm, bright, red blood spotted andtrickled along L ola snakedform.

Footstepsresounded fromoutside.

Itis over,Lolarealized. A symbol, perhaps. A message from God? Throwingacloak over her bespattered
nakedness, shefled throughaback way evenasaccusing stepspeltedinward.

Asshefled, God' sprojectionof thelnspector’ slong, chilled hallwayshadfixed onceagaininher mind.

XXIX

Petite, dark-eyed, small-breasted andlight of skin, L ola’ sshadow and L oladocily followedthel nspector as
shewasbidtodo. Hiscadaverouseyesseemedtohold and study her every motion. Hewaved hisbony digitsabout
andexplained: “Thiswholemountainrangeistunnel ed. Ancientsconstructed sturdy andwell, andthey | eft behind
anOldentreasure-house.’”’

“1 haveseentheviewer-from-afar, and certain Ol densfor heatingand cooling, thosefor transformingintofood,
magiclightsandclothescleaners, and hereand thereareodd shapesof meta sfor noknown purposeaswell assilver
doorwaysandsilver hallways. But astofurther magics, | haveseennone,”’ Lola sshadow complained.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 84

“Waich.” THe) Mhispector waved hishand. A door slidsilently, disappearingintohidden recessesat thewall.

Lol acoul donlythink of Godbrooding silently beneath hismountai nousstonesteps, andhow hecontrolledeven
thesethings, not thel nspector. Shemol ded not thethought, but said: “Whooeee! Thatistruly anOlden.”

Wasthat thehint of asmileonthelnspector’ sover-seriousface? Washeperhapspridefully Cairemianafter
dl?

They sauntered past row uponrow of Oldens, ashunched and silent andforeboding asthey weredusty. Lola
touched onewiththelnspector’ spermission. Itwascoldandreeked of astrangeodor. Sheasked: “What dothese
do?”

Hepinched hisnosewiththinfingers, andsaid: “ Ah. That hasbeen my problem. Therearehundredsof these
inthousandsof galleriescutting throughthemountains. But towhat purpose?’ Hiseyesgleamedandglitteredwith
thenext thought: “ Perhapsonewho has-- whois-- sufficiently influenced by an Oldenwill provideinsight?’

L ola sshadow shrugged.

L olawas not permitted near other Oldens. She was under constant observation by the Inspector’ sburly
servitors, andinher mind’ seyesheunderstoodthat hewatched her by theviewer-from-afar. Andevenasthedays
addedtoLola srestrictions, coilingup her nervousenergy likeacaged buzzbird, thenightsbrought her repeated
visonsof God' swill.

Inher cyclicdreamsshe’ d passthroughfamiliar doorwaysand she dtraversedownlengthy hallways, stepping
fromgently sloping ramptorampwith her petitel nspector’ sshadow, so dainty and unassuming. TheOldens
catacombs, withthe r highly polishedsilver linings, woul dreflect soft, magiclights. She' dreachtheend of thecommon
doorwaysandthen, usingthesamehand motionsasdidthelnspector, she’ ddrift throughthoseunusual doorways
whereoddmentsof ancient and unknowndeviceshunchedlowinlonglinesandrows, likelittledwarfsthat havebeen
stilled. Whenceher mindwoul dfloodwiththeworkingsof eachinstrument, whenceshemust twistandturnwiththe
nightmare.

When shereached doorwaysunknowntothel nspector, crystallineandtinkling thoughtsal onewoul d cause
themtoopen. Dust that hadlainfor thousandsof yearswoul d waft suddenly upward, andlo! all wasclean.

Therewasonedoor unlikeall others. Shewasl oatheto approachit, yet God, night after night, brought her to
thestoopway, no matter which pathwaysinthelabyrinthshefollowed. Just asshewouldtouchthenewly polished
floor with her tiny feet, her memory bubblewoul d burst, and she’ dwaken. Thered crystallinetinklingof amusic
Oldenwouldflood her ears, and shemust riseto cleanse, dressandto preparefor thel nspector’ spersistentrituals.

“Thisisamemory Olden,” shewastoldoneday. Behindthelnspector and about herinaroomlined by Olden
silvertherescurriedattendantstodo hisbidding.

A silver plate seemed tofold and fasten to her shadow’ sbald pate. L olawasfrightened, for sheknew that
Caremianswerenot all that knowl edgeabl eabout ancient devi cestiedto her God. Lightsblinked amber andwhite
insmall round dotsat theconsol ehel d by thel nspector. Heseemedtoexplaintoasmall child, saying: “Itwill not
harmyou. | havetriedit myself. It affectsthememory but shortly. It will open doorwaysinyour mind, hidden
remembrances, sothat youwill know what Oldenwasusedonyou.”

L olathought hehovered over her aswould oneof Abro’ sbeast’ sof prey, and perhapsheteased. Shestarted
tostrugglebut Godinsomesilent and unsensed way seemedtointervene, and her fearsdissipated.

A lancet of colorful lightssplayedher mindinconcentricarray, apatternof pul satingdotsthat intrudedforcibly
intoconceptudizations.

Bubblesrosetothesurfaceof her mindandexploded: A small baby suckingat her mother’ swarmtit; ashy smile
from along forgotten woul d-be paramour; her hatethat raged asshewasthrowninto God’ sswirling vortice;
kilometersof technical informational ready shared by God andburied beneath; onintonuancesandflavors, touches
andthoughts, andthethoughtsabout thoughts. L olabecamean egg, and shesplit, becoming thespermatozoaand
thenovumat once, onedancingandstriving, theother waitingandrebuffing, until choi cewasmade, andthenrebuffing
morevigoroudy together. Sheblended, whencemol ecul estwi sted and stranded and parted and beganlifeanew out
intheglittering, cold spaceswheresunscoal esced and expl oded and her tiny particlesdriftedfor billionsof years,
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gowly Formi ng groupl ng 'reformi ng, andcoaescingagain.

Thelnspector couldnotknowit, but L ola’ sbasicimpul sesto createandto bring lifeanew floodedinwardly
and saturated through her every portion. For thisOl denbacktracked thelife-lineuntil one’ sbasicpurposefor being
wasexposedtoself’ sconsciousness.

What is reality if it is not that which senses its own renewal ? Lolawondered. And with thethought came
asurer morecertainknowledgeof her goals.

I am Lola. I am creation! I bring forth life anew!

Andsheknew thesethoughtswerehers, not God’ s. Of that shehad no doulbt, for shehad becomededi cated,
acompletewoman.

Thelnspector had madenotesof her behavior andthenhad goneoff to study hisscribbles, instructing Lolato
rest,whichshedidgratefully.

Magiclightsdwindledtosoft paintings. Her eyesclosed, and shed eptfitfully, almost touching theforeboding
doorway. Thistimewasdifferent. Shenearly performedthat hideoustask that God wanted of her. God’ smessage
clearly commanded: Destroy all Oldens!

Her petiteshadow shudderedwiththedirective, for itwassodiametrically opposedto her basicingtincts, her
new inner shadow. Shequestionedfor thefirst timehisGodhood, recognizing that God, him/herself was-- well -
- Godis an Olden!

Shehad hardly risentodresswhen another memory burst, and shesuddenly knew how to passfromroomto
hallway, from hallway todlick and silver rooms, and thencetothedark, foreboding doorwell, unobserved by the
I nspector’ subiquitousviewer. ItwassosmpleandmustbeGod' sdoingfor al shedidwasimaginethedark doorway
andlo! shewasmagically there.

Around her rosedust that stifled and madeher sneeze, but thenwasinstantly wafted upward and away even
asshethought of it, and her new alcovewasclean, perhapseven sterile.

Gonenow washer petiteand small shadow, and shewasagain L ola, splendid, barbaric Abroian.

Lightsthat cameto her summonscast back dusky, smooth, symmetricfeatures, anddark hair, frommirrored
slverwalls. Withtheflick of her thoughts, shewasinstantly arrayedwiththick fur garmentsof akindsowel | provided
herintheHouseof Nova. Shecouldnot helphersdlf, twirlingand smoothing downthosed eek curvesthat ballooned
out of all proportionafter her many guises, and shemust glancefromherself tothemirrorsand back again.

A silentimpul seurged her to haste, but shewoul d not. Shepressed her finehandsdown her sides, revelingin
her owntrueimage, and counted al fivefingersfromthereflections. Shepushedat her hairinfutileattemptstomake
itsitupinqueenly style, butfinally imaginedtheshape. Lo! It wasso.

Echoesshattered her el egance, harmony andfitness, her concinnity.

Her innerimpul setomovecamemorestrongly. Shepaced onward through newly mirroredrooms, turningto
adarkeneddoorway, andwillingit to open.

Itwould not.

Puzzled -- sheplaced her hands, nailsnow clipped and burnishedin Abro’ sstyle-- against thedoor. It was
warm. Shepushedat first gently, andthenharder. It responded and slid open.

Another memory bubbleburst, and sheknew she' d performedthisactionduring her sleep.

Shesped fearfully away. Her tongueinsi sted on passing over her teeth, now without needle-sharp pointsof
variousshadows.

Her mind sorted throughthevariousporridgenonsenseabout | eptons, muons, anti-positrons, anti-negativepi
mesons, charmonium neutral mesons, quarksand partia quarksand other likenonsensesymbol s. Shewandered
about aninner chamber that clouded her vision, sothat light pul sated and blinded.

Her mind bubbled upwardwithvisionsof sequential actionsfor destroyingthisvast mountainof Oldens.

I cannot destroy and simultaneouslby be creator, sherebelled at -- wasit realy God?

Helper? askedit, whatever it must be.

Echoesrolledthroughthesilver-lined hallways, athudding and pounding. A senseof theimperativethrust
through her concurrently with sensel essmental compari sonsbetweenratiosof theincidenceof adying speciesto
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Shecouldnot facelongthetangleof DNA torsionsand chartsand tatistics, for they reminded of Abroianpriests
who spout hollow abstri ctionswithout content, and sacrificenaive, innocent mai densto hungry, unfair gods.

Now shewascaught upwithtripledilemmas. ShewasL ol a, creator. ShewasGod' spriestess, and shemust
escapethetap, tap of clackingfootwear that seemedto chaseher downlong hallwaysafter her shadows.

Atlast shereturnedandcrying, shoutedout: “I’ [l doit, though | know notwhy!” -- and shethrew up her hands
withakind of frustrated abandon. Tearsflowed and breastsheaved asshesobbed -- but nonethel essher youthful
body followed through sequenceafter sequenceordered by God.

Her thoughts, now seemingly conjoinedwithGod' s, seepedthrough her own barriersfollowing bubblesthat
seemedtosensethecollgpseof inner statesof matter that crumpled machinery andtransformedthemtodust particles.
Hiddenforcesflowedingtantly fromthetiny rooma ong hdlwaysanda coves, dissolvingfine, slver surfacesandshe,
still rebelling, forced her mindtowill her away -- anywhere, just soitwasaway, and shebedonewiththeterrible
nightmareof destruction.

Outsideinstantly, shelooked upat thehot whiteaboveandall about her wereburning sands, andinthedistance
aGoldencity.

Sheknew that thel nspector and hiscoll ection of archaicwisdomwerenomore. But alsowerenomorethe
small childrenthat |aughed and played and sufferedterribly crawling and hopping and wiggly throughenormous
deformities. You are not God, shewept. God would not kill small children and those who, so disfigured, suffer
to live through such dire handicaps!

Helper Discriminates.

“Y ou’ rean Olden, amachine,” shespitvenomously.

XXX

“AmI not Amati?” Romeroasked Purity and Love, oneday. Shyly they sat at hisfeet, eachtaking abarefoot
andcarressingittenderly.

“Speak. Purity?Love?’

Purity lookedto L ove, and L ovespoke, saying: “Itistheceremony. Wearebound by Amati’ sthoughts. He
hasseento our physical and spiritual wanderingsby guidingushereandusingour abilitiesinwaysthat serveall.’”’

Her voice, highpitchedlikeasmall child' s, vibrated withaprofound earnestness. Hehad never heard sucha
long speechfromeither, andit continued: “ Amati taught ustheblasphemy istonot heal ourselves. Hepromiseda
Godthat wouldbringback hair.”” Shepaused, asif fighting through conflicting thoughts, her finely chisledface
reflectingeach. * If wearetoreturn--,” and shecould not goon.

Hepatted her smooth head gently, asking: “Why hair? Arenot many thingsof moreimportance?’

Lovelookedto Purity, who dreaded speech of any kind, asif eachword drew attentionto her disformities, as
though atranscendent conditioning from another land, another time, where“normals’ ruled. “Itisa-- a--
displacement,” her deep baritonevoi cepronounced.

“Ahyes. Thesymbol. All Godsreasonthuswise. Buthair?’

They placed soft handsin hisandlookedinto hisfacewith sweethessand gentl eness, apl eading that softened
hisheart, although by truth, hewasal ready softenedtothem both.

“Allright.1’ll continuetheceremony.”

They clapped handstogether andrantotell thegreater community.

86

Itwasaspecial day, theanniversary of formationasareligiouscommune. Stark naked, they brought himto
astonetablesetinthemidst of thecliffway proper. Hustling about, onehel ping another, they formedalineand, at
asignal, oneby onethey passed alongto caresshishair.

They usualy started near hisanklesand s owly workedtheir way upward, pressinggently, touching, stroking.
Many lingeredat thepartingof hislegs, whereblack curlsstrangely grew inthick, tangledand bushy clumps. Some
guidedtheir handsinand around overlong, and had to be hurried onward. Up andyet up they dwelt. Hischest
enthralled, especidly maes, wherethe r fingerswoul d part and brush, asthough stokingagreat conflagration. Findly
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<FI{%ehal ratop nHeMFNSAcurried and stroked.
“Oneday weshall besoarrayed,” they chanted oneto one.
And,“Hair!”
“ All menhaveparachutesandliferafts, accordingtotheir Gods,” Romeromumbledwithouthumor.“ ButHair?”
Hesighed.

87

XXXI

Amati theyounger wasabenevol ent patriarchandlike Amati theEl der, hestood not for war and butchery and
the endavement of man. Thisisnot to say that Amati the'Y ounger transposed or shared any specia mystical
experiences, asdid Amati theElder. Analyzedinabroader perspective, perhapsAmati theY ounger contributed
aswell asthedeceased Elder, butindifferingways. Heused thewisdom of the Elder aswell ashisown broader
experiences, settling disagreements, keeping the peace-- if need beby hisown swift swordplay, or theclever
imparting of knowledgeand hisowngrowingwisdomandsensitivities.

Victis, now wrinklingwithageandresponsibility, daily and ungrudgingly assumed theburden of defensive
posturesor theraidsfor“ converts’.

They hadnopeer, located asthey werein highlandsguarded by steep decl evitiesand through sel f-protective
useof themorethanodorousSil’ lahc.

Romerowoul dstandat hiscaveopeningandsniff thecamptirrings, gatheringinbustlingmovements, thesharing
of problems, theday by day littlethingsthat madethemacohesivecommunity. “ Theseareindeed my people,” he
wouldmurmur [ow.

Twiceheledexpeditionsacrossthefrigid glacier where, amidstitsrumbleand thunder andlacingice-spicul es,
he’ dsquintand peer throughglareand spray for aview of MIM S, catchingfor but aningtant thetantalizingsight before
theeterna icefog closed downthewonderousview.

Astimepassed, hebegantonoticeasubtlechangeinhissubjects, or“ children”, ashe’ d cometothink of them,
too. Oh, they cateredtohisdemandsand commands; they providedbinding cultural supplications, andthey certainly
gavehimevery respect they’ dgiven Amati, theOriginal. But they treated himmoreand morelikeanel evatedand
elder God.

Sufferingunder thefrustrationthat comeswhensilently agitated by apersistent problemthat will not clarify, he
wouldbeinturnamendatory and harsh, thenchangefromharshtotyranica . Nothing changedtheir responsestohim,
which, though quiteegoflattering, wasnot hischoicefor companionship.

Onetime, for example, onesad-eyed child-- littlemorethan adeformed and del ayed embryowith distended
septumandchin, long, extra-jointed arms, legsandfingers-- knelt at hisfeet. Romero stoopedto seeher betterin
thewaningwhite. Her breath caught, and heat onceknew shewasovercomeby closeproximity tohishair.

Helifted her, saying, “Why ishair soimportant?’

“HairisGod!” shesaid, her voiceawed andfrightened at once.

“Hairisnot God. Hair grows, likeweedsor fingersandtoes.”

Sheshook her headvigorously.

“Hair growsonanimals, thelower beasts. Isnot Amati likethelower beasts?’

Sheagaincaught her breath, soughinglikewindthroughwinding canyons.“ Amati God.”

“No. No. Littleone. Amati may becloseto God, but Amati isnot God.”

Shetwistedinhisarms. Her heart thumpedfaster. Shecould not cry out.

“Theamour propreishair,” hemurmured. Thenlouder. “ Arethelower beastsGod?’

Itwasasif her thinkingweresurrounded, anamphistylar, awall at both endsfor keeping out wrong thoughts.

“Thelower beastsarelower, not God.”

“Dolower beastsnot havehair?’

Shecried, and hemust consoleher.

Perhapsthey whisperedthat their God suffered fromamentia. Anyway, hewasdeterminedto seek solitude,
tothink throughthissubtlethingthat movedamong his” children” . What better way thentoroundMIMS site, atrek
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Pt st e Vears, especially if hetook histimeexploringeachgully and crevice.

Whenthey heard, Purity and L ovetwisted headssadly, but no cherubic countenanceglowed so pinkly when
hesaid: "L et uspack together, for youtwo shall accompany me.”’

Asthey hustledtogether potwareandwatersacks, clothingandtwistedropes, Victisstompedin, hislarge-lobed
earsflappingwitheach agitated movement. "I will gather forces,”” hegrandly announced.

“NobraveVictis. Thereisnonebraver, or cleverer, but whowoul d thenwatch over our community?”’

Another mighthaverailedor atleast foundreply. Not Victis. Havingaccepted arespons bility, hecoul dnot | ater
lightly shedit. Romerocouldeasily sensetheeffect of hisimpactedwords, theclosing of prideand muscle. Bowing
dightly, Victisretreated bearingwith dignity hisflapping earsand saddened countenance.

They gatheredthreebe' tlasia, onefor implements, onefor Romeroand onefor Purity and Love.

When thecommunity had assembled, he stepped up so hecouldview themall. Hesaid: “ Amati the Elder
chargedthat | leadyoutoMati. God, hetold, isbothnear andfar. ThereisaGod nearby, but hehasmadehiscave
unapproachable.”

Many nodded, for they knew of thegi ant-high stonemoundsand thebonedeath boundaries.

“Whilel angoneyoumust all remember theteachingsof Amati theElder and Amati theY ounger. Donot speak
toplacehappinessonyour featuresat theexpenseof another. Strivetohelponeanotherinall ways. Donot permit
thechiasmaof hate. Follow Victisin protecting caveways. Donot seek convertsuntil | return, for outsidewaysare
strength-sappinganddangerous.”’

Many cried. Somehidtheir grief behinddisfigurements. Somepleaded withhimtostay, whichpleading, for the
moment, nearly stayedhim: “1 must seek!” heexplained, andthey soughed.

Cloudscamemorefrequently, andnow andthenanicy chill breathed uponthelowlands. Their firstblueRomero
decidedtobuildafireforwarmthwhilethey rested. Purity took it upon hersel f tofetch burnabl es. L oveunpacked
clayware. Romero staked be' tlasianear scented flourescent mossesthat would providetheir beastsaquality
nourishment.

AsPurity stumped awkwardly about, hewondered what kind of monster hemust have beento haveonce
revoltedagainst her deformities. Shepostured and strained andjerkedfromheretothere, butinRomero’ sinner eyes
he saw dignity and kindness and beauty. Perhaps that is all of life’s secret. Those who are denied shall be
purified, and those who are not denied shall be ugly.

Love' stiny fingersspread out stickleweed-woven blankets. Hewatched her fingersthat oncereminded of a
child's. She is bigger than she is small, and that is the true mystery. Do we mistake life’s essence by the
package’s size?

“Tush!” and” Gah!” hegrunted, shrugging off hismuse.

“Whatisit Amati?’ Loveasked, |ookingupward.

“I havebeenthinking. Wethreearenowwed many turns, yet | know solittleof each. Tell meof yoursalf, Purity?’

Purity stumped over tothenow reclining Romeroand twisted her over-longfacein puzzlement.

“Thatisenoughforthefire, Purity. Come. Sitdown. Wehavetime. | wouldknow of you.”’

Dutifully shesat.

“Fromwheredoyoucome?’

Shepointed.

Grabbing her, hepushed her downandtickled. Shelaughed until tearsformed, and then hesat her upagain.

“Nowtell meinwords.”

Wipingaway sweetly gatheredtear-drops, shesaidlow andgrumbly: “Thereiswidedesert that goesdown
and down andthenup and up. Many cyclesmarch. | walk. It called--"" sheshuddered “ -- City of Stars.”

Romero, startled, wanted tothink on Purity’ sanswers. Heturnedto L ove, saying:

“Wecanfeedour bellieslater. Come. Sitbesideus,” hemotioned.

Lovefluffed her robestogether and sat prissily.

“Now, tell usof your land.”
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® Hv0| ce, shnl'Y'Fﬁeasnall child ssmg songed, with: I comefrom Sroopland, asyouknow great Amati.”

Romerochided her withraisedfinger: “I’ Il tickleyou, sweet Love, likel did Purity, and morethanyour eyes
canwater.”’

Shetittered, saying, “| comefromanother direction. ItisFaraway Lands. Al’ cayde, thesamewhoheldyou,
bought me. Later | wascapturedby Victis.”’

“Now my sweet things. Y ouknow how | cameonashipthat rodethe skiesand beyond, andthat | comefrom
another world, another planet?’

They both bobbed heads, having sobered with hismention of another world.

Gatheringandunderstandingtheir thoughts, Romeroscowled. “ SometimesPurity andL ovearelittleidiotsthat
diptheir feetinmudholes. Another world, not theplacewhereGodsreside!

He dhurttheirfedings. Purity’ snatura “ old-lady” facia linesgrew deeper asshebit her lower lip. Love' steeth
clenched. Hesaid: “Ohcomehere, youtwolittlebirds. | don’t meanitthat way.”

He hugged them both, one to a side, until somehow through the mystery of an uncommon and silent
communicationheknew their feelingswereassauged.

“Letuseat,” hesaidvery softly.

Composed again, and secure, one stumped about, the other minced, both to Romero a dual ballet of
thoughtful nessand concern, acertainrightnessandfeeling of bel ongingthat he’ dnot beforeknown, amutua sharing
of what wasimportant, ashrugging asideof what wasunknown or disturbing.

“They putmeincage,” Purity suddenly rumbled.

She’ dapparently cometotheconclus onthat Romerohad someinner purposeby hisformer questions, though
shewould not understand purposes. She continued: “1 wascaged. Many come stareand -- and -- and --.”

“Laugh?’

Her grotesqueline-strainedface cocked sidewisewhen shelooked upward, aninstinctivedefensivegesture,
asif saying| dareyou!

Romero, her Amati, didnotlaugh.

Romerosaid: “1 wascaptured by C’ L anthians, and many weretherewho had disfigurements.”’

“NotsoOldens’ land. Most perfect.” Shepaused. “Nohair.”

“Themagicof hairischimerical.”

“RomeroAmati.”

That seems to explain everything and nothing, thought Romero. Then heasked: “Did Al’ caydebuy you,
too?’

She shook her head no.

“1 suffer long. Even--even--."

“Pain?’

Shenodded, strugglingtosay further: “ Sticks. Spit. Scratches, even-- even--.”

“Rape?’

Shebreathedinwardly, andsharply. “-- andgreat, longtorture!”

The pure inbody seek the pure in spirit, Romerothought, for it could not beinversely or contra-positively.

“How didyou cometo Sroop?’ heasked very softly.

“First Amati, andtheother Amati?’

“Theother?’

But shecould speak nolonger, and shuddered convulsively, asthough by anague.

Romerogatheredthemtogether, onetoaside, andheldthemtightly al| that blue, hiseyesfollowingthedancing
gparksthat flickered and twisted beforehim, and wished that heweretruly aGod, or at theleast, fromtheland of
Gods.

XXXII

Loveaway fromcliffwayshad becomealittle chatterbox, which Romero did nothing to discourage. One

example: “Comehereyoulittlebuzzbird. Amati commands. Intothecage. There. Getyou. Turnyour snout about.
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RoNo T i UStOS'I:’l'IA[\Z)I\glOU again. Canyou hold thiscagePurity? Thebe' tlasiamisbehaves. There. Turnaboutyou-
-you-- s’ [ahc! Canwestoponthat knoll Amati ?0h, I’ || takethecagenow Purity, thank yousomuch. There. Hold
still. I’ vegot youtied downandyou can’ t get out sodon’ t try. What pretty flowers. Ohlook at thecolors. Canwe
stop Amati? Don’'tyoulovethem?Purity?Here, catch. | foundthislonely one. Itischarming. Smell it Purity. L et
Amati sniff. There. 1sn' tthat -- that -- here, letmecradleit. | know. I’ Il just tieit toyour hair, Amati. It' s-- it slovely
there....”

OnonewhitecycleL ovefdl fromaridgeintoashallow canyon. Purity shoutedloudly for Amati, whowastoo
far for her low rumblesto be picked up by Romero.

Seeing her s ster-in-wedl ock suffering, Purity laborioudy clambered downward, rock by nakedrock, until she
couldbeby Love sside. Every sooften Purity bellowedfor Amati. Shecomforted L ove, cradling her headinher
awkwardlapandwarmingher.

Atlast Amati camenear enoughto hear. Inmomentshehadthemby ablazingfire. WhilehesplintedLove's
brokenlegandarm, Purity sel ected and cut wild growthsand cooked them, making oi ntmentsand compressesfor
Love sdeegpgashes.

They stayed until Lovewashea edandstrong.

Romerosensed changingwesther patterns. A chill struck themsometimeduringwhiteand sometimesduringred,
amostawaysduringblue.

Hisbeardbristledand thenflowered, until withincreasi ngfrequency hewasscratching at thestrands.

Purity and L oveenjoyedrunningtheir fingersthroughthi sextraevidenceof Godhood until Romerostoppedit
by saying: “ A littlesymbolismgoesal ongway, youngladies. Somehair may bea Iright, but thisgrowthover my face
isnot extraevidenceof Godhood. If I could, I’ dwill itaway.”’

LoveandPurity searched oneanother’ seyesuntil Lovesaid: “1 will fixitforyougreat Amati. Justwait. Let’s
seenow.” Shelookedabout. “ I’ [| needthisandthisand-- yes--isn’ tthisonecorrect, Purity? Andyou get thewater
bailing.”

She' dcollected herbsand cutting them, had placed theminto aboiling pot. Whenthemixturehad simmered
sufficiently -- asshetested by tasting -- shepoured out theliquid and began administeringitto Romero’ sface.
Secondslater hisbeard waswashed away by Purity.

“| amastonished. How canthisbe?If nonehavehair, thenhow doyou suddenly invent theformul afor removing
it?’

“Itistheother,” Loveexplainedshrilly.

“Theother?Other what?’

“Theother Amati! Hetaught Amati thefirst, but Amati thefirst didnot use. I sthat not so, Purity?But Purity and
| remember, sowefix by taking thisandthat and that andboiling--."’

“l amexasperated. I’ velived at Sroop half ageneration, and now | hear of asecond Amati?”’

Onhearinghisrisngvoice, their sengtivitiesmust haveimagined hostility or anger, or perhapsjustthemystica
tiebetween them shrinking and breaking, for they coul d not be persuaded to speak further.

I must comfort them, aslittlechildren, hethought.

Theland becamequickly repeated withitsupsand downs. Asthey neared theinvisibledeath barrier Romero
hadthem collect small insectsandlizard-birdsinwovencagesthat swvungfromsidetosideononeof thebe' tlashia' s
backs.

Theirfirstview of thebarrier camesuddenly asthey rounded acurveat thebottom of asmall valley. Onthe
hillsidessmall bonesof every descriptionformed afence-lineupward and downward and acrosstheir lineof travel.
Thebe' tlasias, asthough by deepinstinct, seemedtoread thechirography of bonesand they backed away .

“1I’ll stakethesebeasts, andwe' || camphere,” Romerodirected.

Purity and L oveseemed asnervousandflighty asthebe’ tlashias, but they established camp.
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hen theylear F hedwhet heintended of their capturedinsectsandsmall lizard-birds, they weremomentarily
shockedtoquietness. Then: “No! No! Amati!” Love' shigh-piercedvoiceshrilledever higher.

Purity turned her long facedownward, and her big eyestriedto peer over therim of ridged sockets.

Romerohadalready flunganinsect againsttheinvisiblebarrier, andit had twiched dead tothegroundbeside
thebones.

Hehadn'’ taccountedfor their deep sensitivitesand chided himsel f for hisinhumaneblunder.

Pausingjustlong enoughto assurehistwoloved ones, hed apped the cagedoor closed andtossedit back up
onthegrousingbe' tlasia. “ Y ouarebothright. | should not bethoughtless. Whenwemoveback, we' || rel easethem
safdy.”

They rushed himand clungtohislegsand happily cried.

Wherever possi bl ethey followedthedeathboundary. Many timesthey must backtrack toextri catethemsel ves
fromdead endsor impossibledepthsor heights. But generally they wereableto sampleenough of that hideous
boundary tomapit.

“Itisacircle,” Romeroexplained.“How highitgoes, | know not, but frombonesweseeitishigher thanbustbirds
fly. Alsofrombonesweknow that bacteriaarenot killed, for otherwi sehow woul d carcassesbecomebones?’

Theother two, of course, knew not of bacteria, but they trustedintheir Amati.

Lovewassilentagain, her liltingandfreeexpressionsburiedinasoul bigger than her diminutivebody.

Followingthebonesthey crossed mountai nrangesandvall eyswhereanci ent seashad crumbled away mighty
gorges. They clambered upward and onwardinacirclethat wasmadeintimesso ancient that many bonescould
not berecogni zed aspresent day species. Sometimessmall, highglacier beds, or evenlakes, werecutintwoby the
deathbarrier’ sbones. At other muchlower placesbonescrossed scalding hotandleachingandsalty or alkalinesoils.
Acrosstheinvisibleboundary death cametoall that crawled or hopped or jumped or flew or swamor rode.

“Not God!” Purity oneday growled.

Romerogrinned.“Why?’

Shepointed to bones.

“Godwouldnotkill hisown?’

She nodded.

“But doesnot God providedeathfor al?’

She pouted.

“There, there,” hesympathized, patting her head.* Y ou’ renct thefirst to challenge Godsbecausethey arenot
of compassi onandtenderness. | myself believethat when suchgodsaremade, theuniversewill havedissolvedinto
apuddingof soddentears.”’

Loveblinked and tugged at hisstained robe, but hewould not respondfurther.

They rodea ongadesertfloor, easily followingthebonebarrier. Inthedistanceacaravan of bubosslowly
swayed. Suddenly caravanscoutsstartledthem. They woul d havehi ddenhad thescoutsnot appeared without noise
frombehindtall pinnacles. Without word the scoutsswept about thetrio, givingthembut acursory glance.

“Theywill beback after assuringthemsel veswearea one,” Romero cautioned, hiseyesstudyingtheir carriage
and manner and thick bubo-skinned dress.

Heloosed hissword and waited.

Purity and L ovescrambl ed upto Romerowhence, sideby side, they clungto hisback behindthebe' tlasia.

Suddenly they weresurroundedagain. A youthwithoneblueeyeand onered, a soonearmlonger thantheother,
clappedhispikeintohisholster alongsidethebubo’ snine-pointed crest, andthenhemoved closer tol ook themover
caetully.

“Putaway your diver, stranger,” hesaid.“ Wearepeaceful. ThisisHif’ ton’ scaravan. Weguardwell, andtreat
travelersrespectfully.”

Twootherswaitedquietly. Sincethey couldhavebeen overwhel medat any moment, but had not been, Romero
relaxed, dithering hisswordback intoitsscabbard, and asking: “ DoesHif’ tonpermitvisitors?’
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® Teyouth%tF)c'?‘civI I_?';\'r%/?a\bly ‘If thatisyour desire.” Hepointedtriple-jointedforefinger back at thelongcolumn.

“Just follow until whiteends, which shouldbesoonfor | tastebluecoming. Whenthey stop, they’ [l formacircleand
post guards. Tell any that youcomefor visit. Hif’ tonwill wel comeyouat histent, for hesorely enjoysgossip.”

Momentslater they werestanding a one, thescoutsranging upwardand about. Thethick dust columnmoved
closer, andthenbegantocircle, evenaslight bluecol ored drifting and unusual cloudsonhigh. They could hear the
faraway clink and clank of movements, andnow andagainaloud* Hi!"’ that rebounded fromdarkening pinnacles
behind.

“It’ ssafe,” Romeroconcluded.” |,too, would sorely tasteHif’ ton’ sgossipaswell.”’

Purity andloveremainedthoughtful ly silent.

Theywatchedasthecaravancircledfurther, andthentightenedintoacircle, settingupatight military formation.
Scoutscameinand othersmoved out.

AsRomeroandhissmall band movedtowardthecaravan hesensed somedifferences. Hesearched memories,
but could not placeapparent anomolies. It wasn’ t asenseof danger, or Purity or Lovewould haveinstinctively
reacted, their sensesaskeeninsmelling out evil asthat of any wild animal scentingunseendangers.

Hif" ton’ stent whilenot thebiggest wasprobably thebest guarded. Announcingthemsel vestoguardsandal so
theirintention, onebowed and bidthemwait.

Shortly afterwardthey wereinvitedinward, along bright panel sthat guided themto the caravan master, who
shouted: “Comein! Comein!” hisvoicesopranoandwavery.

Attheirfeetlay arugof tightly woven material swhich shiel ded from eternal dustsand sands. Sweet and sour
scentsand other subtleperfumeswafted upward. Lightsflickeredwithmany colors.

A dwarf somewhat larger than Purity cameclompingforward, stubby armsextendedand shaking. Hesaid: “|
dosolovevisitors. Come. Befriends. L et ussharerepast andtales.”

Thedifferencessuddenly cameclear toRomero. WhereC’ Lanthiansor M’ Krasianscarried sometribesmen
hereandtherewithobviousgeneticdefects, thesepeopl e, likehisSroopians, wereliberaly embel lishedwithobvious
impurities. By themannerinwhich Hif’ ton had assi sted Romero and histwowi vesto seat themsel vesat thel ongish
andbountifully suppliedtable-- well -- therewasno concernfor hair, dwarfismor midgetry.

Romerorelaxedfurther.

“Trythisancient Ta diene,” their host requested, handing Romeroabottledusty andaged, but till recognizably
of T' Lanthianvintage. “ Itisboth sweet and sour, though, if you prefer, | cangiveyouoneof thesamethatishotly
spiced, orevenbland. Theformer T’ Lanthians, you see, madeaspecia mixture, usually grey, that couldbeblended
toany taste.”’

“Former T’ Lanthians?’

Startled, Hif’ tonmomentarily paused beforefini shingthepouring. Hes pped and wipedthinlipswithafine-
weaved napkin.

“Surely youknow of the T’ Lanthians?’

“I"mfamiliar withthename, but know not your meaning. AreT’ Lanthiansnomore?’

Hif’ tonsorely didloveagoodtale, for now, seeingthat hisguestswereto beentertained, and hetheentertainer,
heleaned back agai nst soft and bright cushionsto spinhistale: “FortwogenerationsC’ L anthiansexpandedinto
thedesert bottoms, pushing asidetoughM’ Krasiansandall others. Their crail sand broadswordsand pikeswore
enemiesthin. They grew fromabaseof cities, thegreatestknownastheCity of T’ Lanth. Ateachcity, C' Lanthplaced
arelative, hisbrother T’ Lanthbeingthegreatest and strongest, they say.’”’

“1 havesoheard,” Romerosaid, nibbling at sweatmeatsand passingthemto Purity andLove. “ If they wereso
strong, what could havedefeatedthem?”

Hif’ tonliftedanoverlongandknobby finger tohisnose, eyesglistening. “ Oldens, or rather their lack.”

Romero shook hisheadindicatinghedidn’ t understand.

“WhenT’ Lanthdied, they say, hisson P Lanthtook command of thecities, whilehisuncleC’ Lanthragedand
ranged ever outward, buildinganarmy solargethat soon Ness ibushesweresparsaly distributed.”’

“Ness ibushes?’
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“Yes. oldens ey healed.”

Purity and Loveshuddered andlookedto oneanother, but did not speak.

“Whenasoldier washacked or pierced, alovely maidenwiththeOlden-- acarefully protected silver cylinder
--wasbroughtintothebattle, pointed at thefallenone, andlo! instantly healed.”’

“Wehaveheard of suchOldens,” Romerocautiously answered. “Woul dthey not support C' Lanth, rather than
hinderhim?’

Hif’ ton’ sover-longfinger waved onhigh. “ That wastheir weakness, don’ t you see? Sincethey were Ol dens,
intimesomewerebroken or madeinoperativethrough accident, or smply misplacedand never foundagain. Do
youseeit?’ Eyesgleamedwiththestory andtragedy.“ C’ Lanthincreased hisarmy and hisbattles. That increased
useof Oldens, whicha soincreasedtherateat whichthey werebroken or destroyed, which decreased thenumbers
that could beheal ed. Hiscarel esswaysin practiceand battlebegan costingmoreand moresol diers, until thetribe
wasweakened.””’

“Tish! and Gah! | shouldhaveseenit. But doyou say that theC’ Lanthiantribeisgone?Decimated?’

Hif’ tonlaughed, really moreof agiggle.“Hi! OldC’ Lanthcouldnot changehisways, and neither couldP Lanth,
who seemedtoinheritthem. They struck at oneanother, andwhenthey weredoneC’ Lanthwasdead and sowas
P Lanth, andnotastonel eft unraizedby M’ Krasianswhomeanwhilehad bidedtheir timewaitingfor alongdesired
revenge.”’

Hif’ tonlifted back hisheadinlong, gurglinglaughter, andthenasked: “ Now what of youstranger. | must hear
atae”

“1 haveheardthat desert bottomswereonceseas,” Romerobegandowly. Hif’ tonfrowned.“ Thatisnotatale,
but dogoon.” “It would explain the Oldens. When seas disappeared, climate changed, and agriculture and
commercedegnerated. I’ veheardthat weall arechildrenof Oldens.”’

“Hi! Thatisnotatale, butanamusingfabrication. It bearsthought, and | thinkit benew. Y es.yes. I’ |l takethat
asastory. Now itismy turn. SomeOldensaresaidtoliveon. Haveyou heard of onewhofightslikearegimentand
speedily repairswoundsthoughlackingNess ibush?’

Purity andloveopenly glanced at each other, though Romero could makelittleof thesignal .

“No. Istheresuchaone?’

“Itissaidthat hetravel swithasmall bird-lizard that protectshimfromabove, droppingitslower jaw andstriking
withdeadly poison.”’

Deeply startled, Romeroamost dropped hisvessel.

“Ahhi! Thenyouhaveheard or seensame?’

Romeronodded, cautioudy answeringwith: “1 cannot besure, but it soundsasthoughyouhavedescribedtwo
oldfriends.’”” Hepausedtoreflect, then: “But| cannot besure. That cannot be. They havebeendeadfor long. And
thelarger could not heal himself -- | think -- soit could not -- be--.”’

“Y ourturn!” Hif’ toncomfortably commanded.

“Ithasbeensaidthat water oncefell fromtheskies, that thecloudsweseewithincreasingfrequency carry this
water, and oneday they shall openupagainanddroptheirloads.”’

“Ho! Ho! andHo! Inall mywanderings| havenot heard suchatale. Water fromskies, indeed. Come, my good
vigtor. Letmefill your cup, andthat of your ladies. Now itismine. Haveyou heard of awomanwhoroamsthisworld
appearingfirsttooneandthenanother inwhatever guiseman’ smind most desires?’

“All ladiesappear asmanwishes,” Romero suggested.

“No.No. Sheisatfirsttall andvibrant toonewhodesiresthis, and next short and sultry toanother. Shecomes
dark andboldtoone, shy and gentletoafourth. Sheisall thingstoall men.””’

“ Andshelives? Shetravel sfrom placetoplace?’

Hif’ tonsguinchedtogether shoul der musclesasheheld out hisarms, facetioudy answering: “Whocantel with
eitherladiesortales. Hi?’

Romeroreflected on hisstrangeand distant encounter with onewho had seemedto be Juli, then hequi pped:
“Bothladiesandtaleshavestrangeways, boththrustingtothecoreof matters.’’
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Hee! pf—fb’f%on SF appedhishandagainst hisside. “ Thatisnear asgood asatale --but youshall not belet

“Hil
off soeasily.”” Hepointed hissingleblunt finger at Romero’ snose. “ A bigtale, now.”

“1 haveheard of amanwholiveslong, andwho claimsto comefromanother world,”” Romerobegandowly.

“ Another world?What meansthis?’

Romerousedroundfruitsand nutstoexplain.

“Hi! Thisisatale,indeed, astrangeandfabricatedandimaginativeone. Butl likeit! | likeit!"” Hif’ toncircled
thetableand pounded onit.

Romerotold of strangeworlds, whereshipssped through unimagineably distant voids, wherepower was
harnessedthat coulddestroy wholeworlds, wherenot billionsbut trillionsof humans, al withhairjust likehis, lived
and worked and studiedand bred . . . ."’

Hif’ toncoughed, hewaslaughingso. “Hair! Hal Hal Hair! Just likeyours. Not billions, but trillions. Cough!
Cough! Heer! andHi! andHee!””

Loveburstintotears. Purity roseangry and wrathful, wielding awickedly curved and sharp bladewhich,
fortunately, Romerohalted by grabbing her thick arm.

“Hi! Whatisthis?’

“Itisnothing, Hif’ ton. Wemust apol ogizefor abusingyour hospitality.”

Thecaravan master |ookedto each oneof thethree. Purity chittered. Loveglared.

“No! No! Itismy turnto apol ogize. Pray explainmy abuseand | shall at oncedoso.”

“HeisAmati. Singer of Souls,” Lovespit.

“Hehair,” grumbledPurity, uninformatively.

“Ah. Sothatisit. Y outhink | makefunof your husband?No. My friends. | would not makefun of anyoneor
anything, forarewenotall designeddifferently?l amtruly sorry for thegaff. | laughed at thetaleyour -- ah-- your
Amati spins. Tothink that aworld-- awholeworld exists-- whereall havesimilar features-- like-- like-- well -
- likesomeOlden stories-- or thetal e of the City of the Oldensthat isspunnow and then.”’

Romero clusteredthetwotogether and hugged them. Whenthey werepacified and settled, heexplained: “ A
misunderstanding. Please. Wearea friends?’

Hif’ tonchuckled againand ordered moreTa diene. “ Thistimethespiced,” heshouted.

L ater Romero asked about the City of Oldens.

“Itisanimaginativeandromantictale -- suchasyours, goodtravel er. Thoughit seemsto appeal tomany, for
| hearitfrequently. They say that thecity isprotected by adoorway that killsall whoarenot likethosewithin. That
thosewithinareall alike, thoughwithout mythical hair. That noonebarstheway for thosewhowoul denter, but that
nonehavereturnedwhodid so. That thosewho dieby thedoorway dieineternal ecstasy.”’

Purity whispered that shewasdeathly sick. She, never having beenill, wasnot convincing -- but Romero
deferredto her wish, and they prepared to depart.

“Goodcaravantrails,” Hif tonwaved after them, and Romeroreturned thecommonexpression.

Afterthey’ dcampedandeaten, andlay torest during blue, Romerogatheredthemtogether. Heheldthemtightly
and healsowhispered, saying: “ | know fromwhereyoucome, dearest Purity.”

Bothladiesshedsilenttears.

Afterwardthey dept.

XXX

Redfollowedmagenta, dust lingering closetothewarmgroundhazingtheir viewinall directions. Packingand
hurrying on, Romero pushedthebe’ tlasiasothat soonthey scratched and clopped al ongthefloor of avast chasm,
amighty gorgefromwhich camearesounding crashingand thundering. By whitethey’ dfoundthesound’ ssource
surrounded by unusual plantswithlargebow!-likeflowersof every color.

“Thisistheglacier’ send near Sroop,” Romeroexplainedto Purity and L oveasthey craned neckstofollow
theglinting cascade. Upwardthey |ooked: Upthecliffsideof theancient seabed, upthetableland, upandyet up
themountains de, toglisteninggorgesandti ps. Somewherehightheglacier cal vedand droppedanunknowndistance
tocrashandsplinterintoshardsandfragments. Thosepiecesnow lyingonthewarmer desertwaysmeltedandformed
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E;@ushl ngs reamsthaltv}ecombl nedintoamighty boilingriver that swept downwardanddownward, until theglistening
water fell directly attheir feet, disappearingintoanunnatural holewithout fog or splash.

“Sothisiswhereall thewater goes!” Romeromused-- asif theartificial holeexpl ained thewhol eplanet'slack
of rain.

Hewalked aroundthebasin’ sedge, |eaving Purity and L oveto begintheir encampment. Beneaththefearful
thunder Romero senseda-- well -- awrongness. Hewhirled. Hewassurrounded by twel vebroadswordsmenand
twogiantshalf againastall ashe.

Purity and L ove, further away, werebeing hel d by oneof thegrotesquebeings, asingleoverlargeclaw clutched
both headstogether without concernfor their cries, which Romero could not hear because of the sound of the
cascadingwater. Theterribleroar behind madethetabl eau appear soundl ess, anunred projectionwithindimcanyon
wdls

Hestarted to snakeout hisfoil whencethebroadswordsman swiftly and silently raised their weapons, the
imagery asstiff asscul ptored stone.

Againsttheredlight that rimmedthesharp cliffwaysand stoneproj ectionswasseenthejerking ninepointsof
ascrabblingbubothat pickeditsway acrossstrewnboul ders, silently, methodically, asif inad ow motion sequence.
Upon the beast was awizened figure, cloaked and huddled. It stopped behind the swordsmen and carefully
descendedrickety step by stepfromawovenladder at thebeast’ sside. It shakily wobbled betweentwo guards
andsguintedface-wrinkledfol dsupintoRomero’ shlack eyes. Thoughtheskinwaswithered and parchment-scaled,
eyessunken, thesearchingeyesstabbedalertly. It smouth opened vacuoudy togrin, displaying stain-sharded and
wornteeth. “Itishe,” theweak, wavering, but somehow familiar voi cepronounced with apparent sati sfaction.

Theagingfigurewaveditshandsat guards, who closed on Romero. They wereprepared, and athrownnet
entangled Romerobeforehecould begintoresist. Hewasthrown carelessly between bubo points. Without further
ado, they plodded slowly downward between narrow canyonwaysuntil theshouting water wasbut awhisper.

Asthey neared twotentsthedi stant sound of screechingbuzzbirdswasfaintly heard, andthethrashingof wild
thingsthrough stickleweeds. Dust silted upward agai n, shadowing dozenswhowerepathetically deformedand
bound together by solidiron chains. Somewere overly tall and awkwardly angular, some short and rounded,
asymmetry ruledevery feature, andal | peeredupwardasthey dowly trudged, their eyeshungry andlonely, theirinner
beingsfrightenedand pained.

Romerocouldnot seewell, but thefirst giant hustled Romerointo oneof theforebodingtents, hisneck heldin
agripthat prevented any turning, and Romero must gaspto breathe.

Purity and L ovedangled at theend of theother giant’ sdual grip.

“SitRomerodeMorgan,” theold onepointedtoahard stool and cackled. “Heh! Y outhought to escapeme,
didyou?l knewfromthebeginning. Heh!” Handsliketwisted, gnarled stickleweed clappedtogether. “ Heh! Why
d yathink | purchasedyou? Answer that. Heh!"”’

Romero, suddenly rel eased at theold one’ shand signal, studied thetwistingface. Then: “Why! It’s--it’s--
| believe--you'reAl’ caydel” Seekingto pacificate, Romeroconcentrated onremovingthetensionfromhisvoice,
saying: “ Doyouremember wherewe parted?Werewenot attacked and somedriven off?Othersleft for dead?’

“Heh!” Al’ caydeleaned forward, searching Romero through and through. “Not awrinkle. AnOlden as|
believed. Heh!”

“Wewereattacked. Remember?’

“Heh!” Salivadrooled downonecorner andwasnotwipedfree. “Ohthat.” A handwaved away thethought.
“Notimportant. Notimportantat all. Heh! Tell me. Timepasses. How dol becomeyoung?Heh! Tell methat. Tell
methat.”’

Romeroreflected: Thoughwizened and shrunkenandborderingonsenility, Al’ caydepracticedthed aver trade
andwasdangerous. Had hismotive been simplegreed or wenching or power -- well, Al’ caydesearchedfor the
return of youth. Though hesearchedwrongly. Hewould not believe. Hecoul d not believethat Romerowasnot
Olden, did not havethesourceof youth. Could Al’ caydefaceany reality inalimitedway?Romerosaid: “While
itistruethat | yetlive, OhGreat Al’ cayde, themeansfor sodoinglieswithC’ Lanthians.’”’
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“Beatonl f‘an'%ﬁl ans!” Al cayde svenomexploded asspittleoutward. “ Noone-- heh-- not one-- among
thecitieslivedoverlongasdoyou.”

Romerothough seated managed astately bow. Y our wisdomisgreat, Al’ cayde. Whileitistruethat | live
overlong, andthat my eternal youth camefroman Olden, | annot Olden. | amtheeffect of an Olden, amachine
that wasbuiltintothecourtyardattheCity of T' Lanth.””’

“Theonly one-- Heh?’

“WehavevisitedHif’ ton’ scaravan, whereitisgossi pedthat othersliveoverlong, and that thereisaCity of
Oldens, dsocaledtheCity of Stars.””’

Al’ cayde shrewdly softened his quavering but demanding tone. “Come. We both know that tales spin
everywhere. Itisonly here, withyou, that proof begins. Heh! Havel not circumnavigatedthisland?Havel not
returned again and againin search of thefabled Romero?Havel not?Tell methat?Havel not?’

“lamfabled?’

“Slavesspeak of their God. Heh! Their God. A tall, symmetricmanwithdark hair onhishead. Heh?Beneath
hisnose. Smileswithteeth unsharpened and otherwisesymmetrical . Heh! A skinny bladethat zingsandthrusts. One
whohauntstheglacier for sight of Oldenmounds. Heh! Heh? * Herai sedapal siedhandandrubbedit furioudy across
Romero’ sface, thenshouted: “Only Godsliveon. Heh?’

“1 cannot giveyoulongevity, Master Al’ cayde--.”

“Enough!” Thescowl wasfierceandloudandangry. Al'cayde hadthembundledtogether withstrong, twisted
ropesandtiedbehind bubos, and al so ordered thestriking of tents.

Thoughthey weretogether, and Purity and L ovemust repeatedly wipeaway tracesof glisteningtears, Romero
wasnot permittedtospeak withthem. They shuffledd owly al ongtheravineand over wind-wornridgesa ongwhich
thed ow-paced dave-linemust plod and stagger, theclink and clank of armor andrattleof chain-breaking desert
Slence,

Intimetheaging slavemaster had tentsset, and hebadethem enter, Romeroleading thefrightened | adies.
Al’ caydehad seated himself high, hisback torich, colorful, magical tapestriesdepicting an Oldensceneof towers
andsilver buildingsthat Romero assumedwerenomore. Soft pillowsformed Al’ cayde’ sarmrests.

A brazier glowing hot andfiercecaused yellow light to dance shadowsthat lengthened and shortenedfacial
featuresdrawn uponthetent’ sstickleweed cloth. At each sideof thebrazier thetwo giantshel d steadfast, both
olowering.

Therattleof davechainoppressed consciousthought, andthevery faint traceof burning mesat offended nostrils.

Al’ caydemotionedweakly, whichfact wasmeaninglessto Romero, except hewastaken by oneof thegiants
andthrownroughly beforethed avemaster, wherehemust kneel.

Purity and L ovelikewisewereforced supine.

Romeroshook hishead, saying, assmoothly ashecouldmanage, “ Y ouoncedisdai ned chains, good Al cayde.”

“Heh! Heh! Ohthat. Y es. New ways. Conclaveof traders. Goodidea. Brands. Burnyour mark. Heh.”’

Al’ caydetwiddled at something besidehimwhich Romero couldnot see. Thegiant at Romero’ sleft moved
dowly, ponderoudly. Hestooped, clutchingat thebrandingironwhichhadlainburiedinthefuriousfire. Heshuffled
-- &till stooped -- back to hisplace, and straightened, holdingtheglowingiron.

Al’ caydeexplained: “Eachsaveismarked now. Heh. Onerunsaway -- asyoudid, RomerodeMorgan --
Remember?-- and heisidentifiedforevermore-- Heh?-- Nomatter how long helives-- Heh. Heh-- Nomatter
he' sOlden--Heh?’ Then Al’ cayde cackled and coughed, sputtering phlegmfrom congested lungsand swollen
throat.

“Youaresick Master Al’ cayde. May wetendyou?”’

Romerowasignored.

“I haveanOlden,” Al’ caydefinaly spluttered.“ AnOlden! AnOlden!” Hisvoiceroseever higher until it shrieked
insandly.

Romero’ ssweatinghandclutched at thehaft of hisweaponwhich, strangely, hestill retained. Hewonderedhow
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Purity and Lovesqueezed closer and hugged oneanother. Love' seyesreflected horrors.

Romero permitted breathto escapeeasily, and took caretothink through hisnext steps.

Al’ caydetwiddledat hissideagain, saying: “WatchRomerodeM organ. All slavesdomy bidding, for | have
anOlden. Watch. Heh! C-a-r-e-f-u-I-1-y now.”’

Thegiantwiththeburningiron, andwithout hesitation, pressedit against hisown upper arm. Thestench of
burningfleshtifled andreeked outward.

Romero’ seyespouredintothoseof thegiant’ s, whereamighty and silent strugglewaslost, andthearmsand
handscouldnotflinch.

Al’ caydetwisted andtheburningarmmovedaway fromthebrand, leaving Al’ cayde smark, aflyingbuzzbird.
Al caydeexplained: “ Atthebarehead, RomerodeMorgan. L eavesmy emblem, that nonecanmiss. Heh! The
beauty i sthat all whoview themark know theman orwomanisd aveandwill bereturnedtome. Heh. Heh. Conclave,
yousee.”’ Thegrotesqueand senilecacklebeganagain.

Sanity returned assuddenly, whenceAl’ caydeordered: “ Thethin sword and scabbard!’”’

EvenasRomeroraised ontiptoesto seedia sandknobsrestingbesideAl’ cayde’ sright hand pillow, agiant
clawed ascarred hand between Romero and thebel t hol ding thescabbard. By brutestrengththebelt wastornin
two.

Romerogrunted and gasped forwind.

“Hangit,” Al’ caydewheezed, pointingwithatrembling handtothetentwall at hisright.

“Now letusreview our -- Heh--returning slaves. Thelittleone-- there.” Hepointedat Love. “ Sheisfamiliar.
Hmmmm.” Hestroked awaggingchin.“Hmmm. Heh. Y es. Heh. What isyour namelittlelizard?’

Love, sofrightened, failedtoanswer.

Al’ caydeprodded at hisside. Oneof thegiant’ spawsencircled her thinwai st and beganto squeeze.

Romerofound himself tightly gripped, and could not break free.

Purity cried, her voicenearly lostinfear.

“Tell him!” Romeroshouted.

“L-I-l-ove. Yes, Oh Al’cayde. | -- 1 -- | --wasin Faraway Lands. | -- | -- was captured from --.”’

“Heh.Knewit. Al’ caydenever forgetsaface. Mine. Mine. Heh?’

L oveslumped stricken and unconscioustothefloor whenthegiant rel eased her.

Al’ caydepointeddirty fingersat Purity.” Y ou?’

Sheclosed her stubbornlipsand peered questioningly at Romero.

“Answer, Purity. Tell himwhatever hewishes.”

“Heh. Good adviceRomerodeMorgan. Well 7’

Sheexplainedthat shehad never been part of hisenslavement.

“Nomatter.” Hewaved away her low rumbles.“Now | ownyou. Heh?We' |l brand her, too. Finecatch. Two
mine, onefree. Heh. Heh?’

Onegiant stalked out and returned with ahigh chair. Romero wasplopped onit, where hishair wasto be
removed and thebrand empl oyed onthebarespot.

“Thisisnotjustheatandiron,” Al’ caydeexplainedinoneof hisrational moments.“ AnOlden. Theimprintis
Olden, andafterward| control daveoranimal.”’ Thenhecackledloudly again, turningandtwistingknobsanddias
that Romerocouldnow easily view.

Thegiant preparing theshearing dropped theinstrument and beganawild dance.

Theonebehind Purity and L oveshambledwildly fromsidetoside. Al’ caydelaughed and cackledanddrool ed,
all thewhiletwiddlingandtwistingand beating onsilentknobs.

Moments later it was over and the two giants stood steady and alert while Al’ cayde appeared to muse
watchfully. “ Shavehishair,” heordered.

Faster than canbetold, Purity dashedtothebrazier, catching theglowingironimprinter intwothick handseven
asthegiant benttoreachfor her. Shemanagedtododgethe first great grappl e, and shethrust theburningdesign
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%totgl ant’ sOeres'\J/'oE@efA clear throughtothebrain, whereit sizzled and stank.

L ove, having regai ned consciousness-- a sohavingbeentossed Purity’ ssharpknife-- useditlikeatwo-handed
broadsword, but to stabthroughtheother giant’ slargefoot, momentarily pinningittotheground through the soft
wovenrug.

Romeroat onceleapedfor hissword, draggingit fromthescabbard with aclanging ashejumped about.

Heleaped againandthrusttwice, skewering Al’ cayde.

Twistingandjumpingabout, hereadied again.

Alas! Thegiantsweretoo conditioned, and nolonger thinkingentites. Onehad managedtograsp Purity’ sthick
neck andwould notloosenbeforehedied. Romerohacked at thehand, then had totwi st away asthegiant descended
uponhim.

Hethrew up hissword, catchingthegiant throughthepaw. Inreflexivemotion, thegiant tried to brushaway
thesting. Thebladebent doublewhileRomeroclungtotheother endandwasdragged somedistancea ongthefloor.

When the blade pulled free, the giant’ stendons and muscleswere sliced, and red blood streamed along
Romero’ sblade.

Enraged, but obviously dazed -- for noinner inhibitionsrestrained theanimalisticrageand actions-- thegiant
rushed Romero, whododgedand sliced tendonsat each ankle, hisunusual bladeeasily bitingintobone. Thegiant
toppled, and Romerorushed upward, thrustingthroughtheeyetothebrain, asPurity hadinstinctively done.

Breathinghard, RomerocreptalongthefloortofalenLove.

Alas!

Lifewasfleeingrapidly, her chest havingbeen crushed by aswiping paw. “Amati!” sheburbledwithblood.

“Holdonlittlebird,” hecried, al soscramblingtoPurity.

Alas! --again.

Purity’ sneck hungloosely, her eyesglazingrapidly. “Please. Purity! Love!” heconfusedly pleaded. His
consciousmindwouldnot permittheir death. Y et, somewheredeepwithin, heknew they werealready gone. He
tuggedtheir bodiestogether, tearswetting hishandsand makingthemdlick.

“Amati!” Lovebarely whispered.

“GodisHair!” Purity somehow forced out of belabored lungs, deepand rumbly.

Bothweregone.

Romeroraged and criedinturn. Hekissed them-- never mind blood and dirt -- and heheldthem both close
until their bodies werecold and had becomeso stiff hecould not movethem.

Whiteglaredoutside.

Romeroliftedthetent flap, ananger burningthat he’ dnever beforeknown. Insecondshe’ dskeweredtwowho
walkedfredly nearby. Afterwardhehardly remembered how he’ dragedfromendtoend, taking on othersintwos
andthreesandonceeveninfours, bladeafter bladebeing downed and oneafter another dyingbeneath hisfury. None
couldstandbeforehistorrential movements, hisball et of motion, histerriblepunishment.

Therewerenoneleft toopposehim.

Still hewasnot finished.

HemovedbackinsideAl’ cayde’ stent andwrapped Purity and Loveinachrisomand carriedthemoutside
where, diggingwithafallenbroadsword, heburiedthem, placingasimpleepitaphontheir graves.

Onesaid" Purity",theother said” Love."

Helooked upwardat adriftingandrarecloud, andthenaroundinawidesweep, hisvoicegrieving. Hecried:
“1’venever been Godfearing, andwherever youare--if you are-- Oh God of thisplanet -- pleasetakethesetwo
humbleladies, Purity and L ove, or their soul sor spirit or essence, or whatever Godsuse, andcommitthemtotheir
most lavishheaven. They pleadedfor Hair, Oh God of thisPlanet, but youand | bothknow that Hair issubstitute
forhumannormality, for thedesiretobewholly human, thewishand desiretolack thoseel ementswhich othersmay
findgrotesqueandamusing.

“Please, OhGod of thisPlanet, find thesetwo, Purity and L ove, thevery finest bodiesand thefinest brainsthat
youhaveavailable. Thereshall never beanother twosohumble, soloving, sosensitivetothesmall, quiet thingsof
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gr/{)our desert and ol SFeams.

Though hewantedto, hecouldnot pray further.

Therandomrattleof legironscaught hisear atlast, but first hestaggered back tothecarnagetent wherehefound
theOldenand smasheditintogritand dust beforefreeing others.

Thebedraggled slaveshad comefromall partsof Cairema, and each hadindeed been branded, and had been
forcedtodoAl’ cayde sdightestwhim, wholly controlled andintensified by theOlden. Now grotesqueshapesand
formsdanced and criedand shouted, “ L et usfollow Him. Heissavior. Hehasslaintheevil one.”

Romerowould not haveit.

Hedirectedthemto Sroop, if they wishedit, sayingthat he' dbea onglater. For now, hehad memoriestoloosen.

They, eachintheir quiet andthankful ways, dlipped away sothat hecouldbeal onewithquiet grief.

99

Hecould not sleep, whether red, whiteor blue.

Washislifetobeshatteredforevermore?

Thelossof Adonisand Jonto had affected himdeeply, of course, but now, withthematurity of generations, he
seemed toreflect that Purity’ sand L ove’ svalueswerewealth beyond weal th, beyond ordinary friendshipsor
wifehoods, beyondthematter of adul ationwhich seemed, at least superficialy, tobindthemtogether closely.

Hewalked spiny ridgesduring red. I love you Purity.

Amati!

Heranthrough akalinedust holes. Iworship you Love.

Hesdlipped and scraped down steep holes, tearing clothesand skin. Hair is not God!

Amati God!

Come here you little buzzbird! Amati commands! Into the cage. There. Get you. Turn your snout about.
No. No. I'll just snip you again.

Can you hold this cage, Purity? The bet’lasia misbehaves. There. Turn about you -- you -- sil’lahc!

Can we stop on that knoll, Amati?

Oh, I'll take the cage now, Purity, thank you so much. There. Hold still. I've got you tied down and you
can’t get out so don’t try.

What pretty flowers. Oh look at the colors. Can we stop Amati? Don’t you love them? Purity? Here,
catch. I found this lonely one. It’s charming. Smell it, Purity. Let Amati sniff. There. Isn’t that -- that -- here,
let me cradle it. I know. I’ll just tie it to your hair, Amati. It’s -- it’s lovely there . ...’

Hetrudged onward.

Romero Amati!

The magic of Hair is chimerical!

Amati!

Purity!

Love!

XXXIV

Adonislay besideawaterhol ed eeping. Jonto, takingadvantageof blue, had scurried over nearby moundsin
search of desert rotenswhich, becauseof hisinstinctiveability tobeat theright placeat theright time, wasmore
of ascheduled diningthanahunt.

Nowindsvibratedthe tall, thick stickleweedsthat grew profusely about thestill waters. Now and thenthesoft
hurry and scurry of somedesert deni zenwhispered fromduneto dune.

Adonis be'tlashiaswerequietly twininglongnecksabout eachothers .

A bdl brilliantly tinkled acrossthispastoral scene, and at thesoft sounding signal, mensprangupfromthefol ds
and crevicesthat surroundedthesmall oasis, and rushed swiftly to Adonis.

Evenbeforehehad awakened, they had clamped strong silver bandsat botharmsandlegs. Similar silver meta
linkedinchainloopswereattachedtotheclamps, and theother endswereheld up by ademonically glowering
individual hooded and robedinacostumethat even closeup seemedto blend with surrounding desert dusts.
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Adonis, nowflﬂ\iI IEy awake struggledtohisfeet, and hethrew of f twowhoyet worked at hisextremities.
A harsh, sadisticlaughter brokethroughthebluestiliness.

Adonisstrained at hisbonds, tearingfingernailsonthethinmetal .

Thesolitary laughter wasjoi ned by asecond.

When Adonisrushed at onewhowasclosest, hewasstrickenimmovabl e, parayzed.

All themenlaughed and pounded at oneancther.

L ater Adoniswaschainedto othersandthey marchedthroughred, whiteandblue, cycleby cycle, toreacha
placethat seemed asbarren and open asthe open spacesacrosswhichthey’ dtrekked solong.

Adonisfound strengthto conversewith onehumpbacked personof diminutivestaturehavingthreelegs. The
toughlittledeformed manwasstriding ahead of Adonis, and eachtimehespokeheturned, hisbrow furrowedas
if withperpetua frown, hiseyesglisteningfromhidden phosphorescences. Adonissaid: “I’mendaved. Whoisthe
daver?

Turningbut dightly, thedeformed oneanswered: “I' mR’ uption, andonceaterror fromEer’ yard, alandthat
liesmany cyclessouth. Itissofarthat |’ msureL’ atipacwill never gothere, foritisprotected by deeplyingboils
andsteepdeclivitiesand stenchesthat arevirtually impassable. Besides, L’ ati pacwoul dfind few settlementsal ong
theway tosell ourlabor.”

“Thenweareawork force?’

“Ayedii! WeareL’ atipac’ swork force. Hegainsmuchgoldandsilver by us, andfeedsusnomoreandnobetter
thanbubos.”

Behind Adonisstrodeashackled thinmanwhosearmsandlegsslid back andforthinthesilver clasps. He
sneezedloudly, jerking chainsand makingthemtinkle.

“What arethesebindingsthat hold us?’ asked Adonis.

R’ uptioncursed.“ They areOl dens. Somesay that L’ ati pac stumbl ed uponthemwhilerunningfromacuckol ded
husband. Otherssay that hehasapact with Cairema sgod. | know not thetruth, except that onecannot escapethem.
Wearedoomed and shall behisworkersuntil wesickenanddrop.”’

Twocloakedridersprodded bubosto passtheslavechain. Onerider's facewaspuffed anddark purple, even
beneathwhite. Neither deignedtonoticestumblingdaves.

Adonisasked: “ But how dothe Oldenswork?’

R’ uptionstumbledand cursedagain. Thenhesaid: | know notitsinner mechanisms, but L’ atipachimsdlf carries
controlswithhim. Somesay at hishead beneath hiscowl, otherssay hehasan extraset of handsbeneath histhick
cloak, and heisalwaysready totwist adial or turnaknob.”’

They straggledtoawal led city that must havebeenbuiltinrecent times, for it roseindifferently fromthebottom
of analluvid wash. Further, hadthecity beenan Ol denitwoul d havehadto’ vebeen constructed under water, which
itssurfacedesignwoul d not havewithstood. Bes des, asAdonisnoted, itshighest towerswerebut threestories, and
all waspoundedin placeby thesamedrab mud and stickleweed.

They turned at asquareinthemidst of thevillage, andwereorderedtoliestill.

Villagerscametosatisfy their curiosity, for they wal ked hereand about, peering and sometimespointing and
whisperingtooneanother.

Adoniswasnow abletoview thewholechain, asthey formedaspiral that wound around and around. Heand
R’ uptionwereabout onethirda ongthechain’ santerior. Eachdavewashel d by four clamps, oneat eachextremity.
Exceptionswerethosewithlessthantwo or morethanfour armsandlegs. Somewerewomen, somechildren, and
many weretwisted and hulking, withmusclesthat had givenanedgeto survival under difficult, oftenimpossible
conditions.

Onewizened creaturerubbed her armsandlegsconstantly. Her skinhungloosely, and her bonesmadesharp
projectionsthat seemedtocry topiercetheskin. Her lidlesseyesstared vacantly outward, andleg musclestwitched.
R’ uptionpoked Adonis, saying, “ That onewasL’ atipac’ sfavoritefor many cycles, but thenshewitheredandhe
cast her aside. Shewill soonbecutloosetodie.’”
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A pacaoessowﬁAhfa\/orltes’?

“Ayedi! L’ atipachasnofavorites. Only thoseheusesto hisadvantage.”

A small childbegantocry, and wastakento bosomby another who huddled against athird, andtriedtoshelter
thechild. Adonisasked: “L’ atipacwould seizesuchachild?’

“Noexception. Histotal , singul ar thoughtistogather gol d, whichgiveshimsecurity and power. But again, look
closely at thelittleone. Seehow hiseyessparkle?How rudy magentatheskin?’

Adonisnodded. “ItisL’ atipac’ schild, abastard, and onewho cried at thewrong time. No exception. None
atal.”

Everywhereweresymptomsof nutritional deficiencies: skinroughanddry and scaly, body swollen, some
externa limbsbeginningtoshow paralyss, inflammationof eyes, soretonguesand cornersof themouth, frequent
intestinal dischargesthat scatteredasickly trail wherever thechainstraggled, signsof mental disturbances, anemia,
bonedeformations, sunkenchests. .. Adonis mental facultiesswept throughthelist, classifyingandsorting. . ..

Apparently thed avemaster hadfinished hisbargainingwithcity leaders, for henow cameregally stridingfrom
amud-daubedstructurel ocatedontheir square. A small girl notallerthan L’ atipac’ skneecamerunningfrombehind.
Sheclutched hissweeping robeandrodegleefully down stepsasL’ atipac moved fromsteptostep, her ledalso
partof L’ atipac’ scloak. R’ uptionmoaned: “ Ayeesii, thereisoneexception. ThatisL’ atipac’ sfavoritedaughter,
I’ seretni, andamuch spoiledbratlet.”’

L’ atipac motionedfor thechainto moveal ong. Overseersspokeor directed, and the spiral beganto snake
outwardinanorderly fashionthat might haveput many military groupstoshame, by itsconditioned precision. Once
thechainwasstraight again, I’ seretni hopped, skipped andranalongside. Now andthenshe’ dwithasharpstick
pokeat onestumblingand bumblingalong. At another timeshe’ d spit onone, who could only blink andwipethe
sputumoff andkeepshuffling.

Shetripped onestarving boy, and then stood back tolaugh. Fortunately hewasabl etorecover beforetheline
wentdown, and L’ atipac noticed.

I’ seretni’ spatewasdisfigured by abroad purplewel t that al so swept downbesi deher right SsIdeand nose, across
her mouth, down her chin, and down her neck, whenceit plunged hidden beneath dark garmentssimilar to her
father’ s. Soft bubo skinembel lished her feet, whereasall inthechain scrabbled along on call oused and barefeet.

Adonisturned hishead away fromher withdisgust. They had comecl oser totherear gateof thevillage, which
wasguarded by nothing but strai ght-standing desert sticksthat had beentiedtogether toformacrudebarrier. They
wereagainturnedintoaspiral. Oneof thehooded overseersprodded forwardabuboladenwith clonking clayware,
oneof whichwascrazed andleaked ablack, odorousliquidthat wasl ater |adled tod avesasfood. Eachdavemust
holdforth hands-- or hand -- and aspoonful of someblack, lumpy masswassl oppily tossedintoit or onthem.

When Adonisgul ped hisdown, henearly vomited.

R’ uptionpushedhimgently, andsaid: “Easy. Y ou’ || get usedtoit. Especialy when you' restomachisshrunken
andempty.

Just thenasharp sti ck prodded Adoni sfrombehind, rupturing hisskinand making atrickleof blood. Heturned
quickly tofindtheyoungfemaleL’ atipacchild, | seretni, staringwil d-eyedat theflowingblood, andlicking her lips.

Adonisswopped her up and turned her over and spanked her bottom, so that she screeched and cried and
wiggledinvain.

Hoodedfiguresscurriedtohisside, whichheshrugged off easily by onevast motion of hisbroad shoulders, and
hecontinuedto spank.

R’ uptionandtheskinny onebehind strivedtomoveasfar away astheir chainspermitted, |leaving Adonistothe
tusslingaswell ashissurefate.

They dared not usepikesfor fear of hurting L’ atipac’ schild. Andthey dared not permit Adonispossession of
thechild. For which of theseoverseerswasnot al so haunted withthethought of their own enslavedfate, should
L’ atipacturnnarrowed, angry eyesuponthem?

Adoniswasmorethan equal tothem, and hetossed them hither and thither, asfast asthey cameclose, also
holdingontothespoiledfemale. Atlast, whenhefelthe’ ddisciplinedthegirl sufficiently, heset her downand pointed
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Fith hisghain-1 e ER 1St adirection,

Sherushed, wildly, fearfully away.

Inmomentsshewasback with her gloweringfather by her side.

Bothof Adonis nearby companionsagainstruggledtomaximizetheir distancefromAdonis.

L’ atipactook counsel among hisoverseers, includingonewhowasjust thenrisingfromsilted ground.

Faster than Adoniscouldblink, hefoundhimself paralyzed, hel dfrozeninaposturethat washaf squatting. Pain
roiledupanddownhisspinal columnandburstintothelower part of hisbrain, showeringthoughtswith sparkling
lightsand patternsthat blinkered and scamperedlikeflighty buzzbirds. Hecouldmovehiseyesdlightly.

Exceptfor Adonis, all that seriesof cyclesthrough red, whiteand blue, thoseonthechainwerelinked and
unlinked, andsettoworkingroups. They workedontherear wall andgate, somecarryingwater, somestone, some
scrapingtogether asiltthat, whenwetted, formed asticky mud. Somegathered stickleweedthat wasdliveredand
madeintothinstripsand embeddedinbrick formsmadeof mudand strengthenedwithstone. Aseachof theform’'s
contentsdried beneathtriplesunsandfromdessicatedair, they wered ungtogether by meansof chainsstill tiedto
thedaves, and by that meansthey must lift and hoist and carry heavy blocksup and up, until thewall washighand
they wereagainledtorest until another cycle, another turn.

They avoided Adonis burningeyes, forintheir mindshewasal ready dead, and no onewho seesdeath close
by likesto peer directly intoitseyes. Histissuescriedfromapai nthat must haverippled and broadcast itsel f in sheer
waves.

OnceL’ ati pacsquabbledwithvillagel eaders, andwoul d not permit hisd avestowork. For twocyclesthed aves
werespiralledbesidetheouter walls, waiting.

Duringonedusky blue, Adonissensed asoft rustling besidehim. First wasasoft whir andflop, andthenthere
wasJonto, inall hismagnificance, attemptingtohover at hislips. Pressedagainst Adonis' lipswereportionsof desert
roten. Perforce, hemust attempt toswallow theportions, and hefound hecoul d, though not without great application
of will and concentration.

Withthereturn of white, s avesworked again.

FromAdonis narrow, pain-strickenview, hewasabletowatchwhenone, whofel | exhausted, wasunshackled
by hooded overseersand dragged off. Adoniscoul d not di scern how theunshackling wasdone, though hestrained
near-drugged and dazed-with-pai neyeswiththeattempt to understand.

Now andthenlittlel’ seretni approached, thumbinmouth, eyeswide. Shehad not quitebuilt upthecourage
toagainteaseor prod Adonis, though shemight follow behind other slavers, tripping onewho was|oaded, or
scratchinganother withbrambledsticks.

102

Atlastthewall wasfinished, andtheclink and clank of gold coinfaintly carried acrossthevillagesquare.

Thoseendaved sighed. Now they woul d havesomebrief respite, albeit oneof marching, marching, through
endlesscactus-filled desertsand cauldrons.

WhenL’ atipac madered easeof Adonis, and Adoniscreekingly raisedhimsdl f tofull, giant height, and stretched
painfully, L’ atipac swept hisdark cloak aboutinagrand styleand said: “Gah! | thought you dead. How itisthat
youstill survive, surely only godsknow.”’

Heturnedtogoaway, butthenreturnedtofeel Adonis' still bulgingmuscles. “ Mayhapthisstrengthwill serve
me. Anyway | canalwayskill youlater, or even provideyouwithanother treatment.”’

Therewasnoway toknow how L’ atipacdidit, butwhenthestrangeparalysisflickeredonand off again, Adonis
dumpedtotheground, musclesshriekingwith pinpricksand sharp, rhythmicpainsthat crescendoed againandstill
agan.

Twohooded overseersdragged himroughly, likeastickleweed bundl etied and readied for hauling, andagain
they tiedhimintothelong, straggly davechain.

R’ uption prodded histremblinghandsinto Adonis’ sides, and theskinny man pushed, until they’ d somehow
kneededfeelingbackinto Adonis flesh. Adonisat |ast roseand staggered, and hepranced about throughtortious
sensations, until hefinally wasabletomakehisway.
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tnkly gorda‘en S5URd sprinkled through theair and along theenchained. Itwasabel | that conditioned and

forewarnedthat they wereoff tothemarching, marching, off toanother jobthat wouldtry tofill L’ atipac’ snever
endinggreed.

®

XXXV

L’ atipac chewed at sticksthat had beenimmersedin sweet oil sashediscreetly listened tothecity braggerts.
TheCity, Q' uili, wasalwaysasquiet asthedeadjust beforethegames, and now it wasstill enoughtoclearly hear
thefaraway shriek of buzzbirdsasthey dovetothedesert floor andfought over thestenchof carrion. Only thesick
andtheaged andinfantswereat home, for all el sehad trekkedtothesouthernend of thecity, and outsidethegates
tothepits, whereL’ atipac’ sdlaveshad shedtheir blood shapinganew ampitheatreby levelingterracesandrolling
rocks. Oneof thebraggertswassaying: “Hi! Old T  rowill takethegamesagainthisyear.”

Another admonishedwith: “But T’ roages. Rememberwhen S ventwasGrand Gamer, and T’ rotook him. Hee!
Theknuckleball got him. What abeautiful, gory sight. Blood spatteredfrom S’ vent, near blindingthefirstrow.’’

“Nooneisstronger or better at trial than T’ ro,” another nodded.

L’ atipac spat out hisstick, and asked: “ Thesegames?| seemuchwagering. How oftendothey come?’

“Butonceayear,” answeredone, respectfully noddingtothisvisiting d avemaster. Who had not heard of those
who had been secretly stolenduringsuchvisitsby davers?

“Howmany takepart?’ L’ ati pac asked, pushing agreen stick intohismouthand chewing until salivadribbled.

“Just two, Oh Grand M aster. And any whowishestochallenge.”

“Hi! Ayesii!” they laughed. Andanother explained: “Therehasbeennochallenger for many cycles.”

“What of thewager?’ asked L’ atipac. “ | sitworththebetting?’

“Ayiii! Whatever onewishes.”

“1, myself, wontwo bubosand abridelast year.”

L’ atipac’ seyesnarrowed ashethought through thegossip. Whileit wastruehe’ d gathered together more
preciousgoldwhilemakingtheampitheatrefor E' asure, Q' uili’ slittledictator, he' da sosensedthepresenceof much,
muchmore. Thesizeof hiscommission had beengreat, and had exhausted many daves, sothat he’ dhadtosend
overseersoutwardlongdistancesseeking replacements.

Butthegreater thecommission, thegreater washisstrivingfor theglint of goldinhisown pouches. Something
inL’ atipac’ smindwantedto surface: aplan, ascheme, aclever subterfuge. Hecould not quiteplaceit. Heasked
softly: “This-- Grand Gamer -- thiswinner. What ishisshare?’

“Ahyeesiii! Hisshareisequal tothat of all thegoldthat onecanspendinalifetime.’”’

“True,” another nodded, and thenadded, “ SolongashepermitsE’ asuretospenditfor himself...."”

L ater, when most of the popul ace had entered thestonepillars, gatewaysto thenew arena-- thepillarshad
beendraggedinplaceat muchcosttoL’ atipac’ sslaves-- L’ atipac seemedto havean unusual softening of heart,
for heordered hisoverseersto permit all thoseenslavedtoenter too, sothat they, al so, couldwatchthegames.

Surprisedandactual ly quiteshocked, theoverseersquickly obeyed, |eadingthestraggly linestothepit’ sbase,
alsothecircular foot of theamphitheatre. Herethey nearly encircled thebaseoncethey werepositionedandwere
permittedtosink tothesandy floor.

M agentapassed, andwhenfull redwaspronounced by anofficia, T’ rostrodemagnificently forward. Hehad
athirdeyeat hisforeheadthat blinked and peeredindependently of hisother two. Astall asAdonis, histhighswere
thickly hewed, aswerehisshoul dersand biceps, but hishandsappeared to beenlarged four timesover natural
proportions.

Hisappearanceinthearenabrought sudden shoutsfrom menand women, rabbleand dictator, and all stood
to shout and clap and to wield noise makers. Asfeet stamped and armswaved, thecry of “T’ro! T'ro! T ro!”
coal esced and cresendoed so that thearenamust form agiant sound-hornthat bl asted theempty reddened skies.

Thescent of sweat and dust, sweet and sour drinksthat spilled and poured endlesdly, theperfumeof ladiesand
their men, thedank and damp odorsof slaves-- all mingled.

R’ uptiontuggedon Adonis’ chainand cautioned: “Itisnotlikel’ atipactopermit uspleasure. Somethingis
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amiss.

Theskinny onebehind Adonismoved closeenoughto hear R’ uption, and henodded hishead with agreement.
Thecrowdwasshoutingstill: “T'ro!” Grand Gamerforever!”

Two buboswaddledintothedusty arena, pluming dust, making many coughand sneeze. Thetworidingthe
bubosrai sedtwosi Iver Ol dens, ancient horns, andthey piercedtheinsensatenoi sewithascreechingwail that caused
altoquiet.

Everyoneseatedthemselves.

Br'gumstrodeasregally ashad T’ rofromtheother sideof thearena, cloakedin colorful redthat waved and
fluttered at each step. Hebowed, and againcametheOldencall s, thistimerepeatedfor adifferentfavorite: “Br’ gum!
GrandGamer!”

“Br'gumforever!”

“Ayeesdiii! Br gum!”

Thetwosilver hornspiercedthecries, andagainall wereseated.

Adonisstudiedthenewcomer, and deducedthat T’ rowasof afaster reflex.

Thetwo-- T'roand Br’ gum-- werelinedup. All wasqui et asthey awaitedthesignal. A horntootled, andthe
contest wason, eachrunning asfleet asdesert rotensthat scootlebeneathrockswhentheir doomisnear.

L’ atipacworked hisway through cheeringthrongsto closeon E’ asure, whowasnot quitesoenthusiasticas
thoseabout him. Hishead bobbed thisway andthat | ooking at thebouncing throngsrather thanwatchingthecontest.

SinceT'rowasthewinner, Br' gumwaspermitted choi ceof event. Hechosegrappling, akind of no-holds
barred struggle, that permitted eye-goughing, stomping, or any other meansfor overcomingtheopponent.

Adonis noted T’ ro’ sthin, cruel smilewiththechoice.

L’ atipacwavedto E’ asure, whilemany acclaimed tumultuoudy, for by Br’ gum'’ schoice, they knew themain
event would be soon, and so betsweremorenumerous.

Thechallengedand chall enger spat upon pal ms, squatted, andwhenthe Ol den horntootled agai n they dashed
at oneancther likepuffing bubosinhest.

Althoughotherwiseevenly matched, T’ ro had experienceand soon Br’ gumwaspinned. Hewasrel eased by
shoutsand clamor of thosewho’ d bet, and when Br’ gumrose, hismouthwasamassof foam, and hestaggered.

Again, asloser, Br gumwasgiven choiceof event. Adoni ssensed theman’ searly weariness, and that hemust
makeachoicewhiledazed.

Thebrochettewaschosen, whichmust havebeenwrong, for T'ro’ seyesgleamed asif withasuddenvictory.

L’ atipac moved closer to E’ asure, who ordered one of hiscloseaidesto makeroom. Smiling, crafty eyes
surveyedthoseequally smilingand crafty gathered around thedi ctator, whenceL’ ati pac seated himself, saying: “|
amMaster of Men, Oh Grand E’ asure. Thisdebacl eisafluke. Why haveyounot matched T’ ro, your champion,
withanother hisequa?’

Startled, E’ asure-- who had beenrather bored and certain of theoutcome-- having at last found aspiritual
counterpart -- waspleasedtosmile, saying: “ Y ouareindeed Master of Slaves, L’ atipac, andtheMaster Craftsman
forwork --" hewaved at thoseslavesthat circled thebaseof thestands* -- but hardly equal to measurer of men.’”’

“If you put achainabout theneck of oneman, theother endisabout your own. Under such circumstances, how
could| not understand both chainsand men?’

E asurebowed. Asifitwereof nogreat troubleinthefirstinstance. Hebowed again, and agreed, saying:

“Verywell. Y ouwerecorrect. Thereisnoneagainst which T’ romay not stand, and thereforenoneto place
against him, exceptthevery boorishandlost Br’ gum.’”’

By now thechallenger, Br’ gum, waswelted by the criss-crossing of adozen bladewelts, and hewasfast
weakeningfrombloodloss. Itwasobvioustoall that T'romerely toyedwithhim. They all yelledfor death.

T’ roglanced upwardfromtimetotimeandgrinned, histeeth having been pointed and sharpened andfilledwith
curlicuesof brilliant goldwork. Heal sotoyed withtheaudience, Adonisfelt.

Thethinonebeside Adonisshivered, and R’ uption pulled himself closer tohisstaunchally, Adonis.

L’ atipaclaughed, asoundthat could only beheard by E’ asureandthosenearby. Hesaid: “ They would shout
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j%st asloud after your FBlGod, T'ro!”

E’ asurepushed ascented clothtohisface, sniffed, and waved dightly toanearby retainer, whoknew at once
what wasdesired.

By now Br’ gum’ skneeswobbled and heslowly jelled totheground where, with ever-slower dicing of his
brochette, T’ ro carved morebl ood that soon wasmatted with dust.

T’ rofolded hishugearmsandlarger handstogether. Onehand still grapsed the bl ood- stained and dripping
blade. Hestood back andwaited for Br gumtodie.

Somehow theaction did not pleasethecrowd, andthey stirred and buzzed likeangry insects.

By now E’ asure’ sretainer hadreachedthearena sfloorway, wherehenodded at someone, signalingpermission
for thenext event. Thetwo stolid bubosclumped outwardtothearena scenter. Hornswobbled again, andwhen
all wasquiet, oneatop abubo shouted, out: “Thisyear T'rohasachallenger!”

Foramoment all wasstilled. Thenabedlam of noiseshattered quiet red.

“NoNess ibushes,” Adonismuttered, havingjust noted thelack of theancient healing devices.

When R’ uptionasked what wassaid, Adonisshook hishead, refusingtoanswer.

Thechalengerlimpedforward, athree-legged giant, withthreearms. At first agasp shuddered acrossthebl eak
arena, withoohsandaahs, andthen shoutsof great delight thundered, for suchwasthechal lengingsizepittedagainst
theirfavoriteT ro.

SinceTo' tionswasthechallenger, hewaspermittedfirst choice, whichwasarunandthenabroadjumpacross
amarked space.

They startedthesameasthefirst game, withahorntootle, andit becamequickly clear that thethree-legged
had anadvantage. Histhirdlegcouldeasily beused asthepol e, and by itsatrocioususe, To' tionsneatly vaultedto
firstplace.

T’ roscowled. Now itwashisturnto choose. Hesel ectediron mittens, glovesthat hadiron spikesprotruding.

Onceagaintheflighty and blood-lusting audiencecheered.

Aroundand about thetwo danced, eachwatchful of theother. T’ rowasespecialy careful nottoclosewiththat
thirdarmthat waslonger thanany of his, or evenlonger than To’ tionsother twoarms.

To'tionsfeintedwiththethirdandlongestarm,and T'rododgedeasily.

AgainTo'tionsfeinted. ThistimeT’ rocaught thearmwithhisown spikedfist,demolishingit, sothat nowitlay
l[impwith shattered boneand bespattered bl ood.

Shocked andweakening, To'tionsgamely weaved and bobbed.

AganT’ ro’ sarmshot out, thistimequashing To' tion’ shead, sothat nothingwasl eft that wasnot jelled.

Whenthechallenger sagged, many inthecrowd stamped gleeful feet against dirt and shouted loudly, and paid
off wagers.

MeanwhileL’ atipacwasasking E’ sureif To' tionshad takenthechallengeby hisfreewill.

Theover-seriousE’ asuresurprisingly laughed again, saying,“ Y ou shouldknow by now, Grand Slaver, that
slavery worksaslong asslaves permit it, and that freedom works only when man learnsto befree, but that a
combination of thetwowill notwork atall.’”’

“Ayeediii!” L’ atipacwasal so pleasedthat he’ dfound oneof hisown disposition and sagewisdom.

“Thedifferenceliesinthemeans, heh, E asure?’

They could not moveoutward until thecrowd had shifted, and thecrowdwantedto see To' tion’ sremains
dragged off, for thenthey couldrelivethegory fight, asthough eachheldasmall recorder inhisor her littlemind,
and could by thisstimul ationplay andreplay thegreat event. L’ atipac suddenly asserted: “| haveahefty wager that
oneof my slavescanbeat T'ro.”

L’ atipac hadlongwatched Adoniswho had surprisingly not diedwhenhe' d punished thes avefor spanking
hisdaughter, | seretni. Truthwas, L’ atipacknew that | seretni needed di scipline, that shewasspoiled, but hecouldn’t
haveadlavebehaveinsuchadegrading manner. Slavedisci plinewasimportant, and by further truth, sowasthe
portion of theegoheusedtoidentify himself withhisdaughter, and through her, withthepunishment.

SincethenL’ atipachad seentoit that Adoni shad themeanest choresand themost dangerous. Inwardly he'd
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%arv Settat how thik hemagnificent slavehad thrived, whileothersinthechainshad si ckened and died. Adonishad
takenupon hisbroad back thelargest|oads, and onetime, whenaheavy pillar they’ dbeen carving under contract
hadfallenand pinned R’ uption, Adonishad gottenhimself beneathandliftedit tosavethepitiful cresture, evenbefore
overseerswereawareof difficulty.

L’ atipacstroked hischin, awaiting E’ asure’ ssureanswer, whichcamewith: “ Theeventisover until nextyear.
However ... aprivatearrangement?’

L’ atipacsmiledand nodded.

Whenredcycledtothecity’ sgateways, L’ atipacand overseersa ongwith E’ asure, andretai ners, werehoused
inthelargest of sllver dwellings, ahalway withnopillarsor other discernablemeansfor holdingupitsshiny, smooth
roof.

L’ atipac and E’ asureagreed onwho wasto hold thestakes, and three setsof eyesgleamed at thesight of so
muchgoldtransferring from beneath cloak and cowl andbagsfrominside.

Adoniswasbroughtinwithwristsand anklesencircled by thesilver Olden.

E’ asure shouted: “Unfair!” and after much haggling, it was agreed that the burly T’ ro must likewise be
accoutered, or el se Adonismight haveprotectionsat thewrist that theother did not.

Courtesansand court ladieswereinvited, thel atter with sweet, drenching perfumesthat masked thestench of
daver.

AtE’ asure sdirection, asmall manwithtwistedlipsand chin stepped beforethemandbeckoned at otherswho
litcandles. Inthewaveringlight, which cast shadowsthat seemedtocrawl upsheer silver cliffways, hebegan, saying:
“Itiscustomary during Grand Gamesto permit challenger choice. Shall that bethecustomhere?’

E’ asuregrowled and shook hishead no, reminding that thesewerenot the Grand Games.

L’ atipacand E’ asureagainquarreled. They finally agreedtol et thethrow of pebbledeterminetheissue.

Adonis eyesseemedtotwinklebeneaththeflickeringlight asthey followed apebble sthrow. Itwasnowhere
near thefiveequa sidesrequiredfor equal distributionandequal probability or chance. Intruth, thepebblehad been
designedtofavoritsowner, E asure, anddid, givingthecall to T’ ro. L’ atipacwastooignorant toknow it.

L’ atipacwhisperedin Adonis’ ear: “| warnyousdave. Losethisandyou haveaready lost your life. But not
beforeyou squat under thepain probefor morered cyclesthan canbecounted.”

Adoniswantedtoaskif losingitto T’ roalsomeantlosing hislife-- and, if so, what would beleft toapply the
Oldento?

Buthedidn'taskit.

Atasignal, T'rosmiled, and calledfor thegrappling, histhird eyeweaving hypnotically.

T’ rohurledhimself at Adonis, clenchingarmsand pressing hisowncorded chestagainst Adonis . Though T’ ro
stainedwithevery gram, hecould not makethosecytheticmusclesflicker, and assuddenly hereleased and hurled
himsalf backward.

Adonispushed out hislongarmsandwiggledthemtorel easetension.

They circled oneanother, first onefacefully lighted by added torch-light, and then thesecond.

T’ rorushedinlower, placingarmsabout Adonis |ower ribs, and squeezingtightly. Adonis, likewise, fromover
T'ro’ sheadencircled T'ro’ schest and beganto squeeze. Slowly, likeadeflatingballoon, T'ro’ sgreat chest folded
inward. Hisgreat thews, spreadwidely, gavehimthepurchasenecessary to pull away, whichhedidwithgreat
difficulty.

Swest reekedfrom T’ ro’ sbody, and hisfacewasflushed, andwhitemarksappearedwhereAdonis armshad
been.

Adonisseemedunruffled. Hewaited, hislegsinwardand outwardlikedesert li zard-snakes, and hismighty thews
easily pacedtheother asthey circledabout theill-litroom.

Now T’ ro’ sgreat skill and experiencecameintoplay. Herushedinwardandfe nted, and wasabletoget behind
Adoniswherehelocked hishighandsbehind Adonis head, hiskneeat Adonis’ backboneand hisarmsbeneath
Adonis arms, whichnow wereoverhead.
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Many along Ffo‘ ewal(fgavesoft Oohs’ and“Aahs’.
“Now!” shouted E’ asure, andthechampion T’ roindeedtried, strainingto break Adonis neck andback with
every gramof will musclescouldddliver.

Slowly Adonistuggedback, littleby littlebending T' rountil withonegrandflip, T' rowasonthefloor before
Adonis, hishandsbroken|oose, and hishead throbbingfromthesuddenfall.

Asif he' dtakenastickleweed bundleat hisknee, Adonisliftedthedazed T’ ro and beganto break hisback
over hisknee. Boneafter bonecracked, until nothingwasleft to break except soft cartilegeandflesh -- andthe
piercingscreamof T’ ro, onetimeQ’ uilionchampion.

When T’ rowasdropped limp and dead, sudden silencewasbroken by cheersand laudatory remarksfrom
thosewho' dbeenprivilegedtowatch.

All Adoniscould hear was T’ ro’ sterrible scream, asound that seemed to reflect the criesof every person
endavedandtobeend aved, whether by thesilver bracel etsof Oldensor theequally terribleconventionsof approval
andaccolades.

Adonis hadaddedtohisburdensthisnight. ...

XXXIV

Although caravanstrekked betweencities, they werenot especially frequent, yet L olasensedfromthestirring
dustinthedirectionthat redwoul d comethat onemust beapproaching. Shewaited patiently, and by mid-red advance
guardsspotted her.

Sherefusedto permit shadowsto hook onto her saddened countenance. “ Ayiieel” shoutedascout, andshe
wassoon surrounded by several, someglowering, somegrinning, afew scratching headsinwonderment at her
location,andalone.

Now theclick and clack of scuttling buboreached her ears, and uniqueodorswith mixturesof pungent scents,
both humanand bubo, twitched her delicatenostrils.

Thecaravanmaster wasasad littlemanwith grossly mishapenfeatures, aset of flippersfor armsand hands,
extraskinfoldsat hisneck and head, eyesthat saw equally well beneathred, whiteor blue. Lolawascarriedbefore
the Master who rode on againt bubo with a broad-beamed back -- almost a separate species. He wastightly
strapped inawoven stickleweed basket fromwhich hemust peer over itsedgelikeacaricatureof agnome.

Becauseof theabsenceof hisshadow, L olaat oncesensed hisother disfigurements. Hiseyes, likethoseof
alizard snake, though not doubl e-lidded, woul d have peered past her shadowsin any event. And hisbehavior
discomfitted, for hestared overlongbeforespeaking, acustom, L olathought, that must bestir many at thebargaining
counters. Finally inasmooth, harmoniousvoice, hesaid: “ Thereismuchabout youthatisodd, for your handsand
armsandevenyour facehassymmetry. Isyour body likewise?’

Lola, strangely flushinglikeayounggirl, could not answer.

Hewaited, sayingnothingfurther.

Atlast:“Itisso, Master.”

“Youwouldridetrails?Why joinyouP ropa?’

“lweary of city throngs,” shetruthfully answered.

“Y ouwill tend bubos?Gather stickleweed?Carry heavy earthenjugs?Collect bubodroppings?Fetchwater?’

“|--1 -- camefromthecaravans. My trainingthereinisfirm.”

P ropawaved asinuouslegthat terminated withtwotoes, theremainder of awebbing. “ Tothesinglewomen
andchildren,” heordered.

107

Timethereafter flowedthrough Cairema’ sduggishveinslikethickeningblood. P ropaandL olaa onesurvived
whileothers, withseemingquickeninglives, passed on, leavingbehind progeny havingmoreworrisomeabnormaities
thantheir parents.

A generation passed.

P’ ropa, along-lifer -- wisebeyond histime-- or ahead of it -- had prodded hiscaravan with great patience,
never permittingittogrowtoounwieldy, nortoosmall, sinceinthelatter instanceit could become tantalizing prey,
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Sdinthetorma MRS ol arger domainsand convocations.

Four timeshe’ dhadto devel op new territoriesto avoid changing allegiances, and now they had drifted back
totheregionof Lola scoming. C’' Lanthianlandswerenomore, usually reliablecaravanwhisperstoldher. Andall
but theOlden citieswereashesother lessreliablerumorsproclaimed.

ItwaswiseP ropawho had noted her unaging quality first, whencel olahad sought out smoothly burnished
brasssothat shecouldtest hisobservations by her ownreflections.

Strong menhad comeandgone. Her paramourshad beentoo numerousfor counting, andnoneyet viable. Even
asrumorsof new religionsthrust outward, and | ater tol d of their downward shatterings, L olahad permitted build-
up of new shadows, and then had seentotheir deliberatedestruction.

I am first the obedient priestess, and then vidicative mother, sheflagellated herself.

God--if itwasGod-- either woul d not answer, or Lolawoul d not permit hisanswer. Awarethat al her unions
had been non-viabl e, perhapsexplainingthewhy of her conflicting, soft, and cordated motherhood, shehadyet to
resolveherinner shadows.

Meanwhilethe sterileand undemanding P ropaand L ol a, sans shadow between them, spent many hours
discussingthemeaning of life. Lola, long used totheasymmetriesof Cairma, could not view hispreternatural
conditionwithtrepedation. Hewasmorethananythingaproduct of histimes, not of the Ol dens, althoughthat was
not theonly reason shewasendearedtohim.

108

They roded owly throughwallsthat breechedtheskies, dividingthemintoal ong, narrow light and darkness.
Hereitwascool evenduringwhite, and occasi onally asoft breezefluttered L ola sdark hair. Children squawled
behindthem. Thesoft clipand clap of bubo scuttling against hard rock mingledwith soft scrapings. Hereandthere
clay earthenwareclunkedaganst others. Revelinginthecool channd downwhichcaravanmaster P ropahadtaken
them, thecaravan seemedrestfully quiet, or at |east moresubdued thanusual. Lolasighed, andsaid, “ Eachreligion
of latespeaksof magi cthat bringsevery manandwomanthefeaturesof theOlden. Master P ropa, isthisdesirable?”’

P ropaflutteredaflipper beforehim, andthought long beforeheanswered, aswashishabit. Hesaid: “ Forevery
man to becomelike other men, and for every woman to becomelike other woman, isnot desirable. Theseare
desperatehopestohidefear andindividuality.’”’

“Butdidnot Oldenscreatemighty instruments, andlivemost easily?’

“Oldensdonot exist!” Heswept hissupplefeet aboutinall directions. “Wherever? They havedisappeared,
thustheevidenceof their superior waysisnegative. Thecitiesprotect their silver instruments, whichwoul d bebetter
poundedinto potsand pans, knivesand hal breds. But every personyearnsto be Ol den becausethewishisakinto
havingonewishwhereinitiswishedthat all thewishesinCairemashall beyours.”

“|sthat statesodesirable, Oh Master?’

“Itisman’ sreactionto painandsuffering. Thesmall baby criesforitsmother’ smilk, or whenit defecatesand
remainsunclean, or whenitispricked or dropped. Arethesestatesnot universal ?’

“Yes, Master.”

“ Andthegrowing child cannot play whenwork isrequired, for hisgrowing musclescry out at thecarrying of
heavy |oads, or theheat of white, thechill of blue. Until hisdesiresdisciplinehisbody, hecannot harden. Anduntil
his body hardens, he cannot but desirewrongly. These are dual natures that are enigmatic, tautological and
mysterious. Wouldthat onewasOl den, thedual naturedi sappears.’”’

“1 begintounderstand, Master.”

“Thenthereisathird naturethat comesfrombehind theenigma. Certai n pleasuresdestroy thefinebal ance of
youth. Aninternal voi cecriesfor too muchnourishment, and onefattens. Another, tosleep overlong, and muscles
soften. Another tofornicatewhen speciesisnot at stake.”’

Shecouldnot buttitter. “ Perhaps| suffer fromthelatter, OhMaster.”

Hestared at her inhisquiet, enigmatic manner, at | ast whisperinginher ear: “Whenaspeciesisnot at stake.”

Itwaslike God had spokento her through Propa’s fleshy mouth.
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Di sconcer?edAngtFi)fue when stakeswerestruck andthetentshaul ed upward, shewanderedintowildlands
beyondthecaravantrails,|onely andaone. Becomingchilled, shegathered stickleweedfor afire, pullingidly atfirst
oneandthenanother driedstubble. Theoily wood startedeasily, warmingquickly, andalsocastinganorange-red
andcyanoflickeringlight. I am perhaps a rebellious priestess. Perhaps an ingrate.

Behindthewaveringlight of thel egping flamesweretwo sticksprotruding fromstonesthat woul d not havepiled
themselves. Shepeered at them. They werein C’ Lanthian symbol sthat had charactersburnedintothem by some
kindof hotmetal. Onesaidsimply " Purity", theother "L ove".

Sheshook her head. Another crazy religion?A warning agai nst transgressions?

When she' drecovered frommoodiness, sherodeagainwith P ropa, and asked: “What will happentotrade
routes, andtothefever for goldif al shouldforsakethesearchfor Oldensthat al so paysso handsomely?’

Helaughed, anevent of somesignificance, for heseldomexpressed any emotion. “ Think youthat Cairemahas
putasidelust?Desire?Lifeitself?’

“Wedarenot facetruth, OhMaster. It changesour very being. | havefeltit.”’

“Aliiyee! Butif someday Cairemafacedtruth perhapsmany would choosedeath. How otherwisetoexplainthe
struggleaway fromtruth?”’

“Thenlifehasva ueevenwhenitisbut dimly seen, asinadream, for thatisthepenalty for livingwithout truth.”’
Lolastruggledwithherself, seekingtofind answerstothat whichwasyet unformul ated.

P ropaconsidered. Hesaid: “Wemay someday catchanabstract truth by itstail, asonemight ayearling bubo.
Thenweshall havebothour religionandour reality. Think youtorecognizetheevent?’

“Fundamentd truthsaretheproperty of al. Whether or not weliveby them, wemust know themingtinctively,
for our very bodiesobey thoserules.”

Helookedtoher eyes, whereagainthey seemedto burndeeply, and hewaited. Thenhesaid: *Y ouconfuse
rulesof matter, energy, Spaceandtimewiththepatternsthat woul d seek toexplainthem. Religionexplains. Whereas
our bodiescandonaught butwhat they are.”” Hewavedaflipper by explanation, fanning her softly.  For onetohate
truthasitmay bringtheir ownevil deedsandformulationstolightiseasy but common. But to hatetruth astruth, or
GodasGod, becauseneither conformsto desired patterns, isimpossible.

L olamused|ong, permitting her body toweaveback andforthwith each [urchingmomentumimparted by the
dow-striding bubo. Shesighed, saying: “| understand, OhWiseP ropa, that truthisunadorned andawayssmple,
but how toreconciletheimagethat my truthful body hascreatedwithinmy mindwiththetruththat my body’ ssenses
bringtomind?’

“Every manishinderedfromtruthinfour ways. First, whencustomor popular prej udicedictatestheimageand
conduct. Second, whenwesubmit our behavior andwill andimagestothat of unworthy authority. Third, thevanity
that supportsour own ostentati ousdi splay of knowledge, and thuswisesupportsour ownfal seimages. Fourth, self-
concealment, whereinwehidefromourselves.”

“ And of thesefour, OhMaster, whichisthehardest toovercome?’

P ropaagain stared through her, andwoul d not answer. Thusit wasthat L olacametoknow that shewasaself-
concealer, for ashestared, her ownmindhurriedand scurried until it could nolonger shadow itself.

Blueseemedmorechilling of ate. Now andthenthethinvapor of moi sturepai nted aweak magentaor light blue,
andthenrapidly disappeared.

Abro’ scloudshad beenthick fromwhichresoundinglightning di schargeshad come, and glight snows. New
attemptsto makeevendight cloudsby Cairema satmospherewasmuchwelcomedby Lola

Practi sed handsrai sed tentsagai nst thisblueasif by machinery. It seemed soeffortlesswhenviewedfroma
distance. Clean breezesswooped down from highlands, teasingwiththetasteand smell of greenery. Lolalooked
upward, andbeganalong climbtothewater-well atopamesa. Sheclimbed 9 owly uptheroughened stairwell that
wascarved by someunknownthrongscenturies-- perhapsthousands-- of yearsearlier. Cutinto sandstone, chisel
marksrecorded Cairemianburdens, and hereandthereweredark stains-- perhapsiron stainfromthebl ood of some
unfortunatecarver -- theonly other permanent recording of amighty effort.
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Asg eturneda‘romRtl metotimetooverl ook thedimvalley wheretentsarrayedthemse vesinwaysthat reminded
of gamesguaresused on Abro, afaint memory of thewarmth and snugnessof her father’ shearth stirred. Before
shereachedthetop, balancing her claywareatop her head with onehand, her earstold of thesoft trickleof water,
thesound coming from depthsequal tothat of her climb. It wasa most asilent sound that bounded upward and
reverberated back andforth, finally exitingfromtheconfinesof acool well embroi dered withmakeshift rocksand
apulley arrangement hanging fromstout crossbeamsthat | ay atop therocks.

Onthefar sideof thewel | werescattered stones: burly, dark, craggy, alooming reminder of theraizingof acity
generationsearlier.

P ropahad preceeded her. Hewaved asilent fli pper ashisservitorshustled himabout, making himcomfortable
inhiswoven basket asthey propped himbetweenstones. “ Ah!” Hequipped, Thetruth seeker would satisfy thirst!”

Arare, cool breezeblew gently acrossthewell likesweet perfume.

P’ ropadirected to his attendants that histhick desert garb be loosed, while Loladid likewise. She aso
unfastened strapsfrom about her shouldersandthinwai st and set downtheheavy clayware.

P’ ropamotionedthat heshoul d beset besideher, sothat they coul d both overl ook theencampment and enjoy
together therare, cool, blue-breeze, and so hisservitorschanged hispositioning.

Lolafilled her clayware, and then sat onthedusty ground besi dethebasket, and shel ooked uptohim, saying:
“Alas! Y ouseeintoour hearts, Oh P ropa. Though| havenot reasoned away thebasi stomy discomforts, | feel
thatyouaready knowthem.”’

P’ ropasighed, amotionand emotionboundtogether, anda somorethanarareevent. “Webothliveoverlong,
dear truth seeker.”

Sheclutched her fingerstogether, atlast blurting out with: “1 cannotimagineaGodwhorewardsand punishes
hiscreations, whosepurposesarenodifferent thanour own, onethatisarei nforced but nonthel essapal ereflection
of ourselves, becausewecannotimagehimstronger thanourselves!”’

Shestopped andwiped away atear, and then again spokewithwavering, risingvoice, saying: “Oh, what of
soul, P’ ropa?’

Hewaved usel essflippersback andforth asif to emphasi zeto her hisown shortcomings, but when hespoke
itwaswith P ropa sstrength, P ropa scertainty, saying: “ Thesoul isbothahopeandadelusion. Tolearnwemust
fail, moment by moment, for therei snootherway tolearn, except for that whi chisinborn. Andinthefallingwedestroy
our pride, moment by moment. Wethendeludeourselvesintobelievingthat al isyet well, for oneday weshall
separateour truesa vesfrom our bodiesand gowanderingfromheretothere, andever after all shall bewell, another
way of sayingwewill thenhavenoneedtolearn.”

“But why dowekeep hopealive, Oh P ropa?’

“ Againtherearefour factors: hope, fear, childishfaithand cowardice.”

“Canital besosmple?Thatwearetruly afraidtofaceoursel ves, andthatiscowardly? Thatwewanttobelieve
what we' retold by thosewethink stronger, andthereforesettlefor childish belief ? That wefear oursel ves, and
thereforehopefor adifferent self?”

Lolastartedtocry.

P’ ropawaved sothat oneof hiscourtiersgently pushed over aclothandbeganwipingat her eyes. “ Itisonly
gloomy becausewewant toseemorethanis. Look!” Hewaved hisappendageabout and acrossthevast vistaof
theirvalley. “Everythingyouseeisgood. I sit not abeautiful vista?’

She nodded.

“Thenwhy mustwefaceitwithvanity?Why insist that our mind’ simagesconditioned by our most primeval
drivesaremorereal thanwhat weview?’

“Perhaps--" Lolaalmost stuttered, suchwasher heartfelt grief and depression, “ Perhaps-- | feel sodeeply
-- because asl liveoverlong-- | must alsofacemyself -- overlong.”’

Hesmiled sadly, raisingonehairlesseyebrow, andhewaitedbeforehesaid: “Lola, truthfrightensman. For
youtoseethetiny bitwithinyouisamountainmorethanmost view intheir entirelifetime.’”’

Hepatted her with hisflipper. “ Y ouwill resolveyour problem. And-- yes! | knowwhatitis, butitisforyou
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% knd anothd! cannot hastentheprocess. Andyes! It isnot delusional tobelievethat personality livessans
body, or that weshall liveagainuntil all of our problemsare, indeed, solved.”’

Afterward L olafelt comforted, andevenwillingtotrust somewhat better her owningtincts, permittingthemto
ripenasher mental entanglementsloosened. Her firstinstinct onfeeling spiritual rel easewastowant tocomfort
P ropainher physica andwomanly ways, torewardhim, soto speak, tobringtohimakind of mystical andphysical
sati ationthat camewithheightening pleasuresand union-- but shehadtofacetheredlity of itsimpossibility andlook
aboutfor other, ssimpler presentsfor P ropa.

Astimepassed, theunusually formed, theoddly dactylic, cametoseemthenorm, just astheir [essenedfrequency
of viableissuea sowasthenorm. And oneby oneher mind seemedto effectively shrug off thedaimonsl eft over
fromher barbaricworld, although not without asel flessprod now andthenfromthefar-seeing caravan master, who
also seemedtobeamysteriousand conflicting mixtureof pragmatismand mysticism.

Likethinningbloodthat thinksred ever moretastel ess, thefl ow of timewavered purposelesdy. EvenP ropa
--whohad outlived several generationsand throughout their span had maintained aneven, unwrinkledface, an
unsullied disposition-- wason hisdeathbed.

They camefromevery tent -- for P ropahad beenagood and kind master, abrilliant strategi st who seemed
topeerinevery enemy’ smind, aleader who had brought both safety and, if not richness, at least avery comfortable
traderoute.

Sniveling youngsters, tear-stained motherswith work-wornhands, gnarled bubo driversand husky, burly
guards, all, every one, shuffled or stumped or clumped, head downcast, to P ropa’ stent.

L olawasseated besidethewoven stickleweed basket. P ropa shead hardly movedfrom sidetosidewhen
hetriedto speak. L olapressed sweetfruittohisdryinglipsand squeezedfluid onthem. Histongueflickedinand
out. Hewhispered: “ L ola-- | et delusion bedestroyed, that which providesdeathasmastery over life, or thepast
for thefuture. Whendeath comes, it hasitsown laws, and hindersnot that whichlives. Death -- death, littleLola
--will never prevail over life. Andlikedezth, lifeisitself alaw. Andsincelawisfor thelivingand not for thedead,
andsinceyouareliving, thereexistsnoonewhodaremaster your lifewith presumed|awsof death. Y ouaoneare
your ownlaw, your ownfreewill isthesingle, sublimelaw, andthereforeinyour inner shadowsyoumust destroy
themastery of thedead over theliving.’’

Hiswordsstung, and shewanted torunintothered-silted desert and paradoxically toswallow her prideby
hiding boththewordsand her emotions.

Shecouldnot, and now P ropaweakenedvisibly. Hisvoice, dimly heard, continued: “Were-- 1 -- chased -
- by -- enemies-- dear -- Lola-- | could turn -- about -- and -- beg -- humbly beg -- for life!”’

Shetriedtosmile. Tearsglistened at her eyes, which shewipedaway.

“To--whom -- shall -- | -- beg?’

Many who encircled thedying master cried openly, andthechildren, not understanding, and many who had
faced deathahundredtimes, shuffled and turnedfacesabout, thisway andthat.

“Only when -- one -- lives -- for -- long -- does -- one -- discover -- that -- death -- is-- a-- blessing.”’

Thelast word was spoken so low that L olahad to bend to hear it.

“And--and--,” heraised aflipper, gently fanning her facewithit. “ This-- this-- Lola. This--was-- not!"’

Andhedied.

XXXVII

I’ seretni had reached adolescence. Openly, during blue, she' d take one or more slaves to her tent for
debaucheries. |’ seretni, daughter of L’ ati pac, wasaglandular nymphomaic. Shewashever fulfilled, and at best, but
temporarily consoled.

R’ uption had died and been de-chained cyclesago, ashad the skinny manwithout anamebeside Adonis. At
eachsideof Adoniswerestrangers, for they all seemedtocomeandgoquickly,leaving him, thestalwart, quick-
wittedand agel essfather-figure.

L’ atipachad aged. Wrinkled likeadessi cating fruit, or black-1eaf nut, heoften paced back andforthbeside

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

gdoms fosquin Eand Perhapstothink.

OnAdonis' shoulder, andfor many past cycles, rodeJontoinall hismagnificent scale-feathers. Thefirst
overseer whohad sought todid odgethestrange, diminutivebird-lizard had died suddenly, horribly, fallingfroman
ailment that wasunknowntothosearound. Hisfacehad turned blue, hehad gaspedfor breath, and hiseyeshad
bulged, justbeforedying.

Jontohadbeengonefor themeasureof thelife-timeof many of Adonis' chain-mates. Now that hewasreturned,
Adoni sfelt somehow morecompl ete-- asif thel ong-timeunion betweenthetwo had been stretched throughtime,
but never really broken. Communi cation betweenthetwowasstill at best understandingsthat comesthrough
compl etionof correct motionsthat sati sfy oneanother’ sneeds, and Jontowasstill -- if anything-- theparrotingbird-
lizard,inAdonis mind.

What hecouldnot know isthat Jonto’ stime-sensewasfar, far different fromthehuman species, andespeciadly
tothosewithdl of their twisted mol ecul esof short-lifehereon Cairema. ToJonto, hisindependent trek of exploration
acrossCairemawasbut amicro-molecul eof time. He' d puzzledinhisownalienway over thenatureof Cairema,
andwhether or not his*tribal” dutiescouldbegintobefulfilled here. He dtraveled aroundtheplanet, pushing his
double-layeredteethintoevery corner andcrevice, fromthephosphorescently beautiful but weirda ong seabottoms,
insdecavernsthat stretched tofiery bowel swithin, al oft highest peaksaglitter withiceand snow andagainsohigh
that neither icenor snow couldreach.

EventoJonto-- member of along-lived specieswhoseindividual membershad adapted to planetary aeons
withcongtantly changing environmentsand conditionsthat normally changed aspeciesaseasily asCairemachanged
sunsfrombluesuntored suntowhite-- Cairemawasapeculiar world.

He' dtuggedat probability linesagainand still again, but coul d achieveno great understanding of theplanet,
whichinitself wasquitepeculiar andforeigntohisnature.

But now that Jonto had returned to Adonis, it had viewed and correctly reasoned out Adonis’ continued
restrictionsof movement. He/it reachedal ongfine-fabricprobability threads-- aninstinctiveability to select the
correct choicefromamonganapparent chaoticsituation-- and, finding onethat seemedto suit, pulled/pushed so
that eventswould comecloser to his/their ownneeds.

112

Thiswhite Adonisandtwo otherswereto scaleashiny Olden, atower that must havebeen kilometershigh.
They’ dbeenat their task for long, and had crept cycleby cycleupitsglistening sides, polishing and scrubbingwith
desert bristlesthat othersscrounged fromnever-ending deserts.

R’any had comefromtheancient landsof C’ Lanth. Hewasyouthful, yet aged, spritely, but slow, sad but
laughing. Inall waysR’ any wasan enigma, asheseemed to create paradoxesby hisbeing. M’ crati wasatearful
fellowwhorefusedtodivulgehishomestation-- if hehad one. Hisbonesmust havebeenlikerubber, for they bent
andtwistedlikethoseof astrangeand unusual species.

R’ any pushed hard against theshiny silver metal andrubbedat it vigoroudy, resultinginvery fine-linepolish
marks. He asked Adonis. “Why isit|’ seretni doesnotinterest herself inyou?’

Adonisshrugged. He' d been asked thequestion often, and had yet toreply.

M’ crati worked hisway swiftly beyond Adonis’ reach and answered: “Our big onedoesnot have proper
equipment. Knowyouthat, R’ any?’

“Fah! Itisnot equipment that I’ seretni goesafter, though shemay well takethat, too, likeeverything el se. No.
Y ouspeak without observation. I’ veseen|’ seretni starelongingly at Adonis, andwhenher bosombeginstoheave
upwardanddownward, joggling likewindwobbles, shewill alwayssuddenly pick another, andwhoof! off they go.

“ Another thingl’ veobserved, isthat I’ seretni hasnever viewed Adonisashavewe, for hetakesgreat careto
hidehislack fromall except thoseabout him.”’

Adonischangedthesubject, asking: “ What isthat |arge, shiny flatland, yonder?”’

M’ crati waved hisbristleweed and droppedit, watchingit waffleback andforth, bouncingfromstaunchionto
strut and acrossagain. At that signal another d avewholookedtobenolarger thananinsect beganthelongclimb
withmorebristleweedat hisback. M’ crati | ooked out where A donispointed saying: “ Cairemahasfew water bodies,
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ggrsol ve eara I':chepﬁ/?)rthatone al elseisasyou’ veseenit.”

“Youareeducated M’ crati?” Adonisasked.

Jonto opened brilliant scal e-wingsand hopped-flewto Adonis” shoul der whereheflexed doubleteethwhile
hingingandunhingingjaw muscles, thoughheseemedtoglower at M’ crati.

M’ crati squeezed hiseyesshut andthey watered. Hisfingers, which shook constantly, vibrated more. Hesaid,
“Wethought to seesecurity indistant hills, wherewar andrai derswoul d not approach. Thereweput together our
thoughtsandwritingsof Oldens, andwebuilt schoolsfor children. *Wehad thought to useour mindstowinnow
away Cairema sproblems, andthereafter to buildanew and better society.’’

“And?’ Adonisasked, startled.

M’ crati could not keep back tearsthat flowed likewater from broken clayware: “First came hordesthat
plundered our scaredwritingsand craftsmanship, and raped our femal esand either capturedor killed our children.
Afterward camefiresandfeastsand drunkenorgies. What wasleft wassoldtoslavers. . . "’

Theyworkedquietly foralongwhile.

Adonis wristsandankleswerebereft of kel oids, whileall othershad built upgnarled and crusty surfaces. In
other ways, too, hewasdifferent, for hismind ceasel essly searchedfor escapewhileothersdrownedtheir genuine
sorrows, ashad M’ crati, insdlf pity. Orthey smply livedtosurvivemarginally. Hewhi speredtothefluttering Jonto:
“Wesurvivetolive, my poisonousfriend-- wedonotlivetosurvive!”

Jontoflickedtongueson Adonis onceagainst bald chinand pate.

Adonis mindsearchedthevast, unorganized debrisstoredwithinat hisimprinting. The ubiquitous silver metal
that bound their wrist and ankles is puzzling. What kind of structure could bind such that the silvery sheen
would last throughout ages? Magnesium, zinc, beryllium, cadmium and calcium held naturally hexagonal
structures. Arsenic, quartz, ice and graphite is trigonal. Copper sulphate and boric acid triclinic. Borax, cane
sugar and gypsum, monoclinic. Topaz, sulphur, iodine and silver nitrate rhombic. Tin, zircon, rutile, scheelite
-- tetragonal. Diamond, alum, gold, lead, copper and silver -- true silver -- cubic. But what could possibly
be harder? More resistant? Ceramic ? What structure ? What mixture of elements? What treatment process?
Heshook hishead. A pparently theworld of Homobirthstonewherehe’ d been manufactured, wasnot equal tothe
task.
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Cycleslater they had reached thetop of themighty structure. Probably noneother had been so high asthese
daves, asthetower wasOl den, and afearful place. Eventhelookout who scrambled upthespiretodaily search
for pluming dust of approachingmilitia, never crawled higher thanaplatform somehundredsof metersbel owthe
spire’ stip.

Thespireitself had becomeasymbol of theregion’ seffectivedefense, sothat whenit glistenedfromafar, it
conveyedtoall theimpossibility of approachingwithout bei ngintercepted. Somehow thepresent leigeand master
had cometoidentify theshininessof thetower withhisprowess, andthusit wasthat theaging L’ ati pac had agreed
forequally shiny goldtoburnishthegrandtower.

Adonis mind, alwaysonhisplight, hadyet toview theOlden control sthat caused theirimprisonment through
thesilver bands. He' d deducedthat they hadtolay onL’ atipac’ sbody somewhere Butwhere ? What will happen
when L’atipac dies? Has he told another the secret? If so, to whom?

Outloud, hesaid: “Doesl’ seretni know thesecret?’

M’ crati had received his fresh bristleweed bundle, and the one who'd carried it upward now scurried
downward. M’ crati shook hishead, for he' d heard thequestion and theguessesmany times.

R’ anyjust scrubbed harder.

“Butwhoelsecouldhetrust?’ Adoniscontinued.

“Fah!” R any spit, watchingthesputumdwindle*till it disappeared.

“L’ atipacwouldnot trust hismother’ steat.”

“Anyway we' |l not bearoundtoknow,” added thesaddened M’ crati.

R’anylookedfrom M’ crati to Adonis, whence Adonis, noting theglance, and understanding themeaning,
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Now fromtheir height Adoniscoul d barely makeout ashipthat moved over aglassy-stilled sea. Hepointed
toitandtheothersstoppedtheir burnishingtolook.

When Adonisreturnedto hisscouring, hewasstartledto notethebrokenendsof girdersthat seemedtohave
beentheendsof rectangular staunchionsthat reached fromtheir present height totheground, not unlikecolumns
for apoweredvehicle, anancient elevator . . ..

Glancingupwardtodeterminewherethecolumnsmust haveterminated, hewasabletomakeout afaint outline.
Hescrambledhigher amongthegirders. Theotherscautioned him, sayingthat they had not yet finishedthel ayer below
hisposition, andinany case, noonehad ever scouredthespirehigher thantheir present level.

“L’ atipacwill nottaketoourdilly anddallying,” shouted R’ any.

Adonisshrugged, and shouted back, “ Canheseeusfromgroundlevel 7’

R’any shouted“No!” and climbed upwardto satisfy hisowncuriosity,asM’ crati soondid, too.

They reachedasecond smaller platformoverhead.

“Itmust beadoorway,” Adonisexplained, tracingthedust-filled crack withafinger.“ Now | wonder if it swung
inward or outward, or slides-- or what?’

M’ crati said he' d studied Oldenblueprints, but had never |earned how entrancewasmadeto anything.

Adonisgrabbed anoverhead girder. Heswung hisfeet agai nst theopening, but it did not budge.

Hetraced hisfinger about thefaintlineagain, andthen placed hispalmgently against thedoorway. Surprisingly,
itfluoresced and opened.

They quietly staredinsideat an Oldenroom atopthistall spirethat hadlain undisturbedfor perhapstensof
thousandsof years. Something activated, and dust motesthat had veneered everythingweremysteriously swept
upwardandthey disappeared, leavingall freshand clean.

Adonisshoved himselfinward, and hel ped histwosmaller friends.

M’ crati wasthefirsttoattempt an explanationontheir finding of scribed mapsanddrawings, saying: “1 have
seentheir likemany times, thoughweknow notther function. | canreadthesymbol s, and put soundtothel r sentences,
but I know nottheir meaning.”’

Adonisstudiedtheenscribed platesand thelinessuddenly cameclear asamap of Cairema, when seasill
brimmed her basins, and skieswereflushed with puffy whitecl oudspai nted frombut onesun.

Their present position-- that of thetower -- wasmarked thereon, and doubl elinescurvedinto neat patterns,
crossingand recrossing themapped surfaceto other towers. Adonissaid: “ Read.”

M’ craticstumbled over thel ong-dead | anguagethat had beenlyingfall ow aslong ashad Cairema sseas. Adonis
listened carefully, andshortly hiskeenmindhad beguntoput together syntax and semanticsinalimitedway. Thrusting
hisforefinger at onesymbol, hesaid: “Repeat.”

M’ crati interpreted: “ Somethingthat dripsor flows, aliquid. Water. Though| know notitscontent.”’

“Andthisone?’

“ Elemental matter that pushesat oneanother and boundsand rebounds. Somehavesaiditislikebreath.’’

“Likeablowingwind?’

“Maybethat, thoughnooneknows.”

“ Andthesesymbols?’

“Thed owingof elemental particles. Or theirincreasingly rapidvibration. Or both. | know not for sure.”

Adonisthought heknew what thetower wasdes gnedto do. Hesearched for what must be, and found apanel
that slid asideeasily, exposingflickering lightsrecessed likerowsand columnsof small buttons. Amazed, he
whispered: “Itworksstill, but thenit must. A weather station. Thisspireand otherscontrol Cairema’ sweather
patterns, and at thisvery moment they all work to maintainastati cbalanceof complex forces.”

Theywerepuzzledandnot at all sure Adonishad but becomeaddled. Excited, hesaid: “ Airhasmeasurable
pressure, temperatureand density. it containswater vapor someof whichmay becondensed or frozenaroundtiny
particlesof matter called nuculei. It swarmswith el ectrically charged atomscalledions. All thesemeasurable
characterigticschangefrominganttoinstant. They interact, onewiththeother. Air parcel smoveasmasses. up, down,
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ﬁ)orl ZONt: Iy obli quelE YA Acircular swirls. Asthey movethey collide, intermingleandinteract withother similarly
movingair parcels.

“Cairema ssunsrotate, exertingforceupon Cairema, andtheair mass. Theturmoil of clashingwarmandcold
air masseschurnintoturbul ence, causingmorecompl exity, andtheturbul enceisobstructed by mountains, by the
turningof Cairemaitself --whichisshapedlikealargeball that i sspinning -- and by thermal influenceof thesuns
andtheoceans. Theresultisasalf-perpetuati ng chaoswhosereductiontoany sort of Ssmple, logical patterndefeats
themost rational and systemati c scientificinvestigation, except that throughaknowl edge, calledthe study of chaos,
small energiesappliedtokey positionscancontrol enormousforces.”’

M’ crati’ smouth opened and hiseyeswidened.

R’ any’ shead twisted sidewise, ashestared.

Adonis, remindedof hispresent company, hestopped explaining, sayingwithawaveat thespire, “ Thisstops
airfromchurningandwater fromfalling.”

“Water falling?’ R’ any asked, not understanding.

Glancingrapidly attheroom’ sartifacts, Adonissaid: “We Il comeback tomorrow. Come. let’ sfinishourcycle' s
work."

All during bluehismindwrestled with symbol simprintedinhismind, strugglingtomakemeaning of apattern
amostrecognizable.

Slavechainsclanged. Bubosstamped and snorted, somein heated rut. Now andthenawailing cry camefrom
thoseenchained.

Adonisreflected: The mapping is not unlike alanine. That one aspartic acid. Now that I've made the
association, there is also asparagine, arginine, cysteine, glycine, glutamic acide, glutamine, histidine,
isoleucine, leucine, lysine, methionine, phenylalanine, proline, serine, threonine, tryptophan, tyrosine, valine

.. Why, it is a cytochrome mapping! The protein molecule found in every living cell that utilizes oxygen
for respiration . . . . Yet, it differs -- but how?

Hed ept uneasily, andwhenawakened, hismindhad sortedandanswereditsownquestions:. “Why itisathinking
entity withatransmittingandrespondingunit,” hemuttered, but only tohimself. Hewasanxioustobeginthecycle' s
burnishing.

They wereback upthespire, andthey’ dfinishedtheallottedwork inswifttime. Climbingupwardandswinging
tothedoorway again, Adonispushedinwardfirst, andthen hel pedtheothersinward. Heexplained: “1’ vededuced
thenatureof thisOlden, and| believewecantoppleit. I sthat agreed?”’

Not understanding, but trustinginthelong-lived, stalwart, end aved compani on, they bobbed their heads.

Oncehe dunderstoodthenatureof thedesi gntherest hadtumbledintohisbrainswiftly, by analogy. “I’ Il break
throughthispanel andlay oneof themetal mapsfromonerod-- here--toanother -- over here. Weshouldhave
timetoscurry downward beforethisthingtopplesor blows, or meltsand sags-- andwemay not havetime. Doyou
wanttherisk?’

Itwasagreat thought, andtook courage. But which of themheldlifeasfurther preciousasthey were? Shouting
asone, they told Adonistodoit. Theideaof topplingthistower was, initself, agreat rebellion.

However, Adoni swavedthemdownward, commanding: “ Getyoutothetower’ sbase, andtell othersthat |’ ve
yettofinishmy portion.’”’

Adoniswaiteduntil they werenearly grounded. Hetoreout thepaneling, whichwasquitethinly constructed,
and placedthemetal plateagainsttwo of theglowingterminas, whenceit arced brightly, andthenfused. Hedel ayed
long enoughtoassurethat thethin platedidnot melt, andthenhejumped, virtualy flyingfromhandholdtohandhold
downthelongspire.

Jonto, flopping andfluttering, washard pressed to keep pace.

When Adonisnearedtheground, heslowed, sothat hismovementsdid not appear suspi ciousor unusual to
anyonethat might bewatching hisdescent.

“ Say that wemust collect morebristleweed, and that wearenot sati sfied withwhat hasbeen broughttous,”’
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%donl sdi re<:t09dF é‘nMdE Dthethreewere permitted to moveout and away fromtheslavechainat thetower’ sbase,
andoutintothedesert and among brambling bri stleweedsand sti ckl eweeds.

Now andthen, asthey reachedfor theprickly brush, they’ deach glanceupward at thereflecting spire. Atits
very tipwasabright cherry redthat rippled further and further downwardwithtime. By thetimeof white, all the
town'’ scitizenshad noted thetower’ sstrange appearance. They’ d gathered close besidethe spireand looked
upwarduntil thestart of blueandbeyond.

Duringthedepthsof blue, thousandssurroundedit, eyesand neckscraned upward. Thetower floodedwith
acolorful, waveringlineof dark red, i nterspersed with pink and al so sheer brilliant white, thelatter descending
downward, littleby littleswallowingthered.

Suddenly thetall, graceful, fire-lit spiresagged and puddled over, brilliant molten sparkscascadinginwild
waterfallsof wonderfully changingcolors.

L’ atipac’ soverseershad a sonotedthestrangedisplay fromafar. They’ dforsakentheirimmediatedutiesand
swarmedinwardinsearchof their master. Alas! for them: Theshowersof molten metal had caught everyoneand
everythingsothat now, evenfar outinthedesert, onecould smell thestenchof burningflesh.

Adonisand histwodavefriendsclapped oneanother, and they danced and danced withgreat glee-- notunlike
small, irrational children--for they assumedthat withthedemiseof L’ atipacthe Olden, too, wasgone, and they
wereat last free.

Alas! and Alas! for thiswasnot to be!

Onthat very day that they had sol ved theriddleof thetower, and had sought touseit to securetheir freedom,
L’ i pachad orderedthat hi stent bemovedfar outward onthegruelingplain, that hemight liequietly, andrestwithout
city disturbances.

I’ seretni and several guardshad accompanied L’ atipac. Evenwhilethetower had beguntoglow at itstip,
L’ atipacdied, unfortunately, of smpleoldage.

I seretni, of course, did not cry nor evenworry over burying her father, for without hislifeand active power,
hewasnothing at al to her or to anyoneel se-- such had shebeenraised.

But she!

She, I’ seretni, wasall!

Andwithher father’ sOlden hidden upon herself, shewassomething short of -- well -- anewly borngodess!

Intruth, sheviewed herself abit higher, and hel dthesecret thought that oneday she’ dfindaway totakeherself
toanevenhigher planethanthat of anordinary Godling-- for shewasyoungandvibrantandwiththefull vitality of
POWER!

Sowhenthetower fell and slaggedintoamolten casket, I’ serenti wasal ready on her way back.

When shecaught sight of Adonisand histwofriendsprancing, shewasquitepleasedwiththeusefor her new
power, catching them all in ridicul ous posesthat each must hold for so many cyclesthat it would give her an
opportunity togather together theresiduesof her goodinheritance.

XXXVII

AsL’ atipachadnot |’ seretni’ seroticglands, I’ seretni lacked her father’ sbusinessacumen, sothat thosewho
cameandwentfromtheever-morestraggly davelinewereof increasingly lesser value.

Shepleasuredinthetortureof littlethings. Shefirst exhausted R’ any and M’ crati, afterwardthrowing their pain-
filledbodiesaside, asif shucking spinewortsfrom sweet cactus.

They marched toward adeep canyon that sheltered an Oldenfromwhenceroseavillageof sorts. Asthey
clumped al ong dangerousridgesthat bordered thedeep canyon, Adoniscoul d not keep from busying hismind by
computingthecubic metersof water that must haveoncerested within.

Everday I’ seretni seemed morecertainof hersalf, andgainedincreasingly creativecontrol of her Olden, which
remainedashiddenfromsight asit hadwhenunder her father’ sdomination.

Sheskipped easily acrossand a ong theseprecipitousridgesfollowed docily by asavecarryingbuboreins.
Asshepassed thetowering Adonisher eyesagain seemed to darken and her bosomto heave.

“She' Il haveyounext,” huskily whispered S calta, anewcomer chained behind Adonis, and onewhowheezed
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Adonislookedaway.

Jontoinstinctively -- no, knowledgeably -- alwayshopped-flew away fromthes ave-mistress’ or her over-
seer’ sreach. Neitherwoul dhepermit himself tobeci rcled by any of thehooded guardians, thoughmany timesthey’ d
tried.

117

Onebluethey encampedoutsideacity’ sdoorway, I’ seretni’ scol orful tent bol dly standingbeforeoneof thiscity's
slver entranceways. A zoneof silencehad seemedto descend upontheencampment withthecomingof I’ seretni’s
timetocommand theday'swork.

Adonistrailed solid chainsattachedtohismagical silver wristletsand ankl ets, and hewasroughly pusheditno
I” seretni’ shaughty presence. Shewas seated upon soft, col orful pillowsthat formed abarrier alongthetent’s
rearward skirts. At her feet incensewafted upward andinto secret nooks. Deliciousandfinefood morsel swere
strewn carelessly about, and several kindsof drinkswerereadiedfor serving. Shewascladinclothssofinely spun
that they werenearly transparent. Adoniscoul dfollow her purplebirth-mark past her neck, downward, acrossa
swollenbreast,anddownward, towherethreescarsformedfromthreeubilical cords. Shesmiledicily, saying: “You
havebeenwithfatherlong. Now you serveat my pleasure.”

Adonis eyesdancedinsearchof Oldencontrols, but could not findthem.

Shesaid: “ Satisfy methisoneevening, andyouwill findyour lifesomewhat eas er -- perhapsanoverseer?’

Shewasunpracticedat hidingfeelings. To Adonis, whowasfar moresophi sticated, and who had known her
sinceshewassmall, her thoughtswerepatently clear. Her heart wascol d, and her thoughtsempty of all except
immediategratification. Rewards, if any, wouldbeasnothing, inany event.

“Justsoyouunderstand. ....” shesaid, somehow agai nthrowingonthosepainful control sthat frozehisposition,
andcausedpainlikelightningsurgesupanddownhisspine. Y et hismindfluttered swiftly throughmemories, for now
he' dverify longagotentativedeductions. She-- beingmostly unclothed and not havingmovedamuscleduringthis
event -- must exert control of the Olden through thoughts. Hewas apainful step closer to knowing the great
endavement secret.

Shedanced about him, and prissied herself, and tweaked himhereandthere, awaysteasi ng, teasing, whileher
ownbreastsswelledfromher owneroticimaginings-- andthey swelled again, ballooning upward under induced
hormonesthat had astrangeandimmediateeffect.

Shereachedaclimax of sorts, andreclinedback against soft, bright pillows. Shetittered: “ If theproper portion
of your anatomy wigglesaswell, youmay yetreceiverewards.”” Shebeckoned himtowardher burgeoningbreasts,
and pulledhimdown, also saying: “ Remember! | control your lifeat any moment,” and sheal sobegantuggingat
hisstai ned cowlingandrobes, striving breathl esdy toreach that which shei magined wastumescently hiddentherein.

Adonishadthought out hismoves, and now hisfingersbegan gently caressingthoseover-largebreastssothat
shemust pant and heaveevenasshetugged at hiscowlingandrobes. Hisfingersmoved upward, gently, gently, ever
upwardgently. Asthey moved, they transmitted knowledgeto Adonis” searchingmind.

Shefinally pulled off hiscovering, andreached for what coul d not befound.

Atthesametimehistender fingershadreached her bal d pate, andthere-- a most unsensed-- must be thehidden
Olden: aseriesof concentric pin-pointsthat seemed embeddedintothevery skinitself.

Sheshrieked|oudly asfrustration madeher suddenly awareof hislack, and at thesametimeAdonisclutched
withhisfingernail sat thefinewiresbindingtogether thepins, scalingtheskinashetorethemfromher head, sothat
thefinescal pwoundsbledprofusely.

Againandstill againshegrimaced, tryingtoforceAdonisintoparalysis.

Alagl, too late, for the Olden wasdestroyed. . . .

Still Adoniswasnot finished. Hefoll owedapattern setinhismindthroughout thoughtsduringahundred bl ues.

Runningwiththespeed of anavenger, hestruck down overseersalongthetotal spiral -- until therewasonly
|eft thepleasureof cuttingfreeall daves.
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Cairema sharshdesertiscruel without water, and canbeaharshenvironment beyond belief. During Adonis
trek asdave, they’ d passedfar around oceanbottomsthat had been sansintel ligent lifefor unthinkably long aeons.
Silted dust wasaminor plaguecomparedtothebucklingtectonic platesthat first went downand down, and then
droppedaway intosheer cliffsalmostimpassabl e, andthenroseagainasamirrorimageof shardsand stenchesand
desolations.

Adonisand Jontounerringly chosethestrai ghtest pathway toMIM Sand S roop, but not hardly theeasi est. Of
thefour whowanted toaccompany him, nonecoul dwithstand thehazards, andthey returned to search out another
future,

M eanwhileJonto sought out small desert formsthat hecrushed and brought themback to Adonisfor food and
moisture.

Heat drained thebody’ swater no matter which colored cycleshined. Adonisstaggered aheadandwaveda
silenthand of cautionat Jonto. He dsightedtheglint of reflectingred, thoughmost likely it wascaused by features
of geology rather than anything manmade. Asheworked hisway aroundtheol d seabottom’ spinnaclesand spires
and closed withthereflection, herealized he’ dfound another Ol den, apparently asmall compression chamber
designedtowork beneaththeancient watersnear anancient tectoni csubduction zone. Usal essformul aecomputing
hydrostatic pressureflitted through hismind ashewatched for signsof activity.

Just abovebackground noi sesahigh pitched hissing sounded steadily, asif air weresuckinginwardat great
velocity.

Becomingevenmorecautious, hecrawled on handsandkneesthroughout redinto mid-white, atlast ableto
viewthewhole. Itindeed didhaveporthol esfor seeingintonow absent waters, and other knobby devicesstill whole
that wereoriginally designedtoview beneaththesurrounding seaagesago. Matchingthesilhouettesinhismind
depictinglikestructures, hewascertainhe d comeacrossal ong deserted underseal aboratory, or, at theleast, a
stationfor suckingwater fromformer depths.

Nothing stirred, except agreat cycloneof air and dust that seemedtowhirl itsway inward at onesideof the
roughly domed structure. Therewerenotracksleadingtoward or away, and even Jonto seemed unafraid ashe
flitteredtowardthesiIver object.

Adonis approacheditlesscautioudly. It wasnot morethantwicehisheight and seemedtobeprotrudingfrom
thestoneescarpment behind. When heapproached closer, hefound athick door, aportal, that had been built to
withstand great pressures. It wasstanding open. Silt over thedoor’ srim showed nosignof usefor ages, soAdonis
steppedinside, whenceall dust andlitter spontaneoudy cyclonedabout and disappeared. Theponderousdoorway
clanged shut, andlights, too, cameon, glowing fromrecessed panels. Air pumpedinward, passingalong Adonis
face, and causing Jontotoflop about, whenceaninner door, just asponderous, al so swung open.

They facedalong, lighted hallway throughwhichonly therapidily disappearingdust moved. Whenhewarily
enteredthelonghallway, athird door opened, thisonethinner, though obvioudy constructed asmight asubmaring' s
compartment, thick and closefitting. Theroombeforethemwaspl easantly decorated withbright mural sshowing
oneyelowishsunandtwodark planetsall equally placedandcirclingathird, probably Cairema. Greentreesand
grassesand brightly plumagedbirdsmight havecomefromHombirthstone' slexiconof lifeforms. A singlereclining
chair beckoned comfortably beforethispeaceful mural, andnoother thingatall.

Adonis, weary, andaready having had someexperi encewith Cairema sautomatic machinery of theweather
tower, seated himself and gl ept.

Now Adonis mind sostuffedwithHomobirthstone' saccumul ated wisdom met ahordeof knowledgegreater
than hisby many ordersof magnitude. A tradingtook place. Somethingread out wholebranchesof knowledge
and stuffed additiona knowledgeback in, sothat Adonis head must beagiganticcomputer that stored and stored,
andtransferred and shared.

Thefloodtold of anancient Cairemaswimmingabout onesunwho’ send had come, and how Cairemianshad
usedtheir scientificandtechnical skill to createanew sun, and had commandedit tofollow thetether of their own
making, around and about Cairema.
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Ittold of how WO Other planetshad been brought from deep spaceand positionedjust so, sothat theartifices
would balanceand becontrolled through subtlesuper-spacelinkages.

A perfect balancehad come, ashad aperfect world, aparadise, aplacewhereno onewantedfor food,cl othing,
shelter, and whereweather and oceansand plant lifeand all that impacted oneupontheother inthesmallest way
werebal anced.

A perfect machinewascreated to keepbal ances, anditsappendagesweresilver buildingsandsilver devices
foundeverywhereuponCairema, eachdeviceor buildingor structuresensingandtradingsymbiotically inamanner
likethissamesharingwith Adonis, all deriving endlessenergy fromvacuumitself.

Further floodsof knowledgetol d of themachine’ seventual inability tobal anceall thingseverywhere. Howthe
planethadlittleby littlelost muchof itswater throughvast, unpredi ctabl ecrustal changes. It told of evenmoresubtle
randomnesses, wheresmall gal acti cconstantsal somadesmal | unmeasureabl echangesinnearby massesandforces.
Astheworld’ sbalancesl oosened, sodid Cariremian’ scontrol of their ownsociety disappear, asdidmillionsupon
millionsof itscitizens. Savagery resulted, andwithit, and thecontinued useof Oldens, camethedegeneration of
species plasma.

DNA informationfloodedinward, including nucleotidenumbers, andarbitrary symbol ogiesthat represented T,
G,A,H,A,A*,B, E,D, Jandother sequencesandrel ations, messenger RNA, transfer RNA, molecul esthat could
reconstruct themselves, andgrow toliving cells, thencetoliving organi sms, replication data, torquemeasuresthat
createreplicating twistsand skewnesses, binding points, turn-back threshol ds, chaosmeasuresand on -- at | ast
buildinguptothegrosser natureof Cairema’ spresent citizens, andtheir tragicdisfigurements.

Withinhismindwasastruggle, and Adoniscoul d not, would not bury theinformation. Andeventhoughhed ept,
hismind grasped after understandings. Heasked: You are the entity that has controlled Cairema’s destiny ?

Camethesubtleanswer, "Are you helper?"

Thoughit seemed anon-sequitur, Adonisat onceanswered by inspiration: Iam helper.

Therewasavital senseof relaxation, andthen heperceivedtheconcept that: All controlling devices from
early days must be destroyed.

Adonis mindflickeredthroughthegreat scientificachievementsthat must beeliminated. Hismindthought: Alas!
Oh mighty machine of another age! Though I understand your clear logic, and know you must behave as you
do, I, myself, am suffering from dual afflictions.

AgainCairema smightiest machinefilled Adonis head, evenasittook fromit, conveyingthesenseof aneven
morepuzzling paradox. It could, somehow, providetheshadow of genitals, but coul d not providetherea biological
growthswithout assi stanceby other humans.

It could solvetheproblemof Adonis' early imprintingfor RomerodeMorgan. But that -- it seemedtoconvey
--wasaninner statesubject only toAdonis’ will.

When he awoke, with all those thoughts churning and stirring, hismind hurried and scurried for proper
rationalizations, and hefoundthat for oncehe' d becomeindecisive.

Hemethodically pushed histhoughtsbackward throughtheexperienceof that surging, irresi stablecontact,
fortunately retai ningthewisdomto assessand reassesspostul ates. Perhapswhitehad cycled againtowhite, hedid
notknow. Atlast hedaredthink directly, addressingthegod-likemachinery: Ibe ever Adonis, and know not the
value of my help untilmy dual problems are solved. Iwill accept your shadows, and more closely study myself.
What should I do?

Helper destroys Oldens.

Does that not also destroy your sensory inputs, your external apparatus?

The presence transmitted: The double-helixed DNA ate upon itself, and an increasingly varied set of
diverging Cairemians are formed.

Thenitwasthat Adoniscametounderstandthat al of the Ol dens-- cities, devices, structures-- werethecause
of plasmadegeneration.

Whenhe' dsigna ed hiscompl eteunderstanding and agreement, hefound himsel f and Jontosuddenly standing
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%Defore M Shi gh aFop asetting of stonesthat appearedto havebeenlaidout by giantsfor stepping stairways.
Tearswatered hiseyeson sighting theship, and hecould not hel p but think of Romero, hisMaster and L ord.
Jontofluttered and hissed and stuck out doubl etongues.

Adonislaughedloudly, echoingand reechoing pent-upandrelievedfeelings. MIM Shereand Sroop nearby,
both homesfor thisotherwi seconfused and perfect creation.

XL

They -- Adonisand Jonto-- stood high upon apeak wherecoldwindsswept fromanevenhigher glacier,
andthewind chilledthemthroughandthrough.

Jonto shrunk hisskinuntil feathersappearedtobeall scal es, and Adonisshrugged himself insidebubo skins.

Already they’ dhelpedtheespecially long-lived Victis repel twoattacks, and, accordingtotheover-serious
dwarf withlargeears, theattacksseemedto becoming morefrequently. But theseweremerely physical matters.
WhatwasbotheringAdoniswashisinnerbeing. “ 1 aminconflictwithmysdf. | liveacharadewithfriends,” heshouted
intothewhistlingwind.

Therewasonly acontinued keening.

“Y ouhavegivenmeRomeroasfather, and thentakenhimaway.”

No answer.

“l ambeloved by all females, yet | loveonly by shadow.”

No answer.

Adonishunghisheadwiththetrial andwith hispresumed shame.

Jonto hopped-flew to hisshoul der andflicked tonguesagainst thenew growthjutting beneath Adonis’ nose.
Hair had a sobeguntogrow at hishead and on hischest, and between hislegs, whereal sodangled hishypocritical
shadow.

“Likethedesert animalswholosetheirlegsor arms, | may regrow. Likebirdsof ancient mythologiesfrom
anotherworld, | may order myself newfeathers. Still | amdepressedwithsuchtriflings.”” Hepetted Jonto, andflicked
away atear. “If | cangrow hand or hair at will, thenwhy cannot | alsowill myself to becompleteman?’

S roop’ sladieshad clamberedtoboard Adonis’ shadowy virtue, andjust somany cyclestheinvisibleshadow
had protected him, whilehisimaged prowessproceeded him.

“Oh,Amati,” hecriedsuddenly intothewind. “ Didyouforeseethispain?Didyouforeseemylongtour asdave?
How can| bear to beboth manand not man simultaneously?’

Onepart of hismind seemedtoknow theanswers, and hewoul d not stopitsflow, thenceAmati seemedtocry
withthewind, saying: Why do you fret, my child? What have you now that you did not have before?

“Oh Great Amati. | have more knowledge, that of two worlds, and each day | seem to grow wiser with
experience.’”’

Then go and be thankful.

“1 haveahand, whereoncewasastump.”

Then go and be thankful.

“I havehair whereoncel wasbald.”

Then go and be thankful.

“1 cantalk withCairema’ sGod, andknow itisnot God, but aclever machineconstructed about thetriplehdlix,
andwithlivingcytochromesthat flushitsthoughts.”

Then pray and be thankful.

“1 donot understand, Oh Amati.”

Do you not wonder at suns, the climate, the barren rocks, and the stilled seas?

“Yes,OhAmati. | sseRomerodeMorganinevery stickleweed, every burnished stone. Heisimagedinmy
heart, threaded through every cell, and hestrainsthroughmy very senses.”’

Then go and be thankful.

“DoesRomeronot|loveme?’

He loves you, my son.
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No answer.

“Must | forever emulatemy father without manhood?’
Amati seemedtosmileashelookedafar toadistant vision. Heseemedtosay: Your trials are nearly ended,
my son. Bear them. And go ye! Seek!

Itwaswhiledescendingthemountai nthat Adonisremembered theplaceof bones, andthetalk he’' dhadwith
Victisonthebarrier’ sdeadliness. Victishad said: “Nonedarecrossthefenceof bonesfor ontryingthey suddenly
arestilled. Andnonedarerecover bodies, for thosewhotry arestilled.”’

“Butl crossedthem, Victis.”

Victis ancient eyeshadwidened, and hehadbowed, ever withseriousmein, saying: “ ItisasAmati of thewhite
hairforetold. Y ouandanother shall beAmati.”

L ater Jontoflittedacrosswithout concern. Adonis, bracinghimsalf, al sojumped acrosstheriver boneswithout
concern. They reached MIM S, whence Adoni sturned hisback onthegleaming needle-likedeviceand sighed,
saying: “1will emulatethefather,” whencethey werewhisked away.

XLI

TheGolden City sat squatly uponasilted, sandy plainwhichroseuponstaunchvol canicrock thrustingupward
over what had oncebeenasurging sea, abustlingport. Risingtill higher weretowersthat seemedtopointlikevulgar,
mishapenfingerstoward oneof thesuns, casting dark shadowsnomatter thesky’ scolor.

Somehad calledittheCity of Goldand Spires, acknowl edgingthat no matter theappeal of theyellow glintand
glitter, spiresalsodominated.

A generationor soago L olahad had nodifficulty enteringthejeal ously guardedcity, appearingbeforeaguard
standing stiffly atitsmaingol denarchway. Shehad hel dtheshadow of aportly femal e, apparently onewhohad had
aneasy relationshipwiththefriendly servitor. Sovery longagoit waswhen she' d hadto suppressher inward,
instinctiverevulsiononviewingthesubtle, subjectivedisfigurementstherein. Now her feelingsweremoreeasily
controlled, aswereher shadows. It a so happened that asshe suppressed her responsestothegrotesquenessabout
her, shebecameincreasingly insensitive, evenblind, totheadditional horrorsof thisnewer generation. Had shebeen
truthful with herself inthesamesensethat P ropataught, shewoul d haverecognized her indifferent responsesasa
shiedldagainst al that sheheld asbeautiful andworthwhile.

L ola’ seasy shadow mani pul ation soonpushed herintoal uxuriouslife, astatusjust bel ow that of thecity’ sChief
Regent, atitlethat accompaniedthevirtual completecontrol over denizensof theancient metropolis. Shewas, of
course, unsuspected by thepl acidand physi cally degeneratingcitizenry. Her husband, R’ olla, nephewtothe Chief
Regent, sat beforeher, andthey all -- includingtwo stalwart retai ners-- werecatching newly sprung red breezes
onaba cony that protrudedfromtheir magnificent mansion, and whichwasshaded by oneof theenigmaticandtall
spires. Sheidly fanned hersel f withthinmembranesof thecommonlizard-bird, her feet now andagainleaningone
way or another to easeher position.

Clipsand clopsfromubiquitousbubosskittered agai nst cobblestoneswhichlay, somesaid, over hiddenlayers
of puregold.

Oneof their servitorshad threearmsand aneck that stretched astall asher legs. Theother incessantly jerked,
andwaslidless. Fromtimetotimethey tendereditemstoeither R ollaor L ola sshadow, whichwasthat of afl at-
headed femal ehaving protruding eyesand oneleg shorter thantheother.

Now andthenabuzzbird di ppedbel ow thecity’ sjagged horizonand screecheditsdismay beforewhed ingback
intocleaner upper air.

Childrenof every sad descriptionpel ted al ong cobbl estones, chasing or rol ling, waggling or wiggling after each
other.

Theirlittlebal ustradewasperhapsabody |ength and ahal f abovetheunclean pavingblocks. Itleaned against
acadtleof Oldendesign, dick withsilver metal fromwall towall, lighted by magical flourescences, andfurnished
withancient clothsand other strangeand unusua devices. Butinsde, themansionwashot, air fetidandunstirring,
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%@nd itwould stay O Ui thedepthsof blue, whenceR'’ ollawoul dbewheel ed back intosleepand todream.

My mission does not exist, Lolawould muse. For her tranquillity waslikeadrug.

R’ ollalooked up at her andwaved apal sied hand, hiseyesrheumy andwatery. Hiseyesseemedclear again
whensheasked: “May | attend my husband?’

Hedidnot answer, but stared, it woul d seem, into her complex heart.

L olapressed hishand.

“They aresayingitagain,” hisvoiceweakly whined.

“What, my husband?’

“That youcannot bemy wife.”

“Youand! know better,don’twedarlingR’ olla?’

Hecoughed. Theattendant with theoverlong neck wiped col ored sputumfromdroopinglips.

“1 havecomeold, whileyouareyoung,” heseemedtoaccuseher. | amonly that whichyour mind chooses
tosee,” sheteased, but not without hiddentruth.

Hewaspuzzled, and seemed unabletoformul ateaproper reply.

“Besides,” Lolafurther argued, “Youarenotold. A littletired perhaps, abit sick -- maybethesilentweed
affliction, accordingtoour goodphysician.”

R’ ollaremained quiet alongtime, now andthen moving pal sied handsfrom onesidetoanother.

A batteredwagonrolled by, overloaded with stickleweed sothat itsworn axlecreeked and complained. The
tiredlizard-likebuboboweditshead, neither turningtoright nor left.

R’ ollagrunted andwasagain cleaned of sputtumbeforeheventured: “ Theyoungonessay they haveeachtaken
theirturnwithyou.”

Lola, puzzled, at first couldnot understand hisallusion. Thenshelaughed, and patted hisbal d pate, saying: “My
dear husbandR’ olla. Y oumust remember our pact. Never wasl toinquireof your affairs, andyouwerenottoinquire
of mine.”’

Thisanswer seemedtoaffect R’ ollamorethan her others, for againthel ook of clearnessleft hisfeatures. His
tonguelolled outward and hisgazewasstrai ght and steady at theforebodingtower.

Theclink and clank of daver columnswhispered downtheir narrow passages. Thecrack of double-tailedcrall
seemedtobring R’ ollaback, aclearnessflickeringover hisasymmetrical features. Asif he' dnotbeengoneat all,
hesaid: “1 cannot drink thedoublehorn. Remember, sweet E’ seras, when| could drink thedouble-hornagainand
again?Heh?’

Thesound of hisenfeebl edlaughter waslikethehissof air combinedwiththethunkingwood sounded by the
Cluckbird.

“Of coursel remember, R’ olla. Never aman coul d out-drink you, nor couldanother handlethedouble-horn.”

Thedaver columnshuffled and plodded betweentwo bright silver columnsbesidethespire.

L olashuddered away from the column and fixedly stared at the spire. Had she permitted them, oneof her
memory bubblescould havetol d thesequencesfor bringingit down. Whenamemory triedtorise, asnow, she
thoughtlesdy andamostinstinctively suppressedit.

R’ ollacontinued: “Y our faceisunwrinkled, your walk andtalk sprightly.”

“Doesmy lovenot desireayoungand unblemishedwife?’ Lolaintheshadow of E’ serasdial ectically asked.

Shecouldnot keepher attentionfromthehandful of d avesthat now shambled or sumblednoisely insinglefile.
Their clothesweretattered, bl ood bespattered, but they did not havetheappearanceof daves. Curiosity aroused,
her shadow’ seyesfollowedthem assherepeated: “ Doesnot my lovedesireayouthful wife?’

“Yes! No! You' remixingmeup. How canl answer?’

“Takeyourtime, my dear R olla,” shewhispered, patting hisstuntedandwrinkled hand, all thewhilesquinting
to better view thecolumn.

“1 cannot faceothers. Eventhe Chief Regent, my uncle, hascommented.”

“And--?7’

“ItisanOlden, they whisper, or atrickster. Anunnatural thing.”
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Loratitterad M5RRA Ol isunnatural ?0r 'youth'?
“No! No! Yes! | amconfusedagain.”

Shepressed hisshaking hand between hers. “ Doyou remember whenyou asked metomarry?”’

Heshook hisheadweakly, indicatingtheaffirmative.

“Cover him.He sstartingtochill again,” sheordered. Thejerky servitor complied.

Asthecolumnof davescamecl oser shecould seeironchainwork, and somewerelimping, somecarryingothers.

“1toldyouthat | wassadnessincarnate, and would only bring sadness.”

“1toldyouthat youwereE’ serasof my youth.”

“And--?7" askedLola

“That -- that --,” hefumbledtheritual.

“That | shouldstay E’ serasof your youthforevermore.”

Confusedagain, hepouted.

Thecolumnwascloseenough sothat L olacould makeout individual features.

R’ ollacoughed again, sputtum being wiped away by aservitor, whenceheargued: “Butitisunnatural tobe
youngforever.”

“And| saidthat | would bewhatever pleased you. Doesnot ayouthful E’ seraspleaseyou?’

Hecouldnot answer, but only rolled eyesupward, increasing hisshudders.

Behindthestragglingdavechain, atopagiant andfreshly vibrant bubo, wasawel | dressed personageof huge
stature. Unlikethoseover which hecrackedthecrail, hisdresswaswholeandimmacul ate, madeupfrombroad
swaths of colorful material. About hishead wasaspiral of the same cloth wound round and round. Shewas
fascinated, nay, spellbound, by thethinlineof hair beneath hissmooth, symmetrica nose, thefirst moustacheshe’'d
seensincethetimesof C’ Lanth, when she' dbeen aggressively pursued by apersistent suitor.

A loudhissingdrowned out her husband’ sliquidgurgles. It camefromanew kind of bird-lizard perched atop
thegiant’ sbroad shoulder, doubl etonguesflicking out thisway andthat.

Thedender andtall necked servitor touched L ola sshoulder. Turningtofollow hispointing, shesaw R’ olla's
complexiondrainstarkishwhiteeveninthepink shadows, and hiseyeswereprotruding andfixed.

Assheloosened hiscoveringsfrom about the neckline, hegasped but onceand slumped.

Themagnificent giant astridethenoblebubo passed nearby. Their eyeslocked. Shesensed nodlightest tug
attemptingtoreshapeher shadow.

Thesplendid specimangrinnedwhiteteeth, unsharpened.

Againthelizardbird hissed, and shouted out, “ Romero, theGreatest!”

There is no shadow! L olatoldthe Ol den-who-was-not-God, a so thinking of thekind and gentleand brilliant
P ropa.

Thecolumnpassed, R’ ollawasdead, and whitewoul d soon glareuponthem.

XLII

Theflat, dry, sty plainwasfirst bareof any figure, andthensuddenly therewasAdoni sstandingtal | with Jonto
flutteringand hissing at hisshoulder. BeforethemtheGolden City hadrisenfromabaseof vol canicrock that had
onceseated acalderathrusting upward fromathrashing sea. L ater had come Cairemiansto construct aport, the
extinct volcanoe svent, itsbay.

Towersspired high, andthey had cast shadowsthat seemedtoblendwell intothecity’ sother designs, some
oldand someancient. Onepair of spires, inparticular, had been seenby Adonis eyeasweather towers. To Jonto,
he' dsaid: “ItistheCity of Gold and Spires, or, assomehavesaidit, the Golden City."”’

Evenaslight bluehad beguntotingethegol denspires, hiseyeshadtraveled downtheir d eekly engineeredand
shiny surfaces. Hespokeagain, saying: “ There! Below therounded dome, Jonto. Therectangular box without
windows. Thatiswhereweather controlswill be.”’

Hewasabouttowalk towardthecity whenJontohuffed, fluffingandhissingwil dly. Adonishad stoppedtolisten.
There! He' dheard thefaint sound again, theclink of chainandtheclopand clap of atrain of nine-pointed bubos.

Buzzbirdswhed ed overhead, now andthendartingtoward thenarrow linepluming dust near thehorizon. Also
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Sow anthen Ve e Bacreechof f ghtingbirds asthey plummeted downwardafter thesamebubodroppings,

“Aye.We |l wait, Jonto. Itisunlikely they will enter thecity at blue.”

Thecaravan had hunkered down beforethecity’ sgates, and mid-bluefound Adonisand Jonto creepingal ong
theedgesof thecaravan. Clearly now they coul d distinguishtheclink and clank of daver chain. Adonis' eyesand
nosehadwrinkledwiththestenchthat swarmed about theenchainedlikesmall dronefliesafter raremoisture.

Jontonervoudy scuttled backward whenthoseodorsand soundswereperceived, and apparently urged Adonis
todepart. Adoniswhispered: “ Shhh! Ohmagnificent one. How canweleave?’

Jonto pushed against Adonis’ shoulder and settled quietly.

Adoniswaited until theencampment wasstilled, andthenhe’ d creptinward, taking each overseer quietly from
behind, oneby one. Although A doniscoul d bean exceedingly efficient fighting machine, thetask waseasier than
described, aswho, but another slaver, would attack aslaver chain?

Hegagged and bound theunsuspectingguardians, then, just ascarefully and quietly, he' d soughtthemaster’ s
tent, beingobvioudy themost garishandlargest -- for thesewerefat and prosperousd averswho’ dlongfelt secure
andunchallenged.

Hehadthemall tussled andlayed out by thetimemagentahad come. Only then did hebeginreleasingthe
shacklesof thosepathetically burdened and disfigured, twenty innumber.

Onewhohad calledhimself D’ omeerf, andwhoseeyescoul d not meet another’ sstraight on, andwhosehead
waspointed, and who otherwiseseemed amissinmany littleways, knelt at hisfeet and sworeagreat oath, saying:
“Ohmighty manfrombarrendeserts, D’ omeerf isever grateful for thisnight. Know youl amhomel essandwithout
kin, andwould serveyouuntil cast asideor death.’”’

Adonishadtouchedthelittleman’ shollow cheek, softly answering: “Knowyou, D’ omeerf, that I, too, was
onceendaved. Itisnot for youthat | havedonethisthing, but for my ownheartthat chillsat theslaver'ssight and
soundsandodors.”’

Butthey all persisted, clamoringfor guidance.

“Leadus!”

“Tell uswhattodo”

“Wearegrateful!”

“Hear our pleal”

Adonishadtemporarily solvedtheterriblebarrageof epithetsby orderingthemtolink uptheir former captors,
andto exchangetheir filthy garmentsfor their former captor’ sclean ones. Hecommanded, saying: “Wash up
yourselves, and appear asguardiansand gented folk. Seetoitthat nonewhowereyour mastersarepermitted speech
near others, for | haveadeviousandwonderful plan.”

They had scurriedtodo hisbidding, hidingtheir kel oidsbeneath soft andlovely robes, andfattening thebest
they couldbeforeridingintotheGolden City.

Adonisrodeatopthelargest bubo, findingit easy tomimicthesavemaster with hiscargo.

Whenhesaw her, hesomehow knew -- asif by instinct or prior programming-- he’ dfoundthemachine’ sother
Helper. Itwasshe, theonehisL ordand Master had named Juli, aguiseshadowed uniquely inhisMaster’ seyes
sovery, verylongago.

Thereshesat -- at her bal cony abovethestreetway -- intheshadow of oneof theenigmatic, tall spires. Red
shinedbalefully, whilesheidly fanned herself withathinmembraneof thedesert bird-lizard. Shewasof primitive
features. dark, if anything, dusky, smoothfeatures, dark upswept hair tinged with scattered goldenstars.

Itwasnot her regular physical featuresthat madeher appear thebarbarian, but her set of jaw, her glancefrom
heretothere, her projected determination, her general way of handling motion.

How had Romero’ seyesseentheshadowsof flat pate, deep dark greeneyesfleckedwithswirledgold, olive
complexionandsmooth, downy skin?

Then heremembered hisown shadow, and hewondered, Is all not simply shadow . . . .

Theclinkandclank of Adonis daver columnhustled alongthenarrow passageway. Thecrack of double-tailed
crail rolled along theranksof thosenewly captivewho attempted to shout out their new plight.
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Adoni sroaestauncﬁl y betweentwo silver columnsbesideaspirethat probed high, and hesquinted. Lola--
that washer namesotheC’ Lanthiangossipershadtold-- for he’ dever beenalert torumorsand sayingsabout his
Lordand Master.

Sheturned and stared at the spirebeside Adonis, and sheseemed to shudder withtheta k and careof theaged
onebesideher.

Twogrotesqueservitorsrespondedtotheold man’ severy rheumy movement.

Thelinecamecloserinsinglefile, their clothingtattered and odorous, somelimping somecarrying others, but
alwdl chained.

Adonisrodebeforethem closetothebal cony. Hewaswell dressed, apparently apersonageof great stature.
Hecrackedthecrail repeatedly over thebacksof theenchained. About hishead wasaspiral of cloththat wound
roundandround.

Lolabegantostareat histhin-linemoustache. .. . Shecould nolonger avoid her rebellionagainst Cairema's
God, for hispresencewasobviousinthestranger who proj ected no shadow upon her.

Now aloud hissingwhispered up anddownthecanyonway. Startled, L olasaw that it camefromalargeand
unusual bird-lizardridingatopthegiant’ sbroad shoul ders, doubletonguesflickinginward and outward.

Her husband R’ olla, wasdying evenasher eyeshadl ocked withthoseof thegiant Adonis, whenceshefeltno
dightesttugonher shadows.

®

XLI

Likethosecarrion-eaters, thewheeling buzzbirdsthat swoop down suddenly and thenflitter off withastolen
morsel, R’ olla’ sdeath had brought suitorsby thescore.

“You'reinterestedinthewealthof R’ olla, notthewidow,” L olatantalizingly accused suchaone, alsofeeling
that shewasbeginningtoreliveher life, havingbeenthroughall thisbefore.

Clinkinghisbroadswordtocommunicatehismanly strength, theoverly wrinkledfacewith e ongated earsshook
withargument.

Others, stiff and proud ascol ored cocklebirds, vainly strutted their small staturesbeforeher, unabletoview
themselvesinany way but themanner by whichtheir vanity’ sinner eyediscernedthemsel ves.

Bashful beauswithoverlarge, lidlesseyes, thusasunblinking aslizard-snakes, attempted towriteher love
poetry, apparently never dreamingthat their ill-educated effortswerefarcesfar bel ow thedignity of evenher barbaric
background.

BoththeyoungandtheoldwhohadlainwithL olaovertheir generationappearedasif magicdly, swearingthey’d
beentrue, andher their firstandonly love.

Lola -- holdingto the shadow of E’ seras -- would pedl off galesof laughter, and say: “Would my poor
cuckholded husband but hear thelie,” after whichthey’ d scurry away ontwolegsor three.

Lolawouldhavepreferredtostay single, toenjoy her accumul ated weal thinher ownway. Thiswasnottobe,
for every power vector and s mpering pimpthat performed behindthe Chief Regent and hiscourt must havehadthe
urgetocontrol her wealth. Werethetruthto out, the Chief Regent could not afford to permit thewealthand power
she represented to slip away or in any manner fall into the control of enemies. So protocol and good sense
commandedthat L olabemarriedforthwithto oneamongthe Chief Regent’ scamp.

Alsopowerful enemieshel d oppositionviewpoints, and struggledinvariousand sundry waysto capturethe
power represented by L ola sfortune. Lolawasnot unawareof thestruggle, her mind constantly onalternativelife
patterns. Shedevised meansthat put off thedecision, thinking: I shall net two buzzbirds at one sitting if  offer
myselfto he who can topple the towers. But when sheremembered the Chief Regent’ sflat, sternfeatures, his
quick, harshjusti cethat of ten beheaded aman or woman at aninstant, shesought for lessprovoking alternatives.

Alas!

Shecouldnot choose, and determinedto go. Gatheringtogether afortunein brilliant andrarestonesandgold
pieces, shewasyet stayed by thevision of thetall spires, and, |et usconfessit, by thevision of atall, handsome
personageastrideagigantic bubo, hewhodidnot createshadows -- for Adonis' non-shadowsreminded her so
of her beloved P’ ropa.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



SPONSORED BY

@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

OF AMERICA 126

L’ lison,amaledwarf withoverly knobby kneesand elbows-- her mosttrusted -- pounded upthestairwell.
L olawasrecliningonsoft pillows, now andthen poppinginto her mouth sweet and sour meatsat her sdeonagol den
table. Thetinkleof an Oldenmobilewaslikemusicinthestilledair -- whichnow andthenwasdisturbedby stench
from the streetsasarandom and rare breeze wafted through from window to window. Bowinglow, L’lison
breathlesdy reported, with: “My Lady. | havediscoveredthewhereaboutsof thed aver. Hesellshishol dingstothose
of Faraway Landsfor handsomeprofit.”’

“Butwhere?’

“TheHouseof K’ lin,my Lady. Apparently K’ lintheEl der hasreturned, and owessomedebt tothestranger.

Lola sheart quickened. Beneath her shadow shesmiled. Sheordered: “ I will seehim, loyal L’lison. Make
arrangements.” Shetossed himagoldcoin.

Ashewasabouttoleave, Lolaremindedthat* Survival wasastruggle before escapingtheslaver andinmy
protectiveservice. Donotforgetit.”

Hislong suffering eyesblinkedand hegrinnedludicroudly, jawsagap, aswideasthat of awobbly desert trake
makingtoswallowthelarger fire-scorpion.

Lolashiftednervoudy. Watchingthespire' sshadowsmovewithred’ smotion, shewasdisconsolate. Thesky,
ever clear, wasfrustratingly thesame, and shelongedfor fleecy whitecloudsof her ownworld. Orhad Abroever
existed?Wasit not afigment of her owntwisted shadows? Then sherememberedthat all her acquaintanceswere
dead. Shesuddenly realizedthat her lifeon Cairemahad beenuneventful , perhapswithout meaningat all.

P ropahad been sowiseand seeing. It washot possi bl etoingtitutereformsamongst thesedegeneratechildren.
Of literatureand science, therewasnone. Evenmusicwaspathetically, pitifully simple, andgrowingsimpler.
Fornicationledtofornication, pleasurestill shadowing one’ sself-image. Power chased after power, andthere
seemednaught el se.

L’ lisonwastypical of thisgeneration, inasad, shameful way. Capturedandend aved, he’ descaped andfought
withM’ Krasians. Thenagainhe' dbeencapturedandendavedandbrought eventually tothe City of Goldand Spires,
whencehe' d escaped again, to befound by L olacowering beneath pillowsinher own privateroom.

When she’ d spotted himthere, she' d sensed at oncethe shadow hismind sought tofling over her, that of a
childlikemidget with proper blueeyesand otherwisecompletefeatures. Sheresi sted and spoketohimkindly, at
last getting himto understand that shewoul d not turn himback.

L ater she’ d caused R’ ollotopurchasehim. Shewonderedif L’ lison, too, wasageing asfast asall thoseabout
her seemedtobedoing. Werethoseageinglinesin hisalready puckeredface?Washisstepslower? Ah, but she
wassurehecould betrusted -- though best not totrust anyone!

Adonisrummagedthroughtheex-davemaster’ spackingsinsearch of clothing suitedfor thetemperment of
Cairema ssun-bewildered climate. Hefoundlong robesof red, whiteand blueandfor hishead -- that wasnow well
covered by dark black hair -- hewoundintoatwirl aclothstudded withsilver stars. Heidly asked Jonto: “From
where, doyouthink -- sincestarscannot beseen-- hascomethegal actic motif?

Jonto blinked and watched theornatedecorating.

Athiswaist heplaced awidebelt madeof someglistening animal hide, probably takenfromthegreen bubo.
Attachedtheretowasacurving bladethat dangled|oosely, andlooked dangerouswithitssharpedgeprotected by
only athinbut tough pouchall aglitter with preciousjewels.

A maledwarf withknobby kneesand el bows, and aglowering di sposition, had approached himduring bl ue,
bowinglow sothat hishead near touched theground, andhe’ dsaid: “My liege, my lady awaitsyour pleasure.”

Adonishadturnedtohisex-davefriend, K’ lin, only returnedto homeand estateby Adonisbut acycleago,
and Adonishadquipped: “Tell me, friendK’ lin -- isit proper intheCity of Goldthat oneshouldscurry likeasmall
rotenwhenever alady calls?’

K’lintriedtolaugh, but only tearsblurred hiseyesandthroat, for he' d yet to recover fromtheemotionsof
homecoming. “My dear Adonis. | amyour friendandpatronfor life. Hadit not beenfor thee, my houseand property
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%oul dhavefa %nto po'?lf cal enemies,anddl my childrenandlovedoneslost. Had | beensoldtotheFaraway Lands
..wdll ... knowyoul wasspirited but seven cyclesago, and afterward brought totheslavechain. My -- friends
-- sold me-- muchforeplanning..."’

Adonisbobbed hishead and sipped at abeverage, asweetened concoction madefrom common desert weed.
“Soyouhavetoldme, friendK’lin.”

Thesmall visiting dwarf attemptedtoforceal aughwiththeother two, but Adoni snoted eyesthat stared venom.
Obvioudy thelitttemandidnot believethetale.

K’ lin slapped hishand against the tabl e and repeated: “ Know you alsothat | wastobesold -- here -- in
my very owncity?’

“Yes, graciousK’lin. Soyouhavetoldme.”

Thedwarf,L’lisonashecaledhimsdf, soodpalitely, shufflingfeet backward andabout, waiting onthesoliloquy
toend.

“Andknow youthat | havehiddenenemies, that | must seek themout, that | analsoyour friendfor life, or even
longer?’

Adonislaughed, for hecouldnot restrainhimsel f bef oretheunthought-through exclamati onsof thisnobleman.
Hesaid: “ Aye. Andyoushall get your revenge, K’ lin, and oneday youmay repay me.”

Thedwarf spokeup, though hesitantly, saying, “ Forgiveme, my liege, but my mistressawaits. Know youthat
shehasmany suitors, noneof whichshe' staken?’

“Ah!” saildK’lin. " That would bethewidow of R’ ollo. Y ou could domuchworse, friend Adonis, asitissaid
that shehaswealth. If | werecalled -- hummmph! -- assuming | werenot already wedtomy lovely P scae -- |
wouldsurely hurry. Takeadvice, Adonis, fleewithL’ lison.”

Adonisbowedandtarriedtochangeclothing.

Jonto bel ched and hopped-flew to Adonis’ shoulder.

Visblyrelieved, L’ lisonstopped hiseternal shufflingandledtheway.

Adonis, stridingbriskly behind L’ lison, stoppedeasily beforeL ol a. Hiscl othingwerewound spool sof gold, and
eventhewhirl atop hishairy head wasasglittering and sparkling asthewhite, eventeeth hedisplayed.

Shelaughed aloudwith pleasureinhisappearance -- thenormality of hisposture, carriage, appearancein
all respects-- her voicewasasliltingandtingling asthat of any sweet garden birdbredfor pleasurerather thanfood.

When L’ lison brought them together, they looked deeply into each otherseyes, and no shadow did Lola
perceive, and sheat oncefelt naked yet secure.

L’ lisonjerkily scurried, placing himsel f betweenthetwo. Hebowed | ow announcing: “ Adonisof Sroop.”

Theintelligent-seemingdesert bird-lizard crawledfrombehindthevisitor’ sbroad back andupontohisshoul der,
doubletonguesflickering. It a so spokewords, saying, “ Romero Greatest!”

Startled, Lolaasked: “ RomerodeMorgan?Thelandsof C' Lanth?Thebird-lizardalsolivesoverlong. Romero
deMorgan?Didyouknow Romero. Wasit hispet?”’

Adonisnodded" yes' toeachquestion.

Shesighed. It wasan unexpected memory bubbl e, and for themoment shewondered if thisbig giant were
RomerodeM organ, and Adoni shisshadowing from her ownmind, another wanderer for the Ol den-who-was-not-
God. Shecouldthink of noonesheknew likeAdonis, except for thetrimmoustacheshe’ d seenon Romeroof long
ago. Even so, was not Adonis long-lived? Did he not nod the affirmative on knowing Romero de Morgan?

Thepleasantly symmetrical giant had not spoken nor responded except throughmotions. Histwowel I-formed
handswereat hisside. Histwoeyesflickeredfromsidetoside, scurryinglikebird-lizard tongues.

“Come. Sit beside me,” Lolasuggested, plumpingupafat pillow. ShealsowavedL’ lisonout.

L’ lisonjerked hisway backward, hostility burning deeply withinill-shapeneyes.

Adonissat.

“Jonto?JontotheMagnificent?’ Lolaasked. “Isit safe?Will it harmme?’

Adonissmiledinfectioudy, impishly, and placed hisright hand beneaththefierceappearingbeast. It flicked out
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g)oubl el ongu&san openedanaddltl ond eydid, sothatit’ seyesseemedtoblazeyelowinthewnhitishlight, andthen
it hopped-flew torest onhishand.

After thebird-lizard had fluttered back andforth, at last settlinginacorner, shesaid: “ Come, removeyour
blade.” Shereached over to himand hel ped unhook fasteni ngs, pushing thecontrivancetothefloor withdainty
fingers

Adonis musclestrembled. Hewiggled at hisplace. Hestared strai ght ahead.

Shemadeadeightful sound of praisewhenhisdark, black hair coiledloosely at hischest when sheremoved
hisheadpiece, awrapping that twisted round and about until it wasat apeak.

Littleby littleshepulledthewrap-around garmentsdown or around and down, first exposing histhick, pulsing
neck lines, thenthethick mat of dark black and coilinghair at hischest, thendownandstill downward, at last pushing
all wrappingswithvigor tothefloor.

AsAdonis eyesseemedtoregister andtoexposehisinner feelings, now they dancedlikefrightened sparks
burninginaquick breeze.

Adjusting her position, sheusedtheflat of her handto pushhimback and her experiencedarmsandhandsbegan
agentlecaressment: top of thehead to sideof cheeks, and back again; shoul der to shoul der; gentlerubbingalong
theback; up and downtheinterlocking musclesbesidehisribs, closer, ever closer, tothat most important and
senditiveplace.

Adonis, atfirstrigid, now purred, sometimesdlightly jerking asinner tensionseased.

Atlast shereachedit, theplaceof gentlepersuasion. Cupping her hands, sheclosed downonit-- andfound
nothing! Nothingat all, but smooth skincovered by coiledlinksof hair.

“Why, thereisnot evenacondylomal”

Adonis’ eyeshad stopped dancing, and now he pouted. Helooked downward asif he’ d beenasmall child
who'’ d been caught doingwrong.

“How canwedight?’ Lolaasked, apparently bewildered, but thinking al so of gentleP ropa.

Adonisstartedtorise, but shepushed himback again. Hesuffered horrifying embarrassment during her long
shadow-penetrating scrutiny. Heplaced hishead onher 1ap, turningonly tocover her handsand armswithkisses
and al so awetnesscamefrom saddened eyes.

Shestudiedhimcarefully, fromheadtotoes. Except for P ropa ssimilar lack, heresembled noother manshe' d
met on Cairema. Hewasmost perfectinevery other respect. Hewasstalwart and strong. Hiseyes, deep bl ack.
Had hefirst appearedwithgreeneyesandbl ack flecks?Or goldflecks? Shecoul d not remember. Hisvoice -- when
he' dnamed hispet -- had had astrong, deep resonancethat gavecomfort andimpartedintelligence.

L olacaressed hishead. Her body, still guisedinthe shadow of adead man -- but not to Adonis-- tingled
withastrangelove. Notumescenceforced her toprodintowild, orgiastic passion, but another kind of feingthat
swelledinto her nature. Shewasamother, and wanted to heal andto protect thisgiant, loveableboy.

Shepushed hishead against her soft bosomtenderly, freeing her ownmotherly inhibitionswhileconsolingthe
overgrownboy-man.

They sat together silently duringwhiteandblue, only now andthenbeinginterruptedby L’ lison, whonervoudy
priedtoseeif hisbeloved mistresswasstill aright.

XLIX

Now it cameabout that Adoniswasabletowed L ol a, thecity’ schief regent being convincedthat Adoniswould
beaworthy citizen. Tobecomeacitizen of theCity of Gold and Spires, onefirst makesanaccounting of all goods,
after whichoneswearsall egiancetothe Chief Regent.

F rma, theChief Regent, agrumbly pedant withthreeeyesand anextragrowth pushing outwardfromoneside
athischest, atfirstrefused Lola spetitionfor Adonis' citizenship, until he' d beenapprai sed of thegiant’ swealth
which, unknowingly, hadbeenaddedtoby L olaandK’lin.

After aquarter had been siphonedfor thecity -- another way of sayingfor the Chief Regent -- Adoniswas
permittedtoswear fedlty, givingcustomary ritualisticguaranteestoprotect, serveandhonoritschief citizen"while
breath supported beating heart.”
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thoolor i DY TR ourishi ngandcymbolsclanging--includingthescreechingof atleastoneOldenthat also
wailedwithaweird sound whenever atogglewasthrown -- Adonismarried Lola, whomust still wear E’ seras
shadow.

A ring containing thegol den buzzbird, whoseeyewasapreciousstone, waspushedonAdonis' left hand,
accordingto City custom.

Lolamust havefelt strongly her motherly instincts, whichhad never beforebeenloosedinlikemanner.

Adonissoonlearnedof L’ lison’ sstrongdidikefor him. Whenever L’ lison peered frombehindan overlarge
pillow, or frombetweenwideandl ow hangingtapestries, Adoniscoul dfed hisskinburnfromthosepiercinghostility-
riddeneyes.

“Enough!” hetold Jontooneday .

HearrangedwithK’ lintoenticeL’ lisontoK’lin’ shomeonpretext, andwhilethere, Adonisand Jontoentered.
Hesaid: “Ah,friendK’lin, greetings!”

K’linwassomewhat moresecurenow. Heinvited L’ lisonto eat seatingthedwarf besidehimsalf. K’ linsaid:
“1 havediscovered my enemy, L’ lison. Itwas T’ nai, thesamewho aspiresto Chief Regency.”’

L’ lisonscowled, uncomfortablewiththeattention.

Adonisaccepted sweet drink fromP scae, thefat, waddlingwifeof K’ lin.

Jontoflutteredto Adonisandal sosipped.

“He sbeenbutchered,” K’ lincontinued. “ Itisasl’ vesaid. Their eyeswereontheroyal throne, and| apolitical
enemy intheway. Had it not beenfor Adonis, their planswould havematured. First my property andfamily, then
--,"" heshrugged.

L’ lisonsquirmed.

Adonissaid: “ListentoK’linlittleL’lison.l annotadaver, but wasasave. K’ linwasendavedandfreed. He
tellstruth.”

Butnow L’lison’ soverriding hateboiled asafrothand heshouted, “ K’ linisyour friend, and hewoul dliefor
you, Slaver!’” andthenhunchedback, fearful that hisemotionshad taken himbeyondaninvisiblebrink.

“Will youtdll L’ lisonhow youwereabducted, and how it camethat you and otherswerefreed? Andwill you
swear, friend K’ lin, that themenwesoldto Faraway L andswerethereal slavers?’ Adonispleaded.

K’lintried, buttheburninginL’lison’ seyeswouldnot dieaway.

Afterthatineffectivemeeting, Adonishadthanked K’ linfor hispartintryingto persuadeL 'lison, andthenhad
bidedhistime, until onecycleAdoniscaught surly L’ lisona oneduringlight bl ue, and hef astenedamuzzl eat hismouth
and carried himstrugglingtoawaiting bubo.

Ungagginganduntieingthestrugglingandangry dwarf, Adonisexplained, thudy: “Knowyou, L’ lison, | would
beyourfriend. Y ouhavesought thetruth, andnow | bringyoutothetruth, theslaver chainfromwhichK’linwas
freed. Knowyou, littleangry friend, that any noisefromeither of usandwe, too, may beenchained.”’

Duringall that blueand many other blues, they plodded at thebubo’ sfastest paceto overtaketheslow slaver
chain. With caution, Adonispushed L’ lisonforward, toward dancingfiresthat warmed during blue.

AsAdonisknewwouldbethecase, unliketheguards, thed aveswerewithout thewarmth of fire, and quiteeasy
tofind, spiralledandguarded.

AdonisforcedL 'lisontocrawl withhim closeenoughtooverhear davetak -- whichwaseterna amongall dave
chainsnomeatter thecycle. Onevoicewhisperedhuskily quietly -- asall daveslearntodosooner -- saying: “ S lasca
did speak withtheslavemaster over our status, andreceivedthecrail for histroubles.”

“Didhenot explainthat weweretheguards, not theslaves?’

“Gah! P'itude. Y our mindwearies. Y ou ask thesamequestionover andover, cycleby cycle.”

“But | don’t understand. How can mastersbecometheslaves?’

“Wereyou not onguard whenthebig onecamefrom behind?Wereyou not struck andtied. Wereyour eyes
closedwhenhecut throughthechainsof our daves?Did henot bedeck youwiththesevery samestinkingslaves
clothsafter strippingyou bare?Didyour eyesnot watchtheproceedings?Wereyounot marched enchainedthrough
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greet T ean%é‘r'\r/'lrEnon slave, whileslavescrackedthecrail at your head and back?

“ Fah! Already your mind hasbroken. Speak nomoreof it!

“Butalas! Youwill,youwill --!”

A thirdmoreforceful voiceinterrupted, commandingwith, “Y outwobuzzbirdsstopyour chattering. Better that
wesleepandthink of escape.”

Adonisrecognized S lasca sheavy voice.

Afterawhile, thefirstvoiceasked again, saying,‘ S'lasca, didyounot tell themof our truestatus, that weare
notdaves?’

Thesecondvoicesnorted, and S’ lascagroaned.

Someonestarted to gag from the overpowering stench that followed aslave chain everywhere, likesome
hoveringblizzard of unseeninsects.

Anargument began, and thethwack of fist against facefollowed, after whichtherewasquiet for sometime.

Adonisdraggedhissmall captivebackwardandthey movedfar enoughaway totalk. Adonisexplained: “I’ve
broughtyouhereL’ lison, at great risk and withgreat troubl e, sothat youwould hear. Having beenaslave, asyou
havetoo, webothknow they’ dbehoveringover their common plight, asawagonwhee! turnsover and over without
end. I sthat nottheway withtheslavechain, L’ lison?”’

L’ lison’ shead hung downward, and henodded agreement.

“Ah! Asl suspected. Did not your hatred of mecomefromyour slaveexperience?”’

Thedwarf nodded again.

Then Adonisswung himuponthebubo. Jontofluttered behind, graspinganine-point andfluttering hisscal e-
wings. Adoniscontinued: “ Of courseyouwouldnot believeK’ lin, becauseheismy friend, andawiley politician.
Andyouwouldnot believeme, becauseyoufirst saw meastrideagiant bubothrashingthedouble-tail acrossbacks
of davers.’” Hisvoicesoftened.“Youandl, L’ lison, arealike. Weboth hatetheslaver. Believeyounow?”’

L’ lison’ seyeswatered and henodded agreement again.

Andsoitcameaboutthatlittle, stunted L’ lisonalsobegantoidolizethegiant Adonis, and hispet, Jonto.

XLIV

ThemagicmirrorsinAdonis mindreflectedgreat technol ogiesfromtwoplanets, twocivili zations, thegreatest
of thembeingtheancient Cairemian, andhehad not forgotten hispact with Cairema’ smachine. Nor had heforgotten
hisownnature, animperfect servitor, achildof Lola s, ahusband, anincompletelover.

Theinformationhe’ dgained about Cairemawasnolesshelter-skelter thanthat arranged by hisown sudden
imprinted educationfromHomobirthstone' svats, andhemust searchinanequally helter-skelter manner for ways
andmeans.

The spires, of course, are part of the keys. I must down them . . . and he sensed that thisgoal, too, was
Lola s, though sheknew not how to dothechore, being morebarbarian by education and culture, and thusnot so
readily admitting organi zed, alienknowledgetoher mind.

As hewouldhavesearchedfor any other kind of technical information, Adonissearchedhismindfor Olden
printsand patterns, until onecyclehewasabletomakecreditablecomparisonsbetweentheir presentlocation, with
itstall, twinspires, andthepatternsimprintedwithinhismind. “Why it opensby will andthought, and thetouch of
proper hand,” hemarvel ed, ondiscovering theway inwhich Oldendoorswereopened. Thepatternsled himto
thebaseof thespires, which, unlikethefirsthe' dtoppled -- theweather tower -- whileenslaved -- thisonewas
housed by rectangul ar, sil ver meta without apparent access. Alongandarounditssidesweremudhovel sthat formed
theother sideof narrow, winding streets. And dust and debrislittered everywhere.

Oneblue, when hewassurehewasunobserved, hepressed hishand at acertain place -- metallicand cool
-- andanopeningsilently formed, dust waftinginward, outward and disappearing. When hesteppedinsidelights
blinked on, andthesilent residueof agespassed plumed upward and al sodisappeared, leavingall shiny.

Afterwardshemademany tripstothissecret place, but could not yet find what heknew must be, according
tothemaster designwithinhismind.

130
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F rmacounte@hlspoﬁlcd gainswhilethegenera politica forcesshuffledandre-shuffledafter Adonis marriage
toLola

A largewd led gardensurroundedtheir mans onwhich servedastheir spiritual meeting place. Daily they would
walk handinhandsilently, whileJontotheM agnificent flittedfrombranchtobranchoverhead, now andthenopening
andclosinghisbrilliantly huedwingsthat glistenedandglintedinred, whiteor bluesunlight. Onesuchday L olaasked:
“Areyouafraidtodie, my sweet Adonis?’

Hiseyesdarted sidewise. Heshook hisheadinthenegative.

“Here, inthisdecadent City of Gold and Spires, are spieseverywhere. One cannot breathefreely without
inhalingtheir essence, andtheir stench.””’

Adonisnodded agreement. Heclutched hisbroad sword and scowled. Forintruth, he' dalready peeledlayer
fromlayer, finding spiesthat overlapped, andamorality that wasl essthannothing. Hehad frequently mutteredto
Jonto, saying: “ It hasstenchesbeneath stenches,” or “ | havenot found our friend K’ linabovethestenches.”

Lola inrespondingtoAdonis proposedactions, said: “No, my dear child. Itisnot enoughtokill al enemies,
for then onemight decimateaplanet.”’

Adoniswaved at Jonto, and fli cked hishandsup and about, and toward thedoorway.

“1 cannot flee, Adonis. | haveamissiontoperform.”

Adonisknew shewasabout to speak of their dual goal . Hestopped and looked at her quizzically.

“Youmust not -- cannot -- tell anyone.”

Heshook hishead, and placed hishand at hisheart.

“Thespires. They must comedown.”

Hecocked hishead, acknowledginginhisownmindthat sheknew.

“Yes, my dear Adonis. Thespires. | can’ texplainwhy, but downthey must come.”’

Adonispulledaninvisibleropewith histwo strongly corded handsandarms.

She -- whofor all othersexceptfor Adonis, still carried E’ seras’ shadow -- smiled and nodded, saying: “|
woulditweresoeasly performed.”

Inoneof hisrareoutbursts, hesaid: “ E’ serasGoddess!”

Jontofluttered to hisshoul der whereheseemedtoyawn, and parroted: “Romero Greatest!”

Grinningwidely, andnodding agreement, Adoni stouched thebirdbeneathitslower jaw, at whichit closedone
eyelidandgrunted.

“No. Not aGoddess, my dear Adonis. Y our mother andwife.”

Adonisclutchedtheparting at hislegsand pretendedtocry.

Shepatted hishand, saying, “ Thatistheleast part, dear sonand husband. But youareright. I | were Goddess,
| should beableto provideyouwith proper equi pment for husbandhood.”’

®

L olabegan dreamingagain, asequenceof biological instructionsthat | eft her exhausted each blue' sending.
Normally shewoul d havetuckedthemback insideaseach memory bubbleforceditself open. Shecouldnot quite
pushaway thethought that Adonis' problemhadasol ution somewherewithinthosenonesens ca bubbles. Buteach
timeshehadthedreams, shepushedthembeneath until at |ast shewasquiteabl eto permit just oneor twotofilter
through. But what wasit all about? Shecoul d not discriminate.

Adonis, meanwhile, had thesamethrusting upward of bubble-memoriesfromthe Ol den-who-was-not-God,
and, beingmoretechnol ogically sophisticated, hedidnot sweepthemaway, but rather studiedthemand compared
themagainst hisouter knowledgeof theCity of Goldand Spires. Atlast hefoundan Olden roomwhereelements
fitthememories, andwhereonecould produceby anact of will virtually any product assynthesized by thematrix
of aformer mighty society semmingfromCairemiandays. Toperformtheseacts, al power wastherestakensmply
fromanendlessvacuum.

L’ lisondeptwhen Adonisreturnedfor Lola. Heexpla nedthenecessary plan, andtogether they passed unseen
tothisnew andhidden place, whereshewaswillingly placed under sub-programsdeepwithinrecessesof theOlden-
who-was-not-God. Her hypnotictrancewasmorethan ordinary hypnotism, more atakingover of acompl eteset
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@?‘ autonomican do‘ S aitonomicnervestructures. Adonisreinforced thetake-over by saying: “Lola, youmust
permit that whichyou havenamedthe Ol den-who-is-not-Godtoguideyour fingersand your mind. Whenyouare
through, I will tell youso. Thenyoumay sl eepagain, awakeningwhenyoulieinyour ownbed.”’

L olaat onceseemingly camevivacioudy dive, her eyeswideandunfocussedat first. ShelookedintoAdonis
eyes, saying,“Y oumustobey meinall things, dear Adonis.”” Whichheseemedtodo, for aninstantwiggle-waggling
hiseyesaswashiscustomtorelievenervoustension.

“Youwill slegpnow, dear son.” Shecarressed hissweatingforehead, and barely brushedthehair onhisbare
chest. TheOlden-who-was-not-God appropriately created theproper statefor Adonis.

“Youarenot E’'seras,” heseemedtomutter dreamily.

“Thatistrue, husband and son. Sleep. Sleep.”

“Y ouarefromanotherworld,” hebarely moaned.

“What | must do cannot bedonethroughveils, real or contrived, dear person. Sleep. Hearkentoyour mother
andwife. Sleep. Sleep.”’

“Y ouwill mother nations-- and -- a-- world,” he seemed to whisper, and then heslept.

Jonto fluttered nervoudy fromsi detosi de, hissingandjerking, andboundingfirst upwardand thendownward,
sharp chid edteeth snappingand hisparroting voi cespitting. Shestopped momentarily to speak tothestrange, semi-
intelligent bird-lizard, sayinginasoft, soothingtone: “ Jonto, | will notharmyour master andfriend. Hiswillismine
inthis. Asheisyour companion, soishemine,andmore. What | doisnot unnatural. Hemust havecertainmasculine
featuresif heistobemy husband, andif heistobewhole, and man. Andhemust beableto propagatehiskindif
heistobemy son.”’

After which Jontosettled, closingiridescent scale-wings. But hedid not closeany eyelids.

Shemoved quickly and surely about, from timeto time pausing for sub-programs, after which gleaming
instrumentsspontaneously appeared asif fromnowhere, and shemoved deftly, usingfirst thisdeviceandthenthe
other, asif she’ d beenagreat surgeonfrom past centuries.

TheOlden-who-was-not-God guided her every motion, and her actionswereperformed mechanically and
efficiently. Afterwhich, likeAdonis, shed ept. Whileshed ept, exhausted by theenergy drainfromthel ong, sensitive
collusiveoperation, sheseemedtoforget everything except mysterioussal vesand herbsand cuttingsof her own
worldusedtoheal andtopromotewel Iness. Itwasinthisstrangetrancelikestatethat sheat | ast permitted hersel f
tolearnhow todestroy thespiresandthusal sothecity.

Adonisdidnot know further, until hewasgently awakened and badeto stand erect.

Helooked bel ow, between barelegs. They werereal! Not shadows!

Ancientknowledgehad brought himat |ast tofull manhood, and hecouldat |ast emul atehis father, Lord and
Master, RomerodeMorgan!

XLV

Along,gumblingsoundof low frequency rolleda ongthegroundtowardthem, shiftingandroilingthesiltedsand
beneaththefeet of their stolid bubos. “L ook!” L’ lisonshouted. Bothtowerswereswaying, backwardandforward,
likeupsidedown pendulums.

They stopped towatch.

Flashing, sparkling lightssputtered, sothat an unnatural whitebrillianceseemedto plaguethecity andtheir
vicinity. Itwasaccompanied by cracklingsandloudthunderstrokes. Lightning ziggedand zagged fromspiretospire,
makingair reek withozone.

Now thespiresswungcloser, until they suddenly touched. Theflash blindedthefoursome, andwhenthey could
seeagain, thetowersweregone. Also, wherehad beenthe City of Goldwasnow asmoul dering slag-heapwhich
fromtheir distancewasnomorethananunusual stonepile, abeitaglowingone.

Thegartlingandjoyoussight of cloudsformingover thed ag-heapa soheartened L ol g, reminding her of Abro,
her homeplanet, sofar away by timeand distance.
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Bluehad passedinto magenta, thencetored, andstill cloudspiledhighlikeold, burnished copper meltingfrom
afiercefire. Aseachcloudformedabovethedesolation, it rosehigher, and thenflattened and spread outward. So
many cloudsformedwhilered changedto pink, and pink back towhite, for their first timeon Cairematherewas
abroad-swathed, sheltering cloud over their heads.

M eanwhilewindsroseand pelted themwith dust particlesasit keened. Evencacti, long unused towindsand
water, bentinthefiercekeening.

Thetasteof ozoneincreased, andjagged|ightning struck againandyet againbetween cloudsandtheground.

L’ lison’ seyestriedto popfromhismishapenhead. L olapacified him, suggestingthat hesit besideher onher
ploddingbubo.

Adonisturned hisbeast’ s pate southward, hisemotionsroiled with factsabout hisknew manhood, or the
changing weather, while hismind arbitrarily retreived: A single thunderstorm is a spectacle. When they are
massed into an ominous advancing squall line, thunderstorms assume the terrifying shape of huge, black
tidal waves. Composed of a dozen thunderstorms, they may form an eighty to four hundred kilometer front
of cold air that is pushing into warm, muggy air. Like a shock wave, the squall line strikes, usually with violent
winds and rain, and a few minutes later, leaves the weather exactly as it was before.

Therewassuresignof weather changes, and weather would not beexactly asitwasbefore. Cairema had had
the curse of dry weather which became a malignant reddened or blackened dust storm. Metallic glare of
polished rock, the cracked and tortured fissures of an empty sea, long filled by silting sand . . . a wind can
drive sand through the air at seventy, one hundred, two hundred kilometers an hour or perhaps even more.
Faces will peel and chap and crack. And while the blistering sun burns bare Cairema’s parts, what of the
frozen ice spicules that will burn and freeze the skin?

Most likely Cairema will one cycle return its sucked-away moisture by means of cool, moist monsoons,
winds that will once again creep across scorched earth and suddenly push upward by convection currents,
and then water will drop in torrential amounts.

What then of mud hovels crookedly constructed from hemisphere to hemisphere? And what of
Cairema’s denizens, its crooked little people and their crooked DNA molecules?

“We destroy nature's -- no -- Cairema ssafety valves,” Adonis muttered sadly. -- but what are the
alternatives?

XLVI

Asthetriple sunsseemed to rotate sequentially, Adonisheal ed, whence hismiracle began to grow, each
millimeter of lengthandthicknessaddingtohisswellingvanity.

They had comefar enough south sothat thesuns' positionswerenolonger at zenith. Desert had givenway to
rocky crags, creviceshad di sappeared and mountai nsloomed. They had crossed betweentwojagged peaksal ong
narrowtrailswhenL’lison,whowa kedat d ow paceat theforefront, shouted back: “ Hi! Mistress. Againthespires!”

Theredlight reflected darkly, showing domesand squaresand crennel ated walls. Asthey wereat the peak of
amountainpass, andthecity waslower, they couldeasily view al thenarrow, winding streetsandtherooftops, some
sguareand sparkling, othersroundedtono consi stent geometry.

Unguarded gatesopenedtotheir trail wherethedesert begantotherearward of thecity. Citizenscowled and
robedindark material sfurtively scurriedlikeminiaturedol | swhosefacesand handsandfeet areshrouded. Lol a,
now holding her own petiteshadow, huskily whispered: “ Somethingdangerousand mysteriouslurks.”

Nonethel essthey descended and entered thoseforeboding gateways, tall, silver columnsfromancient days.

L’ lisonshivered and darted hisawkwardly shaped headfromsidetoside.

Adonismotionedthat they shouldturnaboui.

L olashook her head, no, and waved at the spires, whence Jontofluttered to her hand and hissed withdouble
forks.

Asthoughhemight beabl etoreadaterriblefuture, Adonisturned unduly pale, eveninthechanging pink light,
and hetrembled, hismind seemingtofollow adream.
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Clanginggongsandthesoundof harshly discordant bel|sfloodedthenarrow wa kways. Citi zens, asthoughonce
seeninadimdream, had moved about desultorily and thenfledintodarkened doorways, leavingthemtopacea one
amidst agrowing cacaphony of weird and stridul ant sounds.

Whenthenoiseended, |eavingthestreetwaysassilent asthey werebare, grotesqueshapesand facesl oomed,
somesingly, someingroups. floatinglikeburrseeds, flyinglikebuzzbirdsinthemanner they swooped and glided,
crawlingandtwistinglikesandlizards, scuttlinglikebubos-- hissing, cackling, whistling, roaring --.

Someflashedintenselights, parrotingall hues, andthelightsaddedtothefrightful dinby castingevenmoreweird
shadowsintheair, ontheground, or directly onthem.

L olasensed nopull of shadow fromthesegrotesqueries.

Jontodroppedtothesilted streetway, hunched downward, and opened both eyelidsto starestodgily.

L’ lisondropped back to stand beside Adonis, thel atter al ready |oosening hiscurved bladefor battle.

Although they were now surrounded, someinvisiblelineformed aboundary beyond which none of the
apparitionswould pass--acircle.

Fromout of theempty air appeared agiganticandferociousmonstrosity threetimesastall aswasAdonis. It's
eyesaconflagrantfire, withfivelimbsaboveand sevenbel ow, itreminded easily of thehybridization of manwith
dienanimd . Flat nosewithfiresteamingintrickl estherefrom, mouth openedandgrinningwith sharpenedtusks, ears
largeandflapping, likethewingsof agiant buzzbird, all impressed asanimpossiblespecies.

Miraculoudly itslegsworkedtogether asit seemedtoglidetoward them.

Whitedi sappearedfromtheir vision, leaving only multi-huedlightsand thisphosphorescent thing.

Thestrangeshapesand facessurrounding kneel ed and bowed totheground, their fanciful headsbobbingup
and downasthough being propelled by powerful breezes. Whenthehideousthing movedoneof itsupper limbs,
now seento beround and blount, that signal moved thefacestobegin chantingtogether:

“N'flaisal!”

“SubmittoN’'flal”

“N'flaisal!”

“LovetoN’flal”

“N’flaisal!”

“Turnyour heartstoN’ flal”

“N'flaisal!”

“Submitordie!”

“N'flaisal!”

Now thereweremorethanfaces, andthey saw and heardthed ow shuffling of feet creepinginwardtowardthem
fromeverydirection.

Oneof Lola smemory bubblesburst, whenceshesensedthat all grotesquerieswerecogeners, and asquickly
her bubble-memory closedagain.

Adonissniffedtheair andlooked suspicioudyinall directions.

Thebubowasasstilled aswas Jonto.

L’ lison, sneezing, squeezed himself closetothebubobehind Adonis.

“What haveyoudonefor N’ fla?’ shouted thefiendishmonstrosity, itsvoi ceimpinginguponevery spireand
domeandflingingitself back withhollow, sepul chretones.

One, hooded and shrouded sothat hisfacewasunseen, but withami st exuding fromdark clothing, shuffled
nervoudy towardtheapparition, holdinginonebl ood-stained hand abl ood-dri pping androtund dwarf’ shead, eyes
stilledand slanted upward asif inobesiancetoN’ fla.

From out of the monster’ s many waving appendages an overlarge hand scooped down. Two scabrous
appendagesonthehand closed clawlikeover thehead and sweptit up, poppingitintoacavernousmouth. Thecrack
of skull and crunch of boneaccompaniedthes urp of blood, thestench of thedead.

A second shrouded member wasdragged rel uctantly forward, eyeswaggling ontheendsof long poles. Inits
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t@/vothl ck arms?carrl edR{ﬁesqul rmingbody of agiganticlizardbeast, whichaganthegiant visionplucked and popped
intoitsdrippingmouith.

A thirdmember, only dimly seen, cried, “ | havegatheredinthestrangers.”

“Andtheothers?’ N’ flaasked, glaringaround.

Groansand moanswafted upward.

Fromitsterribleeyesflashed aterrifyinglight that madethose assembl ed glow phosphorescently green. It
roared: “N’ flawill punishthosewhohavenotworked.” Thenitsgazefell directly onthestrangers.

Adonispulledout hiscurved sword, holdingit beforehimat ready.

Lola sheart pal pitatedwildly, and again her mindtugged at the problem of absenceof shadow fromit.

Withclawedta ons, N’ flaseparatedthecrowd, leavingapathway for itself. Turning downitsmountai nousroar
somewhat, itordered: “Go.”

Thestrangerswould not move.

Thecreature seyeslightedbrighter andit seemedtoglarejust at them, a soit stomped ponderousfeet against
thepaveway, sothat theground shook.

Adoniscocked hisheadwiththesound, frowningwith concerned puzzlement.

A double-tailedcrail appearedinthemonster’ shand, crackingloudly over thecrowd, andthey shriekedwith
terror, but dared not moveor run.

Adonismeanwhilestolehisway tothebaseof oneof thegiant’ slegs. Withonemighty swipehehewedat the
stolid beam, theblade passing completely throughit, showingitfor what it all was-- animageor projection.

Withamighty howl of rage, thefiendi shapparitionthrew downitscrail andflungat themabl ack powder, which
stifledtheir breathing and seemedto enclosetheminanether worldwheresilencereigned, and they could not see,
touch, feel, tasteor smell.

Adoniswakenedfirst,andwhenhemoved, found himself chained at theleft wrist by Oldensilver.

L’ lisonstirred nextanda sojerkedtofreehmself ondiscoveringhisplight.

L ola sshadow begantoform beforeshefully awakened, and sheheldit of f, shaking hersel f upwardwhere
L’lison’ sand Adonis worriedfacescrinkled.

Jonto wasnot around.

Quick stepsfloodedtheir room, whichwasbarrenexcept for their silver wristletsattachedtosilver chains
attachedtoaslverwall. Their captor enteredthenarrow doorway andbowed. Hewashalf astd | asL’ lison, apuny,
baby-gzedmidget withclear magentaeyes, whitishskinand proper handsandfeet, fivedigitsoneach. Hewassmiling
when heentered, and helaughed constantly, saying: “Ho! Ohbraveandgloriousheroes. Think youtobringdown
my ater-ego, N’ fla, by such puny instrument?”’

Hequick-stepped beforeL’lison. “Hal Hal Hal Cower! Y our fright showsyou asno morethan oneof my
worshipers. Hal Hal Hal Eventhosecomefrom my mighty intellect. Werethey not admirable?Did | not outdo
mysdf?’

Struttingandmincingover toL ola, hestretched histhinneck, and braggedfurther, saying: “Mayhap!’ |l pluck
outyour breastsand stakethemonyour friend’ scurved swordfor buzzbirdbait. Hal Hal Hal Begmewel | strangers.
| may permit oneor twomorebreaths.’”’

Adonistuggedat hischainslikeafuriousandhungry anima, hismuscleshardeningandstraininginaterribleeffort,
tonoavail.

Lolacast eyesdowndemurely and huskily. Shewhispered: “My liege, inall thingsl shall doyour bidding.”

N’ fla’ segostared suspiciously. Thenhesaid: “Doyoumock me?’

“Aswoman| wasborntoconjugate. Asfemale, | doall men’ sbidding. Only try me, my liege.””’

N’ fla segomust stifleexpl osivelaughter andhefrowned, atlastinformingthat: “1 mustthink onthis,” andthen
moreblack powder wasflashedintotheir nostrils.

WhenAdonisandL’ lisonawokeasecondtime, Lolawasgone, andthey werestill inchains.

Adonisragedagain, pullingandtuggingat hischains.
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L'Trson, hevi ng'vb&'oreal sotasted thed aver’ swhipand chains, becamemoody and despondent.

Adonisat|ast permitted hisbrainto control hisbody, andheadvisedL’ lisontodolikewise. Thelittleonewas
terribly frightened, andsaid: “ Alas! Thisonecontrolsamonster that cannot besevered by sword, and hecontrols
thevery suns, for heshuttersour vis onwhenever it pleaseshim?How canwethink clearly withd aver chainsabout
ourwrists?’

Adonisclankedthechainthat bound hisleftarm, saying: “Itistruethat wearechained, butitisnotasaver
chain, L’lison. Thismeta wasdesignedoriginally for another purpose. See?’ Hehelditoutfor L’ lisontoview
theinscriptionsthereon. “Nodaver would servesuchmeticul ousdesigns.”

L’ lisonshook hishead and begantoweep. “ What goodissuchknowledgewhenweareenchained?’

“All knowledge contributesto freedom, L’ lison. For example, the monster was no monster at al, but
projectionsof mental imagescreated by an Ol den attached somewhereto N’ fla slittleego. It cannot biteand eat
you, nor inany other way harmyou.

“But theblack dust that robs our senses, that isanother matter. Itisaherb or Olden powder that putsone
whereno sensory imagescan beperceived, and wedreamasthoughwearesl eeping. That, my dear L’ lison, is
dangerous -- that and thesechains. Now | et usgivethought toloosening thesechains.”

Suitingthought toaction, Adonisscrapedthemetd agai nst sharp, proj ections-- wherestonework of thefloor
had been built up against theOldensilver wall -- and hecoul d not scratchthemetal band. Hetriedtobendthe
metal with hisfingersandthenwithasmall pry, and hecould donomorethan cutinto hisskin.

“Itisasl’vesaid,” criedL’lisonindespair.“ Silver endaves!”

AdonisbadeL ’ lisontod eep, now that bluehad come, and hefinally did, turning and groaning, hisdreams
apparently matchingevery fear.

WhenAdoniscons deredthepossibility that L olawoul d beabletoinfluencethesmall dwarf, hisreasoncould
not quiteleapthegap. Theimageof N’ flafloodedhismind. .. probably an Olden projector. .. .most certainly
so, hismemoriesreported. . . but wouldn’t the images depict the inner man, the inner spirit? And what of
the black powder? Now hethought onit, the stench of death and decay had beenreal, and to someextent he
couldstill smell it. Sniffing, Adonistracedthefoul odor tothefloorsandwalls. . . Just like decaying bodies, rotting
flesh . . ..

Hesearched memories, flitting and scanning hereand therethrough datamasses, but hecoul d perceiveno
resolutiontotheseenigmas. Butif hehadtime. .. withtheCiaremianancient knowledge-- well, anythingmight
yetbepossible.

® 136

Whenheagainopened hiseyesthey perceived N’ flahovering silently over hisdiminutivefriend, teethrazor
sharpanddlavering. L’ lison’ sneck wobbled sothat it must already bebroken, and N’ fla-- or theimageof the
littleego--wasplayingwiththegrisdly morsdl, hisfriend’ sbody brokenand crushedanddrippingredasit swung
tooandfro. Eyesglowed brightly phosphorescently red. Thehuge shape continued totoy withthetiny body,
pawingL’lison’ sremainsfirst oneway andthenanother, andthennibblinglightly atit. “ Thiscannotbered!” Adonis
shouted out. “ A projection! Only that! Nothingmore!”’

But hisnosewould not bedecieved. Nor woul d histouch. Reaching L’ lison’ sbody, heplacedafingerinan
openwoundanditwaspainted with blood.

N’ flagrowledandglared balefully withthemovement.

“Thisisnoillusion,” Adoniswhispered, wonderingly, fearfully -- andthenitwasthat hismind piecedtogether
thejig-saw of Olden forcesthat could permit such mental projectionssimultaneously with therendering of
materiality, thetussingwithforcesthroughenergy fields, and heknew that their littlecaptor wasat work, doing
athing repeated many timesbefore.

Andasthoughit hadindeed dinedinlikemanner many times, theN’ flaalter-egofinished off itsmorsel with
quick, snapping swallows, andthenturnedto Adonis, L’ lison’ sblood drippingredly from projection of forces.

Sweat pouredfromAdonis . Hismighty shoulder musclespulled at thechain, and hisfeet griped thefloor and
pushed.
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Theproj et% oncamed oser, itsfetid breath overpowering.

Suddenly Adonis' leftwrist bonessnapped, and hewrenched away hisleft arm, sanshand, thesamewearing
Lola sringof thegol denbuzzbirdwhoseeyewasapreciousstone. Hejumped away from N’ flaand throughthe
window, landing onthegroundwherehislongleg-bonesnapped, thepainof itrapidly approachingthat of hissevered
hand, wheredamagewasso massivethat thereport had yet tofilter to hisconsciouscenters. Then, inablazinghaze
of pain, hedragged himself outward, towardthecity gates, mercifully becoming unconsciousjust asdusky blue
approached.

137

L olafared better, for sheawokeinaboudoir lavishly arrayed with scentsand powdersandfinely spuncloths,
mostly Oldens. ShecouldsenseN’ fla’ ssmall egoapproaching, for her shadow strovetothicken, and shepermitted
it,becoming S seur, around-eyedmidget dightly smalerthanN’ fla’ s, well shaped and otherwisewhole. Whenshe
wassighted, her captor started to back away. L olabeckoned, saying: “ Stay my liege! Theimagethat hidmy true
appearanceisbroken, andl amagainmyself.”” Sheheldup brokenmirrors.

“S seur?lIsityou?Alive?What of davers?l must touchyour cheek.”

“1 know not your S seur, my liege, for my memory hasal sobeentakenfromme. Havewemet?’

Hishand gently stroked her shadow. A tear cameto hiseye, whichheignored. Thenwater flowed copioudly,
and hegrasped her shadow tightly and held her for long. L ater heexplained: “1 alsohavean Oldenimagemaker,
but of adifferent sort. | useittochaseaway strangers, or to capturethemfor my pleasure. “Noonemay betrusted,
sweet S’ seur. No one. Except you, dear S seur.

"Nevermindyour memory. Slaversdoghastly things. | shall fill your thoughtsandmemoriesfor alifetime. And
| shall avengeall davers.”

“Are -- are -- werelated, my liege?’ Lolainnocently questioned.

Hepatted her hand. “ Weweremeant towed. Our connubial breakfast wasshattered by slaverswho carried
off al that werenotdain.”’

“Butyou, my liege?How didyou escapethem?’

Hesighed.“Itisalongtale. | hidwell until they weregone.” Brightening, hetook her handaswouldasmall child,
pridefully dragginganewtoy.“ Come. Seehow N’ flalivesasking.’’

Prancingwithabrimmingexpectation, N’ flaled hisshadow through Oldendoorwaysthat didsilently asideon
their approach until they’ dreachedthetop of amoderately tall spirethat overlooked semi-circul ar rowsof seats,
benchesand shallow steps. N’ flaseated himself withfamiliarity at theroom’ svery center, whereal soroseasmal,
roundstool. Heclosed hiseyestightly, andLo!, N’ flawithall hisflameandferociousnessgrowledbesideLola' s
shadow, and S seur screamed.

N’ flawaspleased. Heopened hiseyesandsaid: “ Don’ tbea armed, for my N’ flawill not hurt Sseur. Heterrifies
onlythespirit.”

“Thepeople, N’ fla?What of them?Dothey doN’ fla sbidding, too?’

Placing hishandsover hiseyes, heconcentrated again, andlo! again, therewerethrongsof hideousvisages
surroundingthem.

“Youaresoclever,” LolathrummedthroughN’ fla’ sshadow.

“Thereismore,” boastedthetiny tyrant. Heskipped over toknobsandblinkinglights. “ See! Many Oldens. |
havetriedthemall.”

“What do they do, Oh shrewd oneof my heart?’

N’ flafrowned, and beat asmall closed fist into thepalm of hisother hand. “1 havenot discoveredall their
secret’s, pretty S seur. But | shall, | shall.”

L olasensedthat hewashiding something. Sheknew that shewoul d not di ssuadehimfromhisdeterminedways,
and hewishedtochangethesubject, sohedid, saying: “ Enoughof this. Wemust rejoi ceat comingtogether. Know
youthat | control thiscity, andwetwocanholditagainstall hordes.”

Lola sshadow bowedlow. “1 amimpressed, my liege. But what of my two servitors?’

N’ flasnapped hisfingers.“ They areasnothing. Forget them. Itisyouand | together again. | will provideal.
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%@herelsno need tA or Sevitors.””

Lolaforcibly shook her head, arguingforcibly: “Nomy liege. They havegivenmefaithful serviceand have
brought mesafely toyou. Suchloyaty must berewarded. Thoughmy memoriesbeculled, their faithful servicecame
afterward. My emotionswouldbeflayed, otherwise.”’

N’ flabit hislipand startedto pout, thensaid, perhapstooquickly: “Verywell. I’ |l releasethem, but they must
goquickly away fromthedangersof my mind, for | amajeal oushusband.’”’

138

L ola sshadow waspowdering her diminutivefacewith ancient sticksthat, on closeinspection, shedecided
couldnot after all beOlden. Morelikely they’ d comefromanintermedi atecul turecloser akintoher own. Shefaced
theOldenmirror that transcribed each poreand minutewrinkleinto exaggerated blemisheswhen N’ fla ssaddened
countenancewasal somirroredtherein. Shesensed awrongeness, for histiny eyesdartedinevery direction, and
heheld somethingbehindhisback. Sheturned, andhesaid: “They --they -- are -- somehow aready gone, S seur.”

“Gone?’

Hejerked hishand from behind, spitting out thewords, “ 1 foundonly this.”

Lola sshadow screamed, foritwastruly Adonis' raggedly separated hand, redand dripping, foronitsmiddle
finger wastheringwiththegol denbuzzbird anditspreciouseyethat sobal ef ully glared beneaththeubiquitousOl den
light.

Shecriedandins stedonvisitingthehol dingroom, already sensing N’ fla’ sdi sgruntlement and puzzlement, for
hebordered onthesulky with her response.

Hismannersasked how could hehavehad anythingtodowiththistravesty? Of L’ lisontherewasnosignat
all, except blood stainsbeneaththeabnormal ly strong chains. Beneath Adonis' former positionwasal sobloodthat
had beguntodarken, already having pooled andfirmed somewhat.

Lola sragebeneaththeshadow of S’ seur wasfar stronger thantheimageof S seur’ sgrief. N’ flamust have
seenthisinher heart, for hefledtoget away fromhissweet S seur. But L ola, thebarbarian, wasuponthelittleman,
andthoughhefought withgreat ferocity, they werequiteunevenly matched, and L olad ew himwithout mercy.

Rageand grief together forcibly opened bubblesthat L olahad screened, and now through sad cyclesthat
followed, L olaspent every waking moment seekingfor tracesof AdonisandL’ lison, using Oldeninstrumentsthat
N’ flawould never haveguessed.

Withoneshecouldseeafar, and shecommandedittofollow caravansthat approachedtheir specid city, snaking
upand down sandy dunesand about giant pinnacl esthat gleamedfrosty whiteand harshly under white, d soglaring
cruelly and hot under red.

Few caravansapproachedthiscity. Bubosusually scuttled slowly inaveering path far south or north or east
orwest of their position, for rumorshad|ong forewarned of forbi dden experiencesfromwhichfew returned.

Beneaththecity werewarrenseachlinedwithubiquitoussilver, just aswasthel ong ago deceased | nspector’ s
city. Obvioudly N’ flahad never suspected thedepthsand extent of thisancient wonder. Shewonderedif L’lison
and Adonishadfoundtheir way throughthosel ong unused depthswhich shesearched thoroughly by meansof far-
seeingimplements.

Still shetarried, until nofurther thoughtswouldcomeexplainingL’ lison’ sand Adonis' disappearance. Theyare
not chimeras of my mind, sheinsisted.

Shegatheredtogether her thingsand fled down hallwaysand though empty streetsand out theunguarded gate,
andshewhs peredaongtheway: “ Goodby littleN’ fla, whocommanded somuch but hadyet tocommandhisown
soul!”’

Shewasnearly tossed of f balancewhentheearthgrumbled androlled. Towersswayedback andforthuntil they
touched. Thensparksonceagai nrupturedbarrenskiesuntil lightning crashedandthundered, andozonesplitairways.
Towersdisappearedinablindingflashandvaporsspouted upwardtraveling highand outward, shadowing her from
white shest.

Light bluecloudsformed on high, andthen darkened asbluedlippedintoitsproper sector.
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Shewasal e oneagal N %\dOI‘IIS, her sonand husband, wasgone, probably dead. Sowaslittlefaithful L’ lison, a

frightenedwonderful littlemanwhowasnever afraid of her shadows. Sheshrugged beneathwoundclothsagainst

increasingandunusual chill,andshedespondently rambledaway fromthecity’ sdeath clouds, a oneandvery lonely.
XLVl

If Adoniscouldbut survive, hishandwouldregrow. Hewasawareof Jontowith slick-skinned desert rotens
hangingfromtheBiafran’ sleeringteeth. Andfromtimetotimeheknew whether red, whiteor bluedominatedthe
placidsky. Mainly hismindrambled, for he' dlost muchblood again. Hisleg fracturewasan added burden.

Hisunmonitored mindtoldhim: In adrenalectomized animals there is a decreased concentration of sodium
in the plasma and an increase in potassium.

And: Urea formation involves at least seven enzyme reactions: three in formation of citrulline, three in
formation of arginine, and one in formation of ornithine.

Hefound himself atop amountainwherewindsblew freely, andfleecy whitecloudsboiled upward, andfor
awhilehewasabl etodistinguishbetweentheir reality and hisfeverishdreams.

Then his mind sorted through: There is evidence that the trigeminal nerve (V) is compounded of two
original nerves. The facial (VII) probably represents the dorsal root of a nerve of which the abducens (VI)
corresponds to the ventral root.

What dideverythingmean?

Heseemedtowakenbesideavery rare pond, and Jonto washi ssing and thrashing and flapping wing-scal es,
whileitsteethhadtightly graspedatattered garment and wasattemptingwithdifficulty topul | thehulking Adoni saway
frompoisonedwater.

Hestaggered off withtheBiafran, and hismind seemedtoblink, andbeganagain, tellinghimthat: Plants lose
water through leaves by the process called transpiration.

And: Excretion means elimination of wastes. The lungs, kidneys, and skin are organs of excretion.

And: A chemist weighed a sample of bread and then heated it in an oven at 175 degrees centigrade for
several hours. He observed that the heat gradually decomposed the bread until only gray ash remained.

Also: The d-c shunt motor, however, will not run efficiently on alternating current. The many turns of
wire in the field windings introduce a large inductance which causes the field current to lag behind the
armature current, so there would be little field flux when the armature current was maximum, and vice versa.

And: The deepest layer of the volar muscles of the forearm includes the flexor pollicis longus, the flexor
digitorum profundus, and the pronator quadratus.

Andsothelexiconof twoworl dsrevol vedinanundisciplined manner throughout hislongest trial , but oneday
heawokeasif bornanew, and heknew that hisfever and weaknessweredone. Hel ookedto hisstump, whichwas
already heal ed over andwasbeginningitslong, tediousgrowth. Heal ed, too, washi sl eg-bone, which had probably
been set by himself during oneof hisrareconsciousperiods.

“Jonto,” hesaid. “Wewill returntoN’fla scity.”

®

Atsomelevel hismindandbody hadrecorded his wanderings. Asinstinct guidesthehominganimal, Adonis
trustedthesefaintimpressions, andfollowedthemuntil atlast hewasagainat N’ fla scity.

Butalas!

Wherethecity was, amolten slag had formed of akind recogni zabl easthe product of great heat and hidden
inner forcessuddenly rel eased, and all wasgone.

Adoniswept asheclimbed uponthescalloped surface. Inhismindand heart wasL ol a, theHeart Changeling,
thedark-haired, dark-skinnedbarbarianfrom Abro-- shewho, through the Ol den-who-was-not-God, had been
abletorai sehismanhoodwhiletouchinghisheart.

A crackling sounded throughand shiveredthechilledmetal, and suddenly hesensed theOldenpresenceagain.

Andjust assuddenly hewastransferred back to Cariema’ sOlden-who-was-not-God besidethestark, lonely-
standing MIM Sinsideacharmed and protectedland sitting adjacent toaland called Sroop. Thecircleof MIMS
wasperhapsthefreest territory onthewhole Cairemian planet, yet surrounded completely by death bones.
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RomerodeM organdelayedto study strataand col orsand amygdal oidsasherounded thebonebarrier. His
solitudehadva ue, permitting himtothink andtoregainemotiona composure, tosmoothout hisinnerlife. Truthwas,
hecouldnotfacelifewithout Purity andL ove, nor could hefacethecliffwayswithout them, soheroded owly clutching
hislonely battleasjeal oudy ashismemories.

Whenheawokeonewhite, andtouchedthel ong strandsat hisface, heknew hewasheal ed. AsPurity andLove
hadtaught, hemixedtogether proper herbs, boiledthem, and used theresulting pastetomakehisfacedick again,
alsocarefully trimmingthehair beneath hismoustacheand combing that uponhishead soitlay back dickly.

Hegrinnedimpishly for afirst timeinmany cycles, quipingwith: "God must leave God’ sbonestojourney
homeward."

Therewas, of course, noanswer.

Herodeatop oneof thetwo-legged be' tlasia, reiningfreely and slowly, whiletheother two beastsfollowed
behind.

Atlasthearrivedback at S’ roop, whencehereined hisweird mount and scrutinized each face, searchingfor
familiarity.

Frombehind, pushingthroughwithgrest difficulty, cameonestoopedwith ageyet proud of bearing. Hereached
toRomero’ stoes, wherehebowed andkissedthem, saying: “Itisas| havesaid, Oh Great Amati, Singer of Souls.
Wehaveprotectedthecliffways, andyou havecome, evenastheother Amati predicted.’”’

Romerobentlow, straininghisback tosee. “Why, itisVictis!”

Hejumped off withthed acrity of youthand picked upthevery agedfaithful Victiscarefully, holdinghimtohis
bosom. “1 hadnotrealized -- thetime --,” then, “ Purity and Lovearedead, and | grieved.”” Romeroshed atear.

Victis-- aged and stooped and anantiquarianbeyondnormal time, ahistorical personageinhisownright, and
hero, staunch S roopianleader, sent back wordthat Amati had returned.

Multitudescheeredandthrew flowersinRomero’ spathway. Many of thechildren’ schildrenshouted: “ Amati
returng”

“God swill!”

“Our Amati!”

“Romero Greatest!” he heard thelong departed vanity appeal wafting high abovethe murmursand shrill
unthinkingadulations.

Adonis heart leapedin hisexcitement ashighashisjumpsfromboul der toledgeand back again.

Hischildren’ schildren pushed and shovedtoview him. Romero straightened and twisted to sight abovethelir
bobbingheadsandwavingarms.

There!

Fuffingandhop-flyingfromstonetostone, feather-scal escol orful and chromati cally sheened, thevoiceissued
loudagain: “RomeroGreatest!”

“Jonto! JontotheMagnificent!” Romerogently set down Victisand scrabbled over roughrockstoreachthe
bird-izard.

Jontoleaped-flewtohisarmandflicked tongueson hischeek and nose, makingasmall, wet spot at each place.
Hepetted the animal, cooing and touching and repeated with: “Jonto! Itisreally you, you old devil. Jontothe
Magnificent! Jonto! My littlepet!’’

“ Amatiishome,” all seemedto shout at once.

Whenthecliff dwellersparted, Adonisstood rocklike, and hegrinned, hismouth seemingtoswallow hischin
andnose, hisarmsswingingwithanervousrhythm, hislegsfull andround and steadfast likegiant pillars.

“Adonig”

“RomeroGreatest!” Adonisproclaimedtoall withabroad sweep.

They clasped. Tearsdrippedfreely fromRomero-- Amati theY ounger. Hestepped back and swore. “Hair!”

“HairisGod!” Adonisproclaimedroyally.

“Howdidyougrowit?’ Romerobrushed hishand up and downthethick, brown pelt, making sureitwasreal .
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Adoni sshruggeoEl Rditrerently. “HairisGod.”

Thepopulacescreamedtheir approval, repeatingover andover, “HairisGod! HairisGod! "’

Jonto, still at Romero’ sshoulder, puffed again, hischromatophoriccell shlazing with changing hues.

Romero stood back, admiring Adonisagainfromtoetohead. Suddenly hiseyesstopped. Hecouldnot believe
it! Nonethel ess, hiseyesmust dwel | thereasdid hisfingers. Hesaid: “Wereitnotfor that red-eyegleamandcareless
attitude, wereit not for Jonto, and your vocal tonesand exclamationthat |, RomerodeMorgan, antheGreatest,
I’ dswear that youaresomeunfortunateimposter.”’

Romerofelt themagain. Y es. They werereal . Twotesticlesinproper container, andaprobeequal, or perhaps
moreequal, thanhisown. “Y ouarebecoming human!” Romero pronounced withaweand delight.

Adonis heart overflowedand thumpeditslovefor hisLordand Master, and hecould hardly contain himself,
sothat hiseyesdanced hither andthither.

“Theladies? Arethey pleased?’

“RomeroGresatest.”

Somefemal escloseby |ooked quietly to oneanother andtittered.

“TaktomeAdonis. Donot parrot Jontothrougheternity. Caravantrail sspeak of youinlegendary manner. Have
youcomeby anOldenthat changesyouso? Andyour lifeline?How comesit?’

Adonisthought: My Lord and Master is pleased. He chases little things, because he loves me. Hisfingers
could not keepthemsel vesfromhomol ogizing thethought, and they chased aninsect.

They passed a ong caveways. Small headspoppedinandout of view. Aged Victissat uponthelead be' tlasia,
wavingtooneandall, and now andtheninhisdeep, grumbly voice, shouting: “1tisAmati whohascomehome.”

Romero’ sold cavewascleanandwaiting. Soundsbonked and chuckedwith adeadened weight without Purity
and L ovehustlingand bustling about. Romerolay down hisload and stripped, permitting new and younger and
smaller and moregrotesgue mai densto cleansedust and rub achesfrom hisnaked body .

Adonis, with Jonto now at shoul der, watched and waited contentedly.

Victis, barely abletohobblefrom seat to seat, managedit, hisvoi cenow andthencracking. Hesaid: “Firstwe
must havethe Amati service. Amati thesecond and Amati theOther. Y es.” Hepounded anagedfistintoanaging
palm. Thereview of defenses. thisAmati --"’ hepointedto Adonis, “-- haswielded sword and stoneasahundred,
andkept slaversat bay.’’

AsVictisrambled, Romero’ srelaxed mind dwelt onthescenesof hishomecoming. They all seemed shorter,
somehow morechildlike, and perhapseven moredisfigured than their parents. Their emotionswere quickly
summoned up and asquickly dissipatedand -- what wastheword?-- perhapsmorechthonian, infernal ?

141

RomerodreadedtheAmati ceremony, andhad nearly forgottenit. Twostoneplatformswerepreparedfor them.
Romerothought toabolishit by decree, but thenrecons dered, knowing thethought anathematotheir ancestors,
and likely to beeven moreso -- demoniac perhaps-- to thesechildren.

Handstouched them, petting and prodding, pullingand caressing: bighands, scabroushands, tiny hands, flipper
hands, bleedinghands. ...

UnlikeRomero, Adonis body wascovered withlong, brown, curly hair. Having taken hispositiononthe
pedestal, Adonissmiled and nodded, bobbing perpetually upand down, asthoughitwereall designed especially
for him. Y et Romero sensedthat Adoniswasstill morethedesigned servitor -- thesyntheticman, theanti-anarchist
of man proper -- than Amati, the God. Hethought: You have skipped Humanhood to become Singer of Souls.

L ater Romeroprompted Adonis, saying, “ Wherewereyoutakenby theC’ Lanthians?A battle, itwassaid, from
whichyouand Jonto disappeared. Wherehaveyou been?What haveyou done?’

Adoniswouldmerely grinagain, or reach behind and scratch at theexpul sion place.

When pressed harder, hissilly grinbroadened. Hewoul d point to Jontowho, asif oncue, woul drepesat thevanity
phrase.

“Ahyes!” Romerowould muse. “ A world changes, but nothing changes. Romeroisstill greatest!”” Evenso,
theepithet hardly replaced sensibleconversation.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



B SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 142
Adonis tﬁoué\ﬂ% ]Eﬁ) heart is a crystal of tinkling songs, my feet feathered wings that await Master’s

commands. Ohfingers, donotfailwhen orderedto do his bidding -- and nervousfingers, searchingtobeuseful,
wouldscratchat theexpul sionplace.

Blueterminated, phasingintoanextremely and unusually chilly magenta. Whenreddawnedfull, Adonisstirred
nervoudy.

Jontofluttered fromsidetosideat theentranceway, and -- werethetruthto beknown-- begananinstinctive
searchfor probability strands, akey tothechaostrigger, thatledtosurvival.

Sometimelater when Adonisand Romero, too, sensed aninner churlishness. Romerosaid: “Weshall ride
outward, tohighmountainsandlow valleys, wherepeaceand solitudewill heal our souls.”

Small, frightened rotensscuttledfor cover, their self-induced wetted skinsglistening brightly inthedry dust
mounds. Buzzbirdsscreamedoverhead, occasi onally scoopingdownwardandthenupwardwithalivethingwiggling
andwailing.

Jontoa sodivedfromeither shoul der togroundwhere, with onemassivegul p, heconsumedan occas onal roten.

Be' tlasiaskittered nervously, makingthempull rein, or switch at their headsand beak.

Red centered midway betweentwo giant peaksthat glistenedwithabl oodice. A breezestronger thannormal
peltedthemwithfinesandsthat smelled of distant deserts.

Adonisstopped andtugged at Romero’ sarm, pointing downwards. Now heheardthinshrieksand criesfrom
far below. Hereandthere, likeskitteringrotens, slicingbladegleamedinharsh, cruel, redlight. Thousandswere
sweepingover Sroop’ shundreds. Thosewhodidnotresist, or could not, werebanded andthrowntogetherinlong
chains. Andstill hordescame, throughtunnel sand over mountainridgesonlongropes, along carelessy guarded
cliffwaysandvaleys.

Hereandthereasmall femal ecried sharply asanatomy wasforcefully probed.

Figuresmoved swiftly and then crescendoed, asthoughmovingadagio -- andthenitwasover.

Adonisgroaned.

Jontoflicked eyelidsand doubl eforkedtongues, but remained quiet.

“ And sotheir Godshavenot succoredthem,” Romerowhispered sadly shaken.

Adonislookeddownandaway. Romeropatted him, saying: “Itisnotyour fault, dear friend Adonis. Theywho
choosefa seGodsshd | suffer accordingly.”

Wasthat atear at Adonis' cythetic cheeks?

“Youwerenever aGod, Adonis. Rather acicesbeo. A man of theladies!”

Adonisdidnotsmile.

“Noram| God, Adonis. Rather acinquecentist, apoet for thisperiod!”

No answer.

“Hairwasthesymbol. All Godsholdtheir symbol sdear, and man must shed hisbloodfor them.’’

They turnedtheir be' tlasiasabout and started them.

“Whenman’ ssymbolsfail, sodoestheir God.”

Jonto hoppedto Romero’ sshoulder andflickeredtonguesagain.

“When man can di scriminatebetween symbol and God, hewill nolonger need God, dear Adonis.”’

Adonispeeredsideways.

“ And Godwill nolonger need man.”

Redwaned, aspink sharpened. Cloudsgathered heavily shutting out thepinkeninglight.

“L ook, even Cairemachanges, asthoughaGodwereangry withus.”

Andsoitwas, sincecloudsthickened and thunder reverberated fromadistance.

“ Shall wesearchfor another God, Adonis?’

Adonislooked up. Wasthat aflicker at hislips?

“ThisworldhasaGod, youknow. Our shipisheldby it, aswoman holdsmanto her cirque, stiff and proud
andwonderfully tumescent.”’
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Severd ra ndA‘ ops'?él andthencloudsdissipated.

“L ook you, Adonisand Jonto. Eventheskieshaveshedtearsfor what was. Shall we penetratethiswrathful
God?Remember, itisdeathtoenter, for thisjeal ousGod shall leavebonestomark any challenger. What say you?
Shall weopenupthisjealousGod?’

Adonisgrinned.

“Sobeit! Wemust movefromthisplacefor wearelikean aneurysmthat hasbeen misplaced, and searches
foritstime.”’

“RomeroGreatest!” Jontoflickeredwith doubletongues.

XLIX

When L olathirsted the Ol den-who-was-not-God burgeoned her mindwith meaninglessinformation, until one
cycle, exhausted, worn, and at tether’ send, shefound that oneof thememory bubbl € sal so contained geographic
referencessothat shecouldlocatetrickling, cool water.

Y ouarenot all powerful,asmandesirestoimagehisGod.

Onanother cycleshesurprisingly understoodthat the Ol den-who-was-not-God reached acrossmega-parsecs,
thuscullingair andwater from Abroand other planets. Thethought brought memoriesof herweak father. Shespoke
aloudtonoone: “Heislongdead. | mustfeel compassionfor himandwhat hedid. Likethosewho degenerateabout
me, hewasaproduct of histime, acaptiveof prejudicesandbiology.”’
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Thiswhitecycleshefaced acraggy rangestudded with sharp shardsthat probedtheskylinelikestark, broken
teeth. Shemust either wend her way about themand upward, or findaway aroundthem. Sighing, shebrokeadry
stickleweedintostaff-lengthand begind owly windingacrosstherange, her mental conversationslimitedtosuchas:
What of red, white and blue suns?

A torrent of physi cal and mathematical dataflooded her mind.

Nevermind. I already weary from this climb.

When shediscoveredapatharoundwild canyonsandwasabletofollowit higher, shelookedbackwardfrom
timeto time at avistathat laid bare Cairema s geophysical soul. The Olden-who-was-not-God could have
disciplinedanddetail editsstratigraphy, chemistry, mechanicsand gravitational bindings, and L olawouldhavebeen
totally disinterested.

Her view swept wideacrossopen spacethat hazed to dimness, wherecommon stickleweedsthrust straggly
upwardandthall ophytesbl ossomedbehindbubotrailsinlong, colorful zig-zaggingrows. Hereandthereweredark
blobsof lichensor thall ophytesgiving every appearanceof consanguinity with dustedrocksand dead sticks.

Now astrangeand marvel ousevent occurredjust asred begangradingintopink. A stiff amost surly windblew
at her fromtheNorthfromover themountainrange. Cloudsformed, makingariver that seemedtotravel downlong,
wided opesbel ow thepasses. Whitephasedintoplace, and cloudsbril liantly reflectedlikethoseof Abro, near their
shrieking God. A hand wiped away tearsand shewhispered, “ | havemissedyou,” tothoseglistening clouds.

Thecloudswereof every kind, someflat andlong, otherslikefish scal es, suchasshe’ dnot seenexcepton Abro.
Somebulged andtowered, glowering or smiling, many withlongforgottenandchangingfaces.

Sheclimbedhigher. Whiteshadedtoblue. A thrumming soundbecameaudiblegivingthedistinctimpression
that agiganticbeehiveswarmed, whichwasimpossibleon Cairema.

Shereachedtheneedle-sharp crest just asblueswungto Zenith. Now thewind hadincreased toahowling
velocity. A sprinkling of raindropspelted round circlesandwasswallowed by silt that 1ay over all.

Staff inhand, dark hair andtravel -worn shiff blowingwildly, shegazed downalongfrontward s ope, whence
alsocameapeculiar buzzing sound. Asshecaught sight of itssource, apowerful shadow compul sively caught her
soimpulsively and unexpectedly that shenearly lost footing.

Her shadow’ shair wascoifedandablazewithglitteringbluejewels. A thick ropeof ithungdown, coilinglushly
over one rounded shoulder. She was clad primarily in thin stickleweed strings threaded through blazing,
phosphorescent gemsthat shedlight brighter thanblueabove. Her skinwastinctured anabnorma blue. Eyesgleamed
asthosemadeby tiny lights, |otionscloyed sweetly: shegavetheappearanceof moretantalizing nudity thanif she' d
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gn ppedorf every p| €8 Gol den brace etsbound her shadow’ sarmsand hands, eachgivingventtoadistincttinkle

orthrum.

Thebuzz or thrumfrombel ow wasas hglenotecomposed of humsfrom hundredsof throats. Each posterior
pointed upward, and each head bowed downward, not unlikerowsand ranksof vegetabl esseeninapatch under
darklight.

Oneshoutedjoyfully,“ TheBlueGoddessiscome!”

Every posterior dipped even higher, and headssnapped upwardfurther.

Lolafelt her shadow stiffen, sothat momentarily shewasunsureshewasL olaof Abro.

They clapped hands, risinginunisonand singing and dancingto givepraisetothe Blue Goddess.

L olawasimpelledto approachdownward, step by step, asthough aninvisibleand powerful Oldentugged at
her being. Silently andregally shestepped downward, closer and closer -- theshadow strengthening evenmore.

A city wasvisibleinthenear distance, tall spiresbarely visiblebeneath blue.

L ola sshadow forceditsway betweenranksof ragged andrich, theblindandthes ghted, thestrongandthe
weak, maleandfemal e, childrenandoldsters. They partedasoncehadlong Abroiangrassesbeforeasteady breeze.
Her shadow propelled her onward, quietly, steadily, towardthecity.

They followed, feet shuffling, scraping, padding, pounding, skipping, each pacing her step by careful, joyous
movements.

Alongthepathway, which soon becamearutted roadway and thenasmooth stoned highway, werecarefully
laidstonewalls. Behindthem-- andalsooneachside-- werewel | tendered gardensserviced by irrigationditches
that tapped awel ling sourceyet unseen. Each squareglinted beneath blue, reflecting water.

L ola simagination painted herself asabirdof brilliant plumagesparklingandwavingthinfineriesbetweenthe
plots, andreadyingitself to choosebetween onebanquet or another. Shewondered, too, if shewerethebanquet.

Stonesat thecity entrancewereneatly pai nted, divul ging that thiswasthe City of Conscociation.

I cannotdiscriminate! Lolaterrifyingly pleaded with the Olden-who-was-not-God. I cannot control! The
shadow locks me!

Consortium is a people, wasitsnon-sequiter, followed by mathemati cal symbol sdepicting power ratios,
maturation curves, nth power interactionsbasedontwo... .

Gah! Would you help, rid yourself of drivel!

Whentherewasnoanswer to her angry outburst, sheswore: " Acarpus!*

Streetswerealready crowded. Sheapproachedasif inadream. They silently parted and permitted her access
to her temple, astrange and ungainly building with asymmetriesasweird and ugly asher present shadow was
symmetrical andbeautiful.

Sheascended gleaming stairsteps. M assi vedoorsopened by someunseenforce. Bluelightsshed dimshadows
aongalong, slver hdlway. Shemovedlikeadrifting shadow, andglowedlikeaghost only dimly viewedindarkened
rooms.

Thesoft shufflesand stepsbehind her -- asmuch of thedevoted population crept towatch -- echoed and
reechoed, reverberationsrei nforcingthemsel veswhen sheentered ahigh domed, al most perfectly spherical room.
Hiddenbluelightsglowedevenly throughout. Her breathingandthesoft sniffingand snuffling of thosejammedbehind
her seemedto purr and scratch over-loud.

Her shadow waspropelled asif by anexternal forcetotheroom’ svery center, whileall thosebehindtrekked
slently upaspirallingrampway that followed about thedomeuntil therampwasfilledwitheyesthat peered through
thedimnessandall of themweredirected at her shadow.

Her shadow waited, hands overhead, head and chin stretched upward as though appealing to one of
Caremian’ ssuns.

Blindinglightsflashed. Herimageseemedtobeperfectly reflectedinmulti pleformsinal spacesnearby, sothat
shewasencircledwiththem, thecenterpieceof anunending blue-lady chain.

Shufflingceased.

Her imagescoal esced toward her.
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L astruggl eAc‘No furn about, torun, to scream out, but her shadow wascompelling.
Closer cameimagesuntil their shoul dersblended, and ever-tighter cametheencirclement. Now they were
intersectingoneanother hal fway through, now three-quarters, and shewassmothered with her shadow’ simages.
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They coalescedinto her singleshadow, whichwasforcedtosmile.

Aringingvoicestirredthesilence, singingout with: “TheBlueGoddess! TheBlueGoddess!”

Whencyanoflickeredlightly over thedome' souter surface, asif by instinct or by asinglecommand, they al
beganasingle-throated thrum, thesamesound that had attracted her fromtheother sideof theridge. Together the
watchersmadethissinglenoteuntil cyanowasgoneandred hadwashedtheouter surfaceof theCity of Consociation.

Whentheommmmmmmnotewasfinished -- againasif by commonsignal -- thepopul ationbuzzedand chatted
tooneanother withexcited conversationasthey merrily exited.

Bluelightsfaded, andwhitelight glared, and L olafoundherself at | ast abletomoveaway fromthecenter of what
appearedtobeavery ordinary spherical room, albeit Olden-lined.

But theshadow wasasif gluedto her being.

Sheslumped exhausted where shestood at theroom’ speriphery, and slept until mid-red.

Streetswerebustling with merchantswho had comefrom|ong, often dangerousdistancestodisplay wares:
spicesand breads, trinketsand shawl s, headgear and embossed footgear, sulking bubosand stickleweedropesand
dollsand hundreds -- nay -- thousandsof dolls, all dressed exactly inthemanner aswasL ola sshadow.

Shethreaded her way throughthepropitiatively smiling and nodding citizens, her shadow virtually naked
comparedtoothers attire -- and peculiarly perfectioninshadow'sform.

Unlikeother citieswherethewaysof thenomadheld sway, culminatinginwar mongeringandoutright robbery,
deceitorfiercestrugglesfor others' possessions, thiscity still clungtoearly ways. Onepersonturnedlargewheels
withahandleandlever, causing stickleweedtoturnwhilehisthreefeet controlled sharp metal tool sthat cut clever
designsintotherotating spindl es; another mani pul ated specially treated bubol eatherssothat when hestrungthem
acrossholl owed and hardened saprophytebases, mel odioussoundscoul d beplunked; desert li zard teeth, withtheir
hollow poi ntscleansed of poi sons, wereshuttled back andforth by nimbl efingers, sothat fine, gossamer-likethreads
-- probably takenfrom buzzbirdfeathers-- wereweavedintofascinating headpi ecesthat | ater woul d flapbehind
unmarried maidens; trained buzzbirdsspit and screeched and moved obedi ently through roboticanticsthat caused
small, fascinated childrentoroot themsel vesat asinglespot asthey watched; standswith stickleweed awnings
crudely constructed, shiel ded sensitivethallophytebuds, many burgeoningwith arareandfragrant honey-like
substance. Over doorsof innshungsignsthat proclaimedinner specialties. Cloyingodorswafted outward asshe
passed them, and oftentheactivebuzzing and stirring of occupantsthreatenedto drown out thehustleand bustle
of outdoor street activities.

Whenever L olawasaccosted, whichwasfrequently, thepersonagewoul d study her shadow from perfect toes
towell coiffuredhair al aglitter. Oftenthey woul d thenlurch off |op-sidedly and they would smileasif they knew
agreat secret -- or so Lolanow imagined.

A giantesswith crossed eyes, sansears, and having numerousmammary glandsflopping at her barechest,
greeted L olaand offered her asweet bl uebread contai ninglittlehard beadshavinganutty flavor, and shea sooffered
asour, bluedrink. L olathanked her and nibbled asthoughinadazed dream.

Shealsostrivedinvainto captureadifferent shadow, thisonestickingto her likeunwanted glue.

Streetsbecamemorecrowded with pedestriansaswell asbuboriders, and bubos, and evenbirdlikebeasts
scratchingaong by their guideswho controlledthemthroughtheir long, wiggly eyestalks. Cartsrumbled, drawn
either by beast or man. Women, flushed and merry withtheir belief inthedawning of anew age, sang or danced.
Someevencriedwiththeir greatjoy.

A scrabblingbubo pusheditsway throughthrongs. Betweentwo of itsninepointsstood asmall statured dwarf
withas nglemouththat splitintotwo partswhenever it opened, thepartsbeing hel dtogether by cartiliginoustissue.
Hemovedfrom between bubo crestslikean acrobat, jumping and clutching equally well withhandsor toes. He
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Waved Nisarms ex0| dedi y and began to exhort the excited and happy denizens: “ Ohyou miserable peopl e of
ConsortiumCity, dancingandfrolicingduring BlueGoddesstime! Y ouared | nothing better thantheanimal | direct
throughitssensitivepate. How canyoulooseyour emotions?How canyouend aveyoursel vestogluttony andsin?
Y ouarenct Consortiums, but conspiring devil safter flesh pl easuresand sinpots. TheBlueGoddesscancleanseyour
souls, canunitetheConsortium, sothat onereligionwill nolonger viewithanother. Rediswashingyour souls,and
youbelongtoevil incarnate. Y oumumbleprayerstotheBlue Goddess, but your heartsand mindsworship nought
but pleasure! Woetoall whentheBlueGoddessjudges!’”

For justamoment L ola’ sshadow seemedtofalter, but perhapsthat wasonly her wishandimagination. And
forthesameinstant measured by heartbeats, themerry-makingthrongsquieted, somehangingtheir headslikelittle
childrenwho havebeen caught making mud puddl es. Some hidbehind others. Thenonemovedandthey all buzzed
and stirred about again. Noonepayedfurther attentiontothishigh-seated, highand mighty one.

Thedwarf proddedthebubo’ ssensitivepate, agilely crossing hislegsaround aninepoint. Thescuttling bubo
lurchedforward.

Aftertheir over-seriousfa se-prophet hadleft, many wiggledtheir fingersor flippersor thumbsand madewry
faces, shoutingout: “ Gah! Wholet that intothe Consortium!”

Or,“Therulesaretooloose. | C piresayit!”

“Y ou’ dthink theConsortiumwoul ddeveloppride!”

"TheConsortium?HaandHa!”

Inthemidst of thethickest crowd L olafeltlondly. Though shewasthepivota center of attention, shewasamere
cumulativemoving projection of mindsasdistorted and bi zarreastheir outwardforms. Sheshuddered, addressing
the Olden-who-was-not-God, saying: The generations are lessening, both inwardly and outwardly.

Unfortunately al that flooded her despai ringmindwasthesameDNA configurationsand magneti cresonances
that she’ dlong ago had viewed and suppressed.

“TheBlueGoddessiscome!” onewhosenoseand mouthwerecombinedfetidly breathedinher faceasif she
wereaninaminateobject andnotaperson. Lolacoul dnot stopher shadow fromansweringwith: “TheBlueGoddess
iscome!”

Sheconcentratedagaininanefforttoloosenitshol d. Despairing, sheredirected her shadow totheConsortium'’s
sphere, whereshelolledlanguidly onstepway's, almost ashamedfor her shadow’ sphysical perfectionanditseasy
acceptanceof proferred veneration. Shemurmured: “1 amwhat?’

“Doyounot know, Oh Blue Goddess?’ awheezing voiceasked from behind.

Hewasstoopedandold, and cowledinasensi blestickleweed cloththat covered bareand scrawny bonesfrom
thecold of blue, andthestrange, new coolingwinds.

Shewantedtoask “ Rememberwhat?” but dared not. Her shadow’ sfacia muscl estightened, and her eyebrows
arched.

“Eh! OhBlueGoddess, youarethesynthesisof dl beliefs, dl religions, for here, inthisperfect sphere, reflecting
allness, wehavesucceededinsynthesizinginpeaceful harmony thepartial truthsthat each carriestohisgrave.”

Hewavedascrawny hand, sweeping about thewhol eof thecity. Surprisingly itwiggledfour fingersandan
opposi ngthumb. Hesaid: “ Eachgenerationhasproduced childrenlessintelligent, lessbeautiful, lesscapable, with
moredeformitiesthanitsparents. Havinglong agorecognizedthisstate, the City of Consortiumwasformed. As
imperfect belief only partially formed must control outward shape, itisknownthat compl etion of beliefsandtheir
perfectionwill changetheoutwardforms. Thereforewecontrol our children’ sfuture. Thus--,”” hewaved about
again, " --thesynthesisof al religion, which control shelief. Formulating and bringingtogether thewhol e, wehave
aperfection. Wehavecreated theBlueGoddess, aswasforetold.”’

Who was this man? What was he saying? That my shadow is a reflection of a consensus philosophy
invented for the purpose of curing Cairema’s genetic sickness? If so, how is my shadow supposed to perform
to bring about the miracle? What am I to do?

“Whoareyou?’ sheasked.
Theancient onebowed, then straightened sothat L olacoul dlook into deep blueeyes.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

“l'amyour consort T nt, alsoelder priest of thegreat synthesis, formul ater of the Consortium.’
“Alasl” Lolawhispered, asif impartingasecret.“ Y our synthes s, theBlueGoddess, must beledasistheinfant.”

Takingher handtenderly heled her back upthesteps, saying: “Come. | will teachyouall € ementsof theGreat
Synthesis. Whenyou know themwell, theaffray will bereadied.’’

Hepadded ahead, | eadingtoasmall roombes dethegreat domewherethey both seated themsel vesonordinary
chairshackedfromgiant desert thall ophytesand dried and stained withberry jui ce. Hereminded L olaof oneof her
father’ sadvisors, anameshecouldnot quiterecall.

S intfoldedhisfingersandbegan, saying: “ Inthebeginningwasonly thewhiteGod. Beinglonely hecreated
Cairema, hisson. WhenRed and BlueGodsdi scoveredthisbeautiful andbountiful creation, turmoil began, because
Red Godwasjed ous, whileBlueGodwasnot, and Blue God tended to cancel theeffectsof Red God' srages. But
Red Godwasstrong and brought about anillnesson White God’ sson, Cairema, andtheillnessbecameman.

“Man, beingalsoaGod' sillness, fragmented, and carried with eachfragment only partial truths. Red God
preventedthetruthsfromassembling, and man continuedtofragment further until evenhisoutwardformdisplayed
hisinner weskness.

“Now it cameabout that the Blue God gained strength, but it could only act whereman recogni zed truth and
behavedinconcert tobring out hisdaughter, TheBlue Goddess.

“WhentheBlue Goddesswedswith man, theRed God will disappear and bedefeated, and all menwill be
ingtantly transformedintolivingperfection.”’

Lolastarted totitter, and thenremembered: / was also naive thuswise.

ToS'int, her shadow asked:* How will theRed God bedefeated?’

“Ah! Thatyouwill knowintime,” heanswered conspiratorially, placingabony finger against hislipstoindicate
asecret.

Lola sinstinctsalerted to deep dangers, and the Ol den-who-was-not-God added the surging motivethat
Oldensnearby must bedestroyed.

“But donot all men shadow their mindswith wishesand seer fabricationsformed by thegrumbling of their
stomachsandthetensionof their muscles?’ askedL ola

“Even so, wishesand seer fabricationsareformul ated by theRed God.”

“How haveyoubrought all menintothe Consortium?Canyouforceall tobelieveasyouteach?’

Sint’ slipsparted, displayingproper sharpenedteeth. Hesaid: “ Sinceitisalwayseasier formantobdievethan
todeny, wehavetaught firsttobelieveinnothing. Tobelievenot thetraditional, nor that whichisimagined, nor out
of respect for another -- for who pretendsto teach but distributesthedivisivenessof Red.

“ Andsinceamanmust not swallow morebelief sthan hecan digest, wetaught to believetheprinciplesl’ve
outlined, thetruth of Red, Whiteand BlueGods.”’

“l donotunderstand,” L ola sshadow questioned, her facewrinkling. “Why abandon belief merely becauseit
ceasestobetrue. If wearetowaitlongenoughit will becometrueagain.’’

“Ahhal Itisasl thought. Y ouareindeed theBlue Goddess, for you darenot risk mi srepresentations, and you
makejesttotest.

“ A BlueGoddesswoul dknow instinctively that itissomuch eas er toassumethanto prove, muchlesspainful
tobelievethantodoubt. Pleasurecanbemost easily gai ned by theacceptanceof conforming prejudism. Wheredoes
thediscordant notedisturbtheharmony of conjoined belief ? Conversely thereisaterriblepainwhen cherished
dreamsarescattered, and old creedsabandoned. Canyouwonder why men closeeyesto unwel cometruths?’

Pursinglips, Lola sshadow asked: “ | stheessenceof belief that of habit?lsnothingsofirmly believed asthat
whichweknow not?’

“Youhavesaidit. Andthosewho know thetruth arenot equal tothosewholoveit.”’

Shakingher shadow’ shead, L olathrust again: “| cannot believethat thebrutal necessity of believingsomething,
evenabsurdities, isnot thesameastheworthl essnessof believingnothing.”’

147

L olawasseated beneath asoftly fluttering canopy, protectingthemfromred. Besideher, at her left, wasS'int.
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%@he ray had%egun Withatootleof hornsand ascrabbli ng of bubo clawsacrosshardstonepavewaysbeforethe
spherica temple.

Strutting onthecobbl ed streetway wasagiant dressed in handsomechainmail. Hewaved aswordroundand
round, swishingit asit flashed beneathred.

Alsonearby, intheopening madeby thesguatting, sitting, standing throngs, wasasmall humpbacked dwarf,
whowaslikewisedressed and who pranced and waved hisown swordinlikemanner.

Atalow soundthat reminded suspi ciously of the Ommmmmm, both men rushed at oneanother, thedwarf
bobbingandweavingbeforethelarger man’ slonger reach and crawling between hisopponentslegsandaroundand
about. They swungponderoudy at oneanother, clumsily strikingandliftingtostrikeagain.

Thedwarf hacked at thegiant’ sankles. Thegiant sought to cleavethedwarf ashebobbed hereand about.

Lolawasalready disgusted.

“GoJ kel Hack the Tondersdown!” somegleefully shouted.

Otherswithequal vehemenceshouted, “ Kick thePlackersinto cobblestones!”

Atlastthegiant’ sbladeamateurishly swung, hackingintothedwarf’ shump.

Butthedwarf, too, wassuccessful incatchingthegiant’ sleg.

Bothdown, they continuedto hack at oneanother, until legs, armsand bladesrolled over and over, plastered
withbloodand dust.

Nondescriptindividual srushed upwithsilver tubes, theNess ibushes, healing thetwothebest that could be.

Everyonecheered, and calledfor moreof thesame.

L olaasked: “How doestheaffray cel ebratetheday of the Blue Goddess?’

“Deathandlifearebut partsof thewhole,” S int soberly explained. “ But deathiscontrolled by theWhiteGod.
Whenthey areheal ed they demonstratehow thetwo, deathandlife, areconjoined.”’

“TheOldensaresilver, notwhite,” Lolaargued.

“Eh! Of courseyoujest andtest again, Oh BlueGoddess.”

Thenhecoughed, andsaid, “ TomorrowistheBlueGodday. Thentheweddingbegins.”

A chill wind seemedtorushintoL ola smind, and shemust speak tothe Ol den-who-was-not-God, saying: Even
when man’s image of God is greater than his native ability to imagine, he destroys the image by turning it
back upon himself. We have worshiped practically everything: the suns, the moons and stars, the sea and
land and clouds, mountains and volcanoes, rivers and animals and statutes, and bits of man himself,
including his rigid phallus or over-prominent breasts, the saintly bones, mother’s cavern, Oldens-who-are-
not-God . . . .

Bursting bubbl esflooded her mindwith catal ogs, listingman’ sveneration of hisinner vistas.

Blueendedtheorgiasticaffray by shadingto magenta.

Exhaustedrevel ersdrainedfrom pathways, |eavinganempty stillnessthat nolonger echoedtheshrill, excited
criesof childrenandtheir bearers, thebabbling of thedemented, theclank of swordandhelmet, thewail of sinners,
chargesof rushingbubos, theerrati c spinning and happinessof thenorm.

L ola, too, wasexhausted, though not oncehad shefelt bound or watched or guardedinany manner. S'int had
not explained that sheneed not bewatched, for the Blue Goddess, being thewill of thepeople, had nowill of her
own. L olahad determinedthat reasoning a one.

Unlikeothers, her homewasthespherical temple, whereshenow reclined onahard, silver-faced floorway.
Shewasa oneandundi sturbedinthisinner sanctury fromwhich had al soari senthemultipleBlueGoddessimages.
Perhapsthegeneral emotional and physical exhaustionthat swept over thecity after theaffray hadloosenedthe
shadowing, for shenow senseditsweakening.

Shesighedandrel axed, al so permitting -- nay, through her fati guenot bei ng abl eto hinder -- memory bubbles
toriseand coa esce. Asinnerimagesroseand steadiedlittleby littlethey sorted themsal vesuntil sherecognizedthose
dealingwiththisparticulartemple. “ Acarpus!” shesworeaoud. “ Sothatisthetempl € sfunction. Tomaterialize
images. Thenl amthevictimof circumstance, coincidenceand convenience. How el secoul dthey havel ocked up

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



SPONSORED BY

@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS

149
%ysh dow agai n'sat‘ m§/F\{/vC|ﬁ unlessdl wereconditionedtothesamethoughts, and by happenstancel sumbleamong

them?’

L olasearched until shefoundthedoorway, dusty and coveredwith slinkbeetlewebswhich shebrokewitha
small gtick lyingnearby.

Ather commandthedoorway silently slid open, showingaccumul ated agesof dust that at onceswept upand
away, leavingeverythingsparklingandclean.

Now her memorieswerepreciseand definite, and shewasnolonger afraid. Sheboundedforward, againLola
thebarbarian, thoughgtill firmly guisedas TheBlueGoddess. Thematter wass mple. Sheunl ockedlongagoforgotten
panels, removed onecubethat glowedfaintly blue, and placedit besideanother that glowedfaintly red, and she
departed swiftly thesameway she’ d come.

By thetimeshe’ d reached barren streetwaysher shadow had disappeared and shewasL olaat | ast.

The temple of the Blue Goddess had begun to glow. Here and there scattered about the paveway were
Ness ibushesthat had al sobeguntoglow whitely.

Shereachedthehard paving, pausedfor breath, andlooked back. Thetemplewasglowingbrilliantly whiteso
that shemust sgquint and peek betweenfingersheld closely together.

Assherushed uptherocky pathway betweenrock wallsdefining beautiful gardens, sheheardtheterror cries
that had beguntoroused egpingvillagers. Somehadturnedout onthestreets, wearily blinkingandwonderingwhich
way torun.

By thetimeL olahad reached theknife-edged ridges, thetempl ehad becomebl ue, even beneathred, andthen
itdowly diminished until itwasadeepblack, non-reflectivesurface.

Afterawhile, andwhenshe dbeenout of sight of thecity for sometime, alight misty rainfal beganwhichterrified
hundredsof thousandsover widely scatteredregions.

I began to understand, Lolamoodily said to the Olden-who-was-not-God. You destroy yourself.

Therewasnoanswer, but L olasensed confirmationandrightness.

L

Romeromused|ongover whoor what heand A doni sshould appear tobeincomingtimes, saying: “If weare
soldiersof fortune, weshall beswept up by theM’ Krasianhordes, or stabled asslavessomewhere, nottomention
our eternal needto dodgethenew breed of slavers. Cometothink onit, nomatter what weappear, M’ Krasians
shall most probably sweepusupor daversclaimus.”

And: “ Therearependltiesfor poetsand dreamersonal worl ds. They must attachthemsel vestothestrong. What
say youAdonis?Arewetobecitified, or desert rotens? Shall wehideamongrockslikebluescavengers?Shall we
fleeintofar placesand createnew rel gions, onefor Romero, onefor Adonis, onefor Jonto? Shall weteachinthe
nameof Romeroand Adonisand JontotheM agnificent?

“Speak, Adonis. Whatisthewill of Amati, theother God?”

Adonislopedoff, after sniffingtheair heavily. He' dsmelledadaver chainthat had carel essly gathered about
awater hole. When heapproached themwithunusual care, whitewashigh at zenith. Hecounted carefully and
observedtwelvebubos, and but threeslavers, amost modestly escorted party.

Seventeenwereend avedby thes Iver circletshe’ dknownsowell, solong. Hewaited until thethreehadformed
their davespira, settlingthed avesbef oreseatingthemsel vesbesideatall, blazingfirewhicha sofilledtheir eyeswith
reflectedlight.

Withinmoments, fromoutsideof thelight’ speriphery, Adoni slegpedfromatoprockstolandontopof thetrio,
sprawlingthemintosilted sand. Likesomany of late, they weresmall and grotesgue, and sovery easy tohandle.
They scuffledbriefly, anditwasover.

Theseventeen hefreed sniffledand snuffed and wantedto off theheadsof their former slavemasters.

Adonis, grinning, badethemdowhat they will, solong ashehad hal f thebubos, whichthey grateful ly agreed
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to.

“Thank you, Ohdesert God!” oneshouted -- and otherstook up thechorus-- ashepreparedtodepart with
six bubos.

And,“OhLord, stay andwewill serveyou!”

Near mid-blueAdonisjouncedback intoRomero’ scampastrideoneof thelargebubos, leadingtheother five,
each healthy and puffingandsteamingfromtheir fast runs.

Adonisgrinnedimpishly, handingthongsto Romero.

Jontojumped fromRomero’ sshoul der to ahigh and sharprock wherehecoul d better review proceedings.

“Weareherders?’ Romeroasked.

Adonis grincamewider.

“Merchants?’

Does my Lord test me again? Oh fingers be stilled. And so Adonismust do something with them, thushe
scratchedat hisbehind.

“Sobeit--,” quipped Romero, “ -- ninepointsmerchants.”

They scrabbledtheir waysacrossancient and murky seabedspassi nglandsand peoplesof every degenerative
description, now andthentrading, selling, fornicatingor fighting.

Sometimestherewerejust thethree: Jonto, Adonis, and Romero deM organ. Other timesthey belongedto
caravansthatwoundinlongchainslikesmall, crawlinginsectswhenviewed fromacrosswideprecipices or bold
heights.

Sometimes, amongsmaller groups, they huddled together warily listeningandwatchingfor daversthat raided
ever more frequently in waysthat were old before the seas had dried and certainly long before the Oldens
predecessors had dominated and then departed.

Storieswereswapped, asweretradegoodsand information on new routes. deM organmixed hisherbsand
boiledthem, andat hisfacekept all but hisupper lip cleanof hair which, hesuggestedto Adonis, was*® A tributeto
manhood, andalsotofalenGods.’’

Whenever Adoniswantedtobelesshairy, hewas, apparently abletohair or not at themoment accordingto
convenience.

Buttheir small physica peculiaritieswereunimportant and went unnoti ced by thosewithtwothumbs, misshapen
facial features, hermaphroditictendenciesandform, and other anfractuouslinesand shapes.

“Twobodiesand onefacewouldbenice!” Romerooncesardonically quippedwhileviewinganassemblage
of clamorousweirdones.

Their mindssoaked up geographical linessothat hecoul d placeevery bitinto perspectiveonthegroundor on
paper, just asit soaked up scrapsand pieces about the Olden race, though much of thelatter was exaggerated
mythology.

Onebluethey werehuddled closetogether about asmall, warmingfirethat crackled and spit, withtiny flames
leaping yellow and green. Romerowasuneasy. Hisemotionshad churned athousandtimesover thegeography
surroundingMIM Sandtheinvisible, invinciblebarrier that createdfirst angst, and thendeathtothosewhoattempted
penetration. “Itislikeavirgin,” heidly commented.

Jonto, flicking out histongues, and catchingasmall flutteringinsect, swalloweditandparroted, “ Virgin. Virgin.”

“Romero’ sheadjerked upward. Hegrinned, saying: “ EvenJontotheM agnificent growswiser, Adonis. Listen!
Hehaslearned anew andval uableword.’’

Adonisscratched hisbehind, and al sogrinned.

ReturningthoughtstoMIM S, Romero brokeastick and began sketching linesinthepowdery soil. Hetold
Adonis: “Thisistheglacier. Itisthick and cold. Liketheeyesof acuckolded husband.’’

Adoniscrept closer. Hiseyesseemedto blazeredeveninbluelight.

“Thisiswheretheglacier goesafter it becomeswater. It steamsand dropsthrough aholeunderground.”
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Morelineswerescratched, maki ngacrudecircle.

“Hereandhereandherearevaleys, crevices, ridges.” Frowning, Romerowiped away al thelineswithhishand,
saying: “1 canmakethemmoreaccurately.” Hebeganacareful recital of all he' dlearned, whereandhow he' d
followedthebones.

Throughitall, Adonis eyesgleamed.

When Jonto seemedtofloat over them, flutteringand hissing, Adonisprobedin Jonto’ sdirection.

“No, wecannot useballoons. Thedeath zoneextendsupward and over, too.” Adonistwistedandfrowned.

“Buzzbirdbonesdidedownaninvisiblebarrier and pileupat theperiphery.”

M agentashadowed overhead whileRomero scribed and described. Smilingtiredly hel ooked upat hisfaithful
servitor, hisclague, saying: “WeGodsmust decideour course, or wewill wander theseseabottoms' til our deaths.’”

Hebrokesticks.

“Thereareonly afew thingsworththestriving, my syntheticfriend. First arefemales. Thislong stick shall
represent Juli, whoisall thingstoall men, including Gods, andit representsall that isher essence.”

Adonisnoddedvigoroudly.

“Thismiddlestick shall represent MIM S, and all thefreedomthat Godsdemand.”’

Adonisfrowned.

“ Andthissmallest shall representwhimsy, thecurseof all Gods.”

Adoniseyeswidened.

“Todemonstratehow thesticksarel oaded, soto speak, against lesser Gods, | shall placeasinglerestriction
onourtrial. Thestick of our choicemust landonend. However, toshow that | amnotawhimsical God, | shall also
decreethat they shall landin patternspredictableonly by higher Gods. Welesser Godsshall accept asour destiny
whichever stick landsasdescribed.’’

Suiting hisownwhimsy toaction, Romerotossedthethreehigh. Adonis’ eyesgleamedfollowingall threeas
they tumbleddownward.

Jonto sensed and tugged at minuteprobability threads.

Whenthelargest, againstall odds, didlandinthepowdery soil and stick straight upward, Adonisprancedwith
aseemingly animaligticjoy.

Romerowas struck dumb by thewill of higher Gods.

Their firesdied and magentacrept upward beyond theancient sea’ srim. Romero, not asleep, yet not wholly
awake, asked: “Whereshall wesearch?’

Adonisstirredthefireand added morestickleweed.

Jonto hissed and puffed, openinglower hingedjawsasthoughtoyawn.

“Womanislikethesea, tempestuousandwild andthen calmandloving. Wouldtherewereaseauponwhich
wecould pursuewoman, for with Gods, thesymbol isthethingitself.”’

Adonispointedwithabristling stickleweed.

“What meanyou, my tongue-tiedfriend?Juli there?’

Adoniscontinued pointing, andwaited patiently.

“Surely not seas?For | havenever heard such atale, nor havethetalebearers.”

Adonisnodded and pointed again.

“Seas?Crashing, splashing, sprayingwater -- and boatswithsailsandgalleys?”’

Adonisshrugged andagainpointed, at last dropping hisstick intotherisingyellow andgreenblaze, after which
hepickedat hisnose.

“Y ou constantly amazeme, Oh Mighty DNA man. How far?Many rides?’

No answer.

A great many rides?”’

Noanswer. Apparent unconcern.

“Aquarter life-time?’

A gleaminferral eyes.

151
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Adonisgrinned and chased alizard-bird away from Jonto.

“Aridefitfor Gods, then, Adonis. Sobeit. Weshall journey thereand view thelap of wave, andlistentothe
clathrateof theseartifical suns. Anyway --,"" hemused, “ -- | havecometobelievethat MIM S, Juli, andwhimsy are
merely different aspectsof oneGod, sowherebetter to searchthanat thebosom of symbolicfemal esthat crashand
resoundintheformof tumultousseas?’

Adoni speered soberly and madestrange, circlingmotionsat hishead.

Romerochuckled.“NoAdonis, | donot becomethedotard. Wewill agreethat Juli isthewill of our higher Gods,
asthesticksforecast.’””

Adonislivenedagain.

LI

They traveledwarily acrosshal f Cairema scircumference. Had they not beengiftedwithlongevity, half their
lifetimesmight havebeenconsumed duringthepl odding oftendifficultjourney. Theworst partwasthedeeptrenches
that gullied empty seabottoms. Evidenceof ancient vol canismintheformof lava, shardsand conespushedthrough
powdery dusts, although noash or glowing pumicethrust upward.

Theatmospherein these sharded bottomswas dense and syrupy. Only the squatest life-formswere seen
clangoroudly shuttlinga ongrolling stonesthat showered eternal ly fromonhigh, over aeonssplinteringanddowly
fillingthesemonstrouscracks.

Thallophytes-- gray and pasty white, and shaped asclaviforms-- brokeand showered mustily asthey crept
aong. Fortunately at thislowest |level small springwatersal soflowedatintervas. Thelarger thall ophytesof theupper
desertsweremissing.

Hereandthereseamsof coal, or burblesof tar and gasesappearedbriefly, only againtodiveintounseendepths.

Harshcoral fragmentsaswell asfossi| sappeared and di sappeared repeatedly asthey climbed.

They passedover afinal mountainrangestarkly risingfromtheol d seabed. Asthey descendeditsfoothillsthey
atlast couldview thelargehorizon-to-horizonwatersasca mandasshiny asasilvered vanity mirror.

Whenthey at | ast reached theshorelineseenlongago by Adoniswhileincaptivity, it didnot splashwithwhite
foamand crashing sounds, but rather wasit placidinall respects, likeatamed pond might be. Romero bent and
tastedthewater, whichwasnot overly salty. Heasked: “ Doyouthink it peculiar that all oceansonall planets but
thisone havetides, reefsandwaves?’

Adonisgrunted. L ooking upand downthebleak coastline, he prepared towadeoutward, perhapstopit his
thick and cythetic musclesagainst water that dared bedifferent.

“No. NoAdonis. Wemust walk around until wefind man.”

Adonisrolledhiseyesupward.

Shipsappeared briefly asthey followed thecoastline. L ater smaller boatswereseen being oared or moved
without wind by somemysteriousandsilent power source.

A blind personsat waitingonahillock. Hisclotheswereragged, but clean, aswerehisroundedfaceand smooth
handsandfeet. Hismouth gaped open and then closed again. Hesmiled whenthey approached. Orblesssockets
seemedtostarelikegoulishskeletons. Hesaid: “ Far travel ers, cometo my humblehome.”

Without waiting, theblind onescurried ahead, taking mincing but surestepsthroughtanglesandjaggedrocks,
waitingonthemwithpalmopenat hishome, apileof carefully placed rock withopeningsfor windowsand smoke.

Be'tlashiasstaked -- forthey’ dlongago soldtheir bubos -- they entered, and wereseated at astonetable
onwhichwasplacedtantaizingboiledfish.

“Eatandthenweshall sharestories,” saidtheir host. With surenessand poiseheplaced hisfingersat cupsand
bowlsand broke off meat pi ecesthat were passed about.

“Wethank you, kindfriend.” Romeroanswered. “ May weenquireof your name?’

“They call meHe-who-sees-afar, though| wasborn B’ likcord. Now they shunme, for they alsosay | seetoo
much.”
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h The%FonMgrRe%/?nasterllkeonel knew andloved. He, too, saw thingsthough hisflock wasnot other than

ddightedby hisvisons.”

“Didhelivelifecloistered, asl must?’

“No. Helivedanother age, another time, for hegrew oldwithmany of hisflock, andthey tendedhimandwaited
oneveryword.”’

“Donotbeafraidtofeedyour pet,” B’ likcord motioned at Jonto, whoflutteredat Adonis' shoulder. “ Hewiill
likeStoutfish.”

“Youseewdll forbeingblind,” Romerosaid.

“ Aah. Therearecompensations.” Hisvoicelowered conspiratorialy. “ Though| wonder if | should speak with
franknessamongstrangersfromafar land?’

“Only friendsmay speak frankly, and only franknesscanbring about friendship.’’

B’ likcordnodded vigorously, and scurried back tothepot for morefish, twitchingit out quickly.

“Well saidandvery well. | alsohear your vibrant youthand noteyour manners.”” Heflopped out thefishinto
crudeclaywareandset it beforethem. “ Thereisaquality of ancient wisdominyour youngvoice.”

Romerowonderedif heshouldexplaintheirlongevity, thendecided against. Hesaidinstead: “ He-who-sees-
afar,amanisshunnedfor truthandfor knowingone' sfuture. Y et sensethat youdonot bury your skill andabilities.
Wouldit not bewiser todoso?’

B’ likcord’ s countenance, ordinarily round and beaming, even transfixed, shuddered and clouded as he
answeredwith: “Truthandfutureareall that makesup man, andif thesearetobehidden-- buried -- thenwhat
isleft?’

"| cannot answer your query. Tell me. Whatisleft?”’

“Thereisof coursethepresent, which seeksonly togratify thesenses, and thenthepast, which seeksonly to
hidethat which hurtandtoembellishthat whichneverwas.”’

“Thefuturecannot?’

“Ahyes. Thefuture, too, can seek to hidethat which hurtsand toembel lishthat which never was, but not with
truthand candor.

“Pleasedonot call meMaster, for | sensethreepresencesthat transcend my lowly status.”

“Y ousenseRomerodeM organand Adonisandtheir pet JontotheM agnificent, nomore,”” Romeroanswered
gruffily, not ready to becomeGodagain.

“Tell meof your former Master.”

“Hewasfar seeingandwaitedfor Hair tocome.”

“Hair?What astrangethingtowait on.”

“ And hewaskind andtransmitted asense of belongingandloveand graciousnesstoall.”’

“Ah. | understand. Did heperhapsseemtoglow?Just alittle?Or at | east givetheappearanceof almost so?’

Startled, Romerolookedupfromhisfish, saying, “ A little.”

“Thereisaglow about youthree, but | cannot discernitsnature.”

They thanked himfor hisfinehospitality. Inparting, Romerosaid: “He-who-sees-afar, | now know that many
whoareblindseemoredeeply thanl, whoamsighted. A great religiousleader oncetaughtinlikemanner, butyou
havebrought hometheexperience. | seethat you arekindand unassumingaswasmy first Master andsol will tell
youthatitistrue, what youhavesensed. Wehavelived|ong, remainingyouthful inbody, thoughweknow not the
reason.’”’

B’ likcordplaced hishandstogether asthoughto pray andhebowed, saying: “Y ouwill livelonger, my friends,
foryourlifelinestretchesbeyondmyvision.”” Thenhisvisagebecamepuckered. “ Bewary. Sooncomesmuchpain
andtragedy.”’ Then, brightening, “ Donot forsakeyour goals. They arenecessary andwill beaccomplished.”

Whenthecity first towered agai nst white, Romerowasreminded of rising stonesuponwhosehigh stepways
sat MIM S, tall and magnificent, but unapproachable.
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AsTl ey came“c’\oserAthe stones and spireswere seen to beworn and dirt-streaked. “ Perhaps--" Romero
quipped, “ -- pointingtoacultural anomie, asocia weakness.”

Woodenwagons, screechingor clackingand pulled by grotesquebird-lizardsof giganticsize, twiceastall as
their be' tlasia, rattledinand out of thegateway . Guardswerenot a ert, though somestood on hightowersandal so
someat groundlevel beforethegateway. Travelerswereneither accosted nor challenged.

Cobbleswere cracked and stick grassespushed hardy seedheadsupward. Except for theguards, all were
shawledandhoodedandwa kedsilently. Romerosaidto Adonis: “ Thehousesarenot Olden. They show evidence
of recent mudand brick work.”

Childrena sohooded and shawledranquickly beforethem, scurryingintoal covesand disppearing. Romero
waved astick at asignthat reminded of anant bear, but proclaimeditself tobeaninnfor travelers.

“Sincethisistheonly onewe’ veseen, dear friends, | suggest weenter.”

Adonispicked up Jonto and dropped behind hismaster.

Theproprietor, al sohooded and shawled, wasfat with pendul ousjowls. Heswished adirty clothacrosstheir
barrentableandwel comedthem, thoughsurily, with, “ Spiced drink?’

Romero |oosed desert robesand nodded.

Theproprietor frowned at Adoniswhowasabout to set Jonto on awell scrubbedfloor.

“Thepetisvaluableanda sobroken,” Romeroexplained.

Jonto’ stonguesflickered, sharpteeth seemingtogrinupat thecareful one.

Shrugging, theproprietor asked after their desires.

“Food, roomandinformation,” Romeroanswered.

A youngster, shawled and hooded, brought their drinksinthick clayware. Romerolaiddownagoldencoin,
makingthefat proprietor’ seyeswidenand hisbreathtoquicken. Romerosaid: “Hereitis. Y ours. Firstinformation.”

Thecoinwassnatched and quickly hiddenamidst dark folds.

“Weseek thosewho ply their tradesuponthewater. Perhapseven dangerousways. Wesearchawoman, one
whoisbeautiful andknowsall formsof love.”’

Squintingdeeply buriedeyes, their waiter saidheknew of thosewho pliedthewater, but, “ I, myself, wouldlike
tomeet suchawoman.”

“Itissaidthat shebecomeswhatever man’' sheart desires.”

Theproprietor had not heard of suchaone.

“Nomatter. If wetravel hereandthere, weshall sooner or | ater find thiswonderouswenchandend our search.

“ Shipowners?Wherecanwefindthem?’

“Orderyourfood, Ohtravelers, and 1 will findyour shipmasters.”

Inmomentstheir tabl ewascovered with spicy drinks, tantal i zing odorsthat rosefromthick meat d absand sweet
breads.

Adonis, disdaining proferred utensils, duginto thecommunal meat bowl withtwolargepaws, torechunks
raggedly, and ploppedtheminto hismouth, after which hebrokesmall piecesand snappedthemat Jontowherethey
wereat first strangely ignored but almost asif hewasrel uctant to do so, and thenthey were snapped upfromthe
dirtfloor andswallowedinaneye’ shlink.

Romero, taking morecareandtime, snipped at hismeat withathick blade, meanwhilepassingeyesfrombooth
tobooth.

M utteringdrifted fromtabl etotabl e, asthough merriment weresomehow inhibited. Sinceall werehoodedand
shawled, hecould not determinewhether the othersweremaleor femal e, or whether gentry or sol diersof some
nobleman.

Somethingfeltamiss

He, or she, beganclearingaway clayware. “WearenamedL’ othes,” theyoungster answered Romero’ squiet
questioning, sayingtheportcity’ sname.

L owering hisvoice, Romeropolitely asked: “ I sit permittedtoinquireafter thereasonfor cloaksand shawlsthat
hidethebody?’

®
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Meanwhi %\ﬁr“ﬂoRbegan tohissandflutter towardthedoorway.

Claywarewasdropped, several breaking on cobblesbel ow thetable. Theyoungster turned andfled.

Adoniswiped hisgreasy fingerson hisdust-stained cloak.

AsRomeropushedhisrough-hewnchair backward, preparingtodepart, thedoor flungopenandabroadsword
suddenly thwacked betweenthem.

Jonto’ sscale-feathersflaredbrilliantly ashehissed.

Romerotwisted asdeand downwardinstinctively, evenasAdonisjumped uponthetable, takingafighter’s
crouchingstance.

A crail whistled, tanglingitselfinto Adonis' legsandupsettinghim.

Romerowhirled and ducked abroadsword slicing through cursesand foul odors. Swordsspun asteel net,
reachingfor Romero. Bending, heskewered one, andthenanother, barely hol ding back awell-armed plungefrom
another.

Theattackers, who must havebeen anthropomorphi c despitetheir hoods, had forgotten Adonis. Thecythetic
manhowled, histerror cry that of ananticipator, and heboundedfreefromtanglesand over their heads. Instantly
hewasbehind, bowlingthemover, scatteringthemwiththick armsandthicker legs.

Jumping highagain, hecrushedrib cages, and mashedfacesto pul p.

Jontobit several, andthey immediately quiveredwith afierceagueanddied, eyesred glazed.

Theattackers, now worried, beganto back away.

Romeroand AdonisandJonto, all, begantoview thesceneasthoughing ow motion. Anantipathy settled over
them, andthey swunglessfredly.

They dropped, andit wasover.

RomerodeMorgan, Adonistheservitor, and even JontotheMagnificent, all weredown, asleep, captives.

LII

Red had cycledtwicesincethey’ d dined and been captured. Romerowoozily shook ablood-matted head.

Adonis, trussed withthick ropes, glowered and spit.

AtRomero’ sright, swinginginanironcageonhigh, Jontoflared scal esand hissed, histiny forked tongues
probingthisway andthat. Unseen, but deeply felt, wastheBiafran’ sneedtoassessprobability lines, but histerrible
rageintervened.

Laughing, Romerofelt of histhrobbinghead, saying: “ Druggedusall, hey Adonis? Andyou, my littlepetlizard-
bird. Secondtimecaptive?Forgotwhat itwaslike, didn’ t you. Perhapsnow youwill remember usordinary mortals,
though Godswebe.”’

Adonispeeredback andforth, wiggly red-thready eyes, and hehuffed againinavaineffort to burst hisheavy
bonds.

Theirfloor shiftedandtilteddightly.

“A ship, Adonis?’

Adonisgrowled.

“Come, comeoldfriend. Wesought adventure. Doyouthink thisplanet’ sGodhasforsakenus?’ Risingshakily
hetottered for amoment, andthenlurched himself toward Adonis. Heranfingersabout Adonis hugeropes, and
discoveredsmaller thongsbindingtogether thelarger.

“Wehaveaword. TheL’ othianshaveaoutrance-- most sparing -- ways.”

Hesearchedthesmall, dark hold carefully, but couldfind nothingwithwhichtosever thesmaller bindings. The
knotshad beenwetted or soakedin brine, and had driedand shrunk. Bending hisheadtothetask, hechewed through
thesmaller bindingsoneby one, at | ast freeingthegreat servitor.

Adonishuffed and expanded hisbroad chest and then stretched hisarmsand legs. WithRomero’ shelp, he
pounded circul ationback into hisextremities.

Adonisgraspedtheironbarsof Jonto’ scageand pushed and pulled until thesmaller creaturecould squeeze
throughand hop atop hisshoul der.

Except for their outer robes, they had no personal bel ongingsremaining. Romero quipped: “Theproprietor
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%@aught hegl eamAfMgo'T(f whichweboth should havenoted.”

Adonisgrunted.

Romerotriedthedoor. It wasbolted and chained fromtheoutside.

A small scavenger peeredfromthedark, itseyesreflectingbrightly fromdimlight that squeezed aroundthedoor
frame. Jontoseemedtofly fromhisperch, whenceasmall scuffleensued, after which Jontofed, gul pingthetiny thing
downinthreequick jerks.

“Youseehowitis, Adonis. Jontoishungry, soGodsprovide. Will they dolessfor us, whoaremoreintel ligent,
morehandsome, better accommodated?”’

Adonisgrinned, scratching at hisbehind. Heparroted: “Romerogreatest!”

“Againyougrasptheessenceof life. Smileatitsjests, strikeupyour religiousbannersand symbols, pray toyour
gods, manufactureyour identity symbols, secureyour lifebel ts, and together they shadl bring about understandingand
goodfortune.’”’

Having both agreed apodictically ontheir respectiverel ationshipto gods, both joined shoul dersand began
bludgeoningthestout door. Their bl owsresounded throughthi ck beamsand caused floorboardsto shudder. After
atime, themuffled clank of key andrattleof chain sounded, and thedoor opened to oneof apol ogetic appearance,
having small nose, crossed eyesand but threefingersat eachhand.

Romero bowed asA donisswaggered out, carrying Jonto at shoulder.

Astonished, theturnkey hustled behind asfast ashecoul d, down hardened plankssurrounded by boxesand
goodsof every description, throughanother doorway, past cabins, uptwoflightsof stairways, and ontoanopendeck
wherelight breezeswashed away someof thefoul stench.

Redwasshining, so Romero broached caution, saying: “L ook onhigh, Adonis. Never havel seensomany
cloudsat once. Cirrusand cirrus-stratus, cirrocumul us, al tostratus, altocumulus, stratocumul us, nimbostratus,
cumulus, cumulonimbusand stratus. Weareinaphysi csbottlewithtriple-point approaching.’’

Henoted small wavel etsthat flashed fromared sun, and heard theswishandwhirl astheboat’ sprow bounded
forward, but saw novisiblemeansof propulsionsuchassail or smokestack. “1 hadalmost forgotten Oldens,” he
muttered.

156

Ship’ scaptainwasathick-bodied manamost asroughly hewnaswasAdonis, but for different reasons. Light
scarscriss-crossed, so Romero knew heal so had accesstothesilver cylindersof healing, theNess' ibushes. It
followed al so, therefore, that crudebarbarity woul d behiscourse, and consi derabl e carel essnessduring acts of
combat. Deferencewascalledfor. Beforethe Captain could speak, Romero bowed andsaid: “1 saluteyou, Oh
mighty Captain.”

Almost speechl essfrom apopl exy, theCaptain glowered. Bedeckedinfineclothingof brilliantarray, infull
colors, at hisright handabroadswordand at hisleftacrail, hisnoseoverlongandtilted downward -- atogether
heappeared morewhol eand whol esomethan thosesurrounding him. TheCaptainwasseated dightly aport, and
behind himwerehalf adozen retainerssguatting about -- all ugliness -- perhapsmeanessbeing abetter word
-- personified.

Theirturnkey trailing, shuffledforward, explaining: “ Therewasaheavy poundingat their door, Captain, and
thinkingastanchion had brokenloose, | opened andlooked. When| openedthedoor, they cameforward aspretty
and politeasyou please, asyou seethemnow.”’

RomeronotedtheCaptain’ shandstart torai se, andthinking thisthestart of asignal tohismen, Romeroqui pped:
“Careful,wearenolonger tied or drugged, and | wouldthink that shipmates' bodieswill sink faster thanevenone
sopowerful woulddesire.””’

For atriflethe Captain burned asred asthe sun. Then herel axed and wiped hisarmagainst hisnose, and he
chuckledandthenbrokeoutintoloud guffaws, histeeth sharpand glitteringwith stonework.

Romerogrinned andthen peeled off hismirth, too, and even Adonissmiled, while Jontoflecked out forked
tonguesand al so dropped hislower jaw to display adreadful array of teeth.

“Come,” motionedtheCaptainwithhiscrail. “ Sitwithme. Wewill discussaffairsand | will seektoconvince
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Hewavedanoverbroadfour-fingered hand, saying: “Wesuffer not fromlack of freedom, nor that of space,
andnow andthenajuicy plumfallsourway.”

Romero sgquatted beforehim, placing his armson his knees. Heexplained: “Hadyou but asked, wewould
havetaken passage, OhMighty one. Theinn’ sproprietor waspaidwell ingoldtofind onesuchasyou. Didhenot
tellyou?’

“HoY o! Sothat wastherogue' sgame. All did not seemasit should be.”

“ Andwhat of thepurse, Oh Captain?’

T’ Alumflipped Romero’ spouchforward. Romeroopeneditand counted. “| supposetheinnkeeper toldyou,
or your guards, that thepursewasasitis?’

T’ Alumnodded, hiseyesnow wideningdightly, but evidencing continued wariness.

“Knowthis, T’ Alum. Insearchof onesuchasyou, wewouldhavegivenal this, andhalf againasmuch.”” Romero
shrugged. “Y ouhavebeenfrauded: liedtoand cheated.”’

T’ Alumrubbed hischeek and againwiped hisdraining nosewithfinery. “ Itisnot thewaysof travel erstojoin
withus.”

“Isittheway of travel ersto skewer so many?Without having poisoned our food--."” Romero spread arms
wide, and permitted the sentencetodrop.

“Thatisso,” noddedthecaptain, agai nstroking hisnose, and al so honkingthroughit. “Never havethey seen
suchamelee. Isthat not so, boys?Ho?’

“Yo!” Many answered.

“OhMighty T’ Alum, for what reasonwerewetaken?’

T’ Alumopened both handswide, showingthat both palmswerefour-fingered.

“Theusual. A traveler withthick purseleadstothicker purses.”

“Ransom?’

“Perhaps. Thenwecanawaysuseextrahandsnow andthen,” hechuckled.

“Saver?

“Thereisthattoo. Yo.”

In adisconcerting manner not entirely appreciated by T’ Alum, Romero had managed to dominate their
discussion,and T’ Alumunavoidably found himsel f doing theexpl ai ning. Preserving hismomentum, Romero
explainedfurther: “Wehavecrossed burning desertsand hugesunkenvalleyswheretheair breatheslikes ckened
Ta dieneinsearch of knowledge. Weseek alsocompanionship.”’

Whentheroguegrinned again, theglint of light agai nst embel li shed stone-work intheteeth and theneedl e-
pointed teeth remi nded Romero of Avicewhowaslongagodust and bones. The barbarous custom lingers, he
thought. Thosegathered about al so showed sharpenedteeth, especially whenever their [eader smiled, and many
weresimilarly decorated. Romerowasremindeda soof hisbirthplanet, Homobirthstone, wheremighty corporation
excecutivessurroundthemsel veswithlikeresponsiveappendants.

T’ Alumsaid: “ Companionship wetakewhenwefind,” and all laughed, someslapping at others, “While
knowledgeissomethingelse. Noneherearescholars, except of themartial arts.”’

“Oldens?

Asif anapparition had suddenly appeared betweenthem, presumed comradeshipdied. T’ Alum’ seyesbegin
tosquint and heshiftedjust amite, sothat Romeroknew wherethevessel’ spower sourcelay hidden-- anditwas
most probably locked up. Romeroquickly said: “1 don’ t seek theimplementsthemsel ves, but thesourceof Olden
knowledge.”

“Ho! andY o! Thereare many who seek.”

“For power?Or knowledge?’

Shruggingdisdainfully, T' Alumasked“ Whowoul d not searchfor power?’

“Awoman?’

“All mensearchforwomen.”
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Aganhi SMen 5' sp| ayedtheir mental depths by laughingand proddingoneanother. T Alumsmiled, pleased
with hisownwisesayingsand answers, and hismen’ sappreciation of them. This one, no Amati, nor He-who-
sees-afar, Romerounnecessarily concluded Each holds simple instincts within which they can be motivated.
Hesaid: “Y ouarewise, OhMighty Captain T’ Alum. Weoffer noransom, for wehavenofriendsor rel atives, seeking
friendswherever wearefor themoment. But shouldyoureturnmy good and 9 ender sword, weshall bemost honored
tojoininwithyour company andwithabargain.’’

“Abargan?’

“Y es.Wherever wesail andwhatever wedo, | must havetheprivilegeof questioningfor Oldenknowledgeand
insearchof aparticular woman, onewho appearstoevery maninaguisemost temptingtohisheart. Inreturn, we
offer youour loyalty and fightingtalents, which T’ Alumalready knowstobenotinconsiderable.”’

“Andyou’ |l takecrew’ sportion?’

“Andwe Il accept crew’ sportion.”

Itwasnever clear whether or not T’ Alumbdlievedinandfully trusted Romero. Probably not. Anarrangement
wasneverthelessmade.

®

Romeroproved anatural for hisnew way of life. Heswished and swashed withthebest of them, skewering
and brazeningfrom porttoport.

Swashbuckling al so appealedto Adonis, and, if truthwereknown, probably to Jonto, too.

“Y outwohaveanappetency forthislife,” Romerowoul dtell themfromtimetotime, at whichpoint Adonismight
scratch hisbutt and Jonto might bel ch.

Duringthefollowingpiracy yearsthey visited perhapssixty ports, amongthemsomewithstrange, tall towers
that blazed under all three suns, but in varied colors. They seemed to have no purpose, and were virtually
indestructable, except that ontheir leavingthey alwaysmysterioudy -- toanoutsideobserver -- meltedintoadag-
heap.

Other portionsof thecitieswereobvioudy ancient villasfromlong agodays, many nowinruinsor fast tumbling
under theeternal bickeringsof onefactionor another.

Somecitieshad heldfast their gatesandwalls, and carried onthrivingtradeinland. Otherswerenothingat all
but skeletonsof earlier days, ghostsof past popul ations, or obviouss aver posts. Somefew citiesweredeepwithin
watersnear shiftingsands.

Romerowouldhavelittletodowith L’ othes, thecity of their abduction, andinparticular theinnof their forcible
abduction, for heknew inhisheart that thethreeof themwoul d skewer thescoundrel andall within, shouldthey once
start. T' Alumteased about it, saying: “Ho! and Y o! Doyouthink weshouldrewardtheinn-keeper for bringingus
all together?” Or,"Y ol doyounot know that they hidebehind shawlsand cowlsfor fear of themsel ves-- andyou
three?’

Wenching, too, wasfreeand easy, withthosewhowerethecaptured seemingly aswillingto pleaseasthose
whowerecaptors.

T’ Alumwasnot anunwiseleader, nor unlucky, so,inasense, hiscrew, whilenot prospering assuddenwedthies,
wasat |east comfortableand secureaspossibleintheir provenways.

Witheach captured ship, Romerowent fromfacetofaceacquisitively askingabout Oldens. Now andthenthere
wasahint of another landthat wasa waysfar away, that wasnever knowndirectly by thosebeing questioned, but
wasawayssecond-hand hearsay or gossip.

“Itisthenatura way of Gods,” deMorganoftenexplainedtoAdonis.“ They fear tospeak directly, sothey send
ussignsandomensandinterpreters.”’

Adonismight chaseabuzzinginsect or scratchfor oneprobingat hisskin, or cup hishand over eyesand scan
far outaongoverly placid seas. Occas onaly hemight smile, andsay: “ Romero Greatest!” afterwhichRomeromight
laughandforget philosophizingfor theday.

OnceRomerosoberedandrepliedwith: “Nay, my kindapprentice. Though| beAmati, Singer of Souls, | be
not so hypocritical asto speak for Godsto men.
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“\We erel the%f‘ea%& asyouandJontooftallege, | wouldrefrainfromveiled hintspassedthroughtheignorant

asthey gatheringossip millsof every sewer and port. Look at them, Adonis! Werethey tofaceGod directly they

would not know him. So how canthey beexpectedto properly and accurately transmit hisexact location?’
Adonisscratched hiscrouchand smiledagain, a sotwitchingathinlineof fuzz now creepinga ong hisupper

lip.

“Itisnotmeyouemulate, OhCytheticMan. Itisthewomenwho’ vefawned over my hairlinethat attractsyou.”’

®

They had scuppered agiant shipwhosecrew hadresi sted overmuch, sinkingall menand savingfemales. One
not too uncomely, andwho now slept gently at Romero’ sside, hadtold of aland acrossthewatersand over two
mountai n rangesseparated by vast, forbi dden desert floorswhence shehad come. All throughthetimeof blue
Romerolay thinking of that wonderful place. When sheawokeat histickle, sheplaced hishandsat her soft breast
andthenstroked himinexcruciatingly pleasant waysthat he' d not beforeexperienced, andto proper end.

“Y ouarequeen of senses,” Romero gaspedwhenhecould.

Shecouldnot but bepleased, thoughshedidnot smile. “I havelearnedall, they say, yet thereismuchmore
tothecraftthan| shall ever know.’’

“Isthis-- not -- enough -- for those -- less -- than -- Gods?’

“Therearesubtler arts, wheretheinternal linebetweentortureand pleasureiscontrolled, wheremenmay be
commanded aswouldthebeastsfor that rapture, wheretheflowering of lifeisqueen.”

“You-- have-- my -- approbation. Is-- that -- not -- sufficient?’

Carressingtill, shedescribedthat far land anditsways, until Romero could gaspnolonger.

Romero suspectedthat the City of L ove-- asdescribed by hiswonderously trained captive-- might alsobe
asourceof cluesfor hismythical woman. Hespoketo Adonis, saying: “1will call her Juli, hereafter, forit comes
increasingly awkwardtorefer to her asthewoman-of-every-man’ sheart.’”’

Hetriedto comparethegruntsand crudepoundingsrememberedfrom Juli’ sloudamorousaffairsduringthe
timeof T’ Lanth, agai nst thissophisticatedwenchandher very subtleways, failingentirely toreconcileor rationalize
similarities. Thenhe' dsigh, and alsoremember that he, too, aswel | asA donisand Jonto, werenot thesamewhen
comparedtothoseearly Caremianways. “ Atleast wehavelearnedthat if timemakestheheart grow fonder, then
it doesn’t necessarily follow that afonder heart makestimego! That, beingthenonsenseof theconverse, good
Adonis,itisequally nonsensical to speak theinverse, that notimeat al will makeone sheart grow angry, or the
contra-positive, that one’ sangry heart makestimestandstill.””’

Adonispickedat hisnose.

But Romerowasinnorushtovisitthefabled and still near-mythical City of L ove, having placedhismindon
theseeking of knowledge(destruction of oldens) andtheir searchfor theequally mythical Juli.

Thenext ship, alargeonerequiringtwo of thesilent Oldenmotorsto pushit, wasconstructed four deckshigh,
andrequired muchclever subterfugetotake. 1t brought Romeronofurther informationabout Juli. Again, having
scupperedtheshipandkilled mal es, asurviving femal ewasquestioned by Romero. Sheal so spokeof theCity of
Love sImperatrix. “ Sheisawomanwhohasfully capturedtheart of love-making,” thelithesomecaptiveeasily
explained. “Why -- not only doesshecommandthelinethat dividespleasurefrompain, but shedoesfromday to
day, hour tohour, command menwho havejourneyed acrossCairemafor her dightest pleasure.”’

“What of onewho appearstoal meninwhatever shapetheir heart desires?’

Shefrownedand strainedtoremember.

“No. Though! haveheard of onewhotravel severywhere, thusly appearingtothemal e, | thought myself such
storiesfabricated.”

Now Romero chafedtobeoff theship, and away insearch of that sexual Cockaigne. Hesought after excuses
and means, quipping: “ Even Captainsmust age. Thescoundrel waslimpingtotheprow. If itisnottoday, then
tomorrow heshall behacked or skewered beyondrepair. Andlook, Adonis, linesinhisfacedeepen, whileours
remainsmooth. Oneday cockal orumswill turnonus, for man cannot stand mysteriesunlessthey ssemfromtheir
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CF%oszen Sods-- an'éw%at%ey arewillingtohear fromtheir chosen Godsisnever morethanwhat they haveagreed
tointheir choosing.’

Asthoughinanswer -- butintruthit wasJonto agai ntuggingat probability lines-- astrangeandfearsome high
windkeened acrosstheir bow, makingthefiercelittleOldenengineshiver withitseffort tocompensate. Longago
it had been attached to beamsthat must weaken with time, and now those once stolid timbers al so shivered,
transferring dangerousvibrationsthroughandthrough.

Fearfully, T" Alumlungedforward, crawlingintothe Ol den space. Hecal ledfor hel pand Romero, being closest,
responded, droppingbesidewiththed acrity of youth. “Holdthesebeams.” Romerowascommanded, while T’ Alum
brought new ropeendstogether. Againand still againthe Captainfailedto bind theropesabout the Ol den, at | ast
throwingthejobto Romero, and holdingthebeamshimsalf.

Afterward Romerotold Adonisthat, “ TheCaptainsuffersfromapraxia. Hewill not bewithusmuchlonger.”’

Thestrangewindscontinuedtoblow. Adonis, Jonto and Romero sensed something. They shared aforeboding,
acoconsciousness, but of what?

Now twisted and buffetedfar from coastlines, the Captain couldonly guessat | ocation. Hescurriedfromcabin
mapstoasmall unseendevicel ocated near thesilent Olden.

Besidetheship, anaguati c paradehad begun, whencelifeformsfollowedtheship’ swake, risngandfalingand
rising againtobellow and snort andtodisplay finechisledteeth. A sour odor pervadedall.

Jontoscurriedtotherailingtowatch.

A groanwaftedupwardandthenacry. “ItistheCh’ noid,” many shoutedfearfully.

Evenstrongandbrave T’ Alum, thefearless, squattedin prayer, repeating certainmagicwordslearned asa
youth.

Romerogrimacedto Adonisand shrugged. “ Itistheir supertitiousforecasting.”’

Adoniscocked hishead.

Seaman cameup ondecks, sniffedat thebrisk air, and rushed forwardtokneel besidetheir Captain.

Romerograbbed asail or by theshoulder, swung himabout, and asked: “WhatisCh’ noid?’

"Doom!” hesaidgruffily, pushingRomero’ sarmroughly away and hurryingtosquat.

M agentapassed. Redwasfull uponthem. Breezesstrengthenedto heavy gusts. Supplicationsdid not cease.
Morefrequently largeseaformsbangedagainst theship’ shull, makingthudsthat resounded hollowly, and shivered
thetimbers.

Now thegustsrosetogal estrength. Adonishel ped Romerotolashthemsel vestogether, tying Jontotightly at
hisownshoulder. Never beforeseen newly formed dark cloudsscudded faster, and coal esced until skieswere
leadenandthick andrunningaswithafever. Ship'screw anditscaptain prayed harder, eachwiththeir ownform
of innerterror.

“Perhapsour physicsbottleisreadyingitself toburst,” Romeroquipped, hisvoicedrowned by high-keening
winds.

Now water pelted them, and the ship tossed and heaved. Suddenly, with arush of high seasand fiercely
whooshingwinds, itrosehighintheair, tumblingall tooneend. It turned up and about and thentwistedand broke
into pieces, scatteringtheminevery direction.

Forjusttheflick of amoment Romeroviewed alargewater font pierced by blazingredlight, andthenhewas
under water.

Adonis, too, fought agai nst theundertow for what seemed to bevai nminutes, yet never onceseemingtolack
for oxygen. Whenhewasat | ast freed of it, hewasableto pul | himself and at histwofriends, whencetheir heads
popped upwardintotheair likethesmall boardsand timbersthat roseupward with them.

Romerobreathed, but wasunconscious.

Jonto, hissing andfluttering, hopped-flew fromfloating board toboard.

Adonis gatheredtimbersand boards, |atchingthem together thebest hecouldwithlong-weathered ropes.
Whenhehadseveral, Jonto crawled aboard, and waved hi swing-scal esabout, scatteringwater profusely. Adonis
pulledat moreboards, pushingthemtogether tojointheonehe’ ddraped Romero’ sstilledformacross, andthel atter
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g?NOkJ ustasJ%Fn'tAé'\é%%é:@weakly parrotingwith: “ Romero Greatest!”

Romero, whotriedtolaugh, coughed up sputteringwater fromachinglungs.

Adoniswashardly abletorestrainhimsaf, andhemust movefromheretothereontheir makeshift raft, prancing
withjoy.

L ater white, withitsblazingwarmth, hel ped dry off their clothing.

Romerowasweak and somewhat dazed, and herel axed and gl ept, permitting hisfeveredmindto heal itself.
Foramoment of timehethought A doni sbus edhimsel f withconstructinganarbalestwhilestridinghighingiant steps
acrosshot, shifting sands. Other grossdistortionsand hal lucinationsal so cameto himthroughout thefever, but at
last hewakened during blue, with Adonisdangling raw fish beforehisnose, and motioning that heshoul d cut and
eat. Had it not blazed withapurplish phosphorescence, hemight haveenjoyedtherepast more.

Hethrew bitsto Jonto, whoicked them and gul ped them downwardwith great pleasure. Romerowasalive
and consciousagain, for hequipped: *Y ouseehow Godsanswer prayers, Adonis?’

Adonisplacedhisthick fingersover eyesand peered throughtheminevery direction, squintingandgrimacing
andposturing.

“Notthere, silly friend. Godisupward, ever upwrd. Noman|ooksacrossstilledwatersfor succor, but always
andever upward. Didyou not seehow heloved us?How hetriedtodraw usintohisrealms?Why, eventheship
wasdesired, but alas! beingtooancientandriddenwithsin,itfell intonetherregions.”

Adonisdlithered forward wherehefound and wasabl eto grasp another free-fl oating beam. Grunting and
straining, hepulledit acrosstheir makeshift raft. Helaidit beforeRomero and mademotionsasthoughtowhittleon
it,and Romero handed him hisdagger. Adonispretended to shapeit, and thento paddlewithit.

“Uhah! Dear friend. Now youwishtohelptheGods. Thereisanold saying, that if Godwanted usto paddle
our way throughlife, hewould havehad usbornwith one-- mayhaptwo.”

Adonisgrinnedandthenwhittledinearnest.

“Consider seriously, Adonis. Didwenot wishfor land, andthe City of L ovewheremanbecomeswoman’s
servant?DidI not pray for Juli, whoisall thingstoall men?Didwenot think toseek theCity of Oldens, wherewhoever
entersmay diewhileexperiencing purepleasure?Didwenot grow weary anda soleary of our good Captain T’ Alum?
Didwenotwishtobeoff hisiniquitousship?

Adoniswaved hishandto hishead, indi cating Romerowascrazy again.

“ Anddid not God answer us?’

Now Adoniscouldnotresistlonger, for helooked upfrom hiswhittlingand, squattingandgrinning broadly,
scratchedhisrear.

161

LI

Intimethey reachedashorelinedwithsanddunesand straggly growthsasfar aseyecould scan. They entrained
andbegantheir longfootwalkinward.

Thislandwasadesert having characteristicsfar different fromtheancient and dry seabeds. Whether thesun
wasred, whiteor blue, heat | azied upward. Giant poisonousArachnidian-likebeingsattacked themrepeatedly
without considering consequences. Adonisclubbed and Romero skewered. Cycleby cycle, they weresaved by
Jonto, whojoyedinmatching speed andtemperswiththesealiendangers. Romerochidedwith: “ Attimes| believe
youswagger beforeall others.”

A plane shimmering and grey stretched before them, and so did more of the ferocious Arachnidian-like
attackers. Surrounded by ahorde, althoughthey fought well, -- but alasl Romerowasstricken, hisrightlegpuffing
upand showingthecol orsof Jonto’ sscaleswhenfluffed.

They must havewater, and they must march onward, and they must extract poi sonfromRomero’ sbody, and
they must defendthemsealves, andal themuststogether seemedtocry outinRomero’ smind, sothat hefinal ly shouted
out, with: “ Saveyourselves, Jontoand Adonis. Romerothegreatestisnomore!”

Jontospitsavagely.

AdoniscutintoRomero’ slegand sucked at bl ood and poi sonuntil hisfaceand neck andarmsand chest dripped
red.
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Romeroturned\f)al C4nd hismindwandered. Inthatwanderi ng, heviewedvillagesthat camemorefrequently
asthey marched upwardinto moretemperateclimes. For atimeheseemed towork with Adonisonfarmlands,
exchanginglabor for better and warmer clothing, eachday burningtheir tattered ragsat ahuge, leapingfire.

EverywhereRomero seemedtotravel, hiseyespeered hopefully intofacesand ol d friendssquinting back at
him. Is this Adissa? Is that one Avice? My mother? C’Lanth or T’lanth? . . . .

“Doweseeonly whatisinour minds?’ heseemedtoask Adonis. " I sthat thesecret of Juli’ sways?Orisshe
thechimeraof anOlden?’

Evenasheseemedto searchfaces, hismind sniffed out thosewho practicedwizardry and magicarts, and he
guestioned about Oldens, and about the City of Love where love might be pleasure or pain, or somewhat
indescribably betweenthetwo, and about the City of Oldenswherehad comebel oved and gentleand kindand
humblePurity?Or the Faraway L andswhencehad comehisequally bel oved andwonderousL ove.

®

They seemedtoapproachavillagewherewasgathered onadusty street: el derly menandwomenblinkingweak
eyes, youngstershuffingand pushing and shoving, somecrawling betweenlegs, youthssgueezingoneanother and
urgingeach other towardthecenter of thecommunal commotion.

Somehow they werenow riding oneof thenine-points, abubo, whichhes owed and then stopped withahand
wave.

"What isthis, Oh Servitor?' heseemedtochideAdonis."Y ouwouldstall theSinger of Souls?TheAmati?"

Adonisseemedtoreachfor hisbehind, but wascaught by Romero'squick arm. "l only tease, goodfriend. If
yousay ithasinterest, thensobeit. | shall beinterested nomatter how wefarebeneaththisblazing sun, or how boring
itbecomes."

Adonisseemedtogrinandthrust Romeroforward.

Liberally squeezed by many, athrong that pushed himabout, Romero seemed at | ast toreachavantagepoint.
Atfirst hiseyes could not make out the form, but then he seemed to haveit. With wonderment, hesaid: "An
archaeopterxy!”

"Shh!™ onecloseto him seemedtowhisper. "Weshall not beableto hear thesweet music.”

Romero'seyeswidened, for heheard no music, no sound at all, except the soft shuffle of barefeet against
poundeddirt, thedlight coughsandgruntsof silently strainingmasses.

Heseemedto sniff, whencethescent of sweet perfumesstifled hisnostrils.

Blinking, helookedagain. Itwasnoprehistorichird, but ayellow, garisharclampthat burnedbrighter thanany
of thethreesuns. Heturned hisfaceaway, theaction at onceremovingtheactinicglarefromhissenses. Daringto
peek betweenfingers, heviewedamany col ored snakewindingandtwiningupward, flickingitssingletongueinward
andoutwardjust like Jonto'sdoubletonguesflickered.

Therewasarattleand hissfromthebasket andit soundedlike Jonto'shisswhenangered. Thebasket shook.
"A master magician?' heseemedtoask.

"Shhh! Now theariabindsus, evenashisbody ascendsskyward! "

" Atleastacognoscente, abrilliant connoisseur?’

"Shhh!"

"Butl seenobodiesdrifitingonhigh, normusicdol hear."

Thelongwhitehair andblank staringeyesseemedtopeerintohis. Hecriedout: " Amati! Master! Wedidforsake
your children!”

" Shh! Now hecomescorporeal again.”

Thewhiteflood dimmedandthendarkened. Starssuddenly glitteredbrilliantly. Romerowasfacing, it seemed,
theinsideof arounded dome, perhapsaplanatarium. First wastheswirl of gal axiesbending and whipping against
oneanother asthey turned onceeachtwohundred millionor soyears, then, asthough hewerebrought closer, clusters
appeared, andthenindividual stars. Onesmall planet at theedgeof thespiral galaxy waspin-pointedinhismind,
andthenthevisionswept acrossthousandsof light years, closer tothegal actic center. Heblinked, and thewhite
sunglared harshly again. Hemurmured, "1 growtoooldfor visions, andamyet youngenoughtoenvisionlust.”
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Atexch suc%anéfI Dot him heseemedto sensethequickintakeof breath, theflushof skin, gentlegyrationsof
musclestoresponseand counter-responseascoitustravel ed throughtheassembl agelikeagentlewave, fluttering
backward and around him. Do we see only what we wish? Or what is in our minds? Are we all controlled by
an Olden? A silent, secretive, furtively hidden God of Cairema?

Adonis, with Jontoperched at shoul der, seemedto push asi deRomero. Jontowasasonescul ptedinstonework,
small eyesstaringat that placethat seemedto providehisinner security.

I shall arraign my thoughts, Romero seemed to order himself, though somewhat arrogantly, asthoughto
challengethis -- this -- thing. . . .

®

Adonisand Jonto could observetheeffectsof Romero'smindasitwanderedvacantly. Still they wouldnotgive
in. AdoniscarriedhisMaster and L ord over oneshoul der, and bashed at thecreatureswithawildfrenzy evenas
Jonto swoopedtobiteagainandagain. Asthey fought, they movedon, albeit S owly, until Adoniscould count each
step hislast, and even Jonto moved moresl owly, simply hopping when beforehe'd hopped and flownwith zest.

They stopped, for all their energy must beusedtodriveaway thepersi stent and ubi quitousinsectoids. Had not
thebeast'sindi scriminatehungersdriventhemtoeat their ownkind, thewall of deathwoul dhaveconquered Adonis
-- and perhapsalso Jontointime.

But perhapsit wasJontowho savedthemafter all, by plucking at aprobability string. Who could know, but
Jonto?

Adonissuddenly sensedavi brationthroughtheground, asthough many buboswerepoundingor marching. He
glanced upward but momentarily, perceiving Cairemas eternal message bearer, the rising dust plume that
pronounced distant bubomovementsinquantity.

Andsothey werestandingweary and bel eagueredwhennewly risenM 'K ras anhordeswereuponthem, banners
flyinghigh, bubossnifflingandjerkingandpounding, pikeswaving, potwarec angingandclonging, borchettesagleam
and broadswordsreadied.

Romerowilled shadowsandfogtoappear, whichfor amoment they did. But whenhenext willedanarroyo,
movement and the stirring clouds of thousands upon thousands seemed to rush toward them. "Bubos!" and
"M'Krasians!" heseemedtoshout wildly, flinging hisarmsand handsupward.

Thunder wasfélt, it seemedtohim, likeabeating heart through gray mist, pounding, reverberating, vibrating
throughandthrough.

Itseemedthey wereall surrounded by afortressof flailing anddying arachnoids-- and till thethunder rolled
towardthemfromthebeating feet of thousandsof Bubos.

Adonis, clubinhand, Romeroat shoul der, stood surily upondyingarachnoidflesh, whileJontotheM agnificent
guardedtheir rear, hissingandflickingtongues, then diving and drivinghomeneedl e-sharpinjectionsof poi son.

Themighty throng swept uptothem. Therewereahundredflags, thosethat had been oncedominated being
flaunted themost, includingtheancient red, whiteand blueof thelong deposed C'L anthians.

Asswest reeked outwardthroughwindingsof cl othingandbubos, andwhilebubosdlithered andjostledagainst
eachother, thethousandsof mighty sol dierssurrounded them.

Romeroseemedto hear thequi ck crail flicksand seethel ongpikesasthey seemedtodown Adonisandbat Jonto
downtotheever-present dusty soil. Hewilled hismindto changethescene, andit did.

Now herodeatop creeky wagonsthat bumped and bounced over ancienttrails. Besidehimwerethosebleeding
andbandaged, thehalt and thelame, thespoil sof agloriouswar. Stench of decaying flesh overpowered, andhe
seemedtovomit. Againhemuttered, "NoNessibush. Somethingiswrong...."

Amidst thescrapingof claw and clangor of armor, whispersof orderspassed downfromhightolow. Thenthe
swingingandfrolicing of maidenstrudged sl owly behind-- gelled-- likeawraith of dinky clothsit seemedto put
itself together inpinks, reds, browns, golds, greensandblacks. It solidified. Hewilledit away, concentratingwith
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gl eatte%liAMERlCA

Beforehimwasher!

Ji!

Shelivedandwasvibrant and moved, and seemedtoinvitehiminward.

What el secould hedo?

All elsevanished, andheseemedtostand betweentall a abaster columnsthat glinted darkly inbluelight. Seated
oncushionswasJuli, radiantly smiling, and shemotioned himto beseated, her handsall bedeckedwith bracel ets
andjewd s, her shiny goldenhair shimmeringwithequaly brilliant decorationsthat pierced gol d-flecked eyesby their
reflections. Goldrobesseemedto cover aform still soft and desireable. Her skin, likehis, wasunwrinkled and
smooth, aseptic.

" A gentleman cannot arguewith Gods--," heseemedtosay, "-- or withtheir gifts."

Shetittered, saying, "OhRomero, wherehaveyou been?l'vesearched throughtheages, and--," shefluttered
her eyelids, "-- 1 amnotagiftfrom Gods."

"Thenif youarenotagift, youmust beincarnated sati sfaction, for my inner mind dwellsonyour essence.”

He seemed to sit beside her, taking asoft hand and kissing it gently. He sought to bring himself in closer
juxtaposition but wasinstantly repul sed. Shesaid, "I did not bringyou herefor that.”

"Thenthemagicshowisyours?

Sheseemedtowant toanswer "yes" but could not. Instead, shesighed.

"ThenitistheGods?'

Her mienturned serious--for timeseemedtoflee. Sheasked, "Whereareyoufrom, Romero?What areyou,
thatyoulivewhileall el seperishes?For what doyou search?

Romeroseemedtofrown. Seldom hadhischarmfailed, or for solong. Now hethought onit, he'dbeenunable
tocontrol hisvisions, either. Hewoul d play thegame, for when oneisunabl eto control theactsof Gods, thenitis
besttorelax and permittheir play. "FromHomobirthstone," heanswered, alsosighing.

Her eyesseemedtosparkle. "Ohyes. That star, that small planet at theend of galaxy'stether.” Shetitteredagain,
adigointingexperience.

"lammale.”

"Allwholovearemale-- or femal e-- or perhapsconjoined,” sheseemedtoreply. Then, fluffing her feet beneath
small cushions, sheaskedagain: "Whoareyou?"

"l am, thereforel exist. | wander, thereforel move. | breathe, thereforel think. | am Singer of Souls, Amati the
Y ounger, Romerothepirate, ahumbleHomobirthstonianof highbirthaway fromhome.”

Shepedl ed of f her mirthwithout embarrassment. Gentlemai denscametorub her back andarms. " Sometimes
inthat poetry istruth. Now what doyou seek?

"Love," heseemedtoanswer soberly, againtaking up her dender fingerstohislips.

"Alas! Wearedipoles. | seek that whichwas."

"Only Godmay returndestiny'swhedl "

"Yes"

"ThenyouareGoddess?’

"| searchfor that, too."

"Thenour venturesshall bejoined.”

"Sheisnotlove."

"All godsarelove, evenwhenthey tear asunder their offspring. Isit nottruethat childrenaremadein His/Her
image, andalwayswasandwill be?"

"Itistrue. He/Sheiseverything." Shewaved nimblefingersand many servantsappeared, asif by roya command.
Sheordereddrink and afeast waslaid beforethem. Sweet scentsand sour spiceswafted. Hisback wasal sorubbed
by adark, buxomservitor, but hiseyesseemedtodally magnetical ly on Juli. Heasked: "How doyoumakeital come
andgo?' Heswallowedthick, whollyfillingandtasty creams.

Shesmiledenigmatically, answering: " A women'spower must remainmysterious, or her charmsevaporate.”

164
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eowed?o ha‘er superl or, althoughmundane, wisdom.
Seemingtotireof thegame, shewavedaway theservitors, andthey disappearedasif they'dbeensmokeimages

or washed-away pastel paints. Shesaid: "If weareto achievecommongoal s, wemust cometogether.”
Romeroonceagainbegantoready himself, but waspushed away roughly.

165

Thereseemedtoappear sand and agai ntheroughened rumbleof wooden cartsandtheharsh scratchingsof many
bubos.

Heseemedtobethrowndown, apainlancingthroughhislegandinto hisshoul der andarms. A comely maiden
wipedaway sweat and seemedtobringcool liquidsto hismouth, theliquidstricklingdownward asthoughhewere
aged, evensenileandincontinent.

“Juli!’” hecriedout. A coistral with sharp and gleaming blade seemedtobend over him, and hisfleshwascut
neatly. Heseemedtocry again: “ Juli!”

Sheappeared, andsaid: “1 amat theplaceof love. Loveismy place. Find meby striving harder.

Meanwhilel haveusefor Adonis.’”’

Startled, heseemedto say, “ Heisnot mine, but adear friend, acompanion. Y ou cannot havehim.’”’

Shesmiledandwaved her hand again, and all evaporated, and hefaced areumy-eyed, hairlessand skinny old
manwith shoul dersthat prodded the skies, and who squattedinthedust.

Sighssoundedaroundhim, andthethrongsseemedto bresk away. Through hisddliriumheagainmuttered: “We
seeonly ourselves.”

Romeroturned about d owly. Hecould not see Adonis. Only twolargenaked dust imprintsshowed wherehad
stood Adonis, andtherewerenotracksleading outward.

Thereumy-eyed onesittingbeforehim, withtattered burnooseandragged shawl, till stared openly intovacant
space. Romero seemedtoask: “Whoareyou?’

Theman’seyesdidnot blink. | amwhat you see.”

“Will youstoptheillusion?I cannot view Adonis.”

“Allisaluson!” Hebeganfadingd owly, until only hisfinger outlinesremained, andthenthey, too, disappeared.

There-- scrawledinthegrey dust -- wasthemessage, saying: “ Seek!” Andthis, a so, fadedinto nothingness,
assoon ashe' d absorbed itscontent.

ThoughRomero seemedtoquestionall that day, hecouldfind novillagerswhoremembered gathered throngs
atthecrossroad. I ndeed, they begantosignd at their heads, communi cating secretly tooneanother, that thisstrangely
haired onewasal sohairy of thebrain.

AsAdonisandJontostood over Romero, protecting himtheir best,asmall staturedwarrior pulled beforethem.
Hedescended and steppedinjerky motionstowardthem, evenasothersswept away insectioidsthat formedaliving
shieldaroundthem. Hewasdressedin shiny chainmail that clinked ashewal ked. Hisdark black eyes, likeround
plates, seemedtopiercethroughandthroughasthey a soglowed phosphorescently blue, thoughthey woul d not stay
inoneplace, asif they, likehisextremities, dancedwith pal sy.

Adonis, fatiguedtothepointwheresma | signalsgloomily loomedforemost, notedthat their captor’ sarmsand
legstwitchedandmovedrandomly hither andthither. TheM’ Krasiansaid: “ | amP teron, Handler of L egionsixteen.
What manner of fighting manwoul d crossthesenether regions? Wherenonebut whol el egionsmay safely travel 7’

Adonisrested Romero’ sfeverishbody at hisfeet and wiped dripping sweat from hisown reeking body.

Jonto crawled atop Romero’ sstill shoulder, and closed oneset of eyelids.

Adonissaid: “Wefoughtto protect my Master and L ord, for hewasstrickenmany hoursago.”

P’ teron turned completely about, and then swivel ed back, and he shouted an order that trooperswereto
continuekeeping at bay the Arachnidian-likeattackers and al sothat ridersshoul d go out and searchfor troopers
behind Adonis. Hecould not believethat twolonemen-- evenwiththeir strangeandfuriousbird-lizard-- would
tacklethiswildwilderness.
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enthe negatlvereport cameback, Adoniswasrested. HewascleaningbloodfromRomero’ slegandfrom
himself. P teronasked: “Why bother?’

Andthenhecommanded: “L eavethat one, andcome.”

“I’ll notleavemy Lordand Master. I’ mboundto him by cordsstronger thanany madefrom stickleweed.”’

‘Gah! Heisstrickenandwill soondie.”

Jonto hissed, flicking out tonguesand openingall eyelids, and heparroted: “ Romero Greatest!” alsojumping
upon thelargest carrionpiletosay it.

Adonisseized onthequip, andalso madethesaying.

P teronargued, but moresoftly, saying: “Hediesanyway. NonesurvivedesertL’lapsian’ ssting. Alsohe’ slost
muchblood.”

“Still hecomes.”

Adonis, rememberingtheformer customof thelong-ago C’ Lanthians, andthinkingthat M’ K rasiansmight honor
smilar customs--for customsdieharder thanmen-- heshrewdly asked: “Isitnot sothat | may challengeany, thereby
winningfreeplaceamongyou?’

P teron, still twi stingandjittering and hopping about, nodded agreement. Thinkingto settlethematter at once,
hecalledout, saying: “B’ ster. Comeforthwithyour pike. Wehaveachallenger.”

Thereappearedtobelittlecontest-- Adonisbeingstrong, large, virtual ly perfect, hissmaller opponent carrying
degenerateplasmafromfaulty molds.

Adoniscautioned Jonto not tointercede, and then he skewered threeinarow who, risinglike swaggering
barbarianstothisnovel challenge, had volunteered al sotofight with borchetteor broadsword.

Asmany ascould be spared fromimmediate encirclement duties-- that isthekilling of ever-present and
attackingL’ lapsian’ s-- gathered about. It soonbecamecl ear to Adonisthat thesewerehonest, bravemenwho’s
dominategoal wasthat of bravado, and either to conquer or beconquered, and that they held noanimosity for the
winner, rather, hol dingtheundefeated upfor highrewardsandrank.

They shoutedinfavor of thistired, giant of amanwho could soeasily best their best, and of fered safepassage,
whichincludedRomero.

Soit cameto passthat thoughitwasnotalso Adonis' life sgoal, hewasassigned asascout, beingforthrightly
torepresent their Legionwithtroopersnow readyingto besiegetheCity of Love.

Romero-- with Jonto hopping andfluttering nearby -- of course, wasprovidedfor.

WhenRomero’ sfever brokeat last, Jontowasstaringinto hiseyes. Weakly Romerolooked around. Hewas
lying on soft stickleweed clothsins deatent madeof thesamecloths. A young mai den behind hishead waswiping
sweat from hisbrow. Dust billowedinfromthedoorway, evenasasmall warrior strodeinward. Romero’ svoice
waveredasheasked: “Itistruethen?M’Krasians?’

Chainmail clinked, and dark black eyessurveyedthetent, glancing hither andthither aswith pal sy, beforethey
lightedonRomero’ spuzzled countenance. “ Ahhal Hewakens. Out stinkweed. Out.” Thesmall onewavedatthe
mai den, hishandtwitching and shaking, evenasheminced and pranced backward andforward.

Jonto swiveled about but did not hissor otherwiseappear disturbed, so Romerorel axed, laying hishead back
agan.

“lamP teron, Handler of L egion Sixteen, andresponsiblefor you.”

“M’Krasan?’

“Always.”

Romerosighed.” That part of my dreamwasthentrue.” Heturned back tothethick clothandlookedat hisleg.
A deep scar ran upward and downward fromankletothigh.

“L’lapse, terror of thedesert, my friend,” P’ teron spit whenheexplained. “ Thewonder ishow you andyour
stalwart companion survived. Nothing short of alegion can crossthesewastel andswithout fallingtoL’ lapsians
poison, for they fear not death or pain, and attack always.”” Whilespeaking P teronmovedfromsidetoside, and
sometimesevenspunonhisheal. “Until now, I’ veknownnonetosurvivetheir mark.”’
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yrlen8 K‘%nlscﬁWherelshe’Hsheallrlght’?’

Heisfitand servesuswell, withhonor and dignity.”’

SquattingbesideRomero, P teronleaned forward. Hisblueeyeswerepi ercingand di sc-shape, reminding of
certainlizards. They seemedtoblazewiththeir own blue-green phosphorescence, asthough deep seaal gaewere
buriedinside. Hisbrowsweresmoothandhisfaceoval, nearly perfectly rounded. Hereandtherewereseen small
scars, but noevidenceof Ness ibushrepair lines. Hewasijittery, asthough hardly ableto containanervousdisorder
that madehimtwichandjumpandturnabout.

Romero sought torise, but found hewastooweak. Hemusteredasmile, andsaid: “ Tell meabout Adonis.”

P teronleaned backward and stretched, and then hejumpedto hi sfeet and then squatted again. All thewhile
behavingthudly, hesaid: “WewouldhaveleftyouasL’|apsiancarrionhadyour friend not told usthat youwere
greatest. L’ lapsians, youknow, liveonnothing but stickleweed and air -- unlessthey tastethelingering odor of red
bloodintheair, after whichthey gowildand congregatetogether, eachvyingwiththeother totastebl ood. Eventhis
one,’”’ P teron pointed at thetongue-flickering Jonto“ spokethewordfromatop your sickened body.

“Wequestionedfurther, anda soput your friendtotest, finding hisfighting prowessincomparable. Well, now
--"" P'teronstretched out small handswiththreefingersand onehandwithten, and thenheclutched at hischest,
“--weM’ Krasiansdoadmirefightingspiritandwill wintheworldfor it soon. Whenyour friend taught lessonsto
our best, wecoulddonolessthanlisten.‘ Heal thisone,” hesaid,‘ and hewill begreater, for RomeroistheGreatest’.”

Romero shook hishead, saying, “ Hesaid all that? Adonisspokeat suchlength?”’

“ Adonisspeakswell. Comenow, wemust strengthenthat | eg. Exercisefor several days, andthenwe' |l see.
Heh?’

167

Theywereencampedamidstadesertwheredeadly L’ |apsescouredand scourged. A thousandmeninP teron’s
legionweresafe, but aroundtheencampment wasformedaring of deadly life-forms. Duringredtheir insectoid
corpsespiledhigh, andat blue, whether warmor col d, they werecarried of f by thesamebrai nl essinsectoi dsasfood.

Romerostooped andleaned on P teron’ sshoul der asthey marched back andforthreviewingtroopsinsidethe
encampment. Thinkingback toformer C’ Lanthiansandtheir eternal border warswithM’ Krasians, heat that time
discernedlittledifferencebetweenthetwobl oodtribes. Now, athousandand morestrong, they stood at stiff military
attention, genetically disfigured, short of stature, quick of temperment. Their great-grandfatherswerenol essfearless,
Romeromused, but they hadtheNess'ibush, andhomel ands. Thesearedi sfranchi sed, disfigured childrenwhose
goa swerethrust uponthemthroughtheir parentsanditisnothing short of worlddomination, ineffect, tobemaster
of desertsand mountai nsand seas, but especially alsotobemaster of otherswhoarejust aspathetically bornas
themselves. What wastheold saying?* TheBlindshall leadtheBlind!"’

Fromtimetotimehethought he’ dfound oneor two M’ Kras ansthat appeared wholeand normal . Oncloser
inspectionor study hewouldlearnthat something differed, perhapsonearmwasshorter, or bothtoo short, or that
anul ceration bledfromonespot, or that eyecolorsdiffered, or that onecould not walk correctly. They are like
descending spirals. The parents begat worsened children, and their children worsened. Where shall it end?
Am I towitness Cairema’s death in the birth of genetically unstable uni-cells, a protoplasm that by necessity
must shrink back into radioactive debris?

P teron’ snervousdisorder that caused himtojerk and shudder andtwitchinnoway lost himrespect. Just as
theexpectationthat eachwasuniqueanddifferentinone’ sownway wasacommonality, soRomero’ shair brought
himintotheirfold. Real differences, of course, weremeasured by fighting abilities, and Romero’ smeasurewould
soon bemade.

Romero strengthened, hislong, livid scar recedingto palepink.

Small childrenfoll owed behindtheir short-statured heroes, learning and being guidedintofull legion status.
Y oung girlsmadethemsel vesavail abl efor burni shing and sewing and sharpening and other gentleuses.

“Wearebut atiny number of thosewhocal themsalvesM’ Krasian,” P teronproudly explained. “ Our numbers
increaseinanaccel erated manner.”
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Romerowasdi s“tﬂurbeém ththelanguage, finaly concludingthat P teron, whowascertainly asignorant of formd
anddi sciplinedthought asany of Cairema sbarbarians, wasdescribingageometrical ascendancy. Heasked:
canyoufeed somany?Theremust beanupper boundary tofood suppliesthat limitsnumbers.”’

Hoppingandturningabout, P teronsaid, “ Comewithme, tothelady’ stents.”

Romerohad paidlittleheedtothese, thelargest and most col orful, although now and then he’ d noti ced that
stickleweedsand other burnabl etrash had been carried therein. Oncehethought he’ d seenawagon|oad of dead
L’ lapsiansbrought there, but knowing they wereutterly poisonousinevery respect, and al sounburnabl e, he’' d
concluded he’ dbeenmistaken.

Insidewasan Olden, ashiny silver cylinder that opened and cl osed anequally shiny doorway withregul arity.
Swesting mai densand childrenwerehustling about pi cking up stickleweedsand other plantswith spiny growthsand
stuffingthemintothedoorway that opened and closed.

Onechildcarelessly floppedinwardalonel’ lapsiancarcass.

A wagon, crooked and creeking, wasbacked uptothe Oldenthroughatent flap, whenceround, whitecakes
droppedfromtheOldenand weretaken and nicely packed.

“Come,” P teronmotionedwithashakingarm.“ Tastethis.”

Romerobit, and remarkedwith surprise, saying, “ Why thisisof thesameflavor andtextureasour meals.”’

Our fathersdiscovered alargecacheof these Ol dens, at onceguessing their valuefor our legions. Now each
legion of athousand hasone. Asyou see, almost anything placed at oneend comesout asfood at theother.”’

“Thereareindeed Godson Cairema,” Romerowhispered, meanwhilethinking: Oh Adonis, my friend. Here
is magic transformation. A cornucopia for the masses. We stiffle it with stickleweed and L’lapses and Lo!
sweetbreads for a mindless war machine.

P teronexplainedthat A donishad been sent withadifferent thousandtotakeafamouscity calledtheCity of
Love. Hegrumbled, saying: “ Soonmessengersshouldarrivewith newsof victory. They arelate.”

®

Oneday P teron skippedinto Romero’ stent and threw downafamiliar andwel comeobject, saying: “Take
thislittlemetal thread, and seeif Adonis wordsaretrue.”

Jonto scrambled upthescabbardasRomerowithdrew hisoldfriendfromit,and Romeroquipped: “Ah,there
aretwothingsaman cannot dowithout, and both arelong and pointed.”’

P’ teron peeled off gales of mirth at thejest, inviting Romero to test hissword’ spoint first, and with any
swordsmanof hischoice.

“1 don’ tunderstand. | schoicesignificant?’

“Surely youjest again. Know youthat whomever you best isplaced at your foot, until your permanent place
isfound?’

“My swordisdeadly, asisthat of any sword of your legion. Without Ness' ibush, how canthedead al sosit at
one sfoot?’

P teronscratched evenashetwirled, seeingtheobviouslogicof Romero’ sargument. Then, throwingopen
shiveringhands, heexplained: “1thasalwaysbeenthudly. How el sedoesonefind positioninlife?’

Romerowhipped histhin bladeback and forthand bent kneesand strai ghtened them, unlimberingandtesting
weakenedmuscles. Thenhesaid: “Dear friend, P teron. Thereisnoway | canpick, for I’ venot seentheir prowess.
Perhapsyou should pick for me, and besureheisthebest.”’

“Then, my friend, it mustbeme.”

Romerowasobligedtosally forthwherethey weresurrounded by thundering shouts, and thosewhowoul d
makesidebets, thefavors, of course, on P teron.

P’ teronwaved about hislong, curved blade.

Romero specul ated that P’ teron’ snervous condition so confused opponentsthat they becamebefuddi ed.
Reminding himself topermit hisconditioningtofoll ow accordingto proper rules, no matter what motionsP teron
might awkwardly make, or hemight deliberately make, Romerolunged, testing hisopponent. P teronwasquick,
butsmply nomatchat al for Romero’ sskill whereaccumul ated body wisdomandwhol enessand superior training
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%Slﬂ tingfrom %ﬁgr?e%\rsaswel | aslongevity onCairema. InsecondsRomerohad P teronunarmed, andasharp

point at histhroat. Hiseven, whiteteeth gleamed when heasked: “Whendoesthegameend, friend P’ teron?’

“If youthrust,itisover,” P terongasped, still shiveringasthoughwithanague.

“Andifl don’'t?’

“I mustdoyour bidding.”

“Andif | choosenottolead?’

“Wearefriends, your placebesideme.”

Romero sheathed hissword and stepped grandly back to bequi ckly surrounded by otherswho clapped and
shoutedand milledabout them, fortheM’ Krasians, just liketheformer C' Lanthians, didsoloveagoodandfair fight!
LIV

Torwasacrude, ugly, grossly distorted humanwhoseteethins sted ongrowing sothat hemust alwaysnibble
at something. Hewal ked steadly during blue, desiringtoridhimself of hisdavecargofor aproper price, at aparticular
place.

Theclink and clank of chainsechoed hollowly asthey plodded steadily up steep declivities, windingupand
around aweathered road that had generated powdered dust for such feet during past untold generations.

Night Gaawls, thosesneaky and cowardly mammaliangliders, wereoutinclusters, andthey circledsilently
overhead, ready at any moment totaste bl ood.

Crack of double-tailedcrail resoundedloudly, and often. Gah! Y oumi serableanimals. Movesharply. Up! Up!
Watchthat stone, it’ sloose. Get that thirdlegmoving!””’

Theharanguecamefrom T’ empi, brother of T’ or, and amiserably small creaturewhoselower body more
closely resembled af our-legged animal thanthat of ahuman’ s, andal so, accordingto somewho’ dclaimedtohave
seenit, heal so had asecond mouth with proper teeth on oneof thelegs.

T or spit out splinters of rank stickleweed. He searched with reddened eyesfor another stick along the
perpendicular cliffways. Hewasana most irresi stabl egiant with muscl esthat bul ged frombothlong, hard useand
sel ectivegeneti cs. Grinning sothat hissharpenedteeth overlapped|likethedesert roten, hepermitted hissmall brain
to again count profitsfrom hisstraggly, chained human crop. T’ or wasadiligent slave-master who worked
throughout cycles, and had plenty of food, and seldom abstained fromanything hedesired. During hiswaking
periods, whichwasusually blueandred, certainhormonesmounted, nay, surged, until hemust either claw himself
into bloody piecesover thefrustrationof it, or hemust rel easethetorrent.

Hehadn’tbeenlikethat beforevisitingtheCity of L ovewhere, after paying out much of hisstolengold, hewas
permitted entry into erotic secretsthat even now caused thecl osest thingto spiritual thoughtinhismindwhenever
they forced themsel vesto hisconsciousattention. Hecould not haveexplainedit for helackedtheimagination,
vocabulary, andintelligence. What they’ d doneisstimul ated hi snervoussystem by meansof asecret Olden sothat
theneural network wasincapabl eof workingfrommoment tomomentinanormal fashion. Moreaccurately, from
asubjectiveviewpoint, it brought to bear agai nst hiswholebeing statesof pleasureand pain sointensethat they
together transcended s mplesensory impul ses.

Later, whenall goldwasgone, he' ddiscoveredthat hisbody had taken ontherhythm. Hewasbl essed -- nay
-- cursed -- withasexual need that transcended thehuman state. Each and every four hoursitrequiredrel ease, a
terminationof imbalance,

T’ or studiedthestrugglingline. Of thetwenty-four bound ankletoanklewithcrudeleggings, only four were
female. He' d beenthrough each morethan oncefromredtored. Hetightened lips, taughtened facial muscles,
sguinted and puzzl ed throughtheimmediateproblem: The small midget with orange eyes andpale skin, her cloak
blowing wildly because of strange, new breezes gusting about? The thin, lanky, more nearly bony female with
odd protrubances about her head and eyes, and a third flipper? The squat almost spherical one that huffed
and puffed loudly during the slightest conversation or speech? The three-legged female who had to be held
upright throughout the process?

Forjustamoment hissmall thoughtstwingedwithregret at paying hisgoldintheCity of Love. Then, likeone
drug-hooked, which hewas, hiseyesgleamed, and heagai n began counting profits. They’ dbuy thenew slaves,
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So beit.

T’ or washot sufficiently bright towonder about theusestowhichtheseforl orn piecesof humankindwouldbe
placed. OnCairemamost everywhered aveswerecommoditi esto bebought and sol d, tobeusedandthrownaside
whenusedup. To Tor femal ed aveswereconveniences, four hour necessities.

Tumescencebeganagaininsmall, jerky momentscomingtoahard, painful peak.

Faceandloinsflushedhotly.

Had heresi sted evenfor minuteshi sgiant body woul d havetwisted back andforth, musclesspasming, sothat
he’ dbegintopushinandout whilehismind andemotionspainfully churned, churned, churned, anddl lightsbecame
maddeningly red.

Heheldup clawing hands. Thetwenty-four responded automatically, sooftenhadit happened. Somehungtheir
heads, whileotherssimply stared blankly away fromthedirectioninwhichitwoul d happen.

T’ or,nolonger abletoholdhimsalf, clawedthecl osest, thesmall femal emi dget withorangeeyesand pal eskin,
and shecriedloudly whenhisforceandthrust toreat partially heal ed scars, and blood oozed and thentrickled
downward.

Atfirstthisyounglady hadfought every inchand had been dragged screaming, until shefoundhowfutileitall
wasagainst thisterriblestrength, equal tothat of dozens.

Hewasanimal, pureanimal.

Hethrustintoher and continuedthrustingtirelesdy, paying noheedtothoseoneither side, but concentrating
ononesingle, solitary achievement for themoment.

Whenit came, shewasinterriblepain, sothat not eventearswouldrel ease.

“Gaaaah!” terminatedtheorgy.

Releasebrought normality, al ow, cunning, animalisticcontai nment of energies. Hewiped hishandson hisdirty
cloak and strodetotheline’ shead and waved them onward, beginning agai n another phaseof theterribletrek.

170

Many cycleshad passed sincel olawastheBlueGoddess. Duringthat period she’ d seen skiescloud over and
hadfeltthepressof risingwindsagai nst exposed flesh. Eventheheat of whitewascool ed morefrequently by true
cloudshadows, and bluecameincreasingly colder. Threetimesshe' d beenpelted by raindrops, eachtimealonger
periodandwith bigger drops.

Inthedistanceahead of her, acrossanother stretch of sandy desert, rosetheCity of Lovewithshiningdomes
and pinnaclesand other geometriesthat madeup api cturesquea most poeticwhole.

Magentastrengthened. A keeningwind scooped up dust particlesfromthepathway she' dfollowedalonga
spiny ridge. Shepulled her hood closer to her eyes, tightened her cincture, and waited withthepatienceof age, the
wisdomof anOlden.

AsT’ or’ scolumnapproached, her shadow strengthened. Now shecoul d seethoseenchai ned stumblingunder
thedoublecrack of crail, and sheshuddered, her heart quickeningwithpity.

Her shadow formed. Contacting her skinat wrist, forearm, ankle, thigh, breast and head, weresparklingand
colorful jewels. Anextremely fine-weaved and black robetrail ed fromshoul derstotheground, whereit foldedand
coiled. Her feet glistened and sparkled. At her bald head wasapl ateof silver, cuppedtosize, and alsoembedded
withbrilliant gems. Except for thesilver cap, al el sewasboundtogether by beatengold.

Her eyeswerenarrow, and both of themwerered. Smooth featuresindicated her youthful age, and sheal so
movedwithcorrespondinglithesomeness, ananimd vitality.

L oladidikedthisshadow. Shesenseditsintensenarcissism, and sheconcludedthat themal ethat had formed
thisshadow wasconfused by it and perhapseventotally dominated, nay, conditioned by it.

T’ or chewedhisstickscrudely, and plodded upto L ola. Atlast henoticed her features. Hespit out amasti cated
stickleweedandgrinnedvacuoudy, saying: “ Gah! Theempressherself!”

Had hebeen brighter hemight havequestioned theshadow, knowingthat theCity of L ove’ sempresswasover-
protected, andwoul d not ventureinto empty wil dswithout hundredswho coul d sweepintoevery crevicesearching
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Lola sshadow smiledback. It commandedwithaforthright and penetrating stare.

T’ or hung hishead, for hecould not meet her eyes, just ashe’ d beenunableto dothefirst time.

Lolaintuitively sensed danger, but could not determineitsnatureor source.

She asked the Olden-who-was-not God: What is the danger?

No answer.

Scavengersscreeched and swooped upward, swinging highoverhead asthey fought over thecarcassof some
unidentifiabledesertanimal. For justamoment L olathought thedead animal’ sstench had passed them. Thenshe
wrinkled her nosewiththediscovery that thefoul odor camefrom T’ or, himself. T’ or, thedolt, wasthick-tongued.
Sheat last asked: “What doyou here?’

T’ orwavedat thedaves, saying,“ Y our highness, myfirstvisitbroughtgold. | bringyoud avesonthis, my second
vigt.”

Haughty and remote, L ola sshadow asked: “ Andwhat dowewithsuch?’

Thegiant shook hispuzzled head. Thetimefor tumescenceapproached. T’ or’ smind, a ready miniscule, must
now struggle through every moment toshedhisrigidity. Dareheinfront of thequeen?Never beforehad hetaken
timetoask suchaquestion.

Hiseyeshad begunto bulgewiththeeffectsof hisdelay, and hestarted totwist and turn. Hecroaked out a
horrendous* Gah!” andwithout another single, solitary civilizingthought, hisanimated body reachedfor Lola's
shadow, whencehecruelly helditandthrust and thrust and thrust, until itsfinal autonomicrel ease.

L olacouldnot describeit asrapebecauseher primary missionwasto collect spermatozoonsfor viability tests.
But how elsecould T’ or’ sanimal actionbeclassified?

TheOlden-who-was-not-God had a ready reportedthespermasnon-viable, and L olawasrising, dustingsand
andsiItandwiping away excessfluidsbeforethelight of sanity hadreturnedto T’ or’ seyes.

Now hewasawareof what he’ ddone, andtowhom, and hescurried quickly behind rockscl oseby and hulked
down, expecting at any moment that thequeen’ sguardswoul d soonunleashanunmerciful wrath.

Lola sshadow laughed cruelly and harshly, whichfact made T’ or shiver withvagueflickering memories
collected duringmomentsof unconsci ousnesswhil ehewasbei ng soefficiently conditionedonhisformer visittothe
City of Love. Shesaid: “Now youareinthecontractilecondition, shall wecontinueour conversation?’

LXI

TheCity of Love' squeentwisted nervously upon her throneof puregold. Inadditiontojewel sand gold and
slver decorations, and her finely spunclothsthat al so sparkled beneath Ol denlights, asamatter of consuetude, that
is, custom, shealsoworeasmall swordat her side, a beit therewasnonethat did not recogni zeher power and might,
and her ability tosignal servantswho couldwieldaterribleand swift power should needarise.

Mirrorsof anunnatural depth, perhapscaptivesof space’ sdepths, linedevery part of thehallways, asital so
didmany other roomsinthisgraciouscity. Thecity’ swealth couldnot alonebemeasured by goldandsilver and
preciousstones, for thoseitemswereof rel atively recent value. Thecity wasasel f-contained Oldenwhosesole
purposenow wastosatisfy carna love. Norecordremainedtellingof thecity’ soriginal purpose, nor what themany
uniquedevicesand chemical sweresupposedto beusedfor or against. Thosewho dominatedthecity throughout
thousandsof yearswould not havecared, inany case, for their new cultural patternwasset beforethemby some
personor personslong deceased.

Thecity wasa souniqueinthat itsperpetua ly manufactured chemica's,oncommand, coulda sobeturnedloose
outsideinthebarren desertways, thereby providing akind of invincibleprotectionlikeno other city on Cairema.

Thousandsfromcycletocycletraveledtothefabled City of L ove. Few had not heard of itsmystical, magical
abilitiestobringtothesensesaburning pleasurebeyond Cairemianvocabul aries. Inthisocean of power andwedl th,
thismeccafor males, T’ aminahaggledwith her servants, thoseburly and completemenwhoseevery moment of
pleasure, d egpingor waking, wasat T' amina sfinger tips. Shesnapped, orderingwith: “ Seetoitthed avesarenot
contagious, L’ marck! I’ ll havenohealinglinesagain.”’

L’ marck bowed hishead andbacked away, eyeswidened and heart thumping with pureconditioned adul ation.
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Another wi Fh thesamestanceand mel n, thesamedress, immediately strodebriskly beforeher and knelt.
“Riseand speak, Oh T’ ent,” shecommanded.
“Reportsthat M’ K rasiansweredefeated wereuntrue, your highness. Evennow they areat our passes. Itissaid
they’ vecometoraizethecity.”’

“Youarewitless,” sheansweredwith completescorn. “ Doyounot know that the City of Loveisforever?’

Theofficer, crestfallen, madetoleave.

“Stay! Givetoyour inquisitorsafreenight, andfor yourself -- hmmm! -- youmay haveasavebeforeher -
-hmmm! --training.”’

Dedlighted, theofficer | ft.

T’ amina shaughty laughter reboundedfrommirrortomirror. “ Untrainedwomanweskenmen,”’ sheexclaimed.
“Malesaresuchwitlessfools!”

Scattered around her werefemal es, but nonedressed asbrilliantly asshewas.

They all listenedwithrapt attention.

“Men!” shegpat. “ Givethemtoysandalittleapproval and stimulatetheir pleasurecentersandthey become
trained buzzbirds, ready towheel andaight wherever commanded.’”’

®

L"marck followed hisqueen’ scommand -- actually L ola'sshadow -- entering at thelowest level, asilver-
sheathed barrier beforethecontaminated cavernswhichwereevenlower. Thisno-man’ sland wasdangerousfor
singleguards. Humanmongtrositieshidingherefought likegiant rotens, using nail sandteethand, assomeof themore
imaginativeguardsclaimed, withtheir poi soned breath. Guardsdidenter fromtimetotimetorout out sSkulkerswho
had escapedfromlovegardensabove.

Alsobelowthesilver-sheathed barrier wered avequarters, amisnomer, for all except theunhumble T’ amina
weredaves, menandwomenwhosewill must besolely at her pleasure; andif truthwereknown, T’ aminahersel f
wasaslavetoher mind’ sfalsemirrors.

L’ marck warily skulked a ongthemazeof alleysand courtslinking and separating hovel s, twenty stalwarts,
armor clinkingand clanking, protectivebootsclacking at hissideand behind.

I nsidethisdungy |abyrinthwered avesgathered and shrouded by shadows, filthand oozing stench seepingfrom
theporesof age-weathered rock whichwasal sotheCity of L ove’ sancient foundation.

T’ or -- crude, ugly, agrossy distorted humanwhoseteethins sted ongrowingtoofast sothat hemust constantly
nibbleat something -- squatted hugely near hismiserabl eofferingsof twenty-four daves. L’ marck spottedhimand
bellowed: “What do you here, miserabledesert scum?Know you that morethan ascoresearchfor you at the
commonentrance?Answer! What doyou here?’

T’ orrose, towering over theangry officer, parting hisoverlongandnewly sharpenedteeth, amostasmile, and
hegrumbled: “Her highnessmet withusinthedesertanddirectedthat | followthelower trailstodoher bidding.”’

“Who?’

“Herhighness, T'amina.”

Momentarily puzzled--for L’ marck had never faced audaci ousnessexcept fromthe Queen -- hepaused and
then, knowing noother command, ordered: “ Takeand bind himwell, hetoyswith our good Queen’ sname.”

T’ or, agiantwithdisciplined musclefar inexcessof thecombinedforcesfacing him, rose, readying himself for
struggle, whenjust then histumescent periodflooded hisbei ng. Seekingtoendtheaffray beforehisowntampered
biology held sway, hecrouched andjumpedat L’ marck, armswidely outspread.

Oneof theguardscatapaulted acapsul ethat expl oded over himevenwhilehewasinmid-air. Thecapsuleburst
open, sheddingfinefilamentsthat reachedfor, and spread over T’ or’ sbody, hol ding eachtightly corded muscleas
firmly asthoughhewereaninsect embeddedinopagueplantresins.

BesidesT’ or’ smighty muscles, histumescencehad a soreached apogeeinlengthand thickness, and soit, too,
wascoveredand stayedby filaments, aswerehi steeththat ins sted ongrowing, but now could not against the Ol den
layering.

Had hebeenfreetofollow hisnatural and manufactured naturehewoul d bethrusting, thrusting accordingto
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meﬁthat SNep'\flgl%ng thenervepathwaysandinto strai ning but now non-responding muscl es.

Alas!

Andalsoashischemistry functioned, sodidtheinternal cageof hisinner sensesof horrors.

L’ marck, knew nothingof T’ or’ sinterna drama, andwould not havecaredinany event. Heplacidly ordered:
“Seetonew arrivals. They must befreeof diseasebefore T’ amina sdisposition.”

173

Contiguousto T’ or’ splight, and guided by Oldenmapwaysthat ins sted onburstingopeninsdeof Lola smind
-- shewasstill shadowing T’ amina-- L olahad al ready found her way throughthecity’ ssilver floorwaysabove.
All bowedbeforeher, and stepped asidewith great deferencetowait on her shadow’ spassing.

T’ aminahad not risento power and stayedtherewithout careful attentiontoher backside. SoasL ola sshadow
royally moved -- sweptwouldbeabetter word -- fromlevel tolevel, reportsof her unguardedtrek at last reached
T’ amina, who becamefuriousat theobvioudy fal segoss pand apparent deceptions. By thetimeL olahad reached
her goal -- asmall room besidethecity’ spower source-- aplacea sounknownto T’ amina-- T’ aminahadfound
her Oldenviewer, adevicesuchthatit couldidentify and follow anyoneins deor reasonably near theCity of Love.

L olaformedthethought that caused thedoorway to slideback, whencedust swept upward and di sappeared
andall wasagainshiningclean. Thedoorway closedwithout asound, and T’ amina simageflashed brightly across
awall that wasal sotheroom’ sfar side. Shewaspurplingwithfury, now that she’ dviewed theimposter, and she
lashedoutwith: “Y oudarepretendtothehighest?That youareme?Dareyouwa k my domainsguisedinmyimage!”
T’ aminasputtered, nearly incoherentwithroyal rage.“Why --I'll -- I’ [ --!”

Shepounded at thearmrestsof her throne.

Atthesametimeloudbuffetingshad comefromL ola sentranceway where T’ amina ssoldierssought tobreak
through.

L ola sbubblememorieshad already reassuredthat entrancewoul d not begained. But neither could L olaleave
of her ownaccord-- besides, her dutieswereincomplete. What shall I do ? sheasked the Ol den-who-was-not-
God.

Helper discriminates.

“Acarpus! Acelph! Gah!”

The pounding at thedoor sounded|ouder, addingtothedinof T'amina sparanoicdiatribe. AndasLola’s
memory bubblesfloated moreeasily of |ate, shepermitted themtoriseonceagaininsearch of anythingthat might
help.

Ah! Shefoundhowtoturnoff T’ amina shasty image, whichshedid, lsopreventing T’ aminafromviewing her.

Sheal sobecameL olaagain, shadowing herself: petiteand comely, dark, long hair trailing, black-eyed and
dender.

Ah! The faraway vision. The controls are no different than used by the long-ago, stern faced Inspector.

Whenshe dviewedall about theCity of L ove, sheeasily locatedtheM’ K rasianhordes, for they werenumerous
andabout toadvanceontheCity of Love. A memory bubblethrust upward, warning of doom, achemical baththat
wouldleaveskel etonsinstead of bravewarriors.

Harsh crunching soundsmingledwith occasional clatteringscamefromthedoorway.

L olaexcitedly shifted control stofocusbetter. Suddenly her heart thumped and shecould not hel pbut exclaim
aloudwith: “Itishe! -- Y es! Adonis, my mighty cythetic, my husbandand son! Why -- hisleftarmiswhole! He
isalivel Heiswholeagain!”’

Y esl TherewasAdonis! Mighty hewed, chain-mailed, wiel ding broadswordinwideswingingarcsagainstthe
Queen’ sadvance, andteasi ng her guards withmighty, deadly strokes.

L olahad difficulty sortingthrough her memory bubbl esstuffedthereby her Cairemeanmentor, but atlast, during
oneof Adonis' respites, Lolafoundaway to project her imageand her shadow now stood easily before Adonis.
Her projectionsaidquickly: “I comebeforeyouasanimage, dear Adonis. Thereisnotimefor greetingsandfine
words. Y oumust flee! Thesedesertsareto bewashedwithadeadly poison. Quickly. Comewithme!’”’

LVI
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Romeroand Ag'onl Shad separately recelved ordersthat they must jointhemainforcesconverging ontheCity
of Love. Adoniswouldbeinthefirst attackingwave, Romerointhesecond.

Tentswerefolded and Bubosbrought scompingforward. Even these beasts are smaller, Romeromused, as
thebustlingcampbecamemobile.

Numerouslegionsstirred adust that darkened each sun, andthey marchedinalinethat followedacyclefrom
red and back to red again, so many were onthe move.

Jontorodeatop Romero’ sshoulder, regally surveyingall movements, tonguesflickeringinwardand outward.
Thebubo, havingbeenamongtheM’ Krasiansall itsdays, wassowel | trained that it followed footstep by footstep
behindanother at constant pace. Clip and clop of hugefootnailspounding at silting dust forced thechoking powder
toriseagainandyetagain.

Romero placed acloth at hismouth to screen dust out, and that, too, was soon bl ack-laden.

Adonis, with hisownthousand, rodeasthough of royalty, aregal giant out of timeuponthelargest bubo. He
was chain-mailedwith clackingbroadswordat hisside.

Every now andthenhe d pull out hisdangerousweaponandwaveit onhighattheM’ Krasianhordes,andhe'd
shout their battlecry. Thosewhorodeal ongsidewould grinandwaveand thunder onward.

He dagaintakentogrowingasmall, bristly moustachebeneathhisnose, justlikeRomero’ s, and now andthen
he' dlightly strokeit.

Now they had crossedthe plainsand roseover and about foothills. Now they crossed asharpravinechisled
by e ementslongabsent, seepwall sformingacollageof ancientlayerswhosestoriesmight never beread. Now they
clumpedonhigher, wherethedreaded L’ lapsedid not dwell.

Tiredand sweaty guardiansthat circledthemall for protectionagainst themillionsof deadly L'apsians were
broughtinandexchangedfromtimetotime.

Now they strodeever higher, followingabout footpathsand chisled waysby nativeslong unknown, apart of
that prehistory that would never again beread.

Upandupthey went, andthen downagain. Now they crossed adifferent desert, with gentlebreezeswafting
and cooling, withsmall poolswheregrew greenery andwhereeven hordessuchasthesecouldrest andreplenish
their stores.

They climbed upward again, tugging and pushingto helpeach other over rocky andwildridges. They stopped
topeer outward, aseachreached aparticular ridgelinewheretheview wasterrifyingand beautiful.

“ItisanOldencity!” Romero softly whisperedto Jontowhen hereached that place.

Far away and down, glimmering brightly inevery hueeveninthepresenceof blue, stoodacity whoseevery
appearance from afar made the heart throb. It must have been designed by musicians as well as artistic
engineers, Romero specul ated withwonderment.

Buildingby buildingwasintegrated andwovenintothefabricof thewhol e, sothat if eachwereanote, each other
embellished andreinforcedthat note, until wholechordsand thenthewhol e piecewasseenasone.

“Thesebarbarianswill sack it, thisbeautiful City named after Love, andnomorewill it shout agape.’’

Now they had surroundedthecity, andthosewho commanded| egionsmetinflickeringfireightsthat each squad
lighted assoon asrel eased fromranks. When asked by someoneunseen, "How goesit?' Another unseen shouted
loudly: “Wehavelost threelegionsthusfar. Unlesswelearnhow they havedied or wherethey’ vebeentaken |
must commitall remainingtobattleat once!™”’

“Notso, U'rity,” rebuffedamilder voice. * That way will endanger all.

Romerosmiled. “ Apparently L oveal so hasteeth, good Jonto.” Andthenhegrimaced. “ Adonis?isour friend
lost, too?’

Theplainsweredottedwithyellow andgreenlights, small firesfor warmthagainst theunusually cold blue.

Romero, disturbed over hisnewly formedfear of adead Adonisand araped City of Love, could not sleep.

Jontotwitchednervoudly, quietly fedingfor probability. Noneof thethreadsseemed outstandingly important
over any other. Hehoppedfirst oneway and then hopped-flew another, finally jumping uptoseemtohover silently
overhead.

®
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Romero qwe’ﬁywn%drew hissword, andheldit at ready.

® 175

Meanwhile, Adonis heart thumped, sovery pleasedthat theHeart Changelinghad at last found him.

Othersthunderedpast, unseeing. WhenL ola svisiongaveAdoniswarning, hiseyesflickered, andmouthlines
tautened. Her vision spoke again, saying: “Itistrue, Oh Great Adonis. Look about you. Bleached boneslie
everywhereacrossthisbarren portico, asthough carpeted and cemented together.”’

Adonislooked, and it wasso.

“WhentheCity’ squeenrel easesgases, not thesmall estinsect may escape.”

Thundering regimentshad caught upwith Adonis. One, astrideapounding bubo, shouted out: “Hi! Hurry, or
you' ll missthed aughter.”

“Getyouamistressplucked fromtheCity of Love!” another shouted.

“Gah! Gah!” otherssounded, and everyonewaspast, whileothersswarmedforwardwiththeir own shoutsand
huzzahs

Adonissearched at thebaseof Lola sprojection. Shesaid: “1 know your courageand devotionto Romero,
Adonis. | don'task that youdesert your trust. Come. Follow. TheOldenthat hol dsour promi seand pact hasshown
mehidden passageways. |, myself,aminneed of help.”’

AsLola simagedrifted ever faster, Adonisfollowed. Theprojectionwasindeed that of Lola, forwhoelse
wouldknow of theOlden pact?

Behindthemnow wasaclangor and scuffling of thousandsasthey arrayed themsel vesintorectangul ar fighting
units, each preparingtoovercomethebal ustradesand deceivingly low wall sof thefabul ousand ancient city, now
that thethinlineof guardshad fled back intothecity.

“Heeel!” and“Ho!” and“ Gah!” resounded acrossthedesert floorway.

“Hurry!” Lola sprojectedimagedirected -- nay -- commanded. “ Runwithmyimage.’”’

Then: “Oh, Dear Adonis. Donot get hopel essly trapped, asl seethe poison cloudsbeginningto shape.”

Anditwasso. Already greenly phosphorescent fumeswerespinning from someof thecity’ svents.

Adonisleapedfromonhighfrombonestrewn sandsandbeganrunningasif awindhadliftedhimwitheach step.

“Here! Quickly! Thisancient cover should move. Pushwithyour thighsand shoulder. Pushhard!™”’

Hunched down, Adonisrammed against acover that at | ast creakingly gave. Helurchedintoanarrow and
darkenedtubeway.

“Quick.Sealitagain.”

Adonisdidso, butwithgreat effort and using much precioustime.

“Hurry, for | fear theseal will not begood enough. Thepoisonissuretofollow at your presentlevel. Follow
me, quickly.”’

Only Lola swaveringimageled Adonisthroughtheroteninfested mazethat followed until at lasthecrawled
throughavent openingintoawell-lightedhal lway. Her projectionsaid: 1 mustwarnyou, dear Adonis. \WWhenyou
turn the second corner, many guardswill beat hand. They seek to batter open an Olden door, and capture me,
indgde.”’

Grinningmischievoudy, Adonispal medhisbroadsword.

A dozenof the”normal” disformedwerebestingat adoor withhardinstruments. Oneattemptedtoburnthrough
itwithanarcingOlden.

Adoniscrepttowardthem, hissoft scuffleshardly audibleabovetheir genera noise. Hel egpedhighand cleaved
threeheadswith one, grand swipe, and before otherscoul d grasp at their weapons, he' d cut themdown, too, so
agilewashe. Astheremainder turnedto scurry away, Adonisleaped after them, againagileand quick, likesome
wildanimal, eyesgleaming, teethglittering -- andthey alsowerecut downquickly.

Lolaand Adonisheld one another tightly, looking closely at each other’ seyes, and then Lola, still quite
concerned, movedto her second chore, that of finding and bringing about thesafety of Romeroand Jonto.
A second M’ Krasian wavewasdueand doomed, and so Adonisand L olasearched non-stop throughout a
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E:@ycl ewrthi ncr%géng desperationfor Romero. Atlastthey foundhim, and L olausedtheOl dentoproject Adonis,

whostood beforethetent, Jontohissing, Romeroswordinhand, for both had sensed an ethereal presencethat should
not havebeen.

Romerosighedwithgreat relief and sheathed hissword, whispering, “ Adonis, oldfriend. Comein.”’

Adonisrefused and beckoned.

Now, outinthelate, cold, blue, Romero sensed thedifferencethat Jonto hadinstinctively knownfromthe
beginningof Adonis appearance, and, if truthwereknown, probably before Adonis appearance.

Adonis' projectionturnedand sniffed at theair. Campfiresstirred old memories. Hereand therewasashout
or ped of raucouslaughter that echoed from canyonsbeyond. At hisfeet broken stickleweed did not crackleashe
walked. Adonisbeckonedagain.

Jonto seemed to perchmomentarily at Adonis' shoulder, dropped andthen fluttered upward.

Romero, onguard, silently stalked behind hisstalwart friend, only now andthen himself cracklingtheever-
present sti ckleweed beneath hisfeet.

Past campfiresthey skulked and up canyons and still up, with silent Adonis always ahead, beckoning,
beckoning.

They reached theridgewherebluemorequickly changedto magenta.

Now brighter, Romerofound thesourceof hisunsensed disturbance. It wasAdonis image. Hewasnot only
theappearanceof shadow, but theshadow itself. Romerosaid: “My silentfriend, | seethroughyou.”

Adonis imagewaved ahandtowardtheplainsfromwhichthey’ dcome. FromtheCity of Lovedowlyrolled
abrilliantly huedgreencloudthat flowedasthoughariver of liquid. Onwardit came, eachcampfireinitspathdancing
andtwi sting upwardandthenbei ng extingui shed, asif smothered by suddenrainshowersthat pelted bright-glowing
emberstodeath.

First camecoughing and hacking and then strident screamsof fear and pai nthat echoed and reechoed asthose
onhigher ground becameawareof their ownplighttofollow.

Thepoisonouscloudindifferently pusheditsway outward, dowly, sodowly, fillingtheplainandthenclimbing
hills

Now red had come, thepoi sonouscloudrefl ecting asif phosphorescently empowered, glintinginitsownlight.
Upitrolled, upandstill upward. Only thecity’ stopmost portion could beviewed, andthenitstip, andthennothing
atdl,thevaleysandplainsbe owthemwerebathed-- nay -- buried deeply -- withinaglowingredseahaving terrible
andwonderouspowersof death.

Romero could not movehiseyesfromtheterriblescene.

Jontoflappedtohisshoul der andjust assteadily viewed through hisalien eyesand sensesthedismal carnage.

“What hath L ovewrought?’ Romero coul d not hel p but wonder al oud.

Therewasnoanswer.

Heturned. Adonis' shadow wasgone.

Adoniswassovery pleased over saving hisMaster, Romero, and Jonto. Heand L olaintheir reunion, were
alsolikesmall adol escents, not theancient, wisetravel ersthroughtimethey’ d become. Full of thefindingof Lol a,
they embraced.

Adonisgrabbed her finger and pretendedtobiteit, for hewasindeedin apleasant and playful mood. They
carressedshortly, andthenmadel ove, tenderly lovingandworking together asonly thepass onof thegapof amissing
generationcangenerate.

“TheOlden’ sskill hasswelledmorethanpride,” Lolaquippedwhenhegot uptoprance, permittinganoverlarge
penisand scrotumtoflipandflopwitheach mighty movement.

Hemovedleft andright, upand down, not todemonstratehi smanroots, but withthenervousconflict of joy and
fear.

“Y ouwereoncemy son, | your mother. Asasymbolic and poetic husband, you areindeed asuccess. As
progenitor of therace, youwereborntofail.”’
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Adoni sfrowned FForthe Ol den-who-was-not God had al ready informedthat hisspermwasviable.

“Butnow, Dear Adonis, youaremy lover and| your mistress. The Olden-who-is-not-God hasverified your
viability. Already thespermbank overflowsandyours, Dear L over, hasbeen swept upandaway, destinedagain
tobeginarace.’”

Adonisgrasped histumescent appendageinboth hands, of feringitagain.

Shegiggled, amostgirlishly.“No, my Dear Lover. Itisenough, or sothe Olden-who-is-not-God hassaid. It
sendsmestrangepi cturesof magneti cresonancesand curlicuemathemati csand i deasabout theel ementsof lifeof
which| know nought. Of lateit sendsmelong and tediousimagesdescribing variability ratesand constituent
genotypes. Doyouknow what they are, Lover?”’

Adonisnoddedyes, ashe’ dlongknownthem, and hadlong understood.

“Tell me. | am but abarbarian princess, and know nothing of such strangethoughts.”’

“1, Adonis, amhuman, and my seedwill bear humanfruit, evenasyours, Dearest Lola.”’

AndbeneaththispoiseAdonis heart quickened, for hesuddenly realized: I am just like my Lord and Master!
which new thought created evenmorejoy, somuch sothat hisnervoussystem could hardly holditall together, so
L olaclapped histwolargepal mstogether.

Adoniscouldnot restrain himself further, and hemust pranceand prissy fromwall towall.

“1 havemothered avainthingthat hopsand curriesitsfur at every chance,” L olateased.

Adoniswilledwallsof mirrors, whichtheOlden providedinstantly, whencehestrutted back andforthasamajor
domo, thinking over and over, My Master and I are alike!

“1 havehusbanded aspermbank.”

After which Adonisbedded her again, andthenthey slept.

Whenthey awoke, they didthe Ol den-who-was-not-God'sbidding, sealing thecity'sdestruction beforebeing
transportedto saf ety by thesame Olden-who-was-not God.

® 177

M eanwhile, Romerowatched thedeath seathroughout red and white, and thenthroughred and whiteagain,
whencethepoisonouscl oudbegantoshrink, returninginmuchthesamedreadful manner ithad come, downhillsides,
drainingdownvalleyways, back andyet back acrosstheplain. Now instark whiteweregrisy and whitened bones
that stared back at Romeroand Jonto, aseaof bleached whitened bones: littlegrisly deformed menandwomen
whosetimehad come, and bubo bonesby thethousands -- thousandsuponthousandsof deathly whitened bones!

Thecity wasgone, too, disappearedinagiant sl agheap of molten metals. Romero saidto Jonto: “ Somehow
wemustlearnhumility, Jonto.” Hespokequietly asheturnedtowal k alongridgesthat by passed bothdeserts.“ And
wemustthank Adonis, if hestill lives.

“ Andwemust most of all thank Cairema sGods, for they wanted ustolivelonger.’’

Jonto bel ched andflitted ahead, but not very far.

LVl

Intime Romero cameto accept that Adoniswasgone. Heand Jonto trekked upward to high landsthat lay
beyondthebowl of theempty seabed: north of theempty seabed that still wallowed with choking sand, north of
thedesertsall filledwith poisonousL’ |apsians, north of theancientlandsof C’ Lanth, north, ever northward, and
especially northof theCity of Love. Intruth, therewasno other directionsafefor themtotravel.

“They say therearepl acesnorthwhereno sun shines, Jonto, andaman can closehiseyes, though briefly, and
only dark shall answer. Doyoubelievethat tale?1sit not morelikely that demonsandtri ckstersblindaman’ smind,
sothat neither red, nor white, nor bluecanenter?’

JontowasJontoever-more, theeternal andmysteriousbird-lizard, Romero’ sonetietolengtheningmemories.
SoJontomight belch, or unhingehislower jaw and grinwithtwo setsof terribleteeth, or hemightjouncedownupon
anunwary rotenorinsectandgulpitat once.

SuchwasJontothe M agnificent, whowasseemingly ever just Jonto.

Couldonehavelistened duringthislongtrek northward, onemight haveheard Romero’ sgrumbleswhenever
Jontoparrotedwith: “Romero Greatest!”
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Someti mesFémerowouldstopwhera/ertheywere andteachotherwise, saying: “No.No. Littlebird-lizard.
AdonisGreatest! Sayit. Justonce. Comenow. Y oulearned* Virgin'.”

“Virgin! Virginl”

“AdonisGrestest!”

“RomeroGresatest!”

“Ugh!”

Andsoitwouldgo, asthey traveled ever northward.

They cametoasmall villageof hutsmadefrom nothing but sti ckleweed and black mud. Noonehailedthem
or camefromdark corners. Noonemet them. Romero shouted out wildly: “Manisnotintendedtolivealone!”

Evenechoesfailedtoreturn.

Buttheadagedidnot quitefit circumstances, for Romero had no proof anyonelivedinthevillage, or, if they
did, thatthey livedalone. “1 becomeaddled,” hemumbled after suchreasoning, and sohemoved onward.

Throughout hislongjourney, and search, hewasnot quitethefool that outwardly confused thoughtsseemed
toimply. Whenhecametovillages, hestudiedthem carefully. Aswith L ola sthoughts, he’ da socometo conclude
that all intheworldexcept avery sel ect and small handful werephysically degenerating, andthat theeffectwas
increasingwitheachgeneration. Heexplaineditall, speakingto Jonto, asif Jontowere awiselizard-bird capable
of morethansimpleparroting, saying: “Itisthegenes. They turnback onthemsel ves, asdoesal onely groundworm
insearchof amate, or perhapstheanti-thesisof God.”’

For everywhereweredisformitiesof increasingly abhorrent natures.

Henotedinpassi ngthat somevillagersreturnedtothewaysof very early ancestorswhoworshiped magic, while
othersconstructedfor themselvesGodsof every possibleshapeandformandwithevery concelvabl eattribute.

“Magicflowsfromthisimaginary universeof theirs--,” Romero might whisper to Jonto during such passing-
thrus, “ -- and thisworld’ strue Godsare Ol dens, canwebut discernthem!”’

Atonevillageblind childrencametogreet them, shouting out: “ Amati! Singer of Souls!”

They fled, Jontojumpingandflittingfast behind. Romerosardonically quipped: “Hadthey but called out Jonto
theMagnificent | would havestayed. But | nolonger desireGodhood.’”’

Having by necessity followed highridgesthat swept ever northward, they at last arrived at aplacewhere
darknessseparatedred, whiteandbluewitheachturnof their cycles. Starsgleamedindifferently inlong streaksthat
brought tearsto Romero’ seyes.

Newly formedandchillingwindsblew.

They cametoaplacethat permitted themtocrossagrest dividethat obvioudy had oncebrimmedwithsatwaters
andlife-forms, butwasnot yet too steep. They moved downward and acrossthenarrowingbasin, andat | ast stood
oncliffsthat would now runsouthwardly.

Many cycleslaterthey arrivedat alargewal led city teemingwith Cairemians.

Romero bargainedfor board androomat aninnthat thrashed withavibrant people. Reluctant toleavesuch
company, Romeroand Jonto sat for cyclesbehind rough-hewntabl esenjoying al esssophisticated drink than had
beenTa diene, asweet or sour brew aready forgotten. They becamefixturesandthenfriendswithmany over cycles
that now, strangely, almostterrifyingly for some, washbringingweather changes that now andthendroppedwater
fromnewly cloud-linedskies.

Asthey sat sippingtoday, criesfrom street hawkersfiltered through, and the scuffling of padded feet aswell
asthetinkleandbonging of bellsandgongs. Tiny flyinginsectsbuzzedandbitincessantly. Thehugewoodendoor
banged openandthen closed. Onenew acquai ntanceenteredwho shouted out with great gusto: “HothedeMorgan!
Fetchup mugsandwecan perhapsfinishyour -- how didyouwordit?-- colligation? Thegatherer of vita principles
andfacts?’

“AndHotoyouN’ ear,” Romeroanswered back withagreat shout torai seabovethegeneral din. Heraised
hismugonhighinsalute, saying: “Innkeeper! Heh, youroly-poly coliformbaccilus. BringN’ ear hismug.*
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Amazingly OA‘ ny, hel nnkeeper, could hear theinterchangeabovethedin. Hopping onastone, hewasableto
view thetwoover themillingthrong, whencehewaved both armsindi cating he’ d heard.

N’ ear, bundledinanewly wovenstickleweed clothagai nst thestrangeand newly risenchillingwinds, sat down
beforeRomero, taking great careto keep hisoverlong neck coveredwhereburnmarksfromanold slavecollar
loomed likecancer sores. Hishead, too, wasalwaysshawl ed. Romero knew that beneath that bal d patewoul d be
abrandindicatingthat he' d been someone’ sproperty, thuswasfair gametoany saver.

Romerosippedandthey waited. N’ ear fluffed hiscoveringsand settled at last. Romeroasked: “ So. Y outhink
tohavescavanged moreuseful tidbits?’

O ny painfully pushedthroughthepackedand sweaty mel eg, at last placingtwosteaming clay mugsbeforethem
andcollectingthesmall clay tabletsRomerolaidbeforehim, each oneimprintedwiththeir latest Collegian, anew
wordfor theuniversal ruleby dictator or small king.

Romero poured dropsonthecrudely hewed tablefor Jonto, whoflicked tonguesintothesyrupy mixture.

“Ayeyi! Itistheslavemart wherenews-- real news--interchanges.”

“Andayeyitoyou, N’ ear. If it werenot for somany seeking newsof |ost landsor |oved ones, each bundled
asyou, your costumewoul d at onceidentify youasoneof thelost merchandise.’’

“ThatistruththedeMorgan. Butlisten. I think the City of Oldensisfound, calledtheCity of Stars. | hear that
onetravel stoapointwherered, whiteandblueareequally displaced, being Northand South. That thecity liesdirectly
at suchlatitudeseemscertain.”

Romeroclosely studied N’ ear’ salmost normal brown eyes, seeingthereinwisdomand|earning. Heasked:
“How didyoulearnsuchconceptsandlanguage, friend N’ ear?All elseisdegenerate, learningalost art. Y our story
musttear at theheart?’

“Ayeyiitdoes.” A tear oozedfrom N’ ear’ seyes, and dropped. N’ ear wiped at it and small facial muscles
tightened. “ Butitisnomorethanmany of theday. | wasscholarinFaraway Lands.”” Heshrugged and stoppedto
siphotjuices.

“1 haveheard of same. Dothey turnout scholars?’

“Ayeyi! Withthecoming of our childrenandtheir children, they find nofurther usefor study, and--.”’

“1 sensetheaffect uponyour heart, new friend. Speak of it nofurther, unlessyou choose. Comenow. What
elsehaveyoulearned?’

Brightening, N’ ear told how he’ d deduceditslatitudeand knew something of thegeography surroundingthe
City of Stars.

Romero scratched arough mapwithanewly acquired dagger, showingthelandsof ocean bottomsand still
stirring seas, thenorthlandsandthelandsof thefabled City of Love.

N’ ear squinted, and said heunderstood themarks.

“Itissimilar to Olden mapsburnedin Faraway after barbariansraped us. Thisoutlineyou say isadead sea
bottomwasoncefilledwithwater, asshownon Faraway Oldenmaps.”’

N'ear pinchedhisnoseandthensipped hisbrew, eyessteadily studyingtheraggedly carvedlines. Then, he
answeredwith: “ Ayeyi! Thisspaceisunknowntome, andyour marksareempty, too. Soif youfindtherightlatitude
and searchthisspace, youwill surely findtheCity of Stars.”

“Youhavedonewell, N’ ear. | placeat your hand alargegolden coin, thelikesof which havenot been seen
for agenerationor so. Isthat decent payment?”’

“Ayeyi! Ayeyi!” N’ ear heldthecoinhiddenbeneaththick, dusty foldsandstudiedit, heftingittosenseitsweight.
“Morethanthebargain. But wait thede M organ. with such scanty information, how doyou know theplaceexists,
andif itdoesnot, how canyoufindit?’

Romerostaredlonginto hismug, thenanswered: “ | waswedtoagentleandfinewomanwho gavemeother
informetion.”

Scratchingwithhisblade, heexplainedfurther: “1 crosstwodesertsthuswise, d ongthesel ongitudes. According
toyou, | followtothislatitudeand ook for certaingeographical features.”” When Romerowasthrough, hehada

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



®  SPONSORED BY
@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 180

%@rudesquare %;omewmerel nhere --" hisdagger wasthrustintothewoodinthemiddleof thesquare” -- istheCity
of Stars.”

“Ayeyi! Thatisclever andprobably workable. But stay! Thereismoretodavegossipmills. They say that no
manliveswhohasenteredtherein. A testismadeat their doorway. Shouldyouenter andfail thetest, youareat once
destroyed, althoughthey al soargueperhapswith somemythology inmindthat thedestructionisanart of pure
pleasureduringitshappenstance.”

“That thoughtisfromthosewho’ vebeendestroyed and havecomeback totell of it?* Romeroteased. Then,
thinkingof Purity’ sterribleandlifel ong deformitiesandhow sheshuddered at thethought of theCity of Stars, Romero
grimly added: “1 think, friend N’ ear, that tied together truthand mythol ogy liveslonger thaneither alone.’’

LVIII

OnecycleRomeroand Jonto cametotheCity of Stars, abreathtakingtechnol ogica accomplishment, abeauty,
withtall spiresand golden rampways, and atransparent protectivedomethat seemed to shroudthevery skies.
Althoughall approacheswerewel | guarded by tall, stalwart and apparently perfect human specimans-- though
lackinghair -- nonesoughttohaltthefoot traveler and hisbrilliantly fluffed pet.

They climbedvalleysgtill greeninaway that Romero had not knownfor generations, and certainly Cairemahad
not known, except here, for thousandsof generations. A sthough protected by themantleand shadow of thecity,
flying speci esflittered and sangwonderoussongs, whilesmal | forest animal schased and hunted and bred af ter their
kind.

“ItisindeedtheOldenworld,” Romeroremarked, astonished at thepeace, normality andtranquility.

At each of adozen well-protected outposts he was stopped and questioned: “What isyour purpose, oh
traveler?Why doyou come?What doyou seek here?’

“| searchfor my ater ego,amannamed Adonis.”

“Wehavenosuchmanhere.”

“Perhapshegoesby another name.”

“Isheperfect?Know youthat only thosewho areintheimageof the Olden may passsafely.’”’

Thefirsttimehe dfacedtheinterchange, Romeropausedfor thought. Thenhe’ dansweredwith: “ Y es. Adonis
isperfect. Heis,inaway, whatever hewishesto be, and therefore perhapsdlightly morethan perfect.”

Narrow,long, perfect, but hairlessfacesl ookedcritically intohis. Oneregdly explained: “ Knowyouthat nothing
isbetter than perfect. Itisacontradiction.”

“I merely punned.”

L ater at other checkpointsof thesamerectangul ar designandsilver finish, heexplained: “Withknowledge, |
may beabletobetter locatemy friend Adonis, or tolearnif hehasdied.”’

“Wehavenosuchknowledgehere, Ohtraveler. Bestyouturnback.”

“Isthat anorder?’

“No. Wepermitall totry theentranceway. Nonesucceed.”

“Havenoneever succeeded?’

Thisone, afinelooking, thick-hewed maleappeared to beof early youth. Hewas dressedinfinechain-mail
that glittered sharply beneathan outer, transparent garment, especially inthe increasingly hotter white. He squinted
hiseyestothink. Then, hesaid: “Y es. | remember avery longtimeago when perhapsten percent could enter
successfully. I, myself, wassuchaone. Now the percentageiszero.’’

Romerotrudged onward, oncestoppingat aridgetorestand ponder. Hesaid: “1 wonder, dear Jonto, whether
or notwearefoolishtosubmittosuchatest. They say it doesnot affect trueanimal's, or thoseof different species,
but only derivativesof man. Know you, Jonto,”” heartfully mocked, “ that all mankinddifferssoradically fromhis
owndescendantsthat by their test all should pass?”’

Jonto hopped down and defecated.

“Y oujestat mylogic?Thentell mehowitisthat only different-from-man speciesmay passthekeyhole, and
that thosewho mimicthevery shadowsof animal sarenot counted asof different species?’

“RomeroGreatest!” Jonto blandly parroted.
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“Per apsyouAFlaveapm nt, my colorful friend. Without thetest, weshal | never know. Y et cautioniscalledfor.
Tell meagain, my wiseandancient bird-lizard: How did Purity makeaccessout fromthisnoblecity?Tell methat.
Heh?Doesthedoor-test work but oneway?Wassheborninsidetothosewhoareallegedly genetically perfect?
Andthendidshe, beingimperfect, gaindispensationfor her parent’ ssake?Tell methat, Jonto?’

Jonto chasedaninsect, catchingitandgulpingitdown.

“M ethinkssomethingisnot quitetruthful withtheseperfect ones, Jonto.”

Bothredand bluehad now becomecol der, and perhapsdlightly dimmer than Romerorememberedthemtobe.
White, it seemedto Romero, had taken uptheheat | oad, castingabrilliancy and aradiated heat that fol lowed them
eventothesehighaltitudes. M orethan onceRomero had commented that“ TheGod’ sareshiftingburdens.’’

Whiteburnedharshly now, asRomerowaited patiently hidden behindarock for changeof guards. Twoguards,
breathing hard and sweating profusely, clumped upward totheguard house. With onegentleflick, Romerotossed
asmall clayjar over therock. It clunked and broke, rel easing asimpl echemi cal vapor that diffused aroundthetwo,
makingthemhalt andfreezeasthoughmol dedintolivingconcrete.

Withthealacrity of hisstill-youth, Romerojumped upontherock anddownandat oncebegantoquestionthem.

Thegassesthey’ d breathed compelled ahypnotic state. Romerowoul d have been hard-pressed toremember
whenhe dfirstlearnedto createthesimplemixturefromordinary herbs-- perhapsfrom Purity and L ove.

Hequestionedthem, andthey must answer: Inall respects, it seemed, they toldthetruth-- except one. Y es.
Thereweresecret Oldensontheir person permitting them safepassage, whilethedoorway denied theimperfect.
No. They knew of noother exitsor entranceways. Y es. Imperfect oneswerebrought andkeptinside. Romerosought
toexplorethisavenue, but adlight shift of muscleat one’ slegwarnedthat thedrugworethin.

Hesearched andfound aresonator that permitted anything or anyone passage, althoughit wastrue, that the
doorway al so gavean unbiased test without theresonator.

Romero, resonator inhand, hidbehindtherock again.

Whenmomentslater theguardsmoved, they bothdipped suddenly totheground. Hel ping oneanother up, both
muttering about dippery stones.

Romeroand Jontoreached afinal checkpoint. Itwasastall embossed by an obviousOldenshiel dthat protected
fromthecoldat thisatitude. Hisquestioner wasbedecked inamany-col ored cloak and shawl, a soOl den. Piercing
Romero’ seyeswithequally black and steady ones, hepronouncedwith: “Wedonot easily assmilate, travel er, even
shouldyougainentrance, whichyouwill not.”’

“1 seek only knowledgeandthat whichismine.”

“Wouldabeast drop hisdungwherehehasnever traveled?’

Romerodidnot risetotheinsult. Eyeshad shifted ever sodlightly. Romerothought: Olden instruments of
possible danger? The walls?

“Whatisinsideyour pack?’

Romeroexplainedthat hehad clothing, stonesof somegeographical odditiestakenduring histravels, small
artworks, somegol d coinsand clay pressingsa sousedfor money insomeplaces, andthat theobject at hissidewas
aslender swordusedfor self-protection.

Takingupeachitemoneat atime, itwasstudied and unobtrusively laid uponashiny, silver plate.

Romero suppressedagrin, asheeasily palmedtheresonator.

Asaguardburnishedinsilver drapespreparedto pass throughthegates. Romerowhisperedto Jonto: “He
grideslikeanatheling. L et usview closely whiletheCity of Godsaccept hisapparent nobility, forthey aredll of them
autochthonsof theCity.’”’

Asif he' ddissolvedintothinairitself, the™ perfect” man disappeared, and then reappeared ontheother side
of theportal.

AgainRomerowaswarned of consequences, but releasedtodoashewilled. Hetold Jonto: “| havenotedthat
all whorepresent theCity ared eek, healthy andyoung.”
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® omdﬁ?eren'ﬂy'?hé(edatanmsect after whichhefanned out col orful scalesandrestedonRomero’ sshoul der,
completely unconcerned.

“ThereistheC’ Lanthian Oldenthat judged me, and kept meyoung.”

When Jonto burped, Romeroquippedwith: “ A suresignfromour Gods, for youand Adonisseemtowaorship
oneandthesame,”’ andthenhetrudged aheadtowardtheperhapsfatal screenwith Jontoat hisright shoulder, crude
stickleweed pack at hisback, staff of thick wood at hisleft hand, slender sword enclosed with Hombirthstone
scabbard, and hiscloak ladenwiththedust of ahundredtiring lands.

“Thereisatimeandaplacethat manmust standor fal,” hequippedagain, but hisemotionssteel edthemsel ves
for hislargest ever self-determinedgamble.

LIX

Restlessness grew within Adonislike acancerous sore, and he constantly asked for newsof hisMaster,
Romero. Initsobligueandinhmannature, the Ol den-who-was-not-God reminded that it had few sensory stations
left on Cairema, and thosefew wererapidly beingflooded, or frozen, or sunkenbeneath thousandsof tonsof great
upheavals, giganticrentsthat toreat Cairema’ slong-stabilizedcrust.

“1”mnot yet enough humantowait patiently onlong rangeabstractions,” AdonisexplainedtoLolawitha
frightfully detachedtone.

Hedeterminedtoleavetheir magicencampment all encircled by thebonesof dying millenias, and toseek after
hisMaster and L ord.

Still the Olden-who-was-not-God, and who could -- or would not -- tell AdonisRomero’ swhereabouts,
seemed to haveusefor Adonis, and soasif by whim, Adoniswastransported to adark and dreary placewhere
washeardthecry of “ Slaver!” andtheterribledin of battleechoinghollowly along great undergroundwarrens.

Theunmistakableclangand clink of battlearmor andweaponflooded about him, sothat hemust turnthisway
andthat toavoidbeingthrust through. Hismindand eyeresol ved entanglementsthroughthegloom. Heobserved
that thoseattackingwereusua ly taller and stronger, whereasthosebeing attacked weresmaller and moregrotesque.

Grabbingadownedblade, hethrust hisbigbody intothemel ee, whence, swingingand thrusting and chopping,
hegutteredand scourged. Whenhetwirledabout, after clearingfor himsalf agpace, hediscovered another darkened
entranceway about to beovercomeby thehated slaver. Hedashed thereand nicely cleaned out thedoorway .

Againandyet againhedidthesame, until at last thebattledinrecededfar off, and thoseabout himbeganto
group around, somemeanwhilebinding uptheir wounds, otherscrying over thebeheading of aloved one.

A roly-poly distortionwiththreearmsandfour legs, bladedripping of blood, spokefirst, saying: “Howisit,
OhMagnificent One, that youfight for freedomof P eech?’

“I know notthisP eech--,” Adonisrepliedcivilly,wipingbloodfromhisarms, “-- but | know daver’ scall, having
beenadave, andl findthemanabominationon Cairema. Dothey notbindthevery lifewithclinkingsiiver,anddrive
man’ simageintopersond vilenesses?’

“Aye! They dothat!” saidone.

Another shoutedoutwith: “ A dave?How sit that suchaperfectionasyouseemtobearea soendaved. Those
whobuy claim perfectionfor themselves, butarenot?”’

Adoniscouldnot sort out themany questions, soheaskedthat they chooseasinglespeaker. Thefirgt, andfattest,
nodded hishead, saying: “1, C retory, may speak for all. Wewonder why thosewho buy uswoul dwant to buy one
of themselves?’

“1 don’ tunderstand, Oh C' retory. Pleaseexplain. | wasnot soldto onesuchasmyself, but wascircledwith
shining Oldensilver and marched acrossCairemawhereour slavemaster held biddingsfor our 1abor, selling our
servicestothosewhowould pay withshiny gold.’’

“Ah! Thenitbecomesclearer.” Hewavedaboutthemurky warrens.“ Y ouarein P eech, cavernsbuiltby Oldens
that liedeepbe ow astrangeandwonderousmountain. AtopusistheCity of Stars, asplendid Oldenthat i sinhabited
by thoseasmagnificently created asyouare.

“They permitany who pleasetotry their doorway, andif the shapeand thoughtsof theperson entering does
not pleasethecity, they areinstantly destroyed.
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“Some havel Ve therein for many generations-- wedo not know how long -- and they are slavers-- and
buyers.”’

Lightshad beguntoflicker on, eachfromtheendsof longd ow-firetorches. AsAdoniswasabletoview them
better, hisheart saddened. Thesewerethemost miserabl erefl ected sequencesof DNA personageshe’ dseen. He
asked: “Butwhy wouldthey buy suchasyou, if thecity isso perfectand wonderous?’

Thosewiththreeeyeslookedtothoseof oneeye, andthey all looked to oneanother, their pal efacesshadow-
flickeredfromthedistorted andgangly, tothewalking, jittery and crawling.

“Come, stranger andfriend, let usrest and eat andtalk.”

Theunderground cavernswerehuge, and thosethat werenot linedwith Olden silver werewalledwithadark
material that caused A donisto searchthrough memoriesfor itscompositionand name, finding that it had been
designed before the Olden-who-was-not-God by arace that was nonethel ess technologically in advance of
Homobirthstone.

Small childrenscatteredbeforethem. Ladies, many indistinguishablefromthemen, suchweretherinfirmities,
cameandwent, many balancing claywareupontheir heads. C' retory explained: “Our wellsaredegp. Wemust climb
upanddownmany times.”

They seated Adonisinabrightly lighted cavernthat could haveheld vast multitudes. AsAdonis gazeswept
about theplace, observingthat wall sand cellingsandlightingwere Ol den, hea so noted themixtureof homemade
claywaremingledwithburnished silver potsand pansbeatenfrom converted Oldenpl ates.

C retory beckonedtoathin, gangly youngster, whichheseated besidethem. Hesaid: “ ThisisA'’ lity. Nowtell
usyour name, OhMagnificent One.”

A porridgehad comeby way of ayoung girl whosebreastswerehanging aslow asher knees, and shehadtwo
mouths. Shepoured someintotheclaywarebeforeAdonisat C' retory’ sbeckoning.

“lamcalled Adonis.”

C'retory nodded. “Now A’lity. Tell uswhat you saw.”

A’lityblinkedrapidly, hislidsassca edasalizard' s. Hedescribed, saying: “ Therewasnothingat thecrossroads
center whereweplannedto confrontthedavers. Asyoucommanded, C' retory, al were fightingat each corridor.
| waswatchingsothat | couldfleeat thefirst opening, sootherscoul dbewarned. Then, without any soundor warning,
therewasthisperson--,”’ hepointedat Adoniswithashakingfinger amost asscaly ashiseyelids, “ -- onewhocalls
himself Adonis. Hepicked upafallenbladeand beganscourgingdavers. Thatistruth, C' retory, andall that | have
seenandall that | haveknown.’’

“Verygood. NowAdonis. Y ouseehowitis. Firstwearefightingto protect our homesand cavernsfromdavers
whowishtosell ustothoseperfect onesabove, intheancient City of Stars, and next youareamong us, andthem,
and haveturnedthetideinour favor. Doyouwonder that | amtroubled?’

Tastingthethinporridge, whichwasbland but hot, Adonisnodded soberly, answeringwith: “ | donotwonder,
C’retory. Though1’ venever explainedtoothers,toyou, A’lity --'” henodded again“-- toyou, C' retory, thetruth.
Thereisan Oldenwithpowersof aGod, andit now andtheninterfereswiththelivesof ordinary citizens. ThisOlden
hasused mebefore, knowingthat | despiseslaver trade, andwill goout of my way tohinderit.”’

“Oohg!” and” Aahs!” whisperingly rolled acrossthegreat hall. Onesaid: “Itisashasbeentold. Cairema sGod
watchesoverthefaithful.”

Othersgathered around asthetal e spread, and soon many hundredswereseated about them. They repeated
thesaying. “ Cairema sGodwatchesoverthefaithful!” Andal prostratedthemselves, hummingasingle, unwavering
note.

These poor children have heard what they wanted to hear, not what I said, Adonisthought, but aloud, he
said: “Arisel | amnotaGod, norisGodamongyou. | havenowishtobeaGod. Asl havesaidit, an Oldenhas
sentmetohelp. I will helpifitisyourwish.”

Rising, they cried out for hisleadership, many sheddingtearsof joy for hismiraculouscoming.

LX
C'retory and A’ lity accompani ed Adoni sthereafter onmany fieldtrips. SometimesA'’ lity would hunger for
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ﬁ)omeso athl%é'\rﬁvasevl dentandfrightful. Adonis, then, wouldwavehimback and heandroly-poly C' retory

wouldcirclethegrand City of Starstogether.

Itwasamassive,imposing structure, virtually impervioustoany kind of attack, accordingtoimagesprojected
withinhismindby theOl den-who-was-not-God. Adonisnolonger wonderedwhy he’ d beenprecipitoudy moved
here. Hewaspuzzl ed about onething, however. Onecyclewhil ethey continuedtheir surreptitiousstudy of thecity’s
traditional gateway -- adeadly screeningdeviceset upinaforgottentimelongagotoprevent genetically imperfects
fromcitizenship-- heasked C'retory: “If nonemay gothroughthoseporta swithout first being perfect, thenhow
isitthat youof P’ eechhaveknowledge. . . that you know theusetowhichimperfect slavesareput therein!’”’

“Ayel Truthisthat A’ lity escaped. Hewill nottalk of hisflight, but only of bestial thingsdonetofolkslikeus.”’

“Andthatis--7

“Gah! We are used asanimal's, and we' re encaged to be preserved for their will and pleasure, and their
imaginationsarevividandvaried.”’

“What?Slavesinthisnear perfect city? Tobeusedfor physical perversities? Asentertainment for thenear
perfect?’

C retory squinted, making hisfat nosetwistandturn. “ They arelong-livedand bored, or soitissaid, andwe
providetheir diversion.’”’

“But how dothephysically imperfect enter thegateway ?”

C'retory couldonly shrug.

Whileresting al oneatop apinnaclenearly ashigh asthe City of Stars, and adjacent totheimperviousdome,
duringanunusual andespecialy chillingblue, Adonissearchedthroughcl uttered cornersof hismind, thinkingtofind
sometidbitimplanted by the Ol den-who-was-not-God, someuseful item. Therewasindeed muchthat popped out
fromcrowded cornersabout thecity’ sdesignand construction, anditsbluntinvul nerability.

Therewasa soasmall morsel aboutadwarf he'dlovedlongago, and called Purity, who, accordingto Romero,
had al so escapedfromthiscity. Thehorrorstol dweremagnified athousandfol d by thecity’ sbeauty, brillianceand
power. Insidewasanear perfectworld, itwassaid, whererational creature’ shy s mplethought could, throughuse
of Oldens, transform objectsand material sinto other objectsand materials. They would satisfy -- nay! -- satiate
thesenses: taste, touch, feel, smell, auditory, sight, kinesthetic--.

To Adonisall protoplasm wasimportant in and of itself, no matter how difficult or impossibleto define
adequately. Hismindboiled-- almost over -- thinking: A substance that could grow, repair itself, and reproduce
-- well, were those qualities not the essentials of all living organisms?

And did not miracles of complexity derive from the lowliest? Chemical reactions comparable to the
linked sequences occurred with great complexity inside each living cell -- mitochondria -- DNA molecules
that could reassemble themselves into higher and higher organisms, until the cell-stage occurred; cells that
could strip off their walls and revert back to RNA/DNA folds, and thence when the environment was less
hostile, back again to whole cells; cells that could reproduce and decide among themselves as to which shall
be which, and then to cooperate for the remainder of their natural lives; cooperating cells that became
something greater, more powerful, more free than any single cell could be or any cluster of a cloned-cell!.

Some chemical reactions to the linked sequences must go forward under high temperatures and
increased pressures, or else they would go very, very slowly and quite incompletely.

Some reactions were terribly intricate, thrusting at every probability of combination and permutation
-- even the remotest possibilities -- chances -- life found useful and played upon. Reactions that used
interwoven oxidations, disintegrations and remote synthesis.

Protoplasm is composed of water, inorganic salts, and organic compounds. The water of the tissues and
body fluids is mostly in a free state, where substances may pass back and forth freely dissolved from blood
to tissues and in and out of cells. A small fraction of the water is bound in hydrophilic colloid systems so that
action of water molecules is reduced considerably. And the free water varies according to diet and
physiological activity, whereas water is a rather constant constitutent of the tissues.
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Water of %Ee'?\ Wc‘l:{tlgﬁ of Protoplasm!

It is the solvent, the agency which enables water-soluble, water-miscible, or emulsifiable substances to
be transferred in the body, not only in the blood, which is more than four-fifths water, but also inter- and
intracellularly.

lonization takes place in water and ionization is a prerequisite to many biochemical reactions.

And water high in specific heat, enables the body to store heat without raising temperature greatly. Its
high heat conductivity permits heat to transfer readily from the body’s interior to the surface. Its high latent
heat of evaporation permits cooling of the body.

About one percent of the total weight of an average tissue is ash, or inorganic salts, comprising the
cations of sodium, potassium, magnesium, calcium, and ammonia. Anions are chlorines, phosphates,
carbonates and sulphates, and these were often linked to organic radicals such as iron, iodine, copper, zinc,
manganese and carbon dioxide, carbohydrates, lipids, proteins, and many others.

All of the tissues vary with these constituents both in quantity and quality, but all tissues resemble one
another chemically to some extent.

Considering the laws of mass action, where the product of the concentration of ingredients is directly
proportional to the velocity of their actions, and the equivalencies of reversible reactions, considering the
nature of the relationship between hydrogen ion and hydroxyl ion concentrations, considering buffers, and
their actions, the colloidal states, and surface tensions, and gas laws, diffusion, osmosis, and dialysis,
viscosity, emulsions, and so on, it 's obvious that the City of Stars, like much of Cairema’s ancient technology,
is a wonder to the deformed and uneducated -- it is even Godlike!

Humans who lived within the City of Stars are pampered and petted by Cairema’s ancient technology,
so that every simple free-radical and other poisons that might interfere with so many delicate chemical and
physical relationships, orthereby create cross-linking and other molecular inhibitions, is swept away -- every
physiological need is fulfilled within the citizen before they, themselves, are aware of the need.

The technology administered preserved them at peak pysical perfection beyond their time.

185

Beforethey dlept, Adonistold C' retory: “ There’ saway toturn off thegate’ stestingdevice.”
LXI

Adonisstoodtall withanger beforethelargeassembly cavernfromwhicha socamesteaming claywarefilled
withtasty stewsfromthecommund kitchen. Hewaited andwhenthel ong-ranging echoessettled, inhisquiet voice
heexplained: “Ohmy children, | havebeenacrossCairema sfaceinmany directions. |’ vefounddaverseverywhere.

“They springuplikedesert bristleweed. When bristleweediscut, othersseed and grow and | o! thereismore
tocut.

“Now | tell youthis: Though our timesbebad, somesecurity canbebought if wearewillingtofacethechore
ahead and spill blood.”

Hewasinterrupted by shoutsand cries, and thebeating of bladesagainst floor, wallsor tables. Hehelduphis
handtoquietthem, and continued: “ Everyoneisbraveandwillingtodiefor freedom. But willingnessisnot enough.
Wemust ridthedlaver of hiscustomer. Without acustomer, without profit, thereisnod aver!

“Ridourselvesof theCity of Stars?” oneshouted out with puzzlement. “ Buthow?”’

Buzzesandundercurrentsroiledfromwall towall. Hewaited, andthen: “L ook at thislargesilver instrument
behindme,” hepointed. “ TheOldenthat sent metoyoua sotoldmewheretofindit. C retory and A’ lity werewith
measwestood beforeacavern never beforeopened, andthereit was, waitingfor us. Isthat not so?’

C'retory clumsily climbed upontheplatformand bobbed hisrotund headtoagree. “ That isso. Itisan Olden
andit destroys, sothat thesevery wallsand roomscould behollowed out.’’

A’ lity pushed hisway forward and shouted out: “1 myself haveseenitwork. It chewsinto stoneand metal as
acanker-soreeatsat flesh. Thecity canbepierced!”’

By contrast, |oud shoutsand thumpingsand criesreverberated asif anarmy had thunderedinwardonclomping
bubomounts.
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Final yAéDonl SWasableto Speak again, saying, Themlss onis-- will be -- exceedingly dangerous. It will
takedays, perhapsweekstoaccomplish. It may fail .’

“Piercethecity!” many shouted, againrai sing thunderousshoutsand stampings.

“Wearedeadif wewaitonslavers!”

Andsoitcameaboutthat al of P eechwasorganizedfor theonceunthinkabletask: to piercethewallsof the
giganticcity, andtodaughter itsinhabitants, thesamewho preyed upon them and had donesofor generations.

Now Adonismust teachtheuseof pitonandrope, and they must practiceuntil theart wasperfected according
toeachability.

C'retory saidonecycle, “ Itisthe Ol denthat createsdifficulty, OhMagnificent One. How will weraiseittothe
city’ sdome?’

“By selectingthebest fromamongtheclimbers.”

Tearscameto C'retory’ seyes.“Alas! | amnot shapedright for thescaling.”

Askindly ashisvoicecouldmanage, Adonisremindedwith: “ A’ lity will bethere, andsowill you C' retory, for
itisyour heart that hasheld P eechwhenall seemedlost.”

Adonisimpressed uponthoseintrainingthat for every onewhoslippedandfell, another mustimmediately
replacethat one, andgoon. Especially important waspreservingtheOlden. Heexplainedfurther: “Itislikeawar,
whendaverscomeat your family withsharpknives. Y ouknow you cansavesomeonly if youthrow yoursel f upon
thedaver, butif youdo, youwill die. Asyour family comesfirst, somusttheOlden.’’

Oneimportant blue, thesound of acl onking claywaredanglingfromshoul dersof mai densfiltered a ongthesheer
cliffsde. Theselonely figuresmust proceedall othersonthetwokilometer climb, astheir potwareheld provisions
forthemaintroopers.

By theturnof bluetowhite, andthenthroughtwomorecyclesof bluetowhite, they werehanging aspetiteand
wiggly asinsectsat theendsof finefibersglisteningon high. Fromtheir positionsthey woul d feed thosewhomust
makethemainclimbonhigher.

Next camefighters. By theend of thecycle, frombluetowhite, they werewiththemaidens. Adonishad bade
themhangtherethroughout thedarker blue, andto eat asmuchasthey could, andtorest.

Duringthenext cyclethey climbedhigher, onegroup mored owly, asthey werel aborioudy draggingupward
theheavy Olden onstickleweedropesthat formeditsprotectivecradle.

Swingingfromsidetos de, and scramblingupward and downward, Adoni sadvised and guided andencouraged
... andthosewhowerechargedwiththeslver Oldenrememberedwel | their lessons, evenwhenseveral fell totheir
deathsfar below.

Thedisciplineof their silencewasamiracul ousthing, and thededi cated devotionthey heldincommonduring
thisdeadly task must havebeenrootedintheplasmaof faithitself.

Whentwomorecycleshad passed, they werefindly at thedome' srimwherewasa soasmal | ledgeuponwhich
all easily scrambled.

AdonishurriedtotheOlden, setitup,andheand A’ lity aimedit and dischargedit. A holethesizeof asmall
roomformedinthedome swall. Air gushed outwardwithasinister sibilance.

“Itisthedeathsound of adyingworld,” Adonisshoutedat A’ lity, whoseteethweregritted together sothat blood
formedinsdehismouth.

When Adoniswaved, they al scrambled throughtheopening andfromtheempty roomthey scattered, leaving
Adonisaoneintheirfrenzied haste.

Screamsechoed hollowly a ong sparsely inhabited streetwaysinacity that must haveoncepopul ated millions.
K nowingthat thedenizenswoul dbepoor defenders-- they havinglivedinspoiledluxury toolong -- thoseof P eech
wouldsurely overcome. Adonis’ concernwasfor nothinglessthandestructionof theOldencity itself,andsohe
movedtoward controlways, asheknew themtobe. Heranthrough near barren streetsfollowing hismind’ smaps,
turningandtwisting. Atlastthereitwas. thecontrol sthat had permitted acity to shelter Cairemiansfar beyondtheir
time. Hefelt thepresenceagain, and heaskedit: How shall the children escape ?
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Therereturned\fo Rigmindal ong, lingering sequenceof statementsthat seemedtoberelatedtotheterrible
dangersof propagatingthewrongly twisted RNA/DNA molecul es, andtheurgent necessity for endingforcesthat
causedthisdestructivetwisting.

I cannot do this thing, Adonisstubbornly replied, unless provision is made for their safety.

After muchfdteringwiththetransfer andretransfer of equati onsthat woul d haveappeared nonsensetoanyone
of lesssophitication, Adonis mindwasabl eto conceiveof akind of timingdevice, andlo! itwasmadeready for
useinal of itsintricacy.

Already thecity’ sembarrassing, hidden dungeonswereboilingtheir secret brothupward, P eechwarriors
sweepingformer friendsand patheti cally entrapped d avesal ong asfast asthey couldfreethem.

Threeof thecity’ scitizensranby, magnificently clothed with colorful fabrics. Adonissmiled, thinking of
Romero’ soft-heard adage: "Itisnot clothesthat staunchuptheheart.”

Thoseof P eechwould prevail and soon begone, and the City would evaporate, asif it had never been.

Adonispaceddowly throughstreetssovibrantly divewiththeOlden. Lightsflickered onand of f ashewal ked.
What dust marred surfacesevaporated with human presence, and nolitter couldbeviewed -- exceptthat of asingle,
heavier objectflutteringd owly downward.

Herantoward it and shouted“ No! No!” for it wasascal e-feather from Jonto.

Heshoutedfurther: “ Stop! Stopitall! ItisRomerodeM organ, my Master and L ord, with Jonto!” and heraced
furioudly fast back totheplaceof theCity of Star’ scontrols.

But neither thetiming devicenor theOlden-who-was-not-God heard, andthemoment for theCity’ sdeathhad
come.

®

Adonis next consciousthought camewithhissuddenre-materializationbeforeM IM S, shiningbrightly benesth
white, all surrounded by bleachedbones. Hecoul dview whitecl oudsthat now scudded a onginever-increasingand
burgeoning, fleecy andfanciful arrays. Heheard new whi speringsof randomwindsandviewedthes | ent, d owgrowth
of new greenery hereand thereand along thegiant stepways.

“Romero!” heagainshouted, givinglittleheedto Cairema smighty changes.

Heranfearfully towardtheheart of the Ol den-who-was-not-God, brushing quickly pastthestartled L ola, and
inwardtowarditschambers.

“Romero!” Adonisshouted again. Andthen, morerationally, heasked: Are they destroyed? Romero and
Jonto?’

Thepresencelisted sequencesof molecul es, and Adoniswastoodisturbedtolistenanalytically. Nonetheless
theOldenpersisted, until Adonis mindstilled, and hecommanded himself toreason.

Symbolscamethen, suddenly, startlingly, blindingly, likepitchedlightningthat now oftenjabbed Cairema ssoil
andintoturmoiled skiesafter tensof thousandsof quiet years. Hesaid, softly, humbly, "Itisso. That beautiful and
complex sequenceisRomerodeMorgan andtheotherisJonto. That oneisLola sandtheotherismine.”

Identified sequence lives and strives to return.

How can we help? Adonis prayed.

But the Olden-who-was-not-God could not help, and could not phrase action clauses. Too many of it's
component partswerenow missingfrom Cairema’ sface.

“Heyetlives!” Adonissangat Lola sbreast. “Hestrivestoreturn.”

Andevenwhilehisheart sangand hismindturmoiledtoeffect Romero’ sand Jonto’ sreturn, hismind dwelled
with happinessonthose RNA/DNA sequencesthat defined himself and Romero.

“Wecould havebeenbrothers, soclosely dothebitsand piecesalign.”

LXII

OngainingentrancetotheCity of Stars, Romeroand Jonto had beentreated both aspariahsand cel ebrities,
for such had beenthedi stanceintimebetween new acceptancesby their guarding doorway Ol den.

Everywhere is the same, Romeroinwardly mused, sitting beforethisgoldenyouth. Romerosaid: “Women
providepleasureandlife, but al sobecomeour death. Evenhere, inthisbeautifully preserved City of Oldens, that
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§‘/%u rightrully il fA‘heEelfy of Stars, youthful maidenspursuetheir proper ends.”’

Theyouthsmiled, evenrowsof theproper number of teeth, justlikeRomero's, glinted whitely. Hehad gol d-
fleckedeyes, reminding of Juli. Hisfeatures, finely chiseled, and hisnoblebearingwoul d havechal lenged arti stsof
Homobirthstone. Theyouthanswered: “1 drink toyour erudition, Ohforeigner, but thatisnot precisely theway of
it. Therearemaidensasold asl am, whoa so stabletheir studs.”

“Isthat notthesame?’ Romeroasked, sipping at sweet liquid provided by hiddenand mysteriousmachinery.
“Whenever womanconquers, sheisinturnconquered. Whenshedominates, sheisdominated. | dobelievethat gods
domorethanautosexingat conception.”’

“Y ouarelearned, my new friend, but not filledwithwisdom.”

“How many yet survive?’ Romerosuddenly asked, hiseyesnarrowing.

Theyouthlanguroudly shrugged. “ Thousands. Wehavenot countedforlong.”

“Butyouarenot Oldens?’

Theyouthfrownedand hesitated. “ | myself amthreethousand Cairemian Great Cycles.’”

“Butyouarenot Olden?’

Theyouthsighed. “No. Wearenot Oldens.”

Romerovisbly relaxed. He dguessedit correctly. Thesewerenot thecity’ sdesigners, nor themaster of MIMS.
Ashisship’ scomplex and sophisti cated computer couldrestoreand renew, withinlimits, sodidthisgreat machine
city, theCity of Stars. Theshimmering domeabovethat appeared sotrand uscent from outs de screened out most
radiationandlo! abovewereglittering, beckoning stars!

“Butyou, my friend--" theyouth asked. “-- what areyou?Whereareyoufrom?What doyou seek?K now
youthat nonehavesuccessfully enteredthesegatesin hundredsof great cycles?”’

JontohuffedupandflewtoRomero’ scup, wherehedrank withdoubleflicks. Romeroexplained: | amanavatar,
onewhoseeksandisseeked. My worldisathoughtlessdistanceaway, inaland unimagineabletomost. | havebeen
knownfromtimetotimeasRomerodeMorgan -- asyouaready know -- asarut, ascoundrel, Amati theY ounger,
Amati, Singer of Souls, apirate, afreeman--."’

A perfect handwithfour fingersand opposingthumbwasrai sed, haltingthesing-song descriptors. Theyouth
said: “ Thosearelabels, transient, tentative, andinnoway describetheinner essence, personality.”’

“Thenyouhavealready saidit. If | amnot amerecol ononthepagesof time, then| must beonewhohaslived
long, butgainedlittlewisdom.”’

Hisinterrogator squintedandlooked away, saying: “ Then perhapsour doorway hasdefinedyou. Y oumust be
oneof us, or you could not havesurvived.”

“My genesmust besimilar to your genes,” Romeroagreedwithalacrity.

Jonto squeeked andwasabout to parrot hisstandard expl etive, but Romero caught itsjawsand heldthemfast.

188

What acity! How exhilirating for Romero, who had for morethan several generationsgrubbedinthedust of
dead seas, and atop high spiraclesor withinmud daubsof barbariccities!

They werefed and clothed and nurtured, thebeautiful city becoming mother, father andwomb. What more
should man ask ? hewondered, ashewandered fromview toview.

“Thereisacertaincolor-blindnessborninall men,” heoncetold Jonto, after thebird-lizardflittered and hopped
about andthenfluffedupitsbrilliant scale-feathers.” | amconcernedfor my own, and | wonder at thoseabout me.’’

Hewasconcerned. For thiswoman’ swomb, thecity, helditsmachinery hiddenandtotally unaccessibletoall,
distributingand maintai ning efficiently, a oofly. Hecoul dfind nothing that cameapart to be puzzled throughand
learned, or piecedtogether afterward.

Againhe dspokentoJonto, saying: “1 cannot argue, dear Jonto, that thisisan Oldendeviceandthat itisused
for such and such or soand so. Thewholecity istheOlden.’”’

Hewalked through endlesstowers and spiresand walkwaysinhabited by athin popul ation that scarcely
inhabited atenth, andthenonly by clusters, sothat most of thecity wasempty. Heasked: “How canany woman’s
womb besovital, yet sobarren, Jonto?’
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They wereastrangerace, for themost part unaggressiveanduninquisitive. “ Likechildren, they havegathered
together acertaincoloration, andnow holdit highasif thecol orationweretheir banner, and thebanner themselves.”

Mostly they played gamesor forni cated, but alwaysthey switchedtheir turnsat pathwaysguarding gateways.
WhenRomeroaskedfor reasonsandderivations, they usually shrugged, saying: “ Itisthuswise,” andthey’ dgoabout
theirrelatively unstimul atingbus nesses.

Andwhilethey’ dacquired aversionstostrangers, they seemedtolearnto accept Romerowel | enough, often
showeringhimwithpraiseand, becauseof hisgreat novelty status, holdingfetesinhishonor. Itwasonly muchlater
that helearnedthat they werenot entirely candid. Childbirthhavingdecreased, thepopul ationhad al sodecreased,
solivingquartersof themost magnificent designswereavailablefor hisasking. Hechoseonethat, likeothers, glowed
withpleasinglightsasif each panel dwelledins dehismindand could makeaninstant determination of hismoods,
andthereforehisneeds. Athismental whimskywaysblinkedamilky trand ucence, or changedintobl ack spacewith
iciclepointsand glowing gal axiesand spinning nebul ae, or eveninto vel vety black, or any other combinationhe
wishedforthemoment.

Furni shingsappeared and di sappeared with hismood and thought, dissol ving or solidifying asif by magic.
Foods, delicateor harsh, of Homobirthstonei an or Cairemian, spicy or sweet, complex or simple, cameandwent
withdesire; andhisbodily statebalanced, asif every mineral and proteinsand starches, enzymes, hormonesand
vitaminswereinstantly availableasrequired.

Tonersunseenand unbidden mai ntai ned hi sdesert-hardened muscl es. Atthesamehiddenand unbiddenleve,
fatiguechemicals, destructivefree-radical sand cross-linked chainsand wasteproductsweresummarily removed
sothat hismindwasever keenly freshandalert.

189

He' dchosenliving quartersthat wedged agai nst theedgeof theshield surroundingthecity. Standingthere, as
hedidnow, with Jontoflittinguptothetransparency andrearward section of thecity, hecoul dview thespectacul ar,
towering mountainsthat jutted sharply fromraw desert floorsand up and up, cresting with gleaming whitenesses,
andfindlyterminatingat hislivingquarters.

Downwardwasacliff unscaeabl e, lined and shardedfromabillion, billionyearsbackward. Whether red, white
or bluethegorgeshadowed ascenethat brought to hismindbothhomeand alieness, aconflict he' dnever learned
toresolve, andthereforeholdinggreater value.

For anancient but healthy peopl e, these of the City of the Starswerebadly inbred.

Romero prowled dusty roomsthat hinted at vast storagesin long-ago days. Or heinquired of tomes.
Whenever citizensasked what hesought, he' dreply with, “Mysdlf’ or“My Alter Ego.”

Whenal onewith Jonto, he' dbecomemost vocal. “ | senseawrongness, old clown. Butwhere? Andhow?”

Or he' ddecipher themeritsof avifaunaover lizard-birdsto Jonto’ shenefit and apparent studiedindifference.

Theselong-lived golden onesloved sports, but could not best Romero. “Heis, after al, barbarian,” they’d
gossi p behind hisback, andthenthey’ d stumbleover themental concept that, “ Hepassed throughthedoorway,
andthereforemust beoneof us.”

Likeflighty buzzbirds, they never puzzledfor long, their thoughtsandtheir dallyingturning, soaringtoother
dtitudesandinterests.

Theladies, dikeasif sampedfromagoldenmold, wereinturndemure, sensitive, pixish, gossipy, andskilled.
All wantedtotry thenewcomer’ sways. Never abluepassed without anew and beautiful bedmatethat oohed and
aahed, expressingdelight at hisforeignskills. Romerocomplainedto Jonto: “ | ambecomeastudfor goddesses.
If I could but captureeach moment of raptureand packageit and sell it among theseancient children, wewould
neverwant.”

But quipping did not impress Jonto, for he peered about himself with an unusual axenicism, that is,
independenceof other livingsthings, or soRomerothought. “ What doesaGod dowheneachsuck at thetit of life
providesforevermoreapotent and plentiful colostrum?”’

Hekickedat addightfully designed seat that mol deditself tohismuscular configuration.“ AndwhenGodsare
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Onecycleof searching hestumbled uponaroomthick withdust, for nomind hadtrodins decausingthewilling
away of dust particles. Assoonasheviewedit and entered, centuriesof particlesdisappeared, andthewallscame
alive. Onepanel glowedwith picturesthat hecameto understand wereanswersto mental probes.

Hewilledaseat, anditwas.

Seatinghimself, hestared at thevividly alivewall, which soonbegantoproject statisticsand chartsand ancient
visions. They told of anomoliesthat had begunto break upinter-synchronizationsof aperfect world. Firstwere
awkwardmoments, whenlittlethingshad goneawry, anda sothey werebeyondrationa explanation. Thenhadcome
greater thingsand strangeshudderingsand reverberationsthroughout thepl anet. Perhapstheaxishad dightly tilted,
or seabedshad drained, or someother great calamity had occurred quietly, slowly.

“Thesedescribetheworld-machine,” heexplainedtothestaring Jonto. “ Only avainand over-proudracewould
buildsowell that they’ dignoretheir ownspirit.”

L ater: “ Raysof somekindbindaienworl dstoother worlds. Itisapeculiar concept, andit seemsthat mencreated
andthengavecommand of al below theground, ontheground, inthesky, and everywhere, tothemachinethat
dominatesCairema. It’ sduty, aswehaveitinthislonecity, tomaintainakindof statusquo, toprovideal withfood,
clothing, shelter, education, to seethat thepreservedinternal entropy staysconstant. *

Muchlater: “ Thesedry and moldy stati sticsand their barebonedescriptionslead onetobelievethat raysof
strangeand unusual propertiestied planet to planet, sunto sun, acrossmillionsof parsecs, but my intuitionand
experiencetel| methat thegreat creationisdying. I ntutition?Nay. Generationsof Cairemianexperience. Somust
itbewithall that man placesaboveself. Evenl, Romerothe Greatest, tireof forever virgins.”

Jonto, tonguesflickering, parroted: “ Virgin! Virgin! RomeroGreatest!”

“ Andyou, my equaly long-livedfriendand companion: increasingly, educated and experienced, but parroting
forever?|sthat man’ slot, butinadifferent guise?’

Shewasnot Juli, but then shewasfemal e, desirableand dominating, and she, hersel f, decidedtomoveinwith
thenewcomer. Romeroflippantly said: “ | shall call youGoldenDesire.”

She, havinglong studied thestranger, demurely bowed, accepting her newtitleasshewoul d’ veaccepted any
new verbal parryingtoremoveboredomjust that tiny muchfurther.

They madeloveinwaysoldand new, ever renewed, ever repleni shed by theinvisiblegiant that hovered over
them, searchingandthrustingintoevery cell andthought.

After onesuch sessionthat | asted throughout blue, shegasped, and, reachingintofol ded clothingwhereshe
carriedthingsof permanency, shehanded theobj ect of her searchto Romero. Itwasasmall plaguethesizeof his
hand. Hesat upandstudiedit. Itwasafrontfacial, afull view of amalehavinghair inscribed at both head and beneath
thenose, justaswasRomero’s.

“AnOlden,” shewhisperedsilkily.

“Aaah! Now | understand many things. Their puzzlement at my entry, whenthemselvesshy of hair. Their
acceptancedespitethehair. All haveseensuchlucidplaques?’

Sheordered adressthat materialized suddenly, and shestepped fromtheir lounge.

“l holdtheonly plaque, butfor all cyclesall haveknownthat my great-great-great-great-great grandfather is
pictured here. HewasOlden!”
“Eachgenerationmeasureswhat time?’
Sheplacedtheplagueback tensof thousandsof years.

Golden Desirewasnot alwayssoloving and thoughtful . Shemight disappear for weeks. Romerowas
unconcerned, athough hedevel oped acuriosity about thosedi sappearances, andwondered why. Many
seemedto avoid himwhen hequestioned about thoseabsences.

Afteroneparticularly strenuoushbut titill ating blueabed withRomero, shelet dip: “Itissuchacontrast tothose
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Asif apikeman had probed hisheart and memory, Romero’ smind expl oded withthoughtsof gentleL oveand
especidly Purity.

Jonto, sensing hisdisturbance, hopped upontheir couchandflickeredtongues.

Romero’ smindrecoiledwithimplications, and againheseemedto hear Purity: I suffer long. Even -Even --.
Pain!

Sticks. Spit. Scratches, even -- even -- even --.

Amati!

Purity!

Love!

“Iwill gowithyounexttime,” henonchal antly stated.

“Yes.Ohhairy mate,” shesighed, crawling back and caressingthecomated place.

When hewasbrought to the mustiness beneath the surfacefar below, hewondered if he’ d been suddenly
transportedtoadifferentandalienland. HE dseen C’ Lanthiansandtheearly T’ Lanthiansrespondtored, andthen
recover under white. He' d seen generationsbecomefurther degraded. " Cl oser tobeastial than beaststhemsel ves;™
he’ dquipped, al thetimefearfully fedingfor thetruthwithinthepainof thequip. Herewastheobversesideof the
perfect people. Oncebel ow ground, andintothelong, mol ding hallways, they changed, expressionsbecoming
anticipatory, sadistic, strained, oftimesvacuous.

Itwasazoo, cagesby cagesof animalsall properly fedandtendered by thecity’ sgreat andsilentandmiraculous
and hidden machinery. Besidesmammal sand|i zardsand birdsand undefineabl eswerea sothosehumanswho'd
beenborn, through nofault of their own, twisted and grotesque.

They peeredupwardlikelimberlost children, or sad and twi sted ghostsof ancient pirates, or with saddened
countenancesthat |ooked out onaworldasvacuous, aspainful, asinsensitiveasthekeepersthemsel ves. Midgets
anddwarfs, thethree-handed and two-headed, thebleeding and ul cerous, theta | and skinny, thosewithflippersand
noribs, thosewithtwogenital sor fivebreasts; ascabrousbrew of wildly permuting recombinant DNA molecules
that seemedto crawl and creepwithagreat effort trying, strugglingto consumeitself.

Assoon asthey arrived many of the perfect people entered cages, whence soft beds or hardened pallets
occurred, materialized asif by gods, and perversionsbegan.

Somesmall thingswhimpered under burdensof their eternal pains, and otherscoul d not evenwhimper.

Romerowasshaken, andhereturnedat oncetotheCity’ supper surface, taking Jontoonaflight throughghostly,
empty roomsand hallwaysthat flickered andlit and then died ashefirst approached and thenleft. “ Why, they are
mongters, they aremonsters, theseperfect oneswho'veinheritedtheCity of theStars. How diditavoid mesolong?’

Jontowasstilled, witheyeshigandblazing.

“ Something must bedone, Jonto. Inevery eye, every tear, | saw Purity pleadingwithme. Inevery foul embrace
| feltLove ssweetarms.”

Romerobrooded. Heforced himself todabbling pleasuresduringblue, sothat Gol den Desirecoul d not suspect
adifference. Hestared acrossthegreat canyon, day by day, plottingandwondering. Hefinally concluded: “ They
must haveasecond way toturnonand off thedoorway. Wemust findit.”

Now they becametravel erswithinthehugeCity of theStars, peculiaritiesfor al towitnessandwonder over.
Butatlast hefounditwithout others’ help or knowledge, apanel of lightsthat responded tomental commandsin
aroomwell cleansed of dust particles, indicating recent uses. “Now wehaveit, Jonto, what canwedo?’

Hewasapersonagethat followedthebent of hisowngenes, andhewasa sotempered by longevity, sohemused
longover hisnext step.

Itwasbluerapidly expandingintomagenta, with scuddingmagentacl oudshoveringover thecanyonby hisliving
areawhenhesaw aglint, asparkle, far below. There! Againhesaw it! Hesquinted, calling Jonto over, saying: “I
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dievetheCity OB VSR meiscome, my scaly featheredfriend. Look! Thereandthere - liketiny insectscli ng| ng
tothl n, spidery ropes! They are, they must be, theperfect one’ scousinsand unclesand auntsand children.’’

Jontolooked, flicking out doubletonguesand spitting.

“Right, my pet, my colorful friend. Thereisnoretreat likeaready one.”

Sohegatheredtogether that whi ch seemedimportant, and madehisway tothat room controllingforcesat the
city’ sentranceway. Heorderedit off, and commandedit stay off forevermoreand commandedthat itlock itself.

Still hetarried, sadly whispering: “ Parentswhodegradetheir childrenareunlikely tosurvive.’”’

Asmagentaturnedtored, andthencamewhiteand blue, hestill watched thecanyonbel ow hisquarters, now
andthens ppingd owly or nibblingsweetsand sours. Whenmagentadawned, diminutivefigureswerehigher, clinging
likepestsintheir thousands.

“Our bacchanaliaisdecidedfor us, Jonto.”

Still hetarried.

Now hecould seetheir misfortunesand disfigurements. Wherebarbariansseveral hundred cyclespast had
perhapsoneor twofingersshort or long, perhapsan unhealingwound now and then, perhapsasymmetrical nostrils
or eyes, fill they wererecogni zably human. Thesecomingupward meter by d ow meter, clingingto pitonsandropes,
scalingat great cost and sacrificeanunscal eablewall, werethethree-armed, and two headed and much of thesame
asthosecaptivesintheshameful zoobel ow. They carriedwiththemrecognizeabl ecrail sand pikesand broadswords
andspikedballs.

“Growling beastsof prey, hungry predators.”

Pitonsand pulleyscreaked and pulled and scratched and rocked, meter by slow meter upward.

What fascinated Romerowasthethick andlonely silver instrument, aspiderishand grotesqueteamtaking great
caretoprotect itsevery movement. It swayed and scratched at thecanyonwall, but never oncel ooseningitssafety
lines, thoughtimeafter timeonetumbledtosilent deathforitsprotection.

“Soitisthat thechildrenshall visittheir fathers. Wouldyou sacrificeyour lifeto murder your antecedents?”’

Jonto scuttledtothedoorway.

“Sobeit, my magnificent carnivore.”

Makingalast check onthedoorway’ scontrollingmechanisms, heexitedtheCity of Stars, homeof thesupposed
Oldens. Hewaved at twowooden and stolid guardiansat thefirst gateway. Hewaved at eachinterrogator ashe
cametothem.

Atlast heleft thislandwithout future, without humanity, and withtoomuch painful soul. Perhaps, it also has
no past, hesilently mused.

Romero camebel ow themountain s ope, past greenery and crystal flowingwaters, whenheheard the City of
theStarsscreamitsfinal barbariccry. Spearingatiny meat portionfor Jonto, helooked up at theround, red sun,
andquoted: “Foritsrapehasbegun, andall that was, shall benomore, andit shall bewithout replacement by will,
nor time, nor thought, for thestream of |loverunneth but oneway, and never returnethagain. ...’

LXII

Lightningstruck highmountaintrees, shatteringthemintosplinters. Rainintorrentsnever beforeseen, fell with
apersi stent thunder that shuddered theground. Cai remahad not seen such thunderstormsfor untold ages.

“Godgrowsweary, and cannolonger hold uptheheavens,” Romero explainedto Jonto.

TheBiafranblinked.

Their cart creaked downward, thesmall nine-pointed bubo placidly indifferenttoanything but hardy pateprods.

Lightningstruck again, making abarelandscapeeven morebarren, onethat seemedto changebeforetheir eyes.
Whereoncehad beendust and harsh spiny growths, now small, soft thingsrosethat eventudly puffed away, toseed
againelsawhere. Everywheres ncetherains, grassesseeded again, springingdownward fromthehigh pl ateaus. Fast
growingtreesal so seeded, and strovetopiercethevery skies.

“Their Creation must havegivenandtakenasit communicated withall of Cairema'ssymbionts, Jonto. For
thousandsof yearsit hastaken, and now it givesback what it hastaken, but all inamoment.’”’

Havingtravel edfar afield, he ddeterminedtoreturntoformer C' Lanthianlandsandthelandsof Amati. “MIM S
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%near oA heexpfa‘al hed.“PerhapsGodwill now permitusaccess Afteral, MIM Ssitsinobeyanceat HisMajesty's
pristineentranceway,’’ hejested.

But seabedswerefillingagain. Oldwaysbecameimpassable. Againandstill again, they mustgoaroundoldand
formerly dry desertlands, now muddy and marsh-filled. Although part of hisoriginal trek had coverdadeepand
abiding sea, therehad been many morecyclesspent at thebottom of dusty and ancient seabeds. Now | akes, rivers
andswampsbarred every direction.

“How longwemust haveroamed?’ heponderedaloud.

Forthefirsttimetheever-youthful Romerowastired andfrustrated. Knowingtheplanet’ sgeography waslittle
help, for degpdeclevitiesreachedinall directions. Indeed, heimaginedthat most of theformer C' Lanthianlandswere
under water, too.

Seekingonward, Romerofollowed apathway ancient when seasstill 1apped high at both shores, upand up,
passingdark growthlinesandintoaregionof stark giant bouldersandthinair. Tofollow further requiredleavingtheir
nine-points, so, with onelast affectionateprod, Romero chasedit of f.

Upandstill upthey climbed, followingvalleysthat rolled downwardlikepleasantly designed water chutes,
turningintonarrow canyonsand chidlingintohighridges, andthenupagain, higher and higher.

They dept, Romerowaking once, whentheground seemedto grumbleand shiver.

A weak magentaquickly turnedtored. They clambered upward again, turningintoanarrow canyonway that
twisted andturned, at | ast | eading themto adead end that seemedto beplugged solidly with hugeboul dersand
washeddirt.

Jonto’ stonguestlickeredinall directionsasheturned hishead and pounced or hoveredfromboul der toboul der.
Romero, sensitiveto hispet’ speculiarities, narrowed hisowneyesand al sostrainedtohear. Heasked: “Whatis
itmyjittery magnificent?’

Jonto stiffened and quieted. Romero shivered with asenseof foreboding. Hewhispered: “Isittimeof great
bde?

Suddenly they heardwater, first awhi sper, thenarush, thenacrunchingandthrashing. “Fly, Jonto,” Romero
cried, asthewater sweptintotheir canyonwithgreat ferociousness.

But Jontohad al ready begun, and sothey scrabbled upastegpincline. Romero, catchingupwithhisfriendand
pet, placedhimat hisshoul der, and they both peered downward at swiftrisngwater. Romerosaid: “ | amtired, Jonto,
andwishwewereontheother sideof thisimpasse.”

Asif amagicianhadwavedamagicwandinresponsetothewish, they foundthemsel vesstandingbeforeahigh
risingcliff withwell knownsilvery features, anOlden.

Itwastimeof whiteandasRomerol ooked about, theharsh sunglistened brightly fromglazed peaks. Altogether
whole, their provisionsstill tidy inplaceat hisback, Jontowel | andfrisky, Romerocould providenoreinstohisown
delighted smile. Heopened hisarmsand shoutedloudly: “1 begantobelievein Cairemian Gods.”

Thentheresurrounded himsmall beingswhichat first he' dtakentobechildren. Ashestudied them henoted
that armsandlegswereshort, and many timestheir trunkswereminiature, asif he’ dbeendropped beforedwarfs
andgrotesqueelves, all otherworldly, indeed. Nonewereasshapely asevenhismisfortunate Purity; nonewereas
comely or finely builtashiswonderful Love. It is more evidence of the degenerating gene plasma,hetoldhimsalf.

“Welcome, Ohstranger,” onesmall femal ewith squarehead and disproportionatearmsharshly screecheda so
doffingher outlandishly feathered hat.

Somestared, whileotherstittered.

V oiceswereeither stridulently high, or correspondingly and unusually low.

WhenRomero smiled, hismoustachetwitched, evenasnow, when heal sobowedinanextravagant manner,
saying: “l amRomerodeMorgan, andthis-- thisismy friend and pet, JontotheMagnificent.”’

Jontofluffed splendidly iridescent scalesof many colors.

Many madetheequivalent of oohsand aahs.

One, withfour handsandfour eyes, und ung anancient bandoreand composedatrifling, evenchildishsongto
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“ Aeeeeee, theOldensgiveandtheOldensreceive,

A new oneisamong us, Aeeeeebelieve.

Aeeeee, wishforwhat youwill,

L ook you, Aeeeee, tothehill.”

They clusteredthickly about. Asfar aseyecoul dview weregrotesqueshapesandfigures, bothma eandfemae.
Butevenmorestrangely werethemany Olden paraphernalia: shawlsand bright jackets, hatsand toysthat spun,
shadesfor thesun, and boxesthat could becarried over shoul dersapparently serving asbothhomeand shades.

Onewasno higher than Romero’ shipwith mishapeneyes. Another wasso squat that for aninstant Romero
thought hewaslooking at another species. Hethought: Iz is the sad direction, my children.

Onewho seemed brighter than theothersstepped forward andintroduced himself asA’ rber. Hewasabout
to speak againwhentheonehol dingthestringed bandoreshouted shrilly: “Ceremony time.”

Cheerswafted upward. Bright ribbonsappearedthat weregrasped by many hands. One, multi-coloredwith
red, whiteand bluewasdropped for Romeroto pick up.

Hewonderingly observed and commented to Jontothat it wasof recent manufacture.

Thesorry-shaped oneshad already forgotten Romero and Jonto, and now they danced around and aboutin
somecomplex symbolismthat Romero, for all hiseruditionandyearson Cairema, failedto understand.

They thentrouped off towardthesilver cliffside.

Romero, puzzled, flicked hisfingersat Jonto, whojumped on hisshoul der again. They followedbehind.

Their bard stood asstraight asher distorted body permitted, facingthebrilliantly silver cliffside. Shebeganto
sing. Oneby onethediminutiveand disfigured steppedforward, standing at aplacewel | trodden. Closing hisor her
(orits) eyes, they would bestilled asstatutes. Suddenly and spontaneously bef oreeachwoul d appear someitem
oritems.

Onesmall, twisted femal ereceived flowersandribbonsof many colors. Another received adress, and some
othersreceivedbreadfruit. Clappinghandstogether, theonewho’ drecei vedribbonsandflowersforgot themasshe
rushedforwardto partakeof thebreadfruits.

Romero could not quitegrasp thesignificanceof theseactionsuntil onecamerushing about withagrossly
exaggerated Jonto, thoughanobvioudy unmovingsmulcrum.

Another male, sufferingfrom somehidden ailment, and obviously in somepain, hobbledtotheplacewith
clenchedfistsandeyestightly closed. Hefell prostrate, and asfast ascan bedescribed, shriveled and di sappeared,
or atleast hewished nottofurther exist.

“Hewishedfor death,” Jonto, Romerowhispered.

Nonepaidattention, but continuedtheceremony.

Onerecelved asword and scabbard much like Romero’ sbut thefoil seemed boundtothecasing, whichin
nowi sebothereditsreci pient, who swaggered and staggered about likesomemini atureRomero, but al so posturing
andpreening.

“Hecannotvisualizetheir separation,”” Romeroexplained.

Another received anunmoving Jonto.

Jonto hissed, then settled back.

Oneby onethey followed theceremony, until nonewerel eft that had not received agift.

Then, likeunthinkingtoddlersthey rushedaway over ahill, andweregone, only stridently shrill and deepbass
voicesdriftingback withthewind now andthen.

Romerolooked aboutinwonderment. Hewa keda ongthecliffside, at last finding evidencethat mustbe. He
said: “Itisthesideof anOldencity. TheOldenmachinery, till inperfect conditionfromearly days, heardusfrom
theother side, andgranted our wish. Wewishedtobeontheother side, andlo! thiswall brought ustotheother side.””

Hesguatted and studied again. S owly theimportantthought emerged. An airboat like those on Homobirthstone!
“Itwasaprerequisitethat | study thesimpledesignfor dudinginthegames. If | canconstruct theessential el ements
pieceby pieceinmy head, and somehow holdthisOldenoff initsgreat delight toplease, wemay construct aworkable
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Jonto bel ched, flicked out histongue, and parroted: “ Romero Greatest!”

“You'veforgotten virgins, so soon?Heh?Well, we'll see.” With that, Romero sat downto cull through
memories. Had hewishedfor anythingmorecomplicatedthanthesimplegravity ded, hewouldhaveendedwithan
unworkabl elikeness, asimulcrum. Carefully hefelt through thoseancient memories, pulling out theessential
componentsoneby one, at last willingthecoal esced featurestogether.

Theair ploppedandlo! theworkingairboat wastheirs.

“ Shouldwebewareof Godsbearinggifts, Jonto?’

Jonto hoppedinand settled, tonguesflickingandforking.

195

Neither windy thunderstormsnor near-cyclonicwindscoul d dissuadetheir sturdy, new craft. It surged ahead
asthoughitsspacewereseparateand distinct fromthegrowling, hustlingenvironment surrounding.

Oncethey wereattacked by what seemed an overgrown speciesof Fowlbat, eachintheflock havinglong
tendrilsfollowing behindthinwingsthat kept it al oft and soaring. Since Romero had not thought tovisualizea
protectiveshield, they both ducked|ow and swooped downward, until thethick flight had passed.

Whenhungry, they directed thepl atformover somelonely beast marooned atop apinnacleor islet. Romero
wouldswiftly andmercifully staveitwith hisswordandthenhaul it aboard, whencethey woul d eat, bothgul pingraw
fleshtoassaugehunger pangs.

Onthey travel ed, only now and then finding ageographical referencepoint, ananchor thur time, that held
meaning.

Atonetimethey floated over adeepvalley now surroundedwithsurgingwatersthat battered thinridgesforming
protectivebarriersforadoomedcity. Thosebel ow, awareof their plight, ran hither and thither, somescreaming,
othersbendinglow tosupplicateimagined Gods, but maost climbing higher ontohousesand publichbuildings. Romero
whispered sympathetically to Jonto, saying: “ Their Godsdo not heed. L ook you, thewatersal ready tear at the
valley’ sgate, and surgesever higher.”’

Thinridgeswerepiercedwithashudderinggroan, andirresistiblewater pressed opengateways, andthewater
scouredall beforeit, leavingthevalley silted, muddy and barren.

Gleamingpeaksandages-oldglacier pathwaysfinally informed Romerothat he' d cometothedividingplace
betweentheold C' Lanthianlandsand hislong-deceased Sroopians. Hedirected thecraft over theancient landsof
C’ Lanth, wherenow wavel et drowned wavel et, windsrushingoneagai nst theother, making asilent string of foam.
Romerotold Jontothey woul d seek higher ground.

Onhigher, whereoncehad been nought but stone, treeswererooted, and overlargewartcats, withtheir long,
swingingbatonlikenoses, grubbed at thebaseof brisk growing reeds. Green grassesagai n sprouted at thebase of
treesandaroundrocks, formingavalley of greenery not viewedinthishemispherefor thousandsof years.

Circlingback overtheglacier, Romerostrained hiseyestoview againMIM S, and head sostrainedtohear again
thecrashandthunder of calvingice. Mindful of thedead zone, heswungaround until hecouldshout glesfully, with:
“There' sSMIMS, proudly standingand awaiting us, canwebut breachthedeath-barrier, Jonto.”

Jontofluffed and hissed, and alsoturnedtolook, eyesbal efully openingwith bothlidsup.

They set downonanunusualy dimblue. Eventhebluesunhad seemedto shrink. Romerostretched, and Jonto
hoppedandflitted, fluffingbrilliant scal e-feathers, and repeatedly probing withdoubletongues. L ater they builta
monstrous fire by which Romero with lusty voice sang old, bawdy songs. “A praiseto Cairema s Gods, a
supplicationfor our safety,” heexplainedto Jonto, who blinked andlooked away.

Jonto snipped meat bitsoff fromlarger chunksandthen downedthemquickly. Withajerk, hestopped, and
thena sojerked upward and softly hissed. If truthwereknown, he' d sensed probability patternsthat werel essthan
desireable, and already wassearchingfor afiner fabric.

Romero becamesilent, hol ding dripping meat betweenfingersand cockinganear.

Nowthey bothheardit clearly. A hornsoundedharshly, strangely reminding of thoseof theformer C’ Lanthian
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Suddenly danger wasuponthem, smashingand clubbingandtearing apart all that wasnot Romero’ sskin, and
someof that, too.

196

When Romero awoke, battered and bl oody, hewasbeing carried bundled and naked between poles. Heforced
openswolleneyelidsand strainedfor aview of theend of thepole. Somekind of unrecognizablebeast carriedhim.
Ittotedhimsilently upand downgladesandvaleysand over streams, dumpinghimunceremonioudy beforearough,
stonebuilding. Whenhewasuntied, they surrounded himwithfiercegrowl sand pikes, many helddirectly athishead
andstomach, pressingwarningly inward. Blood matted hishair. Nearly glued eyelidsmadevisionpoor. Whenhe
opened botheyelids, histearsgushed away dust and blood.

Atfirst hethought they weresomekind of alienspeciesnewly cometo Cairema, for prancingand squattingand
waddlingabout himwerethosethat madeaterriblemockery of grotesquery. Whenhesaw themfor what they were,
hevomited. How far has come the Children of God, hethought.

Handssprangdirectly fromtrunksor legs. Headsbobbed fromanywhere, if they werenot danglingloosely.
Scabrousor running soresshowed openly. Eyes, if any, werescattered and perhapsblinking, perhapshollow and
phosphorescent. The genes are finally mixed and permitted their own life.

Theanimals -- for that wastheonly way Romerocould think of them -- weresgueezed together and pasted
together withoozing stink. Their small villagecompound consi sted of rock and mud hovel swithsmoky tendrilsthat
waftedafar. Thechokingscent of dungand putrification pierced throughandthrough. Speechand burblesmingled,
forminganasynchronousand dismal background.

“Itisafalsegod,” aharshvoiceburbled.

Twisting, Romeroviewed abloated e li psoidwithmouth at belly, andeyesstaringfishlikefromeachside, or
end, handsjuttingfromtheellipsoid’ sendsbel ow theeyes, legsroundedlikesmall jelly balls. Feathersbedecked
asclothing. Weak red domi nated between stark peakson high, nonethel essglaringintoRomero’ seyes. It spluttered:
“ Almighty hasblessed C’ anthons.”

Romerorubbed hiswristsand ankleswhenthey cut thethongs. Heasked: “ Areyouof C' Lanthians?’

“Silenceit,” agurglingvoiceshouted fromamongthethrongs.

Andanother: “1t may not speak without priestly sanction.”

Pikesprodded at histhroat, onepi ercing skinand bringing another trickleof blood.

L ater hewassprinkledwith bright red, whiteand blue powdersashewasforced to squat beforeasputtering
firealsoblazingred, whiteandblueinastartling performance. Thereafter hewascrudely pushedintoastonehove,
andarock forced beforeitssingleentrance.

Just beforered ended, hewasagain brought out and forced to stand beforean Olden all surrounded by this
bizzarrethrong.

TheOldenwassurprisingly recognizably arecorder fromC’ Lanthian council meetings. Indeed, ashestudied
thefamiliar but ancient silver object,hemadeout scarsstill visiblewhereC’ Lanth had oneday indrunkenragebeat
uponitwithanaxe, thereafter fallingadeep.

A supposedly magicmotionwasperformed. Theassembled hushed. Thebox spoke, saying,“ ... scratch.
.. scratch. .. hemust bewatched, thismustachiod one, for hebringsevil toall C’ anthous, and must beseverely
punished and brought to death if hereturns. . .. scratch. .. scratch. .. I, P Lanth, hereby decree.”’

Further garbled soundsfollowed, after whichtherecorder repeated themessage.

Ninetimesthey permittedittorepeat.

Probably in honor of the once giant bubo’s nine points, Romero reflected sourly.

A beaked oneand another growingfeathersand scal es, andtwothat perhapswereinacommensalisticrelation
to oneanother, and six othershecould not view well -- all strode or waddled beforehim -- eachpullingat his
moustacheninetimes. Andthen ninetimeseach repeated theabsurd performance, and after that ninetimeseach
repeated therecorder’ ssoundsannouncing that thisonewasevil and must be puni shed and brought to death.

Hewassureof doom. Armsand handswereboundtightly together behind. Hedangled fromaknot, twisting
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They prodded and poked and spitin hisfaceand prodded again. Hair is no longer God, hemocked himself,
but mainly to hidehisdespair and pain.

Red gavetowhite, thencloudsclosed andrainbattered. Whitechangedtoblue. A keening, coldwind gusted
upward. Magentaappeared but briefly, accompanied by stark sheet lightning which projected kal eidoscopic
nightmaresjouncingandstrutting beforehisblurringvision.

Hethought of Adonisand Jonto, prayingthat both besafe. Reconciling himself totheinevitable, hismind' sflight
asoenvisioned Juli, andthevisionwoul d not stay evenduringthesedespai ringmoments, for twoothersrosebefore
itandblindedtheweaker vision: "Purity!" hewhispered. "Love!" Andhethought, My death does not matter. I
have lived well, for I have learned that integrity and empathy surmont form and external beauty! Hismind
answeredfor Purity andLove, sayinginlovingtone, Amati!

Thetimewasherewhenthey woulddicehim, astheprophesiedfal seandhairy god, intoliving pieces. Hesaw
their eyesburningaswithfire. They movedcloser andal fell silent except therustleof newly sprungleavesandthe
snapsand hissesof firesburning.

Therewerepikesandcrails, longswordsand short, scalersandlevers, sticksandrocks, every conceivable
combinationof cuttingimplement, for eachhad someinfirmity or deformity that forced instrumentsof d aughter into
new and novel shapes.

Of asudden at theperiphery of thethrongscamehowlsand screamsof rage. Andthenfleshflew high, often
tattered and bleeding. The crowd turned asone, and then crushed outward, armsand legsand handsrai sed for
another battleof blood, thesegrotesquedescendantsof C’ L anthianlands.

Romerocouldhardly view thebattle. Butin particul ar therewasone, aburly brutewithanarmtwiceaslong
asanother, andahead shaped likeascimiter, and thick legsliketreebol es, who bashed and cut and d ashed, coming
about andaroundagain, andstill again.

For justamoment hethought he’ d seen Jonto biteone. When helooked again, thequick illusion of flashing
colorful feather-scaleswasgone.

Romero shook hisheadtoclear fatiguepoi sonsto halt theobvioushallucination.

Thethrongsstanding beforeRomero thinned and vani shed, and hisnew, ugly captor cameto squint. Other
terrifyingfiguresthronged behind: half facehere, tall and thinbeyondreasonability, fat androlly-polly, ready torall
away atthedightest breeze, fat, swollentumoursof sickly color.

One, gpparently afemal ewithmorethantwo breasts, but with apl easant smileand otherwisehandsomefacia
features, bowedwithabeau geste.

Ranksparted, and thelargest of these new mishapensapproached, grinning broadly fromitsweirdly shaped
head.

JontotheMagnificent rodethisoddly asymmetrical shoulder, asthoughthey owned oneanother. 1t beganto
hack at cagetimbersholdingRomero. Andlo! Throngssurroundingit evaporatedintofirstadimfog, andtheninto
nothingatall.

“RomeroGreatest!” it said, and beforetheastounded Romerothebeing’ slongarmsevened, theheadvisibly
changed, legsthinned somewhat, and Adonisstood nakedly, proudly beforehim, graci ousaccoutermentsdangling
loosly.

Heal so bowed majestically, withasweep no grander than Romero’ sownmight havebeen.

Jonto popped up on Romero’ sbloody shoul der andlicked hisear with doubletongues.

Romerofell forward, clutchingat Adonisand hugging himandthenhecried.

LXIV

It was perhapsnot all happenstancethat caused A donisto search throughout the highlands of thelands of
C’Lanthashewaited on hisL ord and Master who, hewassure, would oneday return.

Jonto, of course, found Adonis, and brought himtothegrizzly scene, whereRomerowasabout to besacrificed
inthenameof another presumed, powerful god.
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Adonishad men'%a| Fy shouted at the Olden, saying, You must lend me shadows and movements to save my
Lord and Master, Oh Cairema’s mighty watcher.

Andsoitwasal sodone, Adonisappearingintheguiseof athousand monstersthat hel d abeasthood equal to
or greater thanthosehehad attacked and pursued, amultiplicity of N’ flasall under Adonis’ incisivecontrol.

®

Now viewingitfrom far below thewideexpanseof snow andice, at theglacier’ scalvingterminus, Adonis
bashfully smiledand pointed, saying: “MaybeJuli.”

Romero, astoni shed, looked quizzically at hisoldfriend, saying,“ Y ouhavel earned to changeyour shape, and
now youlearntoflapyourtongue, oldfriend.’”’

Adonisscratched hisaccouterments.

“Thoughyou’ venever learnedwhichendisthat usedfor respect.”

If Lolawereat |ast content, safe, warm, clothed ininstantly created Abroiansfurs-- food a'soat awish, she
still asked: Then why do I nervously pace this way and that?

You are helper? asked the Olden-who-was-not-God.

“Iwouldlivenormaly,” shemuttereda oud, notfedlingat al subservient toany Olden, nomatter how largeand
how magically it performedfor her.“ Arenot all freed whowerebound by your ancient appendages? Doesnot
Cairema sweather behavelikeAbro’' s, withitsthunderousgrowlingandangry lightsthat zigand zagand spark up
until boiling cloudsshedtears?How say you? Am| tosearchout silver citiesforevermore?’

Influence is terminated. No further cities.

“ And doyou not haveyour sperm bank and my ovum cluster, sothat Cairemamay grow healthy again?’

Statistical charts demonstrate how narrow is genotype variability for a planet.

“Acarpus!” sheloudly swore.* Y oumust havemoresperm?I sthat your meaning?’

Helper discriminates.

Shewasnot especially displeased, though shevented barbari c oathsal oud. Had shecometo ponder afuture
without goal ?A listless, splenderousliving, lonely without purpose? Anendto her mocked priestesshood?The
thought that Cairemawoul d again breathewith intelligent men and women, properly formed, waswarm and
comforting. But what of her own personal drivesandinstincts? Shecould never again bethenaiveand haughty
barbarianof Abro. “Onematures,” shewhisperedtonooneat all.” Certainly | shall notbevirginal again.”

Shewanted to loose peel s of mirth at her own quip, then she sobered, maturing further with the thought,
becoming moreL olathecompl etewoman, perfect priestess, creator incommon pact withtheOlden-who-was-not-
God.

Romero, Jontoand Adoniseasily viewed MIM Sfromtheir new vantage point. Romero asked: “What of the
desthshield?”

Adonispointedto newly wind-sowngrassesthat grew totheboundary and nofurther, andtoaninvisibleline
wherebonesstill piled ghastly whiteand deep. Adonissmirkedandthrust himself across, thereafter turningabout
towaveRomeroinward, too.

BeforeRomero could react with hisastoni shment, Jonto, too, half hopped, half flew tofollow, alightingon
Adonis' broad shoulder, andjutting out tonguesto Romero.

“ Apparently Godsal so select out preferredbones.” Romero shook hishead withthequandry andthen he, too,
gingerly stepped acrossthebonebarrier.

They followedalongrocky crevicesandthen down again. K notted vinesof anunusual speciescrossed deep
gorges, whenceAdonis, agileand suppl e, grabbed oneand swung across, beckoning Romero onward.

Jontomadeapowerful lungeandflew across, brilliant scale-wingsdlidingfar outwardin hissupport.

Romero could not do otherwisethantofollow, and soon, he, too, had swung acrossthegorge.

They clawed upward and then acrossopen plai ns, reaching the commissurewhereground and stone steps
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Joined, elatter S hic &ﬁhat nonecouldbescaled.

Adoniswaved andthey paced around until they found ol d stonecuttings, mosscovered andwet, that provided
easy traverseupward. Likeoneusedtotheroute, Adonisscrambled swiftly.

Whenthey cametothetopmost caseway, there, not morethanashort walk distant, stalwartly probedMIMS,
gleamingandglinting, polished andfresh, asthough she’ d only now tumbledfromher aerieplaceand awaited their
pleasure. Romero’ sheart thumped. Hewaved handsonhigh, asif wavingto multitudesof spirits, andhejoyfully
shoutedout: “I’ll reloadtheprogram -- if all elseisinorder -- being suretoomit good KingdeMorgan’ sspecial
orders.”’

Hepatted Adonis’ back, further saying: “Wehaveauniversetoexplore, dear Adonis! Jonto!”

Heturnedthen. Juli wasstanding proudly andwonderously arrayed. Her hair till of gold, eyesthat lightedwith
goldenfleckslikemagicjewels, skinsoftandolive, voluptuousyet d ender, appealing and demanding.

Asoneintrance, heapproached her. Hebowedlow, saying: “ Juli -- or whatever isyour name. Know youit
isforyoul havesearchedthisworld. Intruthyouareaslovely asmen havevoiced, and my memory hasretained
your visagetobe.’”’

Sheheldher soft hand beforehim, and waited.

Hekisseditaswouldonekissroyalty. Her fingerswerecool, yet gently flushed withthetingeof virginal desire.

Drawinghimtowardher, thegrest cliff s dedi sappeared asthoughmadeof grey and brownmi st that evaporated
beforeagol den-hued sun.

They werea one. Soft music thrummed. Thetinkleof splashingwater soundedfromafar. Soft cushionswere
scattered about, and hisnaked feet trod thick pilefromlushly col oredfloor coverings. Light seemedtocomefrom
hidden sourcesinappealingand seductiveshades. “1 amaninsectintangles,” hemurmuredlow, followingJuli’s
seductivesteps.

Shetriedtodraw himdown. Surprisingly, hefoundthewill toresist, saying: “Wait! Thoughyouareeverything
aman couldwish, and every sight and sweet scent criesthat you aremy adol escent Juli, my head andyearstell me
that you arethewoman of many hearts, shewhoisall thingstoevery man, theHeart Changeling. | cannot longer
loveillusonsandshadows.”’

Shesat up, eyessaddened, and answeredwith: " | cannot change, for | amwhatever youwishmetobe.”’

“Areyouhuman?’

Shereflected. “ Y es. That much | know. Thoughintruthall on Cairemaareal sohuman.”

“Tell me, Oh Chimeraof man’ sinner mind. Areyounativeto Cairema?’

Shedidnotwanttoanswer and seemedtolistentosoundsfromafar. Thenshesoftly said: “Itisdifficulttolive
without shamand pretenceafter centurieswheresuch hasmeant survival and accomplishment of purpose. No, Oh
RomerodeM organ, man of Homabirthstone. | amnot of thisplanet but of onefar distant, asyouare. Wedifferin
that | camefromaworld of barbarity, whileyoursiscloser tothat great Godthat once controlled all Cairema.’”’

“Doyoumeanthemechanismsthat controlled thisplanet anditsthreesuns?’

“ Asyoucall them, 'mechanisms), thoughfor many years| could not shed thethought that It wasGod.””’

“How did you come?What do you do?What isyour purpose?’

Sheloosed peel sof soft, throaty and bubbly laughter. Withacoynessnever shown by theoriginal Juli, she
answeredsaying: “Ah! Maniseverthesame. A worldliesat hisfeet ready tobesuccored and suckled, tobeloved
andtossedintoahiddenfuture, and man, asalways, must first satisfy curiosity.’’

Her hand reached outwardtotouch Romero’ s. Shedrew himtoher. Now her fingerspressed weary muscles
insecretways. Trigger pointstouched hereandthereby her faceand body and slowly stirringarmsand legssent
soft spasmsof rel easethrough histired but youthful frame. Shecaressed hisbrow inrhythmicstrokesthat constantly
heightened sensitivity, and shekissed himwithapassionandfever he’ d never beforeexperienced.

What el secould Romero do?What would you do?

“Itisthemagicof theCity of Love,” hesighedrepeatedly.

She, knowingwherelay that invisibleboundary betweenultimatepainandintensegratificationand pleasure,
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CF?ay edRomero ssoulfw@w anartistry accumul atedthrough centuries.

Heat last lay gaspinganddrained.

Her hair wasnolonger golden, but dark black, askin complexionreflecting soft light that wasthe shade of
darkness, not oliveor brown, but dusky. Her eyesweredark pool sthat melted whitenesses. Her featureswere
smooth, symmetrical andplain.

Romerosighedagain, saying, “ Itisalwaysso. After thequenching man seeswhat hasbeen unseen, retaining
only feeblememory of theimageof hisfuriousdesire.’”’

Tearssprangtoher eyesandshecriedout: “1 amsorry. | didnotwishtotrick you. It was-- was-- necessary!”’

Romeroclutched her close, cautioningwith, * Hush. Y ouareeternal woman, abeautiful childasyouare. Y ou
aresmply not Juli, andwoul dthetruthout, my Juli isnot eterna woman, nor abeautiful child, butsmply thereflections,
theresiduesof aspoiled youth best consumed by thefiresof age. L ook at me, dear comely girl!”’

Shewiped away thetearsandlookedinto hiseyes.

“I havehad buttwoloves. Onewasugly and deformed, theother small and overly sensitive. Both, by standards
of Juli’ sworld, not for suchamanasl wasonce. Onenamed L oveembodiedall that thenameimplies. Theother
named Purity wasaswhiteasour whiteabove. Onehad twisted| egsand ahump and atwistedface. Whenwelived
together theworld sangwith hidden songs, for insidethemwasamusi c God that madetheearthliketinkling crystal
andtheair likesweet shadowsof rareperfumes.

“Whenweloved, nonethought of theother’ sdifferences, but of our communal nature, boundtogether through
Our ONesses.

“ S0, littleandwonderouscreature, how canthechimeraof Juli, whowasal | that superficia perfectiondemands,
beamatter of loveto me?

“Truthis, now | seeyouasyouare, | know my heart at last rests, and that | amfreeof along-lived burden. It
islikethedeathof Purity and L ove, when| seemedtohear their waveringvoicescry out, Amati! Singer of Souls,
andmy ownvoicecrywithgrief ‘ Purity! Love!’. Y ethow sovery different, S ncenovoicecriesing deexcept perhaps
thevoiceof freedom. Somethingisdead, yet somethinglivesfar purer.

“Doyouunderstand?’

Shesmiled andkissed himsoftly.

“What areyou named?’

“lamLola”

“Lola?

She nodded.

“ Andyoulivethroughaeons, asdo RomerodeM organ, JontotheMagnificent, andmy great friend, Adonis,
theMagnificent Cythetic?’

“Itisso.”

“Why you?Diditjust happen?AnOldenmachine?’

“1 amnot abeggerweed, but acreation by intent and chancetogether.”

“Ah, my LolawhoisnotJuli. | donot think of youasbeggerweed. | ampuzzled.” Hewavedat their satyr-like
setting. “ This-- al this-- itisillusion?’

Sheshook her headviolently, answeringwith: “ It hascomeat my behest, butit hasal so-- | havenocommon
wordswithyou RomerodeMorgan-- for words| havedo not maketheconcept -- say, forinstance, that it has
al so been commanded -- thoughinnoway am| commanded. Theparadox isnot equal tomy language.”’

“It?7

Shepeeredat himwithher plain, dark eyesandcommonfeatures. That whichoncecontrolledall of Cairema.”

“Ah! A God. Thegreat God!”

“No. Itisnot aGod, though to many uneducated, asl was, it hasmany of God’ spowers.’”’

Shetold of her planet, thousands of light yearsdistant, and aplacewherethisgiant Cairemianinstrument
siphonedwindsandwaters, and al sotheplacewheredwelt her family inprimitivesqual or and superstition.

“They claimedl wasvirginal,and must thereforebesacrificed.

200
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! osewl%)o AoVt rgl ihal after their pre-marriagenight aredroppedinto themighty openvortex atopahigh
mountai nwhich sweepsout windsandwaters. | knew not but that death had comeandtheir lawswerewrongand
unjust,and| hatedthemall. When| awokel found myself ins dethismonstrouspileof stone. Inbrief momentsl was
educated beyond my ability tounderstand. | madeapact withthis-- machine -- thoughthinkingitaGod -- and
wassent out onamissionthat hastakenoverlong.”

“Now that our shipisaccessible, | canreturnyoutoyour world, if youlike, or youcantarry at every star, as
willwe.”

“No!” sheanswered with passion. “ RomerodeM organyou must understand that my worldishere. | have
willfully madethepactand | willfully carryitthrough. | am -- 1 am -- toremedy wrongsof thefathers--."”’

“ Ah! | begintounderstand aglimmering. Each generation on Cairemahaswrought | essened children, until
plasmaitself disappears. Y ouareto bring proper genesback to Cairema?’

She nodded.

“Andl?

“Y es, Romero. | didnotknow or guess-- by my foolishnessandyouth. Y ouareadonor. Cairema s-- God
-- ispleased.”’

Hesighed, saying, “| mustfaceit. My life, thoughlongand uneventful, hasneverthelessnot beenfor nought. As
astud| perhapssireawhole, new race. What morevanity canaproud mandesire?’

Seeingthat hesmiled and perhapstwitted her, sheal so showed solid whiteteeth beneaththick lips. Shetook
hishand, saying:“Come.”

Hewasledintothelabyrinthsof Cairema sGod.

Cairema sGodheldfew discretionary powers, andlittle, if any, creativeability. Tensof milleniahad passed
sinceithadbeenindirect contact withthinkingentities. It wasunderstandably restless-- if thetermmay beused.

Onceitsrangeof control -- dominion-- had been planetwide, withstrongfunctionsextendingtothreeartificial
suns, and similar dutiesextending beyond and outsi deof spacetoworldsremote. Entrustedwith careandfeeding
of atotal planet, it functioned perfectly for many generations.

Romerofetitspresence, asilent, invisible hoveringentity that cametohisinner beingasincal cul atingly powerful,
simultaneoudy restrained by thelawsthat helditintobeing. Cairema sGodwasnot amal eor femaletobargainwith,
nor onetositand chat with, but apresencethat shared onefor one. It gaveinformation, andtook information. If the
logicof aconditional experiencereceiveddirectedenergiesincertainways, thenthosewerethewaysof energy flow.
Romero’ smemorieswerereverberated, duplicated, and plucked, even asthemachineshared:

All radiation could not be shielded from plasma -- slight crustal shifts not predictable -- minute changes
in spatial constants as galaxies whirl and shift, beyond control -- cannot control all particles everywhere
-- cannot control all Cairemian particles -- in time they shift and remold and change -- they stretch and
fold, creating anchor points that become points of chaos. Energy should not be red and blue -- white alone
permissable. Beyond control -- now regaining control.

Eachsilver cylinder or silver city -- symbionts -- furnished information -- must supply symbionts energy
-- most symbionts destroyed -- as they destructed, control lost: desireable mode.

Tunnel through space -- deliver air and water, energy -- replace that which has been drawn into out-
of-control suns.

Nourished and healed four hundred billion, powered thousands of ships, provided energy for billions on
land, heated homes, parks, powered research centers.

Change. Change.

Particles shift -- too much binding energy -- too little elsewhere -- an allotropic form that disturbs
function, a trend to allomorphism.

Weather shifted: colder, hotter, dryer -- ships delay, or come early -- unresolveable accidents -- crop
failures -- no assignable causes -- decideable but indeterminable.

Creators not impressed -- fail notice of small things -- springlets dry -- streams grow into large rivers
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@ glaczs sugfimate, or thicken -- pollution spreads. Major planetary shifts -- cracking crustal layers -
- upset delicate balances between fluids, atmospheres -- can control some, cannot control some -- siphon
more through space- tunnels -- tighten energizers -- two energizers become suns: red, blue -- strive to gain
proper information through symbionts and creators for logic that will control two new suns -- learn slowly
-- creators unable to adjust -- crustal plates move -- oceans disappear -- billions of creators terminated.
Suns wrongly radiate -- Oldens and suns change human replications -- cannot restore -- cannot stop.
Changes progress faster.
Aeons drift.
Creator/helper spaceship arrives through space tunnel -- shares information -- cannot respond --
artifact downed.
Creator/helper siphoned through space tunnel.
Understands genetic needs -- shares information.
Pact.
Logic solution -- cannot create.
Human searches -- human differentiates -- problem solved.
Restoration.
Alongwith thiscrypticinterchangeRomero’ smind, likeAdonis , waspackedwithinformationthat woul d better
havefitacomputer’s. But hisfirst thought wasthis: So that’s why MIMS lost control.
L olaeased histensionandthenthey slept.

LXV

MIMS, rebrained, reprogrammed, carried themeffortlessly toanearby mountain peak beyondtheeternally
thundering and groaningglacier fieldswhose calveswereformedandwitlessly dropped.

M organ pointedtoaformer society that lay incrumbledruins, likeacity |ong dead fromageand dust and yet
notquiteburied. ToLola, hesaid: “Y ourtribeislikeastar glowinglongandbrightinthenight, it yet waneseither
fromitsownconsumption, or fromanger, theswordsthrown by unknown Gods-- Or, might they bescientistsof
akindunimaginedby us, thosewhousethefiresof thestars, and quenchtheir hungry thirstfor power, for energy?”’

L olacarednot. Solong had shetriedto see mal € simage, andjust solong sheremainedwoman. What mattered
thesparksof time, theglory of dust till toberi sen, thehappi nessof flighty birdsintheirlongequinox acrossheavens,
if Lolacouldbut child, and startlifeanew?

Life is eternal, thought Lola, no matter what Morgan would say. Could not he see that life begat life ? That
everywhere was life, and that nowhere is there not life ? Even the very stars by which this strange man swore
held life that burgeoned and reached elsewhere for tenuous contact!

No. Lola would not go with these lovers. She’d hold her truths as self-evident, and even offer her own
ashes to that which must be.

WhenMIM Slofted duringtimeof darkeningblue, Lolacried. Inher handwasacl utch of eggsleft behind by
JontotheMagnificent -- "he'" was"she". Thebird-lizard’ schief directiveand quest havingbeenat last reveal ed.

MeanwhileAdonis maturity hadtakenlong, and hismindwasstuffed withthedebrisof twogreat technologies,
Cairema sheingthegreatest by far. Sohemust puzzl ethrough histhoughtstomaketheir maturity equal tohisbody’s.
AsheworkedonMIMS, hesaid: “1 amlikeyou, bound by lawsof my programming, andmy overall design. That
design, however, al so permitsmeto adapt to unprogrammed but decideabl e -- unknowabl e, but decideabl e --
events. | sthat thesecret of life?That | bindandambound only by laws| buildwithinmysel f?

Therewasno answer, asMIM Shad not yet been given back her voice.

Suddenly Adonishad animpishthought, onesostartling, socrashing, that it seemedtotug at every imprinted
chaininhisbody, and hegrinned hugely withthethought, andworked moreswiftly.

MIM Sloftedduringatimeof darkening blue. Shesang paeonsby her new stability andthrumandclicked happily
throughher new programs.

Adonisbusi edhimself tryingonwel | preserved clothing, swaggering back andforthlikeany pompousdandy,
especially searchingfor thosewithtight pants.

Copyright 2002 Perry A. Chapdelaine, Sr., 7376 Walker Road, Fairview, TN 37062-8141



SPONSORED BY

@ THE ARTHRITIS TRUST WITHERING GODS 203

&= OF AMERICA
“Y ou havebecomel essthecytheticand servitor, and moretheHuman,” Romero quipped.

Jontofluttered back andforthfrom Adonis newly garmented broad shoul der toRomero. Fromtimetotime
she' dflick out doubletongues, andthenburp and screech eerily.

“Listen,” Romerosaid. “ Cairemaisour homeno matter how longgenerationsstraddieus.’’

When hetouched ascreen, starsblazed.

“Thereareabillion placeswhereancther Juli may be. Y ouand | must remind oursel vesthat sheisaghostly
projectioninsideour ownmindsand hearts-- for every creaturebuildshisor her ownJuli fromtenuousmatter.”’

Adonismovedabout thefinery, nervousdly thinking: Yes. Each man carries his own shadows. Unless weface
them, they shall guide our lives as they already guide the actions of those around. I, Adonis, have been created
a magnificent cythetic, and have viewed by own shadow. Have I yet willed it away?

Hetossed athickly feathered cap aside, grabbing onebetter suitedfor glitteringandhushedmusichalls. At first
he'd been saddened onleaving L ola, who must follow her destiny to mother aworld. Now reconciled, Adonis
grinnedhugelywhenMIMS, speaking clearlyinduli’ ssweet contratovoice, said: “ Thereares mply somanyworlds,
dear RomerodeMorgan. Shall | review possibilities?’

“Gah!” Romeroswore. “1 overlooked her father’ svocal imp.”

Adonisshook hishead, and clearly spokeanemphatic“No!”

“What! Y oudisgreewithyour Master andL ord?’

Pedlingoff grandhumor, Adoniscouldnot dolessthanparrot, “ Romero, Greatest!”” andthenthey bothlaughed
hysterically, Jonto, too, hissing her double-tonguesinand out asdoubl eeyelidsblinked upand down.
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