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The Arsenal of Miracles
Gardner F. Fox

ONE

It was Bran the Wanderer who found death.

Literally, death: the reason why men must die.

He did not understand what it was he found, at first. Few men would, for it way 
only a metallic machine set in a city so old its stones turned powdery to the rub 
of his big hand over them. The machine hummed a little, very faintly, and it 
was warm to the touch. It appeared to do nothing else.

Bran marvelled and walked on.

He had been walking on for several years, ever since he had found the tele-
doors, travelling across the wastelands of the star worlds, appearing from out 
of nowhere on Costair or Uristhinn or Moorn, planets which dotted the crown 
of Empire which was flung across deep space. He never stayed long in any 
place. His feet itched for distant sands, for the waters of unseen planets and 
their high places that only Bran seemed able to find.

After a while he became something of a legend.

And then he went to Makkador…

He came walking into Makkamar City off its desert sands toward sunset of a 
day when shadows were at their longest and their blackest and his own 
shadow, moving in rhythmic stride before him, showed a big man with deep 
chest and wide shoulders. There was a lean, hard look about him, all over. The 
dust of the Akkan planets lay on his leotan furs and yellow hair, on the black 
leather holster of his a-gun. Streaks of dried salt on his boots showed where he 
had splashed through the waters of half a dozen shallow streams. A moment he 
stood on the rim of the gray sands where Makkamar City begins and fingered 
his belt pouch for the dice he carried always with him. They were strange dice, 
carved with cats and ships and dragons on solid onyx of a peculiar red color; he 



had found them in his wanderings; he rarely took a step without rubbing them 
with the thumb of his right hand and tossing them high.

He did that now, catching them with a sidewise swipe of the hand and opening 
his fingers to grin down at the twin ships that ran before an onyx wind.

"A lucky symbol, the Kriil ships," he chuckled. There was a gold coin and three 
silvery speds in his pocket pouch beside the dice, enough for a feed and a 
comfortable bed for one night. Bran the Wanderer was wealthy only in his 
freedom of movement. He had no other riches.

He could eat and sleep with that money. Or—build himself a stake in some 
space-stews dive. His belly was empty but he had been a gambler too long not 
to feel a tug from the felt covers he would find on a tavern gambling table. He 
needed money, right now. Why, Bran? To go on roaming to forget Peganna?

Some men found Lethe in the bottoms of their liquor mugs; others, in the 
women who flocked to the stews. Bran found his in far travels. The sandy world 
of Conchavar. The great green seas that roll eternally on Slithstan The high 
rock mountains of Klard. He had touched them all.

And yet, he wanted more. To see the marsh fires dance their blazing saraband 
on Duheel. To stare when the copper skies come down on Boharel and kiss the 
metal trees that are unlike any other trees in the known universe. To walk in 
the caves of Rann. To climb the Tors on Vomarr. A corner of his mind told him 
he was a fool, that other men had built new lives from the wreckage of the old. 
His lips twisted, bitterly. None of them had ever known Peganna of the Silver 
Hair or held her in his arms under the seven moons of Kuleen while wearing 
the white uniform of Interstellar Fleet Commander.

He snarled low in his throat.

"Sure, it's all behind me now. I'm no longer a commander with all his pretty 
gold braid and precious medals—but a nobody."

A dog ran out of the shadows formed by two buildings where they leaned 
toward the setting sun as if for a last bit of warmth against the coming cold of 
night, and barked at him. It was a scrawny yellow hound, a breed called lannx 
by the men of Makkador, and it looked half starved. As I do myself, Bran 
thought.

He moved on away from the dog, along a narrow alleyway that twisted halfway 
across the edge of Makkamar City to its spaceport and the stews that formed a 
stinking crescent around its launching pads. There would be a thousand 
taverns in the stews with felt-topped gaming tables. All he had to do was 
choose one.



At the intersection of two twisting, ancient streets—Makkador was an old, old 
planet long since lost sight of by Time —he heard the low throb of a starship 
sliding into a vane-down. Bran looked up and felt the breath catch in his throat.

Gods! That gray metal hull had the look of a—but no. The Lyanir design had 
been copied by some trader, probably. There was no device on it at all, as far as 
he could see.

Bran shrugged. It was no concern of his, that ship.

He walked under creaking signs swinging on rusted chains in the wind, their 
painted wood surfaces worn to bareness in spots by the abrading sands off the 
deserts. One need not be able to read to understand those signs, for each was 
carved for men to know its meaning, in the shape of a shoe, of a loaf of bread, 
of a tankard.

He made his choice outside a neatly kept tavern where the cobblestones were 
broomed and the windows spotless. A freshly painted pair of benches and a 
solanthus-wood door told him the food and liquor might be worthwhile 
investigating.

It was dusk now and the lights were on inside as he laid his palm to the door 
and thrust it open. The first diners were at the table, the early drinkers were 
crowding the bar. There was even a handful of men at the low gaming boards. 
Bran stood a moment on widespread legs sniffing at roasting meat, at tart wine 
as it flowed from ewers into pewter cups.

On impulse he walked to the green felt table and laid a silver sped on its edge. 
"One throw of your dice," he said to a bearded wheen miner. "A sped against 
five you can't make your point in as many rolls."

The miner grinned and threw. He threw again and three more times. With a 
growl he tossed coins to Bran. The Wanderer winked and said, "I'll give you a 
chance to win them back when I've put meat and wine in my middle."

He rested his rump on a wooden bench and signaled a serving wench to him, 
ordering meat with gravy and vegetables and a beaker of mead. To his pleased 
surprise, the food was tasty and hot. He ate slowly, with relish. The meal cost 
six speds. He had his gold auroch and two speds left with which to gamble. 
Twelve speds, all told, enough with which to build a new stake for his travels.

He gave the serving maid a pinch on the rump and a kiss on her lips with a 
promise of twin speds if he proved lucky this night. She told him to keep an eye 
on the dice of the fat man in the workclothes of a driller; there were some who 
said he put weights in them by a method no one had been able to detect. Bran 
laughed. He had seen all manner and makes of dice in his travels; there were 
few that could fool his sensitive fingers. But he thanked the girl and unfastened 



his food pouch, giving it to her to fill with bread and meat and a small flask of 
wine.

Then he moved on the gaming tables.

It took him ten minutes and the loss of his golden auroch to detect the trick of 
the dice. They totalled seven on adjacent sides so that on a pad roll the sixes 
faced one another and prevented craps. Once he learned their secret, he built a 
pile of speds before him until the piles became two in number and then three.

Voices growled around the table. Bran laughed and tossed the crooked dice to 
the fat man, bringing out his own. He passed them around the table and let the 
players examine them. He used them until his speds were doubled.

A great crowd had gathered around the boards to watch Bran match his luck 
with that of half a dozen men. They laughed and made comments between 
throws but when the dice were rattling around in the leathern cup that one 
gambler had made Bran use after a while, they held their breaths.

The cup rattled and dipped and the curiously marked dice came rolling across 
the green baize flashing their queer symbols. "Two dragons of Moorn," shouted 
Bran and put out a brown hand for the piled coins in the center oval.

"With your luck you ought to try the well of Molween," a half-naked stevedor 
grumbled.

Bran looked up, intrigued. "Now what do you know of the well? Have you ever 
seen it?"

The man looked embarrassed. "Someone was asking about it a little while ago, 
over at the bar. I told him it was a myth, along with that of the six gods of 
Nomaar, but he insisted it was true."

"Did he now?" Bran asked softly. "And where is this man with the tongue that 
wags about Molween?"

The stevedor grinned. "Oh, he's gone now. He left when I pointed you out to 
him and told him only Bran the Wanderer knows where the well is hidden."

"You spoke true words," Bran admitted. "I do know the well. But it's far and far 
away from Makkador. Across eighty thousand light years of space."

Someone hooted, "No man can go so far in one lifetime, not even with the 
transdimensional drive."

"I can," said Bran and there was truth in the sound of his voice. Men looked at 
one another and drew back from the table a little. Gossip said Bran was not 
quite human, that there was an alienness about him, a form of humankind put 
on to hide a nightmare intelligence from an unknown world. Some men 
believed the tale.



A brass lamp suspended on its chains from a blackened ceiling beam swung to 
a cool draft moving through the smoke-filled room as a door opened. A 
zusthin-skin drum throbbed in the shadows where a crouched changeling drew 
elemental harmonies from its tightly stretched hide head. A girl sobbed softly 
in those same shadows, caught up in kleth-induced dreams that shook her ripe 
body. The swinging lamp laid black shadows on the green felt as Bran leaned 
over it.

"Well? Does my talk of the well frighten you like little children? Will no one bet 
against Bran and his lucky dice?"

The brass lamp hissed and the moaning girl quieted. Suddenly the tavern was 
hushed, for these were the Forbidden Hours of the Serpent on Makkador and 
only men and women whose lives were as nothing against their lusts and 
hungers were abroad in the stews. A wind blew the tangy scents of desert weeds 
in through the barred windows, and with them the smells of old stone buildings 
and the swill that dotted the cobblestone streets beyond the tavern door.

Bran shook the dice so they made a hollow sound in his cupped palm. "I've won 
enough for one night, I suppose. Enough to take me off Makkador to some 
other planet where men will risk a sped or two for an evening's pleasure. Ah, 
well. It isn't exactly a wasted night, I suppose, with a thousand speds to show 
for my time but I'd hoped for another roll or—"

"I will play against Bran and his dice of Nagalang."

Silken stuffs rustled in the wind that swirled close to the solanthus-wood door 
and there was an illusion of bare legs whispering together as they walked. Then 
a white hand came into the lamplight, a slim hand with green nails. Its fingers 
opened and three scarlet pearls came rolling across the green felt pad of the 
gaming board.

A woman stood smiling at Bran.

"My flame pearls against your life, Wanderer."

Men drew back before the figure in the spun silk chlamys whose face was 
hooded against their stare. Eyes sought to probe the cloth edged with purple. 
Only Bran pretended not to see the gentle curves of hidden hips. He 
straightened slowly until he towered above the woman and gestured at the 
leathern cup holding the dice.

His hand was shaking with unaccountable excitement, Bran knew. His heart 
slammed in its rib cage. The voice that had spoken had come across the void of 
years—how many years make sorrow in a man for the might-have-been?—and 
whispered now to the memories in his brain.



Long ago he had heard this voice, long ago and far away in another life. The 
ripe red mouth that had spoken them he had kissed to breathlessness. The 
elation in him grew until he was the only man in the room and she the only 
woman.

Only the senses know reality. His ears and his eyes screamed the truth at him 
and his hands itched to move out and touch. He controlled himself and made 
his voice a mockery of what lay deep in his heart.

"My life? What's that against three flame pearls?"

She laughed with melody in her throat, like a sweet charm to give a man 
dreams. "Those pearls are beyond price. Is your life so valuable?"

A little man with a pockmarked face looked up from the felt pad and the three 
crimson pearls he had been studying. His bright eyes were feverish with green 
as he whispered, "Long ago I was court jeweler to Kraad of Palisthan. Once I 
advised him to buy a flame pearl once worth only half one of these—yet it was 
the finest gem in all his great collection! With those beauties a man could buy a 
star system."

Bran did not take his eyes from the features he could see only dimly in the 
shadow of the white silk hood. "You named the stakes, si'ilar," he smiled, giving 
her a royal title. "If my life is worth so much to you, so be it."

Mocking laughter came to him from the hood. "I choose what you value least, 
Wanderer. If I win, the manner of your living is mine to name."

He fumbled for the cup, held it out to the white hand with the green nails. 
"Roll, then."

Her head shook almost imperceptibly. "Yours the first roll, wanderer. Yours is 
the luck I mean to beat."

Without taking his gaze from the slant eyes that brooded at him from beneath 
the silken hood, he moved the cup around in his hand, tumbling the dice back 
and forth inside it. He asked, "How many casts to win?"

"Three. Your point in that time or—you're mine!"

Bran shook his head. "A poor bargain."

But he turned to the green felt and made the dice spin out across its surface so 
that they glowed with iridescent fires in the lamplight. They showed the dragon 
crests of Tarrn and the ships of Krül and then the cats of Bydd. When they 
stilled on a trio of stars and the banner of the Rim worlds, men sighed.

A wheen miner whispered, "The lost stars of Murd and the banner. A bad roll."

"Bad aye!" laughed Bran. "But—for whom?"



His fingers gathered the dice and dropped them one after the other into the cup 
so they made hollow sounds. He stared deep into the hood, hunting the pale 
features hidden there and he sighed and rolled again and now the dice showed 
only a cat and a Krül ship. Another poor roll. Only with twin dragons could he 
hope to recoup bad fortune.

"Twin dragons are only an angle away from the cat and the boat," he told the 
woman, and threw again. The dice gleamed redly in the smoking lamps, red 
and somehow—evil. They came to rest.

The woman said gently, "The cat and but one dragon. Hand the cup to me, 
Bran." He started suddenly and half opened his lips to speak but no sound 
came out; only the breath scratched in his throat to reveal the thoughts 
tumbling through his brain. He looked down into the leather cup and scowled.

"Eight years ago I was a Fleet Commander in the Empire space navy. I 
captained the greatest fighting force the Empire ever built. I took Star Force 97 
out to meet the Lyanir and smashed them in three battles. They pinned so 
many medals on my chest for that, I could hardly stand upright."

He held the cup out to the woman whose green-nailed fingers closed about it 
gently. Bran said, "I rid the Empire of the Lyanir threat. For what I did they 
took away my command and sat me down behind a desk to handle paper work. 
All because of a woman."

He heard her sigh. "What woman, Bran?"

"Her name was Peganna. Peganna of the Silver Hair," he murmured as his eyes 
appeared to hunt beneath her hood.

"Was she so much ill fortune to you?"

He only shook his head, not speaking. She gave a little sigh and turned to the 
gaming board. The dice rattled in the cup and then she threw and all men 
watched the rolling Nagalang dice until they settled. Two dragons showed and 
the woman clapped pale hands.

"I've won, wanderer. That single throw alone was all I needed to own your life."

The hands with the green nails drew the chlamys tighter about her body so that 
her hips showed round and firm. Fingertips arranged the cowl and now even 
less of her face could be seen.

The little man with the pocked face, he who had been court jeweler to Kraad, 
put out a hand toward the dice but Bran was faster. He scooped them up and 
tossed them high so they winked in the red lampflames. He caught them deftly, 
rattled them in his hand, then slipped them back into his belt pouch.

"When do I die, si'ilar?" he wondered.



"Who spoke of dying, Bran? I want you alive. Dead, you're of no use to me. You 
belong to me now, to me alone." Laughter trailed up from the cowl. "Follow at 
my heels."

There were some who looked to see the Wanderer explode with rage but he 
only chuckled low and nodded. "At your heels, highborn. Like a hound."

She moved on through the shadows cast by the wall torches, turning to stare 
back at him from the solanthus-wood doorway decorated with figures of satyrs 
and running maidens carved onto its hardwood surface. Bran stood for a 
moment with the red light playing over the white fur of his kilt and brown 
leather jerkin, his lips twitching into a grin.

"Maybe the dice didn't do me such a bad favor, after all. Maybe the luck they 
promised is just beginning." He glanced down at the flame pearls on the green 
tabletop.

"Pick them up. Keep them," said the woman.

He picked them up one by one and held them on his palm, his eyes widening at 
their ethereal beauty. Living flame was imprisoned in crimson milkiness in 
those jewels. No man knew whence came the flame pearls or the manner of 
their making. Here and there, on this planet or that, a man would find one and 
if he reached a civilized spaceport alive, he sold it for a fortune. These three 
pearls made the Wanderer the richest man between Earth and Senorech.

The irony of it made him laugh. "To be so rich—yet to be no more than a slave! 
The humor of the thing tickles my fancy."

His shoulders brushed men aside as he came out of the circle of onlookers 
around the table. As he stepped close to the woman he saw that the top of her 
head came to his heart. Eyes watched them, this man whose skin was the color 
of dull bronze and this woman of whom nothing could be seen but the faint 
imprint of hips against silk. Bran put out a hand and the door opened. The 
woman stepped out into the night with the Wanderer at her heels and the door 
swung shut behind them.

Three moons made bright silver of the flat red surface of ancient Makkador. 
Pale light flooded the cobbled streets and where it touched the bricks and 
masonry of the buildings in the su'udar stews, they gleamed as with glowing 
fire. In the distance, summoning the faithful who worshipped Kronn to the 
dawn service, a bell tolled mournfully. The wind that had swept the red deserts 
to the north all night long was dying now in fitful little gusts that powdered the 
empty streets and stark gray walls of the stone buildings with scarlet dust.

The woman walked swiftly with a feline stride that ate at distance, yet seemed 
as effortless as the padding of a panther. Bran aped her stride, stalking slightly 



behind her, a giant of a man whose long yellow hair was caught in a platinum 
torque in the fashion of the Akkan outlanders. His a-gun thumped its leather 
holster against his thigh as the white fur kilt swung to his every step.

He waited until the tavern was behind them by five hundred paces. Then he 
asked, "Why did you come back into my life, witch-woman?"

She walked on until she came to a fountain that had been dry for centuries, 
turning there and putting back a fold of the cowl to look up at him. "I knew a 
man once, a man who said he loved me. Yet he believed the lies they told him 
on Earth and never came back to me as he said he would. I came after him, 
instead."

His hand went out to her shoulder, caught it through the silken chlamys and 
held it firmly. Though his clasp must have hurt, she did no more than shiver.

"You violated your agreement. You moved your people off Kuleen."

"And why shouldn't I? You told me to."

"Not I," he said soberly. "You and I knew our agreement. You were to keep the 
Lyanir on Kuleen as token of your friendliness while I did what I could to 
induce the Empire to accept you into its hegemony of races."

There was a troubled quaver in her voice. "I kept possession of the 'gram you 
radioed me. It was signed by you. I knew you well enough—in those days—to 
recognize your signature."

His sigh was bitter. "Then someone forged it. I sent no 'gram. I was fighting—
and winning—a battle to get Empire to give you living room on the Veil planets, 
empty worlds no one's ever colonized because they're pretty far off the normal 
trade routes. They'd have been ideal for the Lyanir, far enough from everybody 
else to give both your people and mine time to get accustomed to the idea of 
integration without causing incidents by daily shoulder-jostling."

"What happened, Bran?"

His laugh was raw with suppressed anger. "One of the ambitious boys at 
headquarters got jealous. Evran Dallish, or Alvar Dexter, or David Uronogian. 
Or—someone else. They were all Commanders, as I was."

"I—I don't understand?"

"What's to understand? One of them decided I was getting too big for my 
britches. He forged my name and sent the 'gram. When the Lyanir moved off 
Kuleen to Yvrilis, it was made to look like an attempt to force a quick 
acceptance of my plan. Empire doesn't like to be threatened. The powers that 
be decided I'd make a fine teacher for wet-behind-the-ears cadets. They offered 
me a superintendency of the Academy. I didn't want it and resigned."



"You ran away," she accused.

"I went to find you," he pointed out. "I didn't."

They were standing so near in the shadow of the fountain her thigh pressed 
into him. The hand that had held her arm so tightly was stroking it now, up to 
her shoulder and behind her throat, fingers clamping the hood so he could drag 
it down away from the white face and green eyes and silver hair of the queen of 
the alien Lyanir. His hot black eyes searched first the red mouth and straight 
nose and broad forehead where the moonlight touched them. Her long-lashed 
eyes misted in tears as they stared up at him. When the hood came fully away, 
her silver hair, long and soft and seemingly filled with pallid fire, was a cloud 
about the loveliness of her features.

"Peganna," he whispered.

In his memory he tasted the soft moist flesh of her mouth and felt her arms 
enclosing him as once they had done, so long ago. She stood proud in her white 
beauty there under the three moons of Makkador while she studied the hard 
lines! on his face with pitying eyes. We could have had so much, he and I, had 
not Subb of the Hundred Hates thrust his will upon us! Sighing gently, she 
raised the white hood with its fretwork of purple dye and rearranged it about 
her face.

Eight years before, a race of humanoids who called themselves the Lyanir had 
swept in toward the Border planets, of Earth Empire from the outer stars. In a 
thousand great star-ships they had crossed the voids between the Tucanae 
cluster and the Rim planets. Even moving through interdimensional space, the 
voyage had taken them centuries. They were hungry for fresh air, for sunlight, 
for fresh foods grown in normal dirt and for the taste of natural meat, not its 
manufactured equivalents.

They had come in peace, contacting the Rim world of Keshabar. In panic, the 
Keshabar forces had opened fire. The Lyanir shot back. There had been no 
attempt at negotiation, to arrive at a meeting of human and humanoid minds. 
Two fleets of the Empire Interstellar Command went out to meet the invaders 
and were swept into powdery non-existence by strange rays that acted as does 
a vacuum on certain metals.

Empire sent its youngest Commander, Bran Magannon, out to meet the Lyanir. 
Commander Magannon gathered up what he could of the powdered hulks of 
those first two fleets and ordered the powder analyzed. By driving his 
Ordnance experts day and night he evolved a metallic compound that the 
Lyanir rays could not harm.



Once able to get his cruisers within missile range of the alien ships, he wrecked 
them in a running fight between Keshabar and Kuleen. The name of Bran 
Magannon was half a legend, already; it had been Captain Magannon who had 
destroyed the growing power of the sikals on Ceti-21; as Commander 
Magannon he had shattered the power of the Pumars a million miles outside 
Fomalhaut. With this latest victory he stood next in line to become Fleet 
Admiral. His name was a by-word from Earth to Moorn, his fame a toy for 
small boys to play at winning.

Such success will breed jealousy among both equals and superiors. While 
Commander Magannon was meeting with the young queen of the Lyanir, 
Peganna, to discuss surrender terms, Empire officials were making moves 
behind his back aimed at reducing his stature in the star worlds. It is not easy 
to smash an idol who has saved a people from defeat in such a way that their 
money boxes are scarcely opened. Commander Magannon was too fabulous a 
hero to be destroyed. The best anyone could hope for was dislodgement from 
his pinnacle which was bathed by stellar spotlight.

The surrender parley went on and on, while Commander Magannon and 
Peganna of the Silver Hair touched mouths under the skies of Kuleen, dancing 
nightly above the waters of the Loranian Sea or sipping chilled vinoral on the 
marble balconies looking out over the Tors. Lost in a world where only his love 
made sense, he gave his enemies time to perfect their moves.

When Commander Magannon came back from the stars with his Lyanir Treaty 
worked out to the satisfaction both of himself and young Peganna, his career 
rivals went to work. Lies and rumors were circulated. His love and friendship 
for Peganna were distorted into a plot to raise up the Double Axe banner of the 
Lyanir and create a new empire in the stars, an empire that would see Bran and 
Peganna become its rulers, an empire which would rival Earth. Forged 
documents were presented for study to the Tribunal judges even as a raging 
Bran Magannon flung outraged denials in the teeth of his accusers.

So great was his reputation, so much love had the common people for him, that 
he might have snatched victory out of threatening defeat had not the Lyanir 
lifted off Kuleen planet where they had contracted to remain during the treaty 
negotiations, and gone to Yvriss.

Yvriss sent back word it was being attacked.

No attack was ever made. There had been no bombs dropped or rays beamed 
down on the peaceful cities of Yvriss. Turned away, the Lyanir fled back into 
dimensional space, no man knew where. They faded out of existence, 
seemingly.



Some men said Bran Magannon had ordered their withdrawal, their flight. But 
there was no proof of this; the Tribunal judges accepted for consideration only 
the actual facts. They gave Commander Magannon the Solar Cluster and the 
Starflare medal, but they put him down on Earth and told him to teach Spatial 
Warfare at the Academy. In his pride he turned in his resignation, put his 
uniform and his medals in mothballs, and went out to the stars as a civilian. 
Somewhere between Earth and the Rim planets, he had disappeared.

Only later, much later, did tales and rumors drift back to his home world of a 
wanderer who walked alone among the star worlds, who worked at one trade or 
another until he had enough money to travel on. After a while even those 
stories faded out; there was gossip that the Wanderer had found a strange and 
unique way to cross the voids between the stars. He never needed to go by 
spaceship any more. An archeology team might sight him on unexplored 
Dravakian or barren Kaltal, but no one ever saw his spaceship or understood 
the manner of his coming and his going. He began to play the gaming tables 
with an odd pair of dice he had found in some forgotten ruin.

The myth of Bran the Lucky had been born.

Now under the three moons of Makkador, he stood once again beside Peganna 
of the Lyanir. Her voice as she whispered to him was a dirge for the might-
have-been, lost in the night around them.

"We could have had so much, so long ago."

She turned on a heel and walked more swiftly toward the spaceport where twin 
control towers made a pattern of chrome and glass against the starred sky. 
Bran went after the white silk of her chlamys as it whipped to her stride in the 
last few gusts of wind off the desert.

At the edge of the black tanbark, she halted.

"Bran—look!" she cried out, pointing.

He saw the sleek starship he had glimpsed hours before, standing bright and 
silvery in the moonlight. Grouped about its base were men in the white 
uniforms of the Star Fleet, weapons at the ready.

His arm drew her back into shadows. "Somebody alerted them that yours was a 
Lyanir starship. They've put it under guard. They're waiting for you to come 
back." He felt her shiver against him.

"What does that mean?"

"Officially, you're an enemy of the Empire. I'm a traitor for consorting with 
you." At that in her pride, she would have pulled free of him but he would not 



let her go. "Easy! Be easy, girl. I've no intention of letting them come at you. 
We'll go somewhere else."

"Where, on Makkador? When I don't return to the ship they'll send out 
searching parties. They'll invade every tavern, every house in Makkamar City. 
Then they'll start hunting from the air, in Zads. There's nowhere on Makkador 
for us to hide."

His teeth showed like those of a wolf baring its fangs. “We'll go off Makkador, 
then—to safety."

She was so startled she cried out as she turned to look up at him. "But how can 
we, with the spaceports closed? With my ship under quarantine?"

"There are ways I know."

She looked at him queerly but went willingly enough to the tug of his hand at 
her elbow. They moved back along the narrow alleyways and cul-de-sacs that 
made the su'udar stews a labyrinth of hiding places. Within the hour dawn 
would flood these cobbled streets and armed details of Fleet soldiers would be 
patrolling them, hunting the queen of a lost people and the man who loved her.

By dawn, the Wanderer wanted to be far away.

TWO

Fleet Commander Alvar Drexel was angry.

"Where can they be, those two? A woman as beautiful as Peganna and a man as 
impressive as Bran Magannon—I give him that, freely enough—can't have 
vanished into thin air?"

His hard stare held his lieutenants rigid. They stood at attention in the 
Operations Room of the Empire Starship Taliesin, neatly uniformed in the 
white action dress of men on an alert. Gold braid sparkled at their left 
shoulders. Black leather belts snugged their lean middles. Their dress swords 
hung motionless. They were hard men, fashioned in a tough school, disciplined 
to a nicety. Not even their eyelids flickered as they waited.

When Drexel raised his blond brows, the shorter man spoke. "We took her ship 
under surveillance the minute it crossed the Barrier, sir. We've been on alert 
since twenty hours three days ago, when we had a report that the Wanderer 
had been seen on Makkador."



"I know all that. You sighted her ship. We passed it through the Barrier without 
incident, figuring that those two intended a meeting somewhere down below. 
Well, they met, all right, as we figured they'd do. Then—we lost them."

"Not lost, exactly, sir. They're down there somewhere. How far can they go? 
Patrols are moving through Makkamar City, searching it house by house under 
the Commander's orders."

"That search has been going on for sixteen hours. We haven't turned up a sign 
of them." Face flushed, Commander Drexel moved to a map case hung along 
one metal wall. His finger stabbed out to touch buttons.

Maps unrolled too fast for the eyes to follow. The lights slowed after a half 
minute and firmed. A detailed map of Makkamar City shone on the wall. Alvar 
Drexel touched it with a forefinger.

"We sent searching parties inward from the four corners of the city. Not one of 
them has reported catching so much as a glimpse of them. Within the hour 
those details will make contact at the Square of Krai. If Peganna and Bran 
aren't in this last radius, they aren't in Makkador."

The taller lieutenant said, "Then they're on the desert and not even Bran 
Magannon can hide from us there. Makkamar City is rimmed by red sand for 
twelve miles to the north and fifteen to the west. If they try crossing that, our 
Zads will sight them."

"Suppose they go south to Lunn?"

Polite incredulity showed in the voice of Lieutenant Bradford Madden. "Over 
fifty miles of red sand? In the heat of Mizar?"

His commander brooded at him. "The odds were greater that Magannon would 
never defeat the Lyanir, seven or eight years ago. He found a way to do it. He 
may find a way to get to Lunn."

"And if he does, what can he do? Where can he go? The only spaceport on 
Makkador is at Makkamar City. Even assuming he came in illegally, as he 
might with a small spacer, he can't get off-planet without alerting the Barrier."

"Mmmm, yes. I suppose there isn't any real need to worry."

Fleet Commander Alvar Drexel had a very high opinion of Bran Magannon, 
having been his second-in-command before Commander Magannon had met 
the Lyanir spaceships in battle. His own wits had been paralyzed at the 
problem confronting High Command. It had been Bran Magannon alone who 
had thought to have the drifting debris—all that was left of the Empire war-
spacers before the Lyanir rays blasted them—analyzed. When that analysis 
showed the composition of those awesome rays and when Ordnance found a 



metallic compound to offset them, he had ridden to a semi-glory on his 
commander's uniform braids. This dependence rankled in Alvar Drexel.

While stationed on Kuleen after the crushing defeat of the lyanirn and while 
Commander Magannon spent his hours with Peganna of the Silver Hair, he 
had made friends of sorts with her brother, young Gron Dhu. Gron Dhu was an 
ambitious youth. Jealousy of his sister bit in him as jealousy of Bran Magannon 
bit into Alvar Drexel.

For hours on end they had sipped tart slisthl and conjectured on what might 
happen if both Peganna and Bran Magannon fell from power. There seemed no 
hope of this, however, until the treaty terms were agreed upon; then Gron Dhu 
suggested that, if those treaty terms might be broken and the blame for such 
breaking laid upon Peganna and Commander Magannon…

It was worth a try, they had decided.

Somewhat to the surprise of both, their plan worked. Believing that it was Bran 
Magannon telling her to rise off Kuleen, Peganna had taken her people toward 
Yvriss. When they were fired upon, she realized her terrible mistake; by then it 
was too late to turn back. She had to flee into the void out of which the Lyanir 
had come to the Rim worlds. And as they fled, Gron Dhu maintained contact 
with Alvar Drexel, advising him when and where they were going.

Gron Dhu had been silent for seven years. Then he had sent a 'gram on their 
private wave-length, informing Drexel— now Commander Drexel—that 
Peganna had left the barren planet where she and the Lyanir had taken refuge. 
She had a harebrained scheme by which she hoped to compel Empire to give 
her people shelter, but Gron Dhu knew no more than that. Perhaps if 
Commander Drexel could manage to intercept her—and Bran Magannon, 
whom she was hopeful of meeting—he could kill them and make out a case of 
intended attack on the Empire against them. If this were done, Gron Dhu 
would make submission to Commander Drexel and together they would work 
out a deal by which the Lyanir need no longer stay exiled.

If this should happen, Gron Dhu promised to make Alvar Drexel a very wealthy 
man. During their wanderings between planets, the Lyanir had found fabulous 
treasures and rumors of others still more amazing. Gron Dhu and Alvar Drexel 
would share them. No price was too high for the Lyanir to pay for living room, 
even as subordinates to mankind.

Ten hours ago, Commander Drexel could envision himself living in a mansion 
on the pleasure world, Nirvalla. Since then, his roseate dreams had been 
turning a gray, ashen color.



If that thrice-damned Bran Magannon and his silver-haired companion should 
escape—

Alvar Drexel hit his desk with a clenched fist. His two lieutenants blinked at the 
fury of the blow.

"Send more patrols into Makkamar City. Flood it with searchers. On the 
double!" His junior officers saluted and ran. Behind them, Commander Drexel 
worried his lower lip with his teeth.

Where in the name of the Akkan gods could they be?

It was hot walking over the red desert sands with the red wool blankets on their 
shoulders. From time to time Peganna stumbled and might have fallen had not 
Bran thrust out his arm to catch and hold her. Fiery Mizar was high in the 
midday sky, bathing Makkador in heat.

"Luck is with us, Peganna. Hold on for just a little longer." He turned and 
stared back and upward at the sky behind them. Before any searchers could 
sight them in their red blankets, he would see the dark dots of their fliers 
against that pallid sky. Then all he and Peganna need do would be to lie down 
and cover themselves with the blankets. The red wool would blend with the red 
sand, and since their prone figures would cast no shadow, they would be as 
good as invisible.

And in such intense heat as the Makkamar desert, any devices which might 
locate them by their body-warmth would be ineffective. Bran held Peganna 
tighter against him and stared northward toward low hills rimmed with 
stunted evergreens. In those cooler hills with their rocks and many trees, 
concealment would be easy.

After a little while, Peganna lifted her head from his chest and smiled wearily. 
"It seems I've been running all my life, Bran. First from the catastrophe that 
destroyed my home worlds, then across the voids between Lyanol and the 
Empire planets. From you. From Alvar Drexel when he succeeded to the high 
command. I'm tired."

He kissed her moist forehead. "Only a few more hours and we'll be safe. Once 
in those hills we have nothing to worry about."

Her shoulders rounded in discouragement. She shook her head. "Sooner or 
later they'll find us."

His own voice was grim. "No man can find me if I don't want to be found. Now, 
how about it? Can you walk?"



She stirred, stretching. Her smile was suddenly buoyant with hope, for the 
thought touched Peganna of the Lyanir that she really did not mind the ache in 
her slim white legs so long as Bran Magannon was here for her to lean on every 
once in a while. Not until she had found him again did she understand how 
bitterly empty her days had been without him.

She drew the red wool blanket closer about her shoulders, saying, "I'm ready 
any time you are."

They began striding, side by side.

Since before dawn they had been walking all the way from the su'udar stews. 
The Wanderer had understood the significance of Empire soldiers stationed 
about the Lyanir starship. Fleet Commander Drexel had Peganna under 
surveillance; he had let her land on Makkador, allowed her to make contact 
with Bran Magannon. This last he did not know for sure, but he could make a 
shrewd guess. Someone in the High Counsel of the Lyanir had played the 
informer. From what Peganna had told him of her preparations for this visit to 
Makkador, there could be no other answer.

Though he himself suspected Gron Dhu, Bran made no outright accusation to 
Peganna. On Kuleen, when he had stated his belief that ambition ate too 
strongly in her younger brother, Peganna had stormed with fury that had 
expended itself in tears. He would not rouse her displeasure now; he would 
bide his time. Peganna needed strength for what lay ahead.

Curiosity was strong inside him, but this too, he smothered. Peganna had come 
out of hiding for a strong reason, yet nothing but the hope to win equality and 
living room for her people would induce her to place them in danger. Once 
Empire learned where the Lyanir were hiding, it might send its fleets to destroy 
them. Peganna must be aware of this; it had been no idle whim that had 
compelled her to put herself in range of capture and possible torture.

On the other hand, if Commander Drexel had been informed that Peganna was 
on her way to Makkador, he must also know where the Lyanir were hiding, 
since his informant would have told him. It was very puzzling.

His eyes slid sideways toward the girl. Somehow she had learned that Bran 
Magannon was coming to Makkador or was already on that planet. She had 
come to find him for a reason. What could the Wanderer do to help the Lyanir? 
Bran honestly did not know.

Nor would he ask until the time was better suited to discussion. He turned and 
assessed the sky behind him, toward Makkamar City. Long since had its stone 
towers faded from sight. There was only red desert sand and pale sky to be 
seen.



No! There to the west. Three dots.

"Get down," he said to Peganna.

She caught the grimness of his voice and obeyed him instantly. She lay flat on 
her face, the blanket pulled over her so that nothing of her body showed. Bran 
lay beside her, drawing up his own blanket. He waited until his keen eyes 
verified his first suspicion; those dots were three Zad-10's, fast interceptor-
hunters. They came across the sky almost as swiftly as thought, leaving trails of 
vapor in their wakes. Their a-motors made no sound. They whispered as they 
streaked the sky and the sound of their going and that of their detection devices 
was as silent as the sunlight bathing their vee wings.

Bran waited until they were out of sight before climbing to his feet. 
Headquarters would be charting the progress of those Zads. Maps would be 
covered with colored lights to show where they had hunted. They had five 
hours at least before a re-check brought the fliers back over this northern 
corner of the desert.

In five hours they would be in the Hills of Dor.

An hour after sunset they were inside a cave that had looked out over this 
corner of Makkamar desert for uncounted eons. Bran dared not light a fire. A 
flame could be seen for an incredible distance in the blackness of a 
Makkadoran night and the Zads were soundless, giving no warning of their 
coming or their going. For a little while they must endure the cold and the 
dampness. Warmth would come when Mizar lifted its glowing bulk over the 
horizon.

Questions burned his tongue, but the Wanderer swallowed them. Peganna was 
exhausted. The seemingly endless walk over the desert had drained her of 
energy. Her feet were bleeding; he had been forced to carry her the last few 
miles. Sleep was what she needed. His curiosity could remain unsatisfied until 
daylight.

He put his arms about her, held her so the closeness of their bodies would keep 
them warm, and drew both blankets over them. Peganna rested her silvery 
head on his chest; Bran was used to a hard rock for a pillow.

"Sleep," he whispered. "Here, you are safe."

He woke twice during the night to gather her even tighter against him. In one 
sense, Bran cared nothing for the reason that had brought Peganna back into 
his life; that she was here in his arms was enough for him. If it were not for the 
danger she was in, he would have been completely happy.



Morning was a redness on his closed eyelids. Bran stirred and felt the weight of 
Peganna still across his chest. Soft laughter touched his ears and a moist mouth 
kissed his own. His arms tightened, holding her as she whispered.

"I came hunting you in the hope that we might pick up where we left off, eight 
years ago. Now I know it can never be."

"Oh? Now what could have changed your mind?" he asked.

She sat up, rubbing her arms against the damp cold of the cave. Thick silvery 
hair that had come loose of its coif of net pearls in the night, hung down her 
back to the hard rock. She had never looked so regal, Bran thought, his 
admiration frank in his eyes for her to see. She flushed and leaning out, put a 
palm over his stare.

"Not—like this. I'm so rumpled."

"Then be more rumpled," he grinned and would have pulled her down on his 
chest again except that her face betrayed the despair eating in her. He sat up 
quickly and caught her hand in his. "Tell me, Peganna. What happened last 
night to spoil your happiness?"

Her green eyes were feverish with brightness. "The Empire soldiers—oh, 
Kronn! How I hate the sight of those white uniforms!" Her fingers twisted like 
snakes within the cup of Bran's hand. She drew a sobbing breath. "I'd planned 
on contacting you—for a very special reason—when I learned who Bran the 
Wanderer really was. I sent a thousand spies into the Rim worlds to hunt you 
down, to bring you to me. The latest rumor said you were somewhere in the 
Mizar system. To find you, I came to Makkador."

"And very obligingly, I strolled into Makkamar City."

She glanced sideways at him, an elfin smile curving the corners of her mouth. 
"Makkador was the fifth planet I vaned down on, Bran. You had to be on one of 
the Mizar planets if that rumor was correct. And it was."

"All right. You've found me. Why?"

"I ought to be insulted by that, Bran Magannon," she stated, pretending 
indignation. "If you really loved me you'd never say such a thing."

"It wasn't merely love that made you seek me out," he commented wryly, then 
at her pout he laughed and caught her in his arms. Bran held her until she 
begged him to ease the pressure of his arms so she might breathe.

"Men said the Wanderer had seen many strange things in his travels," she 
murmured when she could. "Marvelous things, sights no other man has ever 
beheld."



He nodded soberly. "A thousand miracles hidden in far space, on planets so 
distant man will take a hundred centuries to reach them."

Her eyes flickered. "Yet you found them."

His white teeth glistened in a grin. "I found them," he said flatly, "only because 
I know a way to travel without a spaceship."

Ah, that shook her! She thrust back from him and put a hand to her silver hair, 
pushing it away from her glittering green eyes. Bran feasted his eyes on her 
pale white features. By Kronn, she was a beautiful woman! The years had only 
ripened her, giving her willowy younger body the sweet curves of maturity.

"Without a spaceship?"

"By tele-doors. Teleportation. Oh, Empire scientists have been working on it a 
long time, and they've succeeded to a minor extent, but the doors through 
which I walk were built by a master race, a race of beings so far ahead of us in 
scientific concept that—"

As he shook his head, he felt the green nails of her hand bit into his arm. "The 
Crenn Lir—or so at least we call them," she breathed.

Bran blinked. "You know about the Crenn Lir?"

Excitement made her rise to her feet and move up and down the cave in that 
feline walk that was a mark of all her people. Her cheeks were flushed, her 
breasts trembling with the emotion powering her faster heartbeats. She went to 
the door of the cave and stood staring out at the blazing sky and scarlet desert 
stretching everywhere.

"Once the Lyanir inhabited the planets of a star system many thousand of light 
years from Earth, as you know: Avan, you named our star-sun. Long ago there 
was a disaster of almost incomprehensible magnitude on the edge of another 
galaxy. Had not a billion light years separated that catastrophe from our 
worlds, we'd have been wiped out of existence within the wink of an eye."

Bran nodded. "Radio telescopes on Earth picked up evidence of that explosion 
back in the twentieth century. Men said then that a force was released 
instantaneously, equivalent to all the energy generated by a billion Sols from 
their birth to their end as star-suns. It must have been a fearsome thing, 
whatever it was that happened."

She nodded, framed in the cavern entrance. "So fearsome that even on Lyanol 
it meant death to everyone unless we could go away."

"You built a thousand great spaceships."

"Yes. In them we put what we could of our culture and all the people who could 
go. It was a scientific selection. Only the youngest and the ablest were chosen. 



My great-great-grandfather was rayanor then, as I am reyanal now. They set 
out across space, traveling inward through our galaxy."

"A long trip," Bran said quietly.

"You cannot know how long. The journey lasted several centuries. At the 
beginning our ships were not equipped to travel in hyperspace. It took a 
century even with everyone in the ships working on the project to develop such 
a means of movement. After that we made better time."

She turned and smiled back at him. The sunlight in her long hair made it gleam 
like molten gold. "We paused from time to time to live a little while on such 
worlds as had an atmosphere. Usually they were barren planets, burned out as 
though by some terrible force."

"And on every one of them you found evidence of an ancient civilization, that of 
the Crenn Lir."

Her eyes opened very wide. "You've been on them—on some of them at least!" 
she cried.

"I told you I had. I've wandered far from the usual haunts of men, Peganna. I 
tell myself I've learned a wisdom of sorts, seeing those other worlds where no 
feet but mine have raised the dust in perhaps a million years or more."

"On any of them—did you find the well of Molween?"

He came off his rump and went to stand before her, putting his hands at her 
elbows, staring down fixedly into her eyes. "Last night at the tavern a man 
mentioned the well. To the men of the Empire, Molween's well is only a myth, a 
fairytale of space."

"Like all myths, at some time it had a reality of sorts."

"How did you learn of the well?"

Her lips twisted bitterly. "As I've said, we Lyanir have had time to do many 
things with nothing else distracting our minds. To learn the mechanisms of the 
hyperspace drive, for one thing. To develop a weapon to protect us against 
attack, the oradirays which you solved, for another. And—to break the language 
barrier of the Crenn Lir "

It was Bran's turn to start. "You did that?" he asked softly and in his voice was 
the excitement of a man seeing a dream come to life before his eyes. He said 
swiftly, "Peganna, these people you call Crenn Lir built the tele-doors. I'm 
almost positive of it. Long and long ago they came and went by way of the 
doors to this planet and that. It may be that your race and mine are descended 
from them, that Lyanol and Earth, and some of the other inhabited planets 



which men found when they could travel to the stars, are remnants of Crenn 
Lir colonies."

He paused reflectively. "We have a racial memory of a time when there was no 
need to toil, when the beasts and man could converse with one another. By 
telepathy? Religious books have called it Eden."

Peganna smiled wanly. "Our forefathers named it Aesann."

"How did you break the language?" he asked.

"We made everyone work on it, even the little children. On our journey inward 
across space to your Rim worlds, we stopped at several of what once had been 
Crenn Lir planets. We found old ruins crumbling to nothingness in the wind. 
We made three-dimensional pictures of them and built scale models. Naturally, 
every fragment of language or pictograph we found we photographed.

"At first only our philologists worked on the problem. We had no common 
denominator—as you've told me Earth once had with the Rosetta Stone that 
enabled your philologists to to learn the language of the ancient Egyptians."

"And later, the Aradnae stele which helped the early solar system explorers to 
understand High Martian."

Peganna nodded. The warming breeze off the desert blew her silken jersey and 
kilt against her body and stirred the long silver hair. It was hard to think of her 
as a queen of the Lyanir. To him she was only the woman he loved come back 
to him.

She went on, "After you defeated us and went to Earth to draw up the treaty 
which would allow us to live in peace with the Empire, and I foolishly believed 
the lying message that said you wanted me to take the Lyanir to Yvriss—we fled 
back to those ancient Crenn Lir worlds.

"We suspected that theirs was a scientific culture many levels above our own. 
We decided in counsel that if we could break their language we might come up 
with some sort of wedge with which to pry living room from the Empire, We 
made a national field study of the Crenn Lir language, with our philologists 
trying to make linguistic experts— of us all."

"You had a little more than seven years in which to do it," Bran said slowly, 
"while I was wandering between the stars."

"And we did it, Bran. We learned the meaning of those little squiggly characters 
that made up the Crenn Lir language."

Bran grinned. "For that gift alone, Empire ought to accept you into its 
hegemony."



Swiftly she shook her head. "No, it isn't enough. Not nearly enough. The Lyanir 
must learn how to compel the Empire to give it what it wants. Peacefully, if we 
can. If not peacefully, then by superior methods of waging war."

"Peacefully," Bran said soberly. "I've seen enough warfare."

She nodded, touching his jawline with quivering fingers. "Yes, by peaceful 
means, Bran. If it can be done that way. But it must be done, in any event. Our 
children grow thin and weak for lack of proper foods. Manufactured proteins 
and carbohydrates can do only so much. They need warm sunlight instead of 
the weakness of dying stars, the fresh breezes of honest atmospheres instead of 
air that has been tainted with a hundred forgotten nuclear wars."

Her people had suffered much, displaced as they were from their home worlds, 
forced to struggle against the uninhabitability of dying planets and the 
indifference of the Empire to their needs. Sympathy was warm and alive in 
Bran Magannon. He was an Empire man, trained for most of his years under 
the aegis of the Star Cluster, but the human part of him went out to the Lyanir. 
They were human, too. Brothers of a kind, if the Crenn Lir were their common 
ancestors.

"I know your needs," he reminded her gently. "I fought for them in Counsel. 
And I'd have won my point, if you hadn't come off Kuleen and moved on 
Yvriss."

"Who sent that message telling me to go to Yvriss, Bran? Who wanted the 
Lyanir to be homeless and without friends?"

"I don't know." His big hand doubled into a fist. "I've wished I did—so many 
times I've lost count of the number."

"Perhaps it's just delayed it," she exclaimed hopefully. "As I say, we learned the 
language of the Crenn Lir. Slowly, but steadily. We found a metal tablet listing 
the names of the star worlds which were a part of the Crenn Lir monarchy. 
Erased by time, we made them live again by special rays that penetrated the old 
metal. One name was recognized as an old, old term in the Lyanir language. It 
meant 'home' to us. It was a beginning.

"Here and there we made other strides. We began to dig on the dead planets 
where we vaned down. Sometimes we uncovered bits of pottery, of metal, of 
stone with symbols inscribed on them. Our archeologists matched them up 
with microfilm records of the stars where the Lyanir had lived.

"One word became seven, then fifty, then a hundred and eighty. Now we made 
very rapid progress. Soon we could read the Crenn Lir language almost as well 
as our own. And from a room that we believe was once a part of the Crenn Lir 
military setup, we learned about the well of Molween."



She laughed a little. "Only they didn't call it that. They had a special name for 
it. Drahusban, which means in our tongue, supply depot."

"Supply depot?" he repeated.

Her white hands clapped together. "You're a military man, Bran Magannon! 
What's the one thing that must always slow down an army on the move?"

"Its base of supplies, where it can get the food, the ammunition, the weapons, 
medical care and other provisions it needs to keep functioning at top level. A 
slow supply train means a slow army, which in turn usually spells defeat."

His eyes widened. "Then if the Crenn Lir discovered a portable supply base 
they could carry always with them— and if that base worked by teleportation as 
did their tele-doors—then they solved the toughest problem in making war."

"Such is the well of Molween," she nodded.

To the Empire worlds, the well of Molween was a myth out of spacelore. It 
ranked with all the old Earth fables, with the waters of immortality, the lamp 
that granted wishes, the flying horse, the enchanted sword. Was there more 
than folklore to this well of Molween, then? As there might be more to the old 
beliefs that once men had been immortal, that there were weapons that could 
never be rendered ineffective? There was a school of thought that said myth 
was no more than an ancestral memory of past reality.

The collective unconscious, one psychologist had named it. Back on Earth in 
the old days, Troy had been thought to be no more than a legend. Schliemann 
had dug in Asia Minor and uncovered its actuality. The same with Crete and 
the minotaur, the flood, the hanging gardens. A man named Jung claimed that 
the wisdom of all time lay hidden in the human mind.

Might that hidden memory extend even to the eons before man had walked the 
Earth? If Earth had been a colony of the Crenn Lir at one time, its fable of a 
wishing well might prove to be more than imaginative invention.

"We knew about the wells," Peganna was saying, "but we could never find one. 
When some of those thousand spies came back to me, telling me about Bran 
the Wanderer and the stories he told of his findings far out in space, I began to 
put two and two together. Perhaps you had found one of these wells. If you 
had, our knowledge of the Crenn Lir language might be enough to activate one 
of them."

Bran shook his head dubiously. "After so many years—eons, almost—the wells 
will be dead. Inoperative."

"Perhaps. And perhaps not. Is it worth a try?"



Bran nodded, staring out across the desert sands. "Yes, of course. If you wish, 
I'll take you to the well of Molween."

She followed his gaze out across the red wastes. "You mean, if the Empire 
soldiers don't stop us."

"We don't have far to go," he muttered. "For the most part, we can keep off the 
desert. We're in the hills now and the trees will afford good shelter. No, I don't 
think Empire will be able to prevent our leaving Makkador."

Her hand slipped between his fingers, clinging. "Then let us go, Bran. It 
frightens me, being so close to where men in those white uniforms can seize 
me."

"First we eat," Bran told her, lifting out bread and meat from his food pouch, 
blessing the foresight that had made him tell the serving woman at the tavern 
in Makkamar City to fill the leather bag for him.

They sat crosslegged near the cave entrance and munched slowly, wondering 
when and where they might eat their next meal. From a small flask, Bran 
poured tart wine. From time to time he glanced out at the empty sky and desert 
sands, asking himself how close the Empire soldiers might have come in the 
night.

After a while he took out the Nagalang dice and began to rub them thoughtfully 
with his thumb.

THREE

They waited in the lessening shadows while Mizar climbed the distant skies, 
flooding Makkador with heat. It was a quiet, contemplative moment for them 
both. Peganna thought of her people waiting patiently on the worn-out planet 
they had called home for the past seven years, and her heart hungered to give 
them a pleasant, grassy world heavy with sweet water and hot sunshine. A 
world that belonged now to the Empire. Bran Magannon was remembering 
that he was an Earthman, a one-time Fleet Commander sworn to uphold the 
star cluster of the Empire against all foes. To his world, this woman standing 
beside him was an enemy, her people a threat to the security of his own.

Bran sighed and tightened the belt of his fur kilt. For the past half hour the 
sunlight had been moving across the stone floor of the cave entrance until now 
it almost touched his boot. It was time to leave the cave and venture into the 
brilliant light of Mizar.



He rose and lifted Peganna from the stone floor. He gathered and folded the 
blankets, draping them across one shoulder. The pouch at his belt was 
shrunken in upon itself, and he wondered if this might be symbolic of their 
chances.

Shrugging off a momentary despondency, he caught Peganna by the hand and 
drew her with him out of the cave.

The skies were empty of Zads, the desert of soldiers.

Bran led the way up a sloping rock to a higher level where dirt lay piled in rock 
crannies, nourishing the evergreen life of the Makkadoran hills. Pine needles 
carpeted the rocks and the ground about them, making a cushion for their feet. 
Sunlight splotched tree boles and underbrush where it filtered through the 
high branches. It was a silent world through which they walked, hushed but for 
their own breathing.

When Mizar was overhead, Bran paused and made Peganna sit on a flat rock. 
"We cross an open space half a mile beyond this point. We'll have to move fast 
in case there are Zads out hunting us. Rest a while."

He stared south and east in the direction from which they had come. The skies 
were clear. Though he knew and reckoned with the speed of those fleet 
searching planes, he felt for the first time that they might actually escape the 
manhunt. Once let them get off Makkador and he would lose the Empire 
soldiers with ease.

When they came to the two miles of open rock that lay between the evergreens 
and the tall pines higher in the hills, he scanned the air again. Peganna 
watched him, thinking. On this man rested all her hopes, not only for her own 
happiness but also for the future well-being of the Lyanir. He was no Lyanirn, 
however, but an Earthman. His loyalties should lie with Empire in any conflict 
between their races—and their disputation over living room on decent planets 
might well come down to open war. In fact, it probably would, she thought 
gloomily. Even supposing that the well of Molween might give her what she 
needed, she had no guarantee that the Empire would buckle to her demands.

Peganna slipped off her silken chlamys. She could run faster in the wool jersey 
and short, matching kilt that left her white legs so bare. The chlamys was rolled 
up and tucked into her belt when Bran swung around to her, nodding. "Run, 
Peganna. Run fast. I'll match your pace."

They almost made the distant trees. They moved swiftly, holding their breaths 
as long as they could, their shadows keeping pace beside them. It was another 
shadow—a dark moving blotch that came and went so fast that Bran almost did 
not see it—which alerted him to danger.



"Fall flat, fall flat," he cried. When he touched the rock he rolled so that his eyes 
would be staring upward into the bright blue sky.

He did not see it at first, the Zad was so high. Only a vapor trail betrayed its 
presence. It was gone even while he looked. No living man could have picked 
them out on the gray rocks, but the reconnaissance camera would be clicking 
from the underbelly of the Zad and its high-speed films would catch them as 
they ran, mirroring forever the fact that they had flung themselves upon the 
hill stones.

When they processed the films, they would know where they had come, though 
they would not know why. Bran was thoughtful as he scrambled to his feet. 
These hills would be swarming with white uniforms in an hour, maybe even 
less.

By that time he must be at the tele-door and through it with Peganna. Or 
everything they were fighting for would vanish like smoke in a high wind.

"The Zad's gone," he rasped. "Come on!"

She staggered the last few feet and only his arm at her middle kept her upright. 
From overhead the tree branches embraced them in dark shadows, hiding 
them from further discovery. Bran let Peganna lean against a treebole to 
recover her breath while he told her what he had seen.

"They'll be here as soon as they've seen those films. By then, we'll be far away."

"Through the tele-door?"

He nodded. "I'll have to hide the opening I made when I came through it onto 
Makkador. Even then I'm not sure they won't be able to track us. They have 
marvelous devices for hunting out a man they want, the intelligence services. 
Odd little gadgets that can follow a scent the way no bloodhound ever could."

Peganna shivered and, unrolling her white chlamys, thrust her head and arms 
into its hood and sleeves. Beneath the trees it was cool. Putting back the hood 
she let that coolness lave her face while she slowly recovered her strength.

"All right," she told him after a few minutes. "We might as well go on. If there's 
any chance at all of losing them, let's take it."

They walked between the trees toward a high rounded hill where only sparse 
vegetation grew. There was a small black circle at the base of the hill. When 
they came nearer, it became the entrance to a tunnel, with charred splotches at 
its edges.

The tele-door is under the hill," Bran explained. "When I came through it, I 
found the exit blocked by the accumulated silt of ages. I burned a way out with 
my a-gun."



Peganna had become archeologist enough, during the searching of the Crenn 
Lir worlds, to recognize a tell when she saw it. Usually these tells covered grave 
sites or cities so ancient they had long since been buried under many feet of 
loam. The tele-door would be such an artifact, brooding here on Makkador for 
unremembered centuries as the detritus from space and the drifting dust from 
its own planet slowly buried it.

Bran was saying, "Many tele-door chambers are hidden underground, beneath 
tells or simply to protect them from discovery by enemies. This isn't the first 
one I've had to shoot my way out of." He reached for her hand to help her 
scramble up the dirt ziggurat. The black tunnel mouth was perhaps twelve feet 
above them.

"Long ago there was a staircase of sorts descending from the chamber," he told 
her. "This one's buried under loess, but others on different planets can be seen, 
and they all seem to conform."

He had paused to drop the blankets, knotting two ends together to make a drag 
with which to obliterate their footprints. "To make it a little harder to find us," 
he explained.

His palm pushed her into the tunnel while he stood in its mouth and began to 
claw down dirt to fill the entrance. Over his shoulder he said, "I won't be able to 
do more than disguise it a little. Working from inside, I can't hide the 
depression it will make. It'll be spotted easily enough if anyone knows what to 
look for."

"And if they find the entrance—and the tele-door?" Bran shrugged. "Then 
they'll come after us." He worked swiftly, knowing that time was a changeling 
ally. His fingers grew grimy but the dirt began filling up the adit, so that soon 
only a narrow space remained through which the outside light could enter. 
Within moments this was gone and they were in a darkened tunnel.

"Go on, straight ahead," called Bran, working with the a-gun now, blasting 
down the ceiling of the tunnel, filling it with heavy dirtslides. He backed slowly 
before the flaring blue beam from the handgun. As he had shot his way out of 
the tunnel chamber, now he pulled it down behind him. The tunnel was filled 
with the acrid reek of atomic disintegration powder.

When his rump touched the cold bronze of the chamber doors he stepped into 
a rectangular room, putting his left hand to each door and swinging it shut. He 
heard the faint click of an automatic lock.

Peganna was staring around the chamber in awe. "We've never found anything 
so well-preserved," she breathed.



She ran to a mural that showed an ocean and an odd sailing craft cleaving its 
green waters. Gently her fingertips reached out to that brightly colored surface 
that had been created untold centuries before. Her hand hesitated in midair, 
then fell away. Almost shamefacedly she turned to smile at him.

"I'm afraid to touch it. The slightest contact might turn those paints to powder 
and obliterate them." She whispered, "If only I had a camera, to record that 
scene."

She found a trace of words painted in a lower corner and bent to study them. " 
'A skiff on the ocean called Palandrus on the planet Keethan, the world where 
Thruul was born,” she translated.

Straightening, she said, "A skiff, I translated this word, coelzin. Our 
archeologists have long known what the word meant, though we had no visual 
image of the boat it represented."

"This must be a scene out of their far past," Bran told her. "I've seen other 
murals on other worlds where their boats were driven by rockets."

Peganna nodded, turning to study the painting of a vast city in the air above 
which queer vessels sped like wheeling birds. "Vasthor," she whispered. 
"Vasthor, that was the Crenn Lir center of learning and culture. We always 
thought it a fabled place, but apparently it actually existed. Oh, Bran— if we 
could find it, uncover just a few of the wonders it's supposed to have housed!"

He caught her by an arm. "We have no time for that. Maybe someday, but right 
now we'd better get out of here."

Bran brought her toward a glistening black oval set flush against the far wall, 
bordered by an edging of what looked to be dull gold. As they came nearer, 
Peganna expected to see her reflection; instead there was only a dark 
emptiness, as though she stared into space itself unrelieved by starlight. It was 
frightening. She seemed to stand on the edge of a bottomless abyss.

"Step forward," Bran said.

"Oh, no!"

She drew back against him, trembling. To step forward into that dark 
nothingness was beyond the power of her muscles. She could not; her legs were 
quivering and refused to move. She would drop into an abyss without bottom 
in an endless falling that— Strong arms swung her upward.

Bran held her firmly as he walked lightly and easily through the dimensional 
blackness of the tele-door. He did not know what the darkness was, though he 
suspected it was an as yet unknown-to-mankind form of trans-spatial energy. 
It was everywhere in that black dimensional-continuum and as soon as an 



animate or inanimate object came within its mutronic flow, he or it was borne 
elsewhere by its current.

Somehow, the Crenn Lir had discovered that odd type of energy and learned to 
control it. He himself had been on upward of sixty dead planets which once had 
formed the star empire of the Crenn Lir, but he always felt that he had only set 
foot on a small number of their worlds.

He stood an instant in darkness.

Then the blackness formed a roseate oval before him and he stepped through it 
onto the glassite floor of a chamber he had never seen before. It was a huge 
room, ornate with many carvings, with several tele-doors set flush to its walls.

He made a mental note of the spatial coordinates so that when he was entering 
a tele-door with controls—there had been none on Makkador—he would be 
able to find his way back.

From Makkador, the soldiers of the Empire, if they found the tele-door, would 
be teleported here. They might remain and hunt for Bran Magannon and 
Peganna of the Silver Hair, but their quarry would be far away by that time. 
Bran touched the control discs set into the wall beside a tele-door, working 
them from memory.

Peganna stood beside him, saying nothing, a little overwhelmed by what she 
was seeing all around her. This tele-chamber was something of an art gallery as 
well, filled with statuary graven in stone and worked in metals, in free form 
concepts of dead thought and imagery that went on living while their creators 
were less than dust. Beyond the statues were other works of art. Her breath 
caught at their beauty —murals and hanging pictures which showed a world 
long since forgotten by the living. And a row of tele-doors with their sidewalls 
covered with discs and tiny dials were unspoken passwords to what had been 
the Crenn Lir empire, where other such treasures might be found!

If only she could turn her scientists loose in this room!

Perhaps there would be no need to force the Empire into granting them living 
room. Surely among all the old Crenn Lir worlds, there were some still fit for 
human habitation! Pleasant worlds with grass and flowing rivers and tossing 
oceans and burning, healthful sunlight.

Bran said, as if reading her mind, "There are none left, Peganna. Whatever 
force destroyed one, destroyed them all. It was a great tragedy."

She glanced at him sideways. "By that you mean you've never found any. I can't 
believe all of them were made unfit for living purposes."



He shrugged. "There may be some. If they exist, why haven't we heard from 
their peoples?"

"What about Makkador?"

"I don't believe Makkador was a true Crenn Lir planet. It may have been 
explored by them, perhaps marked for colonization. But for some reason the 
Crenn Lir never got around to it. For that matter, what of the world your people 
live on now?"

"Miranor? It's a dead planet. Worn out. Bathed as are all the Crenn Lir worlds 
by some deadly radiation. We have to take medipills two or three times a day to 
ease its effects on our bodies. Without the pills we'd die out in a few years."

"As the Crenn Lir died out?" Bran wondered.

Peganna only shook her head and allowed Bran to take her by the hand and 
lead her into the tele-door. She was no longer afraid. Whatever force had 
gripped the Wanderer and held him upright would also support her.

There was no sensation within the blackness. It closed about her and cradled 
her gently, as might a suspension beam. Then the roseate oval was in front of 
them and with Bran's palm at her back she moved toward it.

This chamber was small, almost dingy. The almost eternal uthium lights which 
had made the other chamber gleam with brightness were dull here, almost 
inert. She supposed the chamber with the statuary had been an important one; 
this room where she walked now might have been only a mere way-station.

"We aren't going to stay here," Bran told her, "but there's something I want you 
to see outside the tele-doors—the machine on the Crenn Lir worlds that still 
works."

Her curiosity was caught at once. Her every hope for her people was based on 
the assumption that somewhere in space she could find ancient artifacts of the 
Crenn Lir, a few of their formidable weapons. Perhaps this machine that Bran 
spoke of might be what she needed.

"Oh, yes," she breathed. "Let's go look at it."

The same type bronze doors through which they had entered the tele-door 
chamber on Makkador were here. Bran pushed them open and sunlight flooded 
the room. Peganna shaded her eyes as she looked out over a landscape charred 
black as by some olden cataclysm. She saw gray rocks thrusting up through the 
ruined ground, but nothing else. No bit of color, no bud or leafy thing broke the 
dead monotony of the blackness and the rocks.

Only in the distance…

She turned to look up at Bran. "Is it one of their cities?"



"What's left of it. The machine is there."

"I want to see it, Bran. So much!"

He nodded, and they set off across the dead landscape. It was a depressing 
place, all gray rock and charred ground. No life of any sort existed here, as far 
as he knew. No intelligent beings or animals trod its surface. The destruction 
that had overtaken this planet had been a most deadly one.

As they walked, Peganna shaded her eyes while she blinked up at the sun. It 
was a red giant that filled half the sky but gave only a comparatively feeble 
warmth for all its size. She commented on this and asked its name.

"I haven't the faintest idea," he told her. "I stayed here overnight once, just to 
see the star patterns. There weren't any. Only two stars were visible."

"Only two?”

"I had no telescope, just my eyes."

"But—no stars!"

"It must be a very remote planet," Bran reflected, "set so far from the other 
Crenn Lir worlds as to be onthe very perimeter of its empire."

"Maybe this wasn't a Crenn Lir world at all.”

"Perhaps, though the architecture of the city resembles theirs. My own belief is 
that this was once a distant Crenn Lir planet, the one most remote from its 
fellows and most liable to attack by an enemy. None of the other planets I've 
been on have this charred look."

Black dust rose about their calves as they walked. The air was fresh, the wind 
gentle. Whatever tragedy had overtaken the planet—Bran had named it Deirdre 
of the Sorrows, he told Peganna—was lost in the folds of Time. Any 
radioactivity or other deadly after-effects had been dissipated long ago.

The city grew larger to their eyes. In olden times it been a mighty metropolis. 
Now it was only a pile of rubble extending for many miles. Tumbled stones lay 
like giant play blocks standing on end or lying on their sides. Here and there 
part of some ancient tower rose upward like the finger of a dead colossus 
buried amid the debris. They found the shattered remnants of a road after a 
while and this made walking easier.

Soon they were in the outskirts of the city. Up this close the building blocks 
proved to be gigantic, carved by supernormal means out of solid granite. Here 
and there they could detect the outlines of massive buildings, even the twisted 
remains of a metal object, distorted by an unimaginable force into an 
unrecognizable mass of metal.



"It's so gloomy, so sad," Peganna whispered.

"Deirdre of the Sorrows," nodded Bran. He smiled down at her. "Or don't you 
know your Irish history?" He told her a little of that Irish maiden who had 
unwittingly caused the death of so many fine men and brought tears to the eyes 
of Ulster women. "Can you think of a better name for such a place?"

She shook her head, reflecting on the desolation which must have come upon 
this world during the terrible holocaust that destroyed it. Her sadness seemed 
to penetrate her body, creating a rhythm with her thudding heart before she 
realized this throbbing came from an outside source.

Bran touched her arm, pointing. "See there, Peganna."

It was a great cube of shining metal that looked like highly polished steel. Fifty 
feet high, it was equally wide and equally long. It gleamed brightly in the 
sunlight and from it came the dull throbbing that formed an ache in the ears 
after a while.

Bran walked up to it, laid the flat of his hand against it. "It's smooth and warm 
and something inside is pulsing away steadily… without stop, without pause."

Peganna came up beside him and put her white hand beside his brown one. 
Now she could feel warmth and the sound that seemed trapped inside. There 
was no break in the metallic sides, no sign of an opening, even of a slit into 
which the edge of so much as a bit of paper might be thrust.

"What is it?" she wondered. "Has it any purpose?"

"I thought you could tell me, since your people learned the Crenn Lir 
language."

Her silver hair quivered as she shook her head. "There was no mention of any 
such machine in the writings we saw. Of course, most of our translations were 
done from stone fragments. This machine might be a more recent invention, so 
recent that there was no public acknowledgment of it graved in stone. And 
every other writing material seems to have perished with time."

Bran let his eyes assess the humming metal square. "It must serve a purpose. 
It's been working now for a million years, I'd guess. Or however long it's been 
since the Crenn Lir planets were destroyed."

"And maybe before that. Maybe this is what powers the tele-doors." She 
glanced at Bran. "Someday I want to come back, Bran, to study this more 
closely. But right now—I'm more interested in the well of Molween."

"Molween is far away. We'd best go back to the tele-door."

They turned and walked away. In their footprints black dust stirred and 
shifted, then settled down to its eons-old rest.



The great machine hummed on.

FOUR

Through three black doors and two roseate ovals Bran and Peganna traveled 
before they put foot on the planet Molween. The Crenn Lir had another, 
unknown name for this world; Molween was an Empire term given it by an 
explorer five hundred years before who had vaned down on its surface after 
coming out of hyperspace. In those days, before the invention of the 
hyperspatial compass, men had no way of knowing where in space they would 
emerge from that misty universe through which man first traveled to the stars. 
It was a hit or miss proposition all the way.

Twice since then had men set foot on Molween, each time returning to confirm 
the story told by that initial explorer.

There was a well on Molween. It did grant wishes, after a fashion. What a man 
asked for, the well gave, the men said.

One man told of a needed bearing for a damaged motor that the well supplied. 
Another said he asked for gold, and produced a golden ingot as proof of what 
he claimed. They always added that the well did not grant every wish, for some 
reason, only an occasional one. But it was enough to begin the legend.

"Did you make a wish, Bran?" asked Peganna as they emerged from the tele-
door into a small chamber in the walls of which were set dioramic displays 
behind glass panes.

"I did. I asked for a map of the planet. There wasn't any answer." He paused, 
waiting for Peganna who stood staring into a dioramic display of green desert 
across which a tiny deer fled before a pack of howling dune wolves. She 
murmured, "The law of the universe. The strong destroy the weak." Her chin 
firmed as she swung on him. "I intend to be weak no longer, Bran Magannon."

He nodded understandingly. "The Empire Counsel only understands a show of 
force, at times."

Her eyes never left his face. "I intend to ask the well for a weapon, a weapon 
against which there is no defense."

"I hope you get it."

She moved ahead of him, hips swaying, toward the bronze door that opened to 
the touch of her palm so that she went out into the sunlight and stood a 
moment breathing in crisp, cool air. She made a wistful picture in her white 



chlamys with its hood thrown back so that her silver hair blew free about her 
white face.She is so small to be a queen, so lonely and so lovely. In his heart he 
cursed the stupidity of officialdom that had denied her people the right to live 
among them, to become a part of Empire.

He wondered if a weapon would help her.

She walked ahead of him down metal steps to broad grasslands stretching away 
toward the horizon, broken only here and there with stands of tall, stately trees. 
Molween had survived the disaster that had overwhelmed her sister planets in 
rather good fashion, Bran thought. All it seemed to lack was people.

When he mentioned this to Peganna, suggesting that her people come here, she 
shook her head. "We tried a few of the Crenn Lir planets and found there is an 
unknown force that makes us ill, very ill. Almost as if a curse still hangs over 
the Crenn Lir worlds."

"I never felt it," he said.

"You never stayed long on any one planet, Wanderer. The force never had a 
chance to build up in you."

"And on Miranor, where your people now live?"

She shrugged. "The force is weak. We've developed drugs that counteract its 
effects for a little while. But to go on like that is intolerable. This is a period of 
marking time for the Lyanir, Bran. Until I find what I want from the well of 
Molween."

They walked across the grasslands with the wind blowing sweet and clean in 
their faces. Bran Magannon realized that he felt fully alive for the first time in 
years, walking here with the woman he loved. It was as if, by not being near 
her, he had been half dead. When they were under the shadows of a tree, he put 
a hand on her arm and drew her back to him.

He kissed her hungrily, thrilling to the softness of her mouth. She trembled in 
his arms like a wild thing in the hands of a hunter.

"Bran, I'm so afraid. So afraid!"

There were tears in her eyes; he kissed them away while she sobbed laughter. 
"I'm so alone, so alone," she whispered.

"Not now. Not with me beside you."

"But you're an Earthman. Not a Lyanir.”

"I'm a man, first of all. My first duty is to the race of men whether they wear the 
star cluster of Empire or the twin axes of Lyanol."



Her eyes glowed up at him. "Oh, Bran! You mean that, don't you? Knowing 
you're with me all the way means so much. So much!"

He grinned at her, still locking her in the grip of his arms. "Did you honestly 
doubt me? While men like Alvar Drexel control the Intergalactic Fleet for 
Empire, I want no part of it. My hope is that by uniting the Lyanir with the men 
of Empire—we can make something better than either."

"To do that, we need a weapon to compel Empire to accede to our demands." 
She said it almost as a question, looking up into his eyes.

"It's the only thing I can think of that will put the fear of the Lord in them. And 
to force the Empire to do something, you've got to shake them up pretty badly."

Her hand caught his, warm fingers gripping him tightly. "Then come on, Bran. 
Come on!"

Laughter trailed from her lips as she ran through the high grasses like a wood 
nymph. Just so had she been those years before on the treaty planet, Kuleen. 
Bran sorrowed for the years they had been apart and ran with her.

In the distance now they could see the topless towers of a Crenn Lir city. There 
was no char of ruin here as there had been on Deirdre, however. The buildings 
of this world had crumbled in upon themselves with age. There was an air of 
desolation about them that came with abandonment, not with destruction.

"It's as though the people living here just packed up and went away," Peganna 
murmured as they moved across the smooth streets.

"Or—died off," he growled.

"As suddenly as all that? Leaving everything almost as it had been while they 
were alive?"

"Something like that, yes."

She eyed him wonderingly. "What could possibly cause such a thing? Neither 
Empire nor the Lyanir know a power as great as that."

"I know, I know. It's what worries me."

She seemed startled but only tightened the grip of her hand on his as they 
walked. There was a new eagerness in her stride, reflecting the troubled 
attitude of her thoughts.

Then the buildings on either side of them opened to a great square where once 
had been set metal rods and chains connecting them, surrounding a metal 
platform that shone in the sunlight as though it were brand new. Built upon the 
metal platform was an oval structure resembling a towering sea wave rushing 



shoreward. Set into that curving lip was a smooth black oval that glittered like 
glass.

Bran gestured with his hand. “The well of Molween, acushla."

Peganna shivered. Her hand fell from his and moved to her upper arm, 
stroking slowly as if to restore its circulation. Cold and suddenly frightened, 
her eyes seemed held hypnotically by that black opening.

"Bran, suppose it doesn't work?"

"Then we've lost a little time, no more."

His big hand at the small of her back urged her forward. Just so might a 
supplicant have approached her god ages ago on Earth, with fear etched on her 
face and in the writhings of her fingers twisting together. Her eyes touched him 
and fell away. Her lips quivered as she sought to cry a protest and could not.

She stood before the oval on a blue metal band, putting a hand up to her hair, 
pushing it back. Her lips were a little open.

"What shall I say, Bran?”

"Ask for the perfect weapon."

She nodded, then touched her lips with a tongue-tip. "I need a weapon, the 
perfect weapon," she said slowly. "Give it to me, please."

The black oval glittered, mute.

Peganna uttered a cry of dismay. "Bran, it won't work. It's refused me! After I 
counted so much on it."

"Don't panic," he told her. "Maybe you didn't ask the right way. Maybe you 
have to speak in the Crenn Lir tongue. No—that isn't so, if the men who found 
the well told the truth. They wouldn't have known the language."

"Then what's wrong?"

He said slowly. "The thing may work by some sort of mental telepathy. Try 
that. Try picturing a weapon in your mind." Peganna concentrated. One after 
another she visualized the weapons of the Lyanir, of the space navies of the 
Empire. She even thought of handguns and swords, but the black oval 
remained dead.

She began to sob in her frustration.

"The Crenn Lir had weapons. We know from what we learned of their language 
and from the paintings we found. Fantastic weapons, some of them, that 
operated on principles entirely unknown to us. Why doesn't it bring them to 
me? Why?"



"Maybe it can't, Peganna. They may not exist any more."

Her shoulders slumped as she nodded. "I suppose not. It's been so long—so 
many centuries. But I felt sure… There was a vault that contained all their 
weapons, sealed away against the ravages of time, which they hoped any who 
survived the catastrophe could go and open."

Peganna buried her face in her hands, muffling her words. "There must be a 
way to open that vault—a key of sorts— a word or symbol…”

"Keep talking!"

His words were like an electrical stimulation to the woman. Peganna lifted her 
head, stared with wet eyes at the black oval that was growing lighter, paling to a 
faint rose. She found herself looking into swirling reds and pinks and 
lavenders, as if tinted smokes were being blown about by titanic winds, 
shifting, whirling, driving back and forth, mingling with one another.

"… a vault of arms, a place where the Crenn Lir could go if any were left alive, 
to get their weapons, the artifacts of their sciences. There must be a key to that 
vault—a way to open it! Give me that key. Give the key to me, to Peganna of the 
Silver Hair…"

A blue egg formed in the oval and moved toward her.

It fell from the oval and bounced across the blue metal dais and rolled to the 
booted feet of Bran Magannon. He bent down and picked it up.

The reds and pinks and lavenders of the oval blackened swiftly. In an instant it 
was dark and dead. Peganna gave a sigh and stepped off the dais, staring at the 
blue egg.

"What is it, Bran?"

"Who knows? A key of some sort, I guess."

His fingers turned it over and over. It was a jewel, they saw when the light 
struck it, of a crystalline hardness fashioned so that thin red lines ran this way 
and that inside the blueness. In the hand it was heavy. Cold. Of the size of a 
chicken egg, it was like nothing Bran the Wanderer had ever seen.

Peganna began to laugh, standing before him with back-thrown head. "We 
have the key and—we don't know where the lock is that it opens!"

When she grew hysterical between laughter and weeping, Bran drew her into 
his arms and cradled her head on his chest. He put his words into the thick 
silver hair that tickled his lips.

"Easy now, mavoureen. There's no need for panic. Somewhere the vault exists. 
All we have to do is find it."



"Do you know how many planets we'd have to search? Over a thousand! And 
the vault may be hidden so cleverly that—"

She broke off to weep more fiercely.

Bran said slowly, "For a moment I thought the metal square on Deirdre that 
hums might be the vault. But there's no place on it in which to put the egg."

"Maybe all we need do is touch it to its surface," Peganna said hopefully, 
rubbing wet cheeks with the back of her hand.

"I don't think so, but we can try."

Peganna sought to make her voice light, but the undertone of bitter 
disappointment could not be hidden. "At least we have the key, Bran."

"It isn't much, but it's better than nothing."

He put the blue egg into his belt pouch.

Tiredness was an ache in both of them. They had traveled many worlds through 
the tele-doors. On some of them it had been day; on some night. Time had 
become for them only an eternity of movement. Peganna looked pale and 
drawn, and there were lines at the corners of Bran's eyes.

"We'll stay here a while," he announced.

He found shelter for them in an empty building that once had been a dwelling. 
Old draperies and furniture were piles of dust now, but Bran built a fire of 
wood he found beyond the city and made a cozy warmth for them as they slept.

They had no way of knowing how long a day might be on Molween, or how long 
its nights, but when they woke there was a hushed redness in the air which 
might have been dawn or dusk. They were very hungry but there was no food to 
be found on Molween.

Bran lifted Peganna to her feet. "We'll go back to Deirdre," he smiled.

"And test the egg on the humming thing?" she asked. The Wanderer nodded 
and put his arm about her in reassurance.

The blue egg did nothing to the metal machine when they stood before it once 
again. Bran touched it to its surface, felt the vibrations through the jewel, but 
nothing happened. Peganna took her turn, sliding the egg across the metal, 
holding it high, resting the egg against the metal and walking away.

In despair, she handed it to Bran. "We're getting nowhere. We might as well go 
home to Miranor. Maybe our scientists have found something in the Crenn Lir 
writings they're deciphering on Miranor that will give us a clue."



She broke off suddenly and put a hand to her mouth. Above her fingers, her 
green eyes were wide with dismay.

"Oh, I forgot! We have no spaceship! And we can't go back to Makkador for the 
Crenn Lir ship."

"I have my own ship, Peganna. The one I used before I discovered the tele-
doors. It's on one of the Frontier worlds."

The Frontier worlds were planets on the very perimeter of the Empire, lifeless 
planets for the most part, rich in metals and minerals but unfit for agriculture 
and with little water. For reasons as yet undetermined by Empire 
astrologicians, they were to be found close to such shell stars as had been 
discovered by Empire space explorers. They made excellent hideouts for 
outlaws and those who grew rich by preying on the merchant ships that plied 
the space lanes.

There was a tele-door on the planet called Lethe by Empire star mappers, in a 
small chamber that seemed to have been erected hurriedly by panic-ridden 
Crenn Lir engineers. Perhaps in the last few hours any of them had to live, as 
an escape hatch. It was an incomplete building, a desperate searching out for a 
world on which to flee the mysterious death that hounded down their people.

But the tele-door worked. It had taken Bran the Wanderer out among the 
Crenn Lir worlds, and now it brought him back. He led Peganna into the 
Lethean sunlight where his one-man cruiser rested on its vanes.

It was not a large ship; it had been a reject from a consignment ordered by 
Empire Fleet Command Headquarters nine years before; Bran Magannon had 
taken advantage of the surplus equipment sales held while he had been a 
Commander. Ordinarily, no single individual could afford a space ship, except 
a few multi-billionaire merchants.

"I've never regretted the money it cost," he remarked as Peganna went up the 
ladder ahead of him. "Without it I couldn't have wandered around the way I 
did. I'd never have found the tele-doors, either."

He closed the port behind him with a little clang. A quick glance told him the 
ship was as he had left it, so many months ago. At least the Intergalactic 
Command troops hadn't been through one tele-door.

Peganna followed him into the tiny galley, helped him open sealed cans of meat 
and pre-cooked vegetables. She put plates and cups on the stilfoam top of a 
wall folding table and arranged knives and forks beside them. A sudden 
thought made her turn toward the open control room door with a smile.

"This will be our second meal together since the Treaty Dinner before you went 
to Earth from Kuleen," she called.



"Let's hope we have lots more," he replied from the control seat forward. He 
was adjusting coordinates and relay circuit diodes so that the cybernetic 
controller could take over the chores of liftoff and shifting into hyperspace 
gear.

When he was done he threw the starting lever and felt the answering hum 
sound from beneath the floor-plates. The ionic engine began revving up to 
takeoff power. Bran came out of the chair. From now on, every move the ship 
made, until it slowed for a landing on Miranor, would be guided by its own 
relay circuits.

As they ate, anti-gravitic plates lifted them above Lethe and hurled them 
outward into space fifty thousand miles. The ship lurched an instant—Bran 
made a mental note that the hyperdrive gears needed adjustment—then the 
deep black of space beyond the port windows turned to the misty gray of 
hyperspace, that universe of no-thing and no-when through which the 
starships traveled.

"A day," he said to Peganna. "No more than at that, surely. Then we'll be on 
Miranor. I'm going to check my weapons."

"Weapons?" she wondered.

"I'll be frank with you, acushla. I'm thinking about your brother, Gron Dhu. He 
was mighty friendly with Alvar Drexel eight years ago on Kuleen when we were 
working out those Treaty details."

Peganna shook her head. "You worry too much. Gron Dhu is Commander of 
the Lyanir war forces, no more. I'm his sister and his queen. He is bound by 
custom to obey me."

"Has no one among the Lyanir ever broken a custom, Peganna? Unless I miss 
my guess, Gron Dhu is an ambitious man."

"Not that ambitious," she stated.

Bran only shrugged and went on eating.

Gron Dhu turned from the window that looked out over the rolling grasslands 
of the world of Miranor. He was a tall man, heavily muscled through the 
shoulders that glistened nakedly where the ocana-fur of his military cloak 
failed to cover them. A dress sword hung in silver chains at his side; when he 
moved, the chains made faint clanking sounds. His hair was black and closely 
cropped above a hard brown face. He was a fighting man, and looked it.



He said easily, "You worry too much, Commander Drexel. I have explained it to 
you, quite thoroughly."

Alvar Drexel gloomed at the tall young Lyanirn from under frowning brows. 
Necessity and a similarity of ambitions had drawn him to this younger brother 
of Peganna of the Silver Hair, right from the beginning; as time wore on, he 
was finding that their destinies were linked even more closely than he had 
realized.

"You don't know Bran Magannon. He's a devil."

Gron Dhu let his lips thin. "I know Bran Magannon. He and he alone defeated 
my people. Oh, I remember him, all right. But devil or not, there isn't anything 
he can do when he and Peganna put themselves in my power by coming back to 
Miranor. As they will do, sooner or later."

The Empire fleet commander shook his head. "The Wanderer always finds a 
way. It isn't there for you or me to see —but Bran sees it."

The Lyanirn made an impatient gesture. "I've told you what Peganna seeks. A 
weapon, to use as a wedge to force the Empire to give my people living room. If 
she finds it, she will bring it here. We capture her—and Bran Magannon— take 
away the weapon and as ruler of the Lyanir I make peace with the Empire, 
turning Peganna over to you as a warmonger. If she doesn't find the weapon 
we're no worse off. She'll come back eventually and when she does, I'll turn her 
over to you as we've arranged. No matter what, she loses her throne."

"And Bran Magannon his life."

Gron Dhu nodded. He moved away from the window, stepped before a map 
that took up an entire wall of the large chamber in which he entertained Alvar 
Drexel. His fingertip touched it, made a circling gesture.

"I've put patrols in the back country, from Wurll to Pandimar. If Peganna tries 
to avoid us by taking refuge there, my patrols will seize her. But she'll come 
straight to Andelkrann, which we have made our capitol on Miranor."

"I wish I were as confident as you."

The younger man let his cold black eyes assess his companion. "You had them 
once, on Makkador. If I'd let them slip from my fingers as you did, perhaps I'd 
be as worried. You're in a sweat, Commander—which you betrayed by running 
here to Miranor for my help when Bran and Peganna escaped you on 
Makkador."

Alvar Drexel half rose from his seat, his face flushed. He sank back soon 
enough—he was in no position to give free rein to his galled pride. He 
commented lightly, "Maybe I deserve that, maybe not. I could do no more than 



give the orders. I could not ride in every zad nor walk with every foot patrol 
across the planet."

His palm slapped the tabletop with an explosive sound. The golden winecup at 
his elbow trembled. His eyes glowed in feral rage. "A devil! That man's an 
absolute devil. Always he finds the one way out, the one way to do what must 
be done!"

"Not this time," snarled Gron Dhu confidently.

The fleet officer brooded at him. "Listen to me. Bran Magannon got off 
Makkador without a spaceship. Do you understand that? He used no 
spaceship, yet he left the planet!"

"Maybe he's still there."

Alvar Drexel shook his head. "No, no. He has some other way of traveling. He 
came to Makkador without a spaceship. He left it the same way. Gods! What I'd 
give to learn how he did it. Teleportation? Could he have learned its secret 
during his years among the stars?"

"He won't be able to do his tricks in a prison cell—and we have some fine old 
dungeons here on Miranor, built eons ago by the Crenn Lir race who called it 
home." He gestured at the window through which the red ball of a star-sun 
could be seen. "Were this a younger world, it would suit the Lyanir, but it's old
—old. Worn out! Drained of its ancient metals, its chemicals, its loams and 
vegetation. And bathed by some mysterious force that kills my people unless 
they swallow medication against its effects."

He swung about, put both palms on the tabletop as he glared down into the 
upturned face of Alvar Drexel. "Peganna has failed her people, Commander. I 
shall not fail. You have promised—for my help—that you will see the Lyanir 
accepted into the Empire."

"As a subject people only," the uniformed man pointed out. "Liable to tribute 
payments and forced conscriptions. Not as equals. That much, I could not 
promise."

"The other is enough," Gron Dhu nodded. "From such a beginning, we may 
hope for more. Peganna was too proud to accept the role of subject people. I'm 
not—just so long as I'm made rayanar."

He stood with high-held head, young and eager, hard and unscrupulous. I was 
such a youth, mused Commander Drexel, before the years and the 
disappointments ate so deeply into me. A man does what he may with what 
talents he possesses. The trouble is, we can boast of so few. So few! Even those 
we do not learn to control, to use to their best advantage. We can never attain 



the visions of our inmost selves, never quite create the godlike images we 
believe ourselves to be. Idols all, with clay feet.

The fleet commander sighed. To be young was to be arrogant of failure, 
intolerant of anything less than the absolute. Wryly he thought, I hope Gron 
Dhu has not fashioned his own feet with clay. If Gron Dhu falls, I fall with him. 
It was not a nice prospect.

Glumly he sipped the tart Molarian wine.

FIVE

The ship came down on Miranor when the dawn was a cool redness on the 
land, with white wisps of mist rising from the thick clumps of berry bushes and 
the heat waves dying out across its pale deserts. Below its metal hull men came 
to stand before their hide tents and stare upward, shielding their eyes from its 
reflection where sunlight caught it. A thousand feet above the topmost ridges 
the ship moved, slowly.

Its gray bulk followed the ridges to a winding stream and then slipped out over 
a stretch of open country. From this flatland they could see the distant spires of 
a ruined city.

"Andelkrann," murmured Peganna at the port window.

Behind her, Bran turned to a weaponrack and lifted out thin rods with energy 
coils about their barrels. Gravely he handed one to her; as gravely, she accepted 
it, then slipped it into her belt. In exchange she offered him a pill.

"These are as important as the a-guns if you want to stay alive on Miranor," she 
told him. "Without them, the radiation on the planet will kill you as surely as 
would an atom beam."

Her lips twisted wryly at his scowl, but he swallowed the tablet.

"A planet with a bellyache," he said harshly. "I'm glad I came with you, 
acushla."

This low over a planet a starship needed human hands and so Bran swang back 
to his control levers, pushing off automatic and guiding the metal hull upward 
over a rise of rocks. Peganna was at his elbow, standing, pushing back her spill 
of silver hair.

The land below was old. As there are stars ten billion years old, glowing faintly 
in their fading heat, as there are young stars with scarcely a million years to 



their name, so are there young and old planets. Miranor was a planet that knew 
only its past, having no future as it had no mountains. All the high places had 
long ago been chipped away by temperature changes and carried off by rain 
and wind and a glacier here and there. Only the low hills remained, and an 
occasional ridge to point its crown at the sky.

The little encampments over which they passed were a page torn out of its dim 
had-been, with the hide huts and the cooking fires set in rings of stones. The 
men and women wore crude garments for the most part, and the few children 
Bran saw wore nothing at all. There were bows and arrows on the backs of 
small bands of hunters over whom they moved, and once Bran caught the flash 
of a spearpoint.

It made no sense, Bran told Peganna.

"It makes good sense, if you'll open your mind to it," she told him tartly, fingers 
digging into his shoulder muscles for emphasis. "Why else do you think I went 
to Makkador? My people live like nomads because they must. A man needs no 
atomic energy—which we hoard as zealously as a miser does gold—to put an 
arrow in a running deer."

Bran grunted and Peganna went on, "The a-guns are stored away in woolen 
wraps. The women weave garments that are crude and fashionless, but that are 
also strong and able to stand up to the rigors of a hard existence. When you live 
in a hide tent, what need is there of silks and satins?"

"Damn the Empire policy makers," he breathed.

"My brother would make submission and trade-in flame pearls and some other 
knickknacks we've amassed in our travels—for good things and for permission 
to live here. I say to hell with that!"

Her fire surprised him so that he turned his head and stared up at her. Tears 
made crystal streaks on her soft cheeks. Then her red mouth curved and her 
eyes slanted toward his gaze.

"Do I so amaze you, Bran Magannon? Is it so astounding that I want something 
better for my people than a—than a planet with a bellyache? I would give them 
a world with high mountains and tall trees, of grass and water and bushes thick 
with berries. There the Lyanir would build cities that could compete in beauty 
with your own."

"You don't have to argue with me," he said.

"I only explain the tents and arrows, darling. We hoard our treasures, being a 
sensible people. We put away the a-guns and the silken garments until we can 
use and wear them properly."



A maze of stone and marble lifted into view along the horizon. Andelkrann, 
Peganna whispered again, bending to stare at the ancient ruin. As they neared 
its spires and fluted columns, Bran saw that beyond it, row on row until they 
made a metal forest, were the gray metal hulls of the Lyanirn spaceships. Put 
away in mothballs, in a manner of speaking, against the moment of their need.

On two of the nearer ships there was movement as ray-barrels in their gun 
mounts swung to cover their progress. At any moment those weapons might 
spit red destruction at his little ship, Bran knew, and shivered to the coldness 
at his spine.

The guns menaced, but they did not speak.

He set his starship down in an open space between the ships and the city itself. 
Peganna was running to the hatch controls before the engines stilled, 
unhooking the locks and swinging wide the door. Cool air came into the 
compartment as she stood poised there in the opening, a white arm lifted.

At sight of her the people ran forward. Eager hands lifted to catch and hold her 
as she descended the ladder. They love her, Bran thought, following her to the 
ground. See how they crowd about, touching her almost reverently, laughing in 
delight at her safe return.

From their queen, the people looked at Bran Magannon.

Some of them remembered him from the treaty planet, Kuleen. A few eyes 
opened wide and tongues wagged, but mostly they were indifferent to his 
presence. Peganna had brought him here; he would be respected as her guest, 
despite the fact that they owed their present misery in large part to this man.

Peganna turned and held out her hand to him. He caught it, pressed it, then 
walked beside her like a brazen giant in fur kilt and leather jacket, a-gun 
bumping to his stride at a hip. Where her shadow touched the ground, his was 
also, like a protecting spirit.

At one time in some remote past, Andelkrann had been a mighty metropolis. It 
stretched for miles, all white marble and tile rooftops, stone edifices massive 
above more dainty templet and long porticoes. Its streets were flagged in the 
same hardness that Bran had seen on other Crenn Lir worlds. Fountains 
splashed their waters—pure now after the unknown millenia that had passed 
since the Crenn Lir had died out—the great statues in stone and some red metal 
told onlookers that the Crenn Lir had been a handsome race.

Bran might have paused to study the statues more closely, but the soft hand in 
his tugged him on, almost at a trot. The green eyes that laughed at him and the 
pretty red mouth urging him to greater speed would hear of no delay. Now that 
they were on Miranor, Peganna was impatient to test the blue egg.



Two warriors at a gateway saluted their queen.

A door swung open and they moved inside, to a garden. Only a few hardy 
plants bloomed here, relics of the Lyanir past on their home world, 
transplanted now but scarcely thriving. Past all these the girl brought him, with 
a lightness to her step that told the man how happy she was at her 
homecoming.

The darkness of a corridor beckoned. They went through it into a room so 
massive they felt dwarfed. The furniture which had been carried from the 
starships seemed lost in this magnificence of faded wall murals and paving-
stone floor.

Bran turned when he saw a shadow.

He was too late. A hand clamped on his gun wrist and a brawny forearm 
hooked his throat. From the corner of an eye he saw two men gripping 
Peganna, a hairy hand stifling her scream as she was swung up off her feet and 
held helpless. A red fury took hold of Bran at sight of her being manhandled, so 
that he cursed the men who held him.

He went limp and fell. His weight tugged the men off balance. As his knees 
touched the floor his body erupted sideways. He hit the men who had been 
clutching him and sent them flying with a rolling body block. His right hand 
went to his holstered a-gun.

The men died there in its blast, eyes wide.

He swung toward Peganna but he could not fire for fear of hitting her. The 
beam from an a-gun is needle-thin but the Lyanirn were moving this way and 
that as they dragged the girl backward, and her legs kicking out in futile anger 
blocked his aim.

More warriors were moving in, now. They held no a-guns, only stunners. Bran 
guessed that their orders were to take him alive. Their bluish beams came at 
him from all angles.

Where those beams hit, they packed the wallop of a mule. One had only to 
touch him in his head to knock him senseless, and so he darted sideways, 
throwing himself flat then rolling to avoid them. One hit a thigh and almost 
paralyzed a leg. Another caught his left arm and numbed it.

He fired back until the a-gun stank. Some he hit, killing them instantly; others 
he missed, bringing down marble powder from the walls. It was sacrilege to 
fight in such a place as this, he thought fleetingly, knowing what an Earth 
archeologist would give to stand here and study those murals, but his life and 
that of Peganna of the Silver Hair were at stake.



The blows he took from the stun-beams affected his animal speed. He slowed 
just enough that the others could bring their weapons to a focus. He caught 
three bolts on his chest that rammed him into a marble column. He took 
another in the left thigh and something hit his gun-wrist, almost breaking it. It 
was as though he had been hammered against the wall by psychic spears. His 
body shuddered as blue beam after blue beam bit his middle, his chest, his 
shoulders.

Enough of these blows, and his body would be pulp. It was like having horses 
kick a man to death. Blood was running from his nostrils under the repeated 
hammerings. The Lyanir had him spreadeagled and helpless, and they were 
going to make him suffer before they gave him the mercy of unconsciousness.

A girl was screaming, somewhere. Peganna?

Bran shook his head. It did no good. He was slipping down the wall, legs gone 
out from under him. Human muscle would accept only so much. He collapsed 
and his vision blurred.

He lay there inert, forgotten.

Yet his ears were alive, so that he heard the voice of Gron Dhu as he spoke with 
his sister. Triumph lay in his tones, and arrogance.

“. . . queen no longer, Peganna! Instead, I take over the role of the Lyanir. 
Where you have always failed, I shall succeed. Commander Drexel!"

Bootsteps approached. There was a slight pause, as though a man bowed.

"Tell her!"

"It is so, highness. Your brother and I have come to terms. I shall make 
application for admission to the Empire for your people."

"As equals?" There were tears in her voice, Bran thought as he lay supine, 
poised between the utter blackness of oblivion and this dreaming state where 
he lived only in a realm of sound. Well, she had seen what they had done to 
him.

"As equals—no. I'm afraid not. But as friends, yes. Required only to pay a token 
tribute in submission, required—"

"—to be slaves! Is this your great success, brother?"

There was the sound of a blow and Bran stirred deep inside him with a searing 
fury. Gron Dhu rasped, "Take her away. To the tower. The other—to the cells 
below. I'll give out word a little later that Bran Magannon killed the queen and 
that he has paid for his murder with his life."

Feet shuffled. Then Gron Dhu said, "No—wait."



A hand fumbled and Peganna cried out. Gron Dhu asked softly, "This blue egg 
you carry, sister mine—what is it? Oh, I can tell from your face it's priceless 
enough. But—how? And why?"

She made no answer. In a moment there was the sound of another blow. Bran 
the Wanderer stirred physically now, moving in a spasmodic shudder on the 
floor flaggings. His great hands opened and closed.

"You will talk. There are ways of making a woman speak. Or a man. Suppose I 
were to work you over with the stunners. How long would Bran Magannon 
remain silent?"

"You filthy devil!"

"Ah, it touches you, does it? Good. Then perhaps, if you possess the sense I 
think you do, you'll tell me what I want to know."

There was no sound for a little while and it was as if Bran Magannon had died. 
Then hands touched him, lifting him, held him upright.

"A pretty sight, your handsome ex-commander. Blood all over him, his flesh 
raw. I don't even know if he's alive."

"Bran, Bran… ohhh, Subb of the Hundred Hates!"

"Weep, dear sister. It will make it easier for you to watch as we ruin him as a 
man before your eyes."

The Wanderer tried to gather himself to break free, but there was no strength 
left anywhere in his body. Only the hands at his arms and armpits held him 
upright. He was a rag doll, with just about as much stuffing inside him. Yet he 
knew that even in his dark world, agony so intense as to be blinding would 
come to him if Gron Dhu did what he threatened.

Peganna understood it, too.

"I yield. The egg will open a secret vault on Miranor, or so I think." She went on 
speaking of how she and Bran had gone to the well of Molween and how she 
had made her wish. The blue egg had been her gift from the well, from the dead 
race of Crenn Lir. "I think it's some sort of key, a key to a vault in which the 
Crenn Lir left their weapons and their scientific artifacts."

When she was done speaking, a man sighed.

"It could be," murmured Alvar Drexel. "Though where the vault is—who can 
say? It might be anywhere in space."

"We Lyanir have deciphered many of the Crenn Lir writings," Gron Dhu said 
excitedly. "By Lur! I'll have every man-jack scientist working night and day to 
find something about this thing, or about the vault it opens."



"If there is a vault," the Earthman said heavily, looking at Peganna. Gron Dhu 
intercepted his glance and smiled wickedly.

"I know my sister. I can tell when she lies and when she speaks the truth. She 
honestly believes the egg is a key. And —so do I."

The arms that held Bran lifted him a little higher and began to move him. All 
he could hear now was the pad of military boots on the floor flaggings and a 
sound of breathing. After a while, even that went away.

Then he was truly dead to the world about him.

Time is finite. It moves while a man lies in an eternity of nothingness. Time 
moves and time gleams with light as a lamp touches the stone walls of a cell 
where a man lies locked in rusted manacles. In the glare of the lamp a platter 
with food is lowered to the floor.

Hands lifted the man and a metal container touched his lips. Some of the liquid 
in the container dribbled from his lips but enough trickled down his throat so 
that after a while he stirred and opened his eyes.

The light blinded him.

"Eat," said a voice.

The lamp went away and he was in darkness again but now his senses were 
alive and though the pain in his big body made him shudder, he was well 
enough and hungry enough to crawl to the platter and wolf down the food it 
held. The metal bottle was close at hand, too. He upended it and drank its 
contents slowly.

It was a form of wine that had been treated medicinally, quite obviously. It was 
cool and soothing to the throat and after a short time he seemed to feel its 
potency working in his veins.

Bran lay back on the cold stone and made a pillow of his arms where he bent 
them under his neck. He wanted to think but his eyelids were heavy and so he 
slept. When he woke he felt refreshed, and the light was in his eyes again. A 
second platter of food was here and this time there was more food than before, 
so that when he was done eating, some of his old strength was in his muscles.

Three more times the lamp came with food and drink. Bran did not sleep so 
much now, and he exercised as he could, walking back and forth the length of 
his chains. He thought of hitting the man who came with the lamp but the jailer 
knew to a nicety how far his chains would stretch and he always put the 
platters down where Bran could reach them but not him.



Why are they keeping me alive?

The question burned in his brain during the hours when he lay alone in the 
blackness of the cell. Perhaps Peganna had made some sort of bargain with her 
brother. Let Bran Magannon live and Peganna would support her brother in 
his usurpation of her throne. She would have done it, he realized, if she were 
given the chance.

Yet Gron Dhu did not need his sister.

His lie that Bran the Wanderer—who had driven them out of habitable space to 
this dead planet!—had murdered Peganna, would be believed. The people of 
Miranor would have no reason to doubt it.

His fingers curled into talons with the desire to lock about the throat of Gron 
Dhu. No, her brother could kill Peganna and Bran Magannon and no one 
would ever know it. Why then was he keeping him alive?

And for how long?

The answer to that came the next time his jailer brought him food and drink. 
The wine in the metal bottle was drugged. He knew this a few minutes after he 
had eaten and finished the wine. He had just waked from a deep slumber yet 
now he found himself sinking back into sleep. He tried to fight the inertia that 
gripped him, but could not.

When he opened his eyes, there was a lamp burning on a wooden table not ten 
feet away. A radium lamp, he guessed, of the sort he had seen in the possession 
of the Lyanir on Kuleen. He stood up and there was no clank of rusted metal. 
His chains were gone and the manacles with them that had held his wrists and 
ankles.

Bran the Wanderer was a realist.

Gron Dhu was not making his life any easier. There was a reason for this 
pseudo-freedom. It was a refinement of cruelty, he felt positive, and like a wild 
animal in a trap, he waited for what was to happen.

The answer came in a feral scream.

A man shouted curses beyond the bolted door to his prison cell and there was a 
sound of wheels moving. Again the cry raised the hairs at the nape of his neck. 
This was a wild animal screaming in mad fury, a cat of some sort with sharp 
fangs and rending claws. They were dragging its cage along the corridor.

Bran looked around him helplessly, knowing there was no weapon to be found 
yet aware of a desperate need to stay alive. He was strong now, healthy; not the 
near-dead thing that had been carried into this prison. A chuckle rasped his 
throat. Gron Dhu was a clever man. He wanted Bran Magannon to suffer, and 



so he had let him recover from the stunners, had let his body heal and grow 
strong so it would be a long time dying.

The manacles had been knocked away for the same reason. Gron Dhu wanted 
him able to fight for his life, yet to feel it slipping slowly and then more slowly 
from him as he battled the cat. This was the reason for the lamp, as well: so he 
could see the manner of his dying.

The door was opening. Bran tensed.

Could he make a run for it? Slip past the animal in some fashion and ram into 
the guards who were behind it? No. The cage had been wheeled to the doorway 
and one side lifted up so that as the door opened the cat could move only into 
the cell.

The lamp on the table showed the cat, a big spotted korst. It was not a native of 
Miranor but then Miranor had no native animal life any more. Even the deer 
and the sheep that grazed on its slopes and in its sparse forests had been 
brought here by the Lyanir and allowed to run wild.

The korst sighted Bran. Its head lowered and its green eyes stared with 
unwinking steadiness. Beyond it was a lighted corridor and the bars of its cage. 
Through them Bran caught a glimpse of grinning guards, crowding forward to 
watch the fun.

A snarl formed in the thickly furred throat of the big cat. It padded forward, 
easily. Bran watched it, putting a hand on the tabletop. He had no chance 
against the korst. It was too big, too strong. One rake of its hind claws could 
disembowel him. One bite of its white fangs could take away his face.

Heat burned his fingers where he had put them about the base of the lamp. 
Slowly he let his fingers tighten, trying to ignore the pain to get a grip on the 
metal base. There was molten metal inside the lamp, treated with radium. It 
would last an indefinite time, used as a lamp.

Used as a weapon—

His hand lifted and the lamp came with it, hurled across the cell in a sidewise 
throwing motion of his arm. His action had been so swift the korst did not 
realize what was happening until the lamp hit it full in the face. The lamp 
broke, its radioactive metal spilling across the mouth and jaw of the beast.

The korst screamed and leaped.

Bran was not there to meet its claws. He was racing through the sudden 
darkness of the cell to the door, slamming it shut. Faintly he could hear the 
outcries of the guards, balked of their fun. He crouched on widespread feet, 
waiting for what he would see.



The cell was dark, now. The molten liquid was a pool of blackness on the floor. 
The only light was that which came from cracks in the cell door. It was enough.

Bran could see the eyes of the cat glittering like green diamonds lit by inner 
fires. He knew where the beast was, at any rate. There was not enough light for 
the korst to see him, at least not plainly. If he moved silently and without too 
quick a motion, he might find a way to win this fight.

He inched across the floor on careful feet. One advantage was his, one alone. 
He knew the layout of the chamber, its little recesses. The korst was in a 
strange lair and in the manner of cats all over the stars, it waited with patience 
until it could learn where it was.

There was no time for that.

He was close to the beast, here by the table. Normally the cat would have 
smelled him but the dank foulness of the cell was all about it, smothering the 
keenness of its nostrils. Gently Bran grasped a table leg. It was metal and cold 
to his touch. Metal leg, wooden top. He knew that much at least, from what his 
eyes had told him before he had flung the lamp.

His muscles tensed as he yanked.

The korst screamed and whirled. The metal leg held but he got the table up and 
heard claws rip splinters from its top. The korst was not used to fighting on its 
hind legs. It screeched in fury and fell back to all fours.

Bran wrenched again at the table leg, hearing wood give.

Five times he tugged before the screws tore and the leg came away. He 
wondered why the guards did not open the door, but he was grateful for their 
restraint.

His eyes hunted through the blackness.

Yes—there were the beast's green diamond eyes.

Bending, he slipped off his sandals and advanced on bare toes. The metal leg 
was a long club in his right hand. The blazing eyes turned toward him. Bran 
leaped. He struck down hard with the leg and in the instant of impact, leaped 
sideways away from the paw that was sure to rake at him.

The korst was screaming thickly, again and again. The eyes were gone, then 
reappeared across the room. They darted this way and that before Bran 
realized that the cat was racing back and forth across the cell in a savage, 
desperate hunt for the man who had wounded it.

On bare feet, the Wanderer moved against the wall. He did not want to be 
pinned here by some wild rush, by a lucky swing of claws. The eyes were still, 
suddenly.



Bran swung. The cat coughed and rose up. Full in its face Bran swung his metal 
club, with both hands tight about the handle. The jar of the blow sent shock 
into his muscles but the cat fell away. He heard a thump.

Bran waited, rigid. If the cat were unconscious and its eyes closed, he would 
have to hunt for it with his hands. He moved, his toe touching warm fur. In 
panic, Bran struck.

Again and again he brought that club down on the body before him. He never 
knew how long he might have stood there, striking. When his body was wet 
with sweat and he stood in little pools of what must be blood, he let the air 
whistle through his lips and stood to his full height.

The cat was dead. Bran cried out and fell face down.

He had put all his ability into that single scream. He cut it off suddenly and 
hoped the guards had heard it and were convinced of its authenticity. He lay 
with his face partly turned toward where he thought the door might be. He 
waited.

After a time the door opened slightly. A rectangle of yellow light came into the 
cell and touched the korst. Bran heard a man call out in amazement. The 
yellow rectangle widened into a square as the door opened even further.

"He killed it," the guard said to himself. "He actually killed that thing before it 
killed him too."

There was blood all over him, Bran knew, but it was the blood of the korst. In 
the light from the corridor, it looked as if he had been clawed to death. 
Footfalls sounded behind him. A hand touched his shoulder to roll him over.

Bran struck with his rocklike fist.

The guard grunted and collapsed on him. Over his motionless body, the 
Wanderer stared at the lighted corridor. Thank Kronn! There was just this one 
guard to account for. For the moment, anyhow.

Bran rolled him over, fumbled at his belt.

His fingers closed on a stunner. It was no a-gun but it was a lot better weapon 
than the table-leg. He tugged it free of the guard's belt and moved to the door 
and into the corridor. Carefully he closed and bolted the cell door behind him.

The cage had been pushed to one side, evidently until the guard found out if 
the korst was still alive.

He was free to try and find Peganna.

Still in his bare feet, his boots behind him in the cell, he raced down the 
corridor. Voices raised in the low hum of casual talk made him leap into a 



recess. More warriors? Yes, but they were not coming along the corridor. They 
were in a small room that served as a guardhouse.

He would have to pass them all to get out of the prison.

And yet—perhaps not! This recess where he stood was part of a doorway. His 
fingers fumbled until they found a stud. Pressing it, he was relieved to hear the 
door slid back on tiny bearings. Another corridor lay in front of him.

This tunnel lead to another and then to a third. After ten minutes he was 
hopelessly lost in this maze of subterranean passages. One thing alone he 
noticed as he walked. He was moving slowly toward something that throbbed 
more loudly at each step he took. Curiosity caught him in its grip. He had to see 
the thing that made this rhythmic sound which by now was shaking the stone 
on which he placed his feet.

A door opened to his touch and he found himself staring in at a small nuclear 
reactor. Surprise held him rigid. A reactor, here? In the depths of the old Crenn 
Lir city of Andelkrann? It was not possible. Then common sense caught hold of 
him. The reactor had not belonged to the Crenn Lir. It was the property of the 
Lyanir.

The big city would be difficult to heat, at best. The Lyanir would have to have 
some way of making their lives as comfortable as possible. This motor was their 
answer to the problem. It would feed heat and perhaps coolness during the 
worst days of summer, to the rooms of the inhabited section of the city.

He was turning away when a thought struck him. On bare feet he padded down 
into the huge chamber that housed the motor. What he needed might be here, 
but he must go carefully, the stunner in his hand ready to hit and hit hard 
should he be discovered.

A nuclear reactor needs little attention, once it has been set to functioning. For 
hours at a time it would be left to itself. Yet being a machine, there would be 
things to go wrong with it. Bran hunted for what must be down here, a manual 
of some sort that would tell when and where to look for trouble.

And with it, a floor plan of the house fed by the reactor. His eyes hunted for a 
desk, a cubbyhole of sorts. He found it in the shadows of a heat exchanger, a 
little table covered with papers.

He went through them carefully before he found what he needed, and spread 
out the map on the tabletop. Scanning its diagrams, he began from the heart of 
the maze, the reactor chamber, and worked outward. Though he spoke the 
Lyanir tongue, he was confused by the written language; yet he could 
understand enough to locate the great tower in which Gron Dhu had placed 
Peganna.



He began to memorize the tunnels and the stairs he would have to cross before 
he stood in the tower itself. There was a wall chronometer near one of the 
doorways which showed the hour of dusk. Bran tried to think back, to 
remember what he had learned of Lyanir custom during the weeks he had been 
on Kuleen. Soon after dusk, the dining tables would be groaning with food, yes. 
And Gron Dhu with Alvar Drexel, if he were still here, would be at one of those 
tables.

Bran checked his stun gun, then moved out.

Only one person touched his vision on the ramp to the upper floors, a man with 
the ornate double-axe on his jerkin that showed him for an officer. Bran hit 
him in the head with the stunner and left him unconscious. The man had been 
downed from behind; he might never learn who had done it, nor who had 
stripped him of his uniform.

There was more danger on the main floor, since there were more people 
moving about on their tasks. Bran hugged shadows for a little time, then 
decided to trust in the stolen uniform he wore. He walked easily, unhurriedly. 
Nobody even glanced at him.

He was up three flights of marble stairs and at the great oak door—a new one, 
since the old had powdered long centuries ago—before there was trouble. The 
guard left at the tower entrance saluted crisply and maintained his wooden face 
while he told Bran no one was permitted beyond this point.

There was no avoiding it. Bran hit him with his fist, a side-wise blow that 
traveled six inches, no more. It drove the man's head halfway around on his 
shoulders and banged him into the oak door, where Bran pinned him with a 
hand lest he betray what had happened by falling.

There was a key to the door. Was it on the belt of the man with his back to the 
planks and his head lolling so loosely? No, by Lur! It was somewhere else. 
There was no desk here with a drawer. Nor was there a peg with a keyring 
hanging from it.

Sweat touched the Wanderer as he stood there holding up a senseless man. To 
have come so far and—now to fail! Desperately his eyes searched. Nothing! He 
was tempted to use his stun-gun on the lock to see if he might jar it loose. The 
solution to his problem made him chuckle. He lifted his fist and knocked. 
There was movement on the other side of the door. "Open up inside," he said 
crisply. A key turned. The door opened. Bran shot from the hip right into the 
middle of the man staring at him on the other side of the doorway. The stunner 
had the kick of a mule. The man went down in a heap.



Bran propped up the outside guard as best he could, to simulate a man on duty. 
Then he pushed the other man out with him and locked the door from the 
inside.

He took the winding staircase three steps at a time, confident there were no 
more guards. Nor were there. The door to the tower rooms pushed open to the 
flat of his palm on its wood.

Peganna was sitting at a window, staring out at the moon-drenched land. Her 
shoulders were rounded, her hair loose and unkempt, as though she did not 
care how she might look. Hands on fist, Bran surveyed her.

"A fine figure of a girl in love, I must say!"

Her head swivelled and her eyes grew enormous. Her lips opened, quivered 
uncontrollably. She started to tremble.

Bran held out his arms.

She flew to him, was crushed and held tight for long minutes. When he let her 
go she was laughing through her tears. "Was there ever a man like you? How in 
the name of Lur did you do it?"

"It was my luck, mavoureen. And the good use I make of the brain God gave 
me. Is there any way out of this place except the way I came, up?"

"I'm afraid not.”

"Hmmm. It will be awkward." He scowled and, putting her aside gently, went 
to stand at the window. Below him in the moonlight was the city of 
Andelkrann, half in ruins, half with the touch of fires in its buildings, where 
women cooked and feasted with their men. It was a far drop to the pavements 
below, even to the nearest roof.

On the opposite wall was a second window. Fifty feet below and ten feet across 
with a gap between the walls was a roof with a long pitch to it where a man 
might stand without fear of falling backward. Bran studied it, then turned to 
look around the room.

There was a couch and a small table with a chair. No bedsheets to tear into 
strips, no rug to the stone floor to shred and make into rope. Bran sighed and 
removed the jacket of his stolen uniform.

"There's no help for it, Peganna. This will never form a long enough rope but 
we've got to make the try." His strong hands tore the jacket in half. He knotted 
the sleeves together and slipped out of the trousers.

He wore his fur kilt and leather jerkin, now. The jerkin he removed and began 
to tear into strips. The woman watched him almost breathlessly, looking from 



the window to his working hands. Suddenly her lips tightened and she bent to 
rip the hem of the gown she was wearing.

"No," protested Bran, "there's no need for you to ruin your pretty clothes. We'll 
make enough of a thing to hang from with what I have."

"That 'thing' won't reach fifty feet and you know it, Bran Magannon. Now be 
still and—here! Give me a hand with this where the seam is sewn."

The gold brocade ripped to the tug of his fingers. To her upper thighs he tore it, 
then shredded it across. His eyes touched her legs a moment as he grinned, 
"You have fine legs, acushla."

"Keep your mind on the rope, Bran Magannon."

"I'm only thinking that you'll be able to run faster now," he told her and 
laughed as she swung a palm at him.

When the rope was finally knotted together, it was pitifully short. Even Bran 
looked dubious, though he carried it to the window and fastened one end to a 
chairleg, propping the chair sidewise to the wall across the window.

Gingerly he crawled through the window, holding the rope which he played 
down along the side of the tower wall. Peganna was watching him with wide 
eyes, hands lifted to her long silver hair, twisting it up and about her head in a 
topknot.

"Peganna darling," he said worriedly, looking down.

"Hold your tongue, Bran. Remember—you belong to me."

"Why, so I do. I'd forgotten the little dice game we had."

"Then give me your hand and hold the rope."

She put a leg over the sill and rested a foot on his shoulder. Gently she slid out, 
sliding down his back, locking her legs to his thighs and clinging to his chest 
with her arms.

"Am I heavy?"

"Save your breath," he growled.

Hand over hand Bran went down the makeshift rope until its end was a scant 
three inches from his fingers where he had tied a knot to prevent their sliding 
off.

He looked below him. The roof was close to fifty feet down and ten feet across, 
above a long fall to death on the ancient cobblestones. He drew a deep breath.

"I'm going to swing you out, acushla—and drop you."

"Do it fast. Fast—so I can't think!"



She let his right hand take her wrists and hold them. He lowered her slowly, 
while the muscles of the hand and arm that held the rope knotted with 
convulsive strength. Back and forth he swung her, like a pendulum. Moonlight 
touched her upturned face with its heights of silver hair and Bran felt his heart 
lurch into his throat at sight of her.

"If you miss, I'll follow you down," he whispered.

Her eyes opened to stare up, bravely.

He said, though it cost him needed energy, "I couldn't stand to be without you 
again, mavoureen."

She smiled and as she smiled, he let her go, at the end of her swing with her 
feet pointing at a target to the wall. She dropped like an arrow and Bran knew 
an instant of stark terror when it seemed he had not properly calculated the 
distance. Then her feet touched the rooftops and her legs crumpled and she 
sprawled full length on the tiles.

Bran closed his eyes, then opened them.

It was a simple matter for him to grip the rope with both hands, to prop his feet 
against the wall and use it as a springboard to propel him more than a dozen 
feet straight out so that when he fell he landed a little beyond Peganna.

He whirled and caught her, kissing her.

Overhead the lone moon of Miranor turned endlessly about its parent planet, 
its silver beams made a pallid fire of her hair as Peganna clung to him, shaking 
uncontrollably.

"I was so afraid, so afraid."

"No more than I was myself."

She nestled against him. "Just hold me for a little time, Bran. Until my heart 
slows down."

It was foolish to kneel here holding the girl he loved for all her world to see 
them, but the perfume of her hair and the taste of her kisses on his lips made 
Bran the Wanderer a man without a worry. He let her go when he felt her 
fumbling at his belt-pouch.

"Here," she said, holding out two pills.

Bran laughed. He caught Peganna and held her while mirth convulsed him in 
its grip. After what they had been through, those two pills against the radiation 
still on Miranor were anti-climactic.



"I put them in your pouch because I knew you'd never think to take them 
otherwise," she told him, glee shining in her green eyes. "Now go on. Swallow 
one."

He did as she ordered, then lifted her to her feet.

They were still far from safety, but they were in the open and there would be a 
way off this roof to the streets. In the streets there were shadows where a man 
and woman might hide as they ran.

SIX

Dawn found them on the outskirts of the city, crossing a great square. Bran 
walked with the stunner in his fist and Peganna a step behind at his elbow. His 
luck had held through the night, all the way from the tower. There had been 
few travelers in the darktime hours, and those few they had avoided easily 
enough by hiding when they approached.

When the open country stretched before them, Bran halted.

"Where do we go now, mavourneen?"

"Into the hills, to the hide tents of my dravi."

The dravi was her clan, Peganna explained. The clan was the foundation on 
which the entire structure of the Lyanir was based. A dozen clans made up 
a dravi, and there were fifty dravi in the entire nation. Upwards of ten 
thousand men, women and children comprised a single dravi, united by the 
loyalties that had come down from the days when the Lyanir had hunted with 
stone axes.

"We will be safe there. Gron Dhu won't dare risk the anger of the clan chief. It's 
a form of sanctuary."

Bran was dubious but could think of no alternative. Gron Dhu would dare 
anything to get what he wanted, even if it meant stamping out an entire clan. 
His only hope was that the warriors needed for such a task might refuse to obey 
his order.

His hand caught her fingers, but as he went to step out across the grasses, she 
held him back, telling him she had enough exercise for one day. There would be 
air-sleds in the buildings on the rim of the city, that were used by royal 
messengers in a hurry.



"I am still queen of the Lyanir," she informed him proudly. "Those air-sleds 
belong to me."

Bran grunted but went where she walked. He was surprised there had been no 
alarm, no search parties out for them. When he mentioned this to Peganna, she 
laughed harshly.

"Gron Dhu is locked away with the scientists, examining the blue egg. They 
have been making tests of it for the past six days. Gron Dhu is highly excited. 
He is as confident as I am myself the egg will open a vault. It gives off a type of 
radiation that might unlock a door, once it's fitted into its cradle. He has no 
time for you and me, darling—not yet, at least."

"And Alvar Drexel?"

"Gone back to Earth to offer its politicians a fortune in flame pearls to let the 
Lyanir submit to Earth empire as one of its conquered peoples." Bitterness 
tinged her throat as she said, "Gron Dhu will make a fine rayanar! Already he 
has sold his people into slavery."

They moved silently through the red dawn.

The air-sleds were lengths of highly polished wood and metal that reminded 
Bran of big surfboards. Twenty feet long and between three and six feet wide, 
depending on whether they were to carry one or two passengers, each was 
fitted with a miniature motor and eight small jets protruding from its stern. 
They were so light to handle, Peganna was able to slide one forward on its four 
retractable wheels, then lie face down behind the transparent wind canopy.

She explained the controls to Bran as he strapped her down. "This lever is for 
speed. This is for elevation. This is for maneuverability. Any questions?"

He laughed and slapped her rump.

"I could fly this stick in my sleep. Get on with you. I'll come after directly."

He waited until she was airborne, then strapped himself on his own sled and 
shifted its three sticks. The sled rolled easily across the ground, lifted with a 
whine of air tearing through its vents. The canopy protected the flier from the 
rush of air, though there was a breathing mask attached to a tank of oxygen 
beside the controls. It did not make for a comfortable ride if a man were 
nervous by nature, but it was a smooth one.

Ten minutes after he was aloft, Bran realized he was enjoying himself. The sled 
was a splinter under him so that the only sensation he could liken it to was 
actual flying. He could spiral into a dive and pull out. He could stand on his tail 
and go straight up. He could parallel the ground at a speed that was governed 



only by his ability to breathe the air through which he raced. For fast couriers, 
there was the oxygen mask.

Yet he and Peganna made good enough time, even without the masks. They 
slipped like bullets above a world where the vegetation was stunted and lacked 
vitality, where the trees were small, where water was a problem since the 
oceans had long ago dried up and only the lakes and mountain brooks 
survived, fed as they had been for millenia by underground streams.

In the distance trees made a green carpet over the low, rounded hills and a blue 
haze above a valley showed where grasses grew between gaunt rocks. Except 
for the invisible radiation that was everywhere, this might still be a pleasant 
world on which to live. The pills which the Lyanir were forced to take made it 
intolerable, Bran knew. The pills gave them life but it was a form of slavery 
against which their proud spirits rebelled.

Ahead of him Peganna swerved her sled. Obediently he followed, to watch the 
ground change below them into a series of rocky uplifts sloping toward higher 
ground. The terrain was different now. Gone were the meadows and the fields 
of grass, for the timber line was below and trees bent by the wind, and thick 
layers of moss, went on without end, up into the regions where a cold morass of 
towering groundsel took over.

Peganna pointed.

Bran could see hide tents sprawling across a level where yellow moss lay like a 
carpet and tall heathers rose upward toward the clouds. A hunting party drew 
back as they darted overhead. A woman filling a jar with water from a 
mountain stream paused to wave.

Then they were lowering groundward, flashing above the yellow moss at a 
height of ten feet, five and lower. Sled wheels scraped and bounced as the fliers 
swayed to a halt.

The tents seemed deserted. Peganna swung off the sled and stretched, staring 
around her. When Bran came to stand at her side, she frowned.

"Where are the people?" she asked.

There was an utter stillness in the air. Then there was a clang of metal on metal 
and the roar of excited voices.

Peganna whirled and ran, with Bran beside her. Where the rock slope dropped 
away to a mossy amphitheatre, the clan clustered in a great circle about two 
men.

The men faced one another with shields on their left arms and swords in their 
hands. One man was old, with gray in his hair and in the beard that moved 



where the wind caught it; the other was young, with a deep chest and long 
arms. He held his shield low, looking over its rim at the older man.

"Give way, Parkan," he called. "There's no disgrace to step down from the 
chieftainship."

"Only when you prove you can fell me, Avrak!"

Peganna shivered and drew closer to Bran who put an arm about her middle. 
She whispered, "It was so in the old days, before we left Lyanol. I had thought 
the old ways forgotten but I see they were only suspended in our long trip 
across space. The clan may get a new chief this afternoon."

The younger man was attacking, swinging his blade in great slashes that dug 
deep cuts in the shield that held him off. Bran watched with an almost 
professional interest, having fenced on more than one Space Fleet team for the 
honor of representing the Service at an Olympiad. He was a stranger to the 
shield, though, and found himself fascinated by the ease with which Parkan 
swung his about to intercept the rain of blows that came at him from all 
directions.

"They call this duel the dravi-kor," Peganna said. "It has been a part of our 
culture for endless generations. The winner need not kill the other. A blow on 
the head to knock him out would be sufficient. I think this is what young Avrak 
intends, since Parkan is his uncle."

Bran watched the play of the swords, finding his blood pounding faster in his 
veins. There was something elemental in this struggle for mastery of the clan. It 
had its roots deep in the ancient cultures of man wherever he existed, wherever 
he had risen out of savagery into civilization. Just so might men have fought on 
Earth with stone axes, with stabbing swords, with claymores, though there had 
been no formal rite to it as there was among the Lyanir, and the custom had 
long since faded into oblivion with the duel.

He glanced sideways at Peganna, "And the rayanal? Is she also subject to 
the dravi-kor?"

She smiled faintly. "Yes, except that we call it the raya-kor. The queen does not 
fight herself, naturally. Her champion fights for her."

"Who is your champion?"

She smiled wryly. "My brother, Gron Dhu. He has a great reputation with the 
sword and shield, has Gron Dhu. He made my reign safe except when he began 
to know ambition."

Below them, the old man was tiring. His shield moved slower and slower. 
Avrak forced the fighting, swift in his movements and untiring. He put his 



blade against his uncle and wove a web of steel around him until Parkan stood 
panting with weariness.

Then Avrak leaped. His blade rose and fell. The flat of it took Parkan alongside 
the head and the old man fell like a tree going down in a gale.

Bending, Avrak tore loose the gold band on his uncle's arm and put it on his 
own. The sunlight caught it, made it shimmer as Avrak tossed his shield and 
sword aside and bent above the fallen man. They could hear him calling for 
water and bandages and healing herbs.

Peganna sighed and stirred. "It's like a symbol or—an omen. Am I to lose my 
queenship as Parkan lost his chieftainship, of a swordstroke? Or—have I 
already lost it?"

Bran made no answer.

They walked down the rocky slope and among the people who drew back at 
first and then rushed forward with glad cries, surrounding Peganna in pleasure 
and delight. As she had been greeted at Andelkrann, before Gron Dhu had 
captured her, so now she was greeted, patted and kissed by the women, 
admired and bowed to by the men.

Leaving his uncle to the hands of his womenfolk, Avrak came forward to meet 
his rayanal. He would have gone down on a knee except that Peganna caught 
his hands and held them.

"I may no longer be your queen, Avrak," she smiled, and went on to speak of 
how Gron Dhu had treated her in Andelkrann.

The new chief shook his reddish hair. "No man rules the Lyanir while you live, 
Peganna." He looked pleased as a shout went up at his words. His new role sat 
his shoulders like an ill-made cloak, Bran thought, but in time it would smooth 
to a good fit.

Parkan was coming forward, head wrapped in a white cloth, leaning his weight 
on the shoulder of a grandson. He stood beside Avrak and listened while 
Peganna explained why she had gone to Makkador and what had befallen her 
after she had met with Bran Magannon.

It was night when she was done talking, seated on a little stool beside Avrak, 
staring down into the fires where the evening meal was cooking. Bran sat 
crosslegged to one side of her. Old Parkan was just beyond Avrak, sipping 
occasionally from a cup that held wine with crushed herbs in it. The old man 
had accepted the new chief cheerfully enough; privately, Bran thought he was 
rather pleased at the outcome. He had been chief for close to half a century; let 
another hold the office and know its cares! Yet he was determined to add his 



voice to the advice that would pepper Avrak for a time, until he had enough 
confidence in his judgment to make his own decisions.

Peganna said, "The blue egg is the key, we hope. All we have to find is the lock 
it fits."

Avrak growled, "And Gron Dhu? Will he come seeking you here?"

"If he does, what will you do?" Bran wondered.

"If he threatens my queen, I'll fight," Avrak said simply.

"Against the whole nation?"

Parkan leaned forward, watching Avrak. What he saw in his hard face seemed 
to satisfy him, for he buried his mouth in his winecup.

"To the last man, the last woman, if need be. The clan of the Axe swore 
allegiance to Peganna. While she lives the oath is binding."

"Let me release you, Avrak," Peganna said sweetly.

The young chief shook his head. "Only death can do that, highness. Yours or 
mine." He grinned suddenly. "And we're both too young to think of the grave."

Bran leaned forward, saying, "Number me among your warriors."

Avrak studied him, nodded, and put out his arm for the hand-fasting. Peganna 
laughed and clapped. Then she straightened on the stool and reached for the 
ladle in one of the cooking pots to stir it. A woman leaned forward, horrified 
that her queen should do her task, but Peganna waved her away.

"It has been too long since I worked for the dravi. Let me at least do this," she 
smiled. The firelight caught her features, burnishing them to a pale gold. A lock 
of her silver hair had fallen loose, to dangle about her shoulder.

Bran thought her the most beautiful woman in the stars. As if she sensed his 
admiration she turned and wrinkled her nose at him. When Avrak left to speak 
to some returning hunters, Bran slipped into his place.

After a moment, Peganna leaned against him.

For three weeks, Bran shared the life of the clan.

He went out with a party of hunters for rock deer. He helped a smith forge new 
swordblades, working the bellows and then taking his turn at the hammer that 
flattened the steel which was to be a blade. He sweated and his muscles grew 
weary with the work he did, but he delighted in his tiredness.

He even sought out old Parkan for advice.



"Teach me what I would know," he said, and when he explained his need, 
Parkan took him for a tramp on the high ridges.

When Peganna questioned him as to what he did with the old man, Bran would 
only grin and shake his head, telling her that there were facets of Lyanirn life 
he wanted to know more closely. If she pouted and stamped her foot—being 
more queenly than she guessed and used to having her own way—he would kiss 
her to breathlessness and say only that it was for her own good. With this, she 
had to be content.

From time to time he wondered why Gron Dhu had not come here to claim his 
life and that of the rayanal. When he spoke of this, Peganna told him that Gron 
Dhu was not yet strong enough to risk an open attack on her. She was popular 
with the people. The soldiers served Gron Dhu but when it came to an open 
rupture between the clans, her brother must be more powerful than he was at 
present.

"Until then, we are free to do as we want, as long as we stay close to the clan 
tents."

Then it was the turn of Bran to question her about what she did while he went 
walking with old Parkan. She dimpled and laughed and would tell him only 
that what she did was for her own good, too. If he had his secrets, so had she.

Bran knew by the men who came and went on air-sleds that Peganna 
interested herself in more than the daily life of the clan. Many of the visitors 
wore the clan devices of the fox, the bear, the deer. They were dwellers of the 
lowlands and the nomads of the desert, shepherds and hunters. She sat long 
hours with them, always asking questions, always interested in their lives and 
in the happenings of those lives.

She got the answer she wanted, one night, from a youth whose skin bore the 
heavy tan of long sunlight. He was from the southlands where the herds grazed 
and sunlight was a warm blanket over lush grass the greater part of the year. 
The southlanders wore baggy pantaloons tucked into short leather boots, with 
broad belts at their middles from which hung ropes and curving swords. In 
their country, the shepherds went naked to the waist but in this colder clime, 
each man wore a fur jerkin loosely tied with leather thongs.

They had come riding up a narrow trail between the rocky slopes, five men in 
all, with the young spokesman at point. He was a sub-chief, Bran gathered as 
he came up to stand a little behind the seated Peganna, with long blonde hair 
tied in a tail that dangled down his back.

"—a mound with a shining thing inside it," the youth was saying. "My hound 
went sniffing and barking all around it. I had heard the orders of my queen that 



we were to investigate anything that might tell us more of the Crenn Lir people 
and so I dug, using my saber."

The youth looked a bit uncomfortable at that, as if it might be considered a 
shameful thing for a soldier-shepherd to do, but was reassured at the warm 
smile and understanding nod Peganna gave him. The faces of the four men at 
his back, sitting crosslegged as they might about one of their own campfires, 
did not move a muscle.

"I dug, as I say, and I found a great metal wall. I called my people, many of 
them, and they dug, also. We found nothing, not even a door that would let us 
enter if we knew the manner of its opening, but we did discover—this."

From a leather bag on the ground at his feet, the sub-chief lifted out a crystal 
cube. As he held it up and the fireflames touched it so that everyone could see 
there was something bedded deep inside it.

He came across the little clearing and knelt to the queen, holding out the cube 
on a palm. Peganna took it, frowning, and stared inside it. From behind her 
shoulder, Bran could see the tiny figure of a man.

"A picture cube," said Peganna and would have laid the cube aside but that 
Bran put his hand on her shoulder so that she turned to look up at him.

"It may be more than that, highness," he said softly.

Curious, she turned it over and over in her fingers. "I see no more than a 
picture, Bran Magannon."

Bran was filled with an odd excitement. Long ago, on one of the worlds of 
Akkan, he had found such a thing, half-buried in silt near an old ruin. There 
had been a picture of a tree inside it which, when Bran was half asleep that 
night, had whispered in his mind.

He had been sleeping. The cube of the tree lay near his sleeping bag. Restless, 
he had turned in his sleep so that his face was touching the cube. It seemed, in 
that half-waking state, that words had formed in his mind from the cube. Later 
he had tried to cause the same effect but could not, as though the cube were 
worn out from much use and was simply too tired to do what it should.

He stood now with the cube Peganna handed him, smiling faintly down at it. 
The picture here was clear, as though formed yesterday. The picture of the tree 
had been a nebulous thing, faintly glimpsed as through water. The words in 
this cube might be fresh, strong.

His hand lifted. The cold crystal touched his forehead.

Bran cried out.



You who find this, if ever you do, know that these are the last words of Antro 
Zorr, chief marchical of the Crenn Lir colony of Lar. Disaster has come to my 
people. Nearly all are dead now. I am one of the last to be left alive, hurrying 
my fellow horns to finish this mausoleum in which we bury our past.

Peganna was standing before him, eyes shining, breathing fitfully. She asked, 
"What was it? What happened? What did you see?"

He touched the cube to her forehead, hearing her gasp, watching her lips open 
wide. There was a faraway stare in her eyes as she listened to that dead voice 
whisper telepathically to her brain.

"A mausoleum," she breathed. "In which the Crenn Lir left mementoes of their 
civilization. Bran, it has to be."

She whirled on the sub-chief, handing the cube to him. The youth touched it to 
his own head, then passed it to his fellows. It went around the campfire slowly, 
so that all might hear its voice.

Bran said, "It is a new cube. The one I found on the Akkan planet was old, used 
up. That one was probably a poem carried about by the man who lost it or 
threw it away when it outlived its usefulness."

Peganna made an impatient gesture. "We will go to the mausoleum, at once. 
Tomorrow, at dawn."

"The cube was one of many, I'd guess," Bran went on. "Left at the mausoleum 
to be found by anyone who came upon it. When it was built, the mausoleum 
might have been a splendid structure, impossible to miss."

She hit his arm with her fist in her eagerness. "Do you hear a single word I'm 
saying, Bran Magannon? What difference does the cube make? The mausoleum 
is the important thing."

His smile was humoring. "What good is the mausoleum to us when it's Gron 
Dhu who has the blue egg?"

She put a hand to her mouth, tears brimming up into her eyes. Her throat 
worked a moment, then she whispered. "Bran, are we always to know defeat? 
Can't we win even a little victory?"

"Why, we're alive—and the blue egg exists. All we have to do is figure a way to 
get it."

But she slumped in despair, so that Bran had to lead her to the little stool she 
used as a throne. As she sat, she sighed and lifted her face in the fireflames. He 
could see tears clearly on her cheeks.



"Suddenly, I'm so tired," she whispered.

His grin was hard. "Be tired, acushla. This is man's work from now on. You sit 
and wait." He went past her among the shepherds, talking swiftly, telling them 
that Peganna would be ready to travel on the morrow.

"We go by air-sled but we need directions. The queen would see the 
mausoleum with her own eyes. She fights for her people, does your queen—for 
what lies inside the mausoleum may mean the freedom of you all. A better 
world to live. No radiation sickness for which you need these pills."

His hand brought out a handful of the white pills so they could see them. The 
sub-chief growled in his throat. He hated the pills, as did all his people, but 
they were a way to stay alive. Bran guessed they looked on the pills as a 
prisoner might on the manacles that held his ankles.

As he spoke, he felt the first stirrings of homesickness inside himself. Earth lay 
far across the stars, forbidden to him by his own will and desire until he could 
come back a conqueror, a man to take his old rank of Fleet Admiral. Until now, 
this had only been a dream in his mind, something which had no chance at 
reality.

Now, however—

His fingers closed over the cube. It felt oddly warm, as though a part of the man 
inside it were still alive. An odd thought. And yet, perhaps not so odd. The cube 
might be himself, a dead thing without a world to call his own, a wanderer 
across the faces of the stars. Yet still alive, still warm with the unfulfilled hope 
that someday he could go home to Earth.

Vindicated in the eyes of the Empire.

As Commander Bran Magannon, Admiral of the Fleet.

The breath hissed between his teeth. Had the cube been less than solid it might 
have broken in his grip. To stand on green Earth, to sniff its scented winds and 
the salt air of its oceans! To walk barefoot along a seashore, to hurtle on skis 
along a snowy slope, to walk a city street and see the products of the stars in 
the store windows!

The meanest man on Earth could do all these, yet they were denied to him who 
had saved Earth from defeat at the hands of these people who were his hosts. 
Bran growled in his throat. Enough of self pity! What he must do now was find 
a way to make Earth take him back. Aye, and his bride who was to be, Peganna 
of the Silver Hair.



“The directions," he asked the youth. "How may I find the mausoleum?" As he 
spoke he felt Peganna touch his hand, stand beside him. Yes, she was as much 
a part of this quest as he was himself.

The hell with protocol! He put his arm about her shoulders and hugged her. If 
any of her people objected to his familiarity with Peganna, let them try and 
stop him. She laughed softly as if she had read his mind, and leaned her head 
against his shoulder.

Together, they learned the way to the mausoleum.

Dawn lay behind the Jets of their air-sleds as they coursed above a series of 
rocky highlands. Far and far away, they could make out distant hills which 
once had been high mountains, blue and hazy with distance, like the goals 
which Bran the Wanderer and Peganna of the Silver Hair had set for 
themselves.

Like darting swallows they fled across the sky.

First Bran and then Peganna would take the lead in this race through space 
toward the tomb of a dead people. Slowly the stone ridges fell behind them and 
now they slipped across a rolling timber line of firs and spruces, that became a 
vast land of grass and dwarf pines which appeared to stretch interminably to 
the south. The sun was hot above them and when he could, Bran slipped out of 
the fur jerkin he had worn in the hills.

Something white lay on the grass in the distance, sprawling like some flattened 
monster out of legend. Bran grinned when he saw it was no more than a great 
flock of sheep grazing as wolfdogs ran around their edges, barking at the 
stragglers. Now he could see the cotton tents of the shepherd clan, each striped 
and painted, with the history of its family.

Peganna brought her sled to the ground in a cloud of dust. Bran was not quite 
so accomplished with the strange carrier. He bounced three times before the 
wheels caught and held.

Peganna was speaking to an old man as he came up to them. The old man was 
nodding his head and pointing. Bran shaded his eyes.

Yes, he could see it, now. Sunlight was glinting on a piece of metal jutting up 
from a distant mound. The mausoleum of the Crenn Lir.



SEVEN

A part of one metal wall had been exposed. It loomed up like an ancient 
rampart, silent and mysterious, its story perhaps never to be learned. Behind it 
was the mound that hid it, which the years and the centuries had built of loess 
and detritus. Tufts of grass and a few hazelnut bushes carried here by the storm 
winds, grew in sparse fashion across its back, dots of green against a sombre 
brown soil.

Peganna stared at it, eyes alive as if it were a thing of beauty. Bran was more 
realistic. He went down into the depression carved out by the sword of the 
young sub-chief and kicked about among pebbles and bits of hardened dirt. It 
would be no mean feat to expose this bulky tomb to the rays of Miranor's sun. 
Many men would be needed for such a dig, and Bran wondered if the proud 
Lyanir would agree to bend their backs at the word of their young queen.

Still, if the people realized that they might be fighting the most desperate battle 
of their lives at this site, they should respond with fervor. He went to Peganna, 
telling her how he felt.

"Oh, they will dig," she assured him. "I told the clan of the Axe to follow me and 
to send riders to the clans of the fox and the wolf. Within a week this will be a 
tent city, Bran Magannon."

Bran studied the great metal wall, then moved back a hundred paces. "Tell your 
men to begin their dig here," he said slowly.

"Bran, you don't understand. I want only to expose the mausoleum. What good 
will it do us to begin so far away?"

"You said yourself you would put up a tent-city about the tomb, to house the 
men who will explore it. How large a tent-city do you imagine the Crenn Lir 
must have made, to house the men who built it?"

"Yes, but—"

"Death came for them, perhaps while they were still working on their vault, 
mavourneen. They will have left artifacts and other things from their culture 
behind them. Perhaps even more cubes like the one your young chief found."

"Even if we found those artifacts, it would do us no immediate good. Eventually 
we will, naturally, but right now the vault is the more important of the two."

Bran sighed, "What good is the vault without the egg?"

She stared at him. "Gron Dhu has the egg, Bran."

"Exactly. I mean to have him bring it to us."



Peganna sat down on the grassy slope. "Bran Magannon, you talk in riddles. If 
Gron Dhu comes here he will kill us both. Especially since we've gone to the 
trouble of finding the vault for him."

"I know that."

She laughed, almost in irritation. "Yet you want him to come with an army to 
fight and defeat us."

"I didn't say that. I want him to come here, it's true. As to the army and its 
ability to defeat us—I have other thoughts on the matter."

"What thoughts, Bran my darling?"

"None I can tell you as yet, acushla.”

Her white hands balled into fists. "Bran Magannon, sometimes I could hate 
you! Do you realize how infuriating you are with all this mystery?"

"I want no inkling of what I have in mind to come to the ears of your precious 
brother. Else he might send his army and stay home himself with the egg."

She shrugged her shoulders, smiling wryly.

Bran came to her and kissed her.

On the third day of the dig, they uncovered the imprint of a human body 
pressed by time and the acids of slow corrosion into a length of rock. The 
archeologists who had come to the summons of their queen spent long hours 
with delicate brushes and a plastic spray that formed a protective sheath about 
the fragile outline. When they were done, they announced the body to be that 
of an old man.

"A man, you say?" Bran asked. "A humanoid?"

"More than a humanoid. A man, as we know man to be."

They found three others, the next day, and five more the day after, and the 
bodies were all of old men. This made no sense, Bran protested, and the 
scientists agreed with him. Yet here was the proof of their words, these faint 
limnings of men grown old and weak, dying like flies about the tomb they had 
constructed.

"It was no old man we saw in the cube," Peganna murmured.

The archeologists agreed to that, too.

The spades of the diggers turned up more than body outlines. Here they found 
a cluster of the crystal cubes; beyond them were metal drinking cups, 



apparently fashioned of an alloy that was resistant even to the ravages of time. 
There were pictures carved and painted on the cups, though the paint was worn 
so much only a few flakings were left.

A tent had been set aside for the philologists, those men who best understood 
the Crenn Lir language. These men and women labored over the broken shards 
and the cups, deciphering words, putting the crystal cubes to their foreheads to 
interpret the telepathic messages they carried.

The mausoleum grew into the air as the dirt around it was dug out and carted 
away. Its walls were rectangular in shape and still brightly gleaming, as if made 
from the same alloy as the drinking cups. Nowhere did they show a doorway or 
even a single scratch.

Three weeks after the dig had begun, the dirt was pushed away from a tiny 
hollow in the exact center of the mausoleum roof. Peganna was there with Bran 
when the hollow was revealed. She gave a little cry and fell to her knees, 
rubbing her fingertips into and around it.

"The blue egg will fit here, Bran!"

"Yes," he nodded. "It is time now to send for Gron Dhu."

Peganna was fearful, but she was so accustomed to follow where he led that she 
did no more than remonstrate with him. At his request, she sent for the young 
sub-chief of the shepherds.

"Orsakan, my lord would have you leave us for a little while, to pay a visit to my 
brother," she told him.

"That usurper," the young man spat.

"Exactly, Orsakan," Bran said. "And it is to that usurper you will desert. Hold 
on! No need for temper. Only hear me out. I must bring Gron Dhu here—with 
the blue egg. Understand this clearly.

"Understand also that if you hope to see your people on a rich planet, a world 
where you will not have to take pills to stay alive, your mission is of the utmost 
importance. Everything hinges on your ability to convince Gron Dhu that you 
have turned against Peganna and have deserted to his standard."

The sub-chief glanced at his queen, who nodded. Orsakan squared his broad 
shoulders. "If it is the wish of my queen, then it shall be my wish as well."

"You are to tell Gron Dhu that we have found what we believe to be the 
weapons' vault. Tell him everything you have seen here, to convince him that 
you speak the truth. Hold nothing back—except your loyalty to Peganna."

The young man frowned. "Gron Dhu will bring an army. He will make you and 
Peganna his prisoners."



"No," Bran said crisply. "He will not."

By nightfall, Orsakan was galloping a fleet darse, an animal peculiarly Lyanirn, 
which was a combination of a horse and a deer that put Bran oddly in mind of 
the mythical unicorn, across the grasslands toward distant Andel-krann. He 
would be a week in traveling to the ancient city. Gron Dhu would make the 
return trip much more swiftly, for he would bring his army by flier to the dig.

"Until then, we can go about our chores," Bran told Peganna.

Two nights later, the archeologists sent for the queen. Bran accompanied her 
into the huge tent set aside for the storage of the Crenn Lir artifacts. Rising to 
greet their queen were the foremost archeologists and philologists of the 
Lyanir.

"We know what happened to the Crenn Lir, highness," the oldest among them 
said. He was shaking slightly in his excitement.

Peganna took her place in a chair at the table. Bran sank down beside her, 
leaning elbows on the table. A few of the clan chiefs had followed her into the 
tent, going to the places which were theirs by long custom.

The old man, who remained standing, touched a handful of crystal cubes on the 
table before him. His gaze went to the shards of pottery, the drinking cups, a 
metal cylinder or two in which had been found metal sheets covered with the 
Crenn Lir writing.

"They were a great people, the Crenn Lir," the old man said softly. "In my eyes, 
they were the master race of all humankind. You, my queen, and you, Bran 
Magannon who was once my enemy, are both descended from these ancient 
people."

Before time began for the Earth or for the planet Lyanol, the Crenn Lir were. 
They had struggled up from earliest existence as a simple cellular organism in 
the sea, onto land and from four legs to two, with two arms. From beast they 
became man over unguessable ages. Once their evolving brains had become 
intelligent enough, they had progressed swiftly.

They were fortunate in that their solar system held other planets that were as 
habitable as their own. When their population exploded they went out to these 
worlds and from them to the planets of the nearer stars. It took a thousand 
centuries, but they found the way. There were individuals among them who left 
their names as milestones in the years. Imnalis of Vasthor, who found a way to 
travel faster even than the rays of light, by warping space itself. Karanthin, who 
bettered the discoveries of Imnalis by finding out the properties of space and 
time needed to perfect teleportation, and then proving his theory by building 
the first tele-door.



With the tele-doors, the Crenn Lir ranged their universe.

All they need do was take the materials to build a tele-door to a newly 
discovered planet, place it there and within seconds they had the resources of 
the Crenn Lir worlds at their fingertips. Their colonies ranged far through the 
stars.

Until—

A cruising hyperspacer first encountered the Yann.

The spaceship vanished in a spiral of incandescent energy.

Yet the commander of that ship had sent back a report of the black vessel that 
had come plummeting out of the deeps of space between their universe and the 
next one, millions of light years away. The Crenn Lir were alerted to the fact 
that there were aliens in the space they ruled, invaders from another galaxy, 
who first destroyed without asking questions, without lifting a hand in 
proffered friendship.

The Crenn Lir gathered its space might and waited.

The aliens were not sighted again in our galaxy until a fleet of ten thousand 
ships dropped down on the planet called Ufinisthan. Their tremendous 
weapons wiped out the planet with all life. Then the aliens went back across the 
millions of light years to their own galaxy.

And the Crenn Lir began to die.

The death came at them slowly, as though the forces that gave them life were 
being drawn off, funneled outward into Time itself. Men who had lived at least 
a thousand years now lived less than fifty.

When ships were sent to desolate Ufinisthan—Deirdre? wondered Bran—they 
could not land because of the intense radiation that blanketed the entire world. 
It was this radiation that, seeping across all space, was killing off the Crenn Lir 
people.

When the Crenn Lir tried to land men on Ufinisthan, within hours they were 
dead. No man could set foot on the blasted world without dying before he could 
gather any information.

The Crenn Lir struck back..

Oh, yes. They marshaled their finest warships and they sent them to the galaxy 
of the aliens, and in a titanic battle smashed the aliens, the Yann, until not one 
of them was left. On the return trip, every man in every Crenn Lir ship died of 
old age.



"Not because of the time they took for the return voyage,” said a woman 
philologist who had picked up the threads of the story, "but because of the 
radiation that had seeped into their flesh and their bones."

One thing more those warriors in the intergalactic fleet had done. They had 
sent back word that the only hope for life for any of the Crenn Lir lay in going 
to the other end of the universe, where they had never been, and there to set up 
colonies and hope that in time, the deadly radiation would wear off.

This had been done. Thousands of ships had fled to the more distant stars, 
each one carrying its cargo of men and women and children, in a vast farming 
of any habitable worlds they might find.

"Your Earth, Bran Magannon," smiled the woman, "and my Lyanol are colonies 
of the Crenn Lir."

"There is no proof of that," Bran said slowly. "And yet— my people possess 
ancient legends of a garden called Eden where no man was required to work, 
where everything fell into his hand for the asking, where there was only 
happiness."

"A remembrance of the Crenn Lir worlds."

"It may be so. As our notion of the snake or Satan or Devil that tempted Eve 
may be only an imperfect remembrance of the events that lead up to the 
disaster that denuded the Crenn Lir planets of life."

The woman nodded, "Yes, it could have been passed down from mother to 
child in the Crenn Lir ships that crossed the voids to land eventually on Earth. 
What generation of children first set foot on your planet or our own, we may 
never know."

"And if there were many so-called men living there," Bran murmured, "they 
must have wiped many of them out. In time, I suppose, they may have mated 
with the more attractive of the Cro-Magnon females. From them, in long 
thousands of years of time, the old Crenn Lir blood spread everywhere."

"As it did on Lyanol. We too have legends vaguely like your own. In that time, 
all memory of the event would have died out. Only a story would have 
remained."

"Of a garden called Edan," Bran smiled.

"And of a place named Aesann."

There was silence in the tent, after this. Peganna sat with her head in her 
hands, brooding at the crystal cubes spread out before her. Bran scowled at his 
clenched fists, thinking of how Empire had refused these people—their 
brothers and their sisters!—living room on their planets. The archeologists and 



the philologists with the clan chiefs glanced about at one another, waiting for 
they knew not what.

Peganna laughed harshly, suddenly.

"Our forefathers died here on Miranor. We, their distant nieces and nephews, 
will die as well."

"Only if you choose to die," Bran told them.

When they looked at him, he added, "Can't you see it for yourselves? This is 
Earth history you hold here! The story of where man came from. Never has 
man really accepted the idea that Earth-planet was his true home. There are 
too many unanswered questions, too many gaps in the line of inheritance, to 
make it absolutely certain. I buy your explanation that the Crenn Lir are my 
ancestors. All Earth will buy it, too. We'll go to them—Peganna, a few of your 
archeologists and philologists, and myself—with pictured proof of what these 
cubes and artifacts tell us. Empire will listen." His big fist rammed the tabletop, 
causing the cubes to dance a little. "By God, I'll make them listen!"

They were infected by his enthusiasm. Smiles and cheerful voices broke out. 
Men stood to walk about the little tent, conversing here and there in small 
groups. Bran put a hand on Peganna's forearm and squeezed it reassuringly, as 
if he might lend her a little of his own optimism.

She lifted her head, smiled faintly.

"You make it sound so easy. Always, you make the difficult so easy. It is a way 
you have."

"Actually, we are allies, Earth and the Empire and the Lyanir," he told her, and 
the others paused at his words to turn and stare. "The war still goes on, the war 
between the Crenn Lir and the aliens. Don't you understand that?"

"There are no more Crenn Lir!" a philologist protested.

"Nor are there any aliens left," Bran nodded.

His big hands made a sweeping gesture. "Out there on this planet where you 
live, however—those aliens are still attacking. Otherwise, you wouldn't need the 
pills to stay alive. Their weapons made the radiation. What difference does it 
make if the Crenn Lir or their sons and daughters—the Lyanir—die before 
those weapons? It's war, all the same."

"A one-sided war. We can't strike back."

"Yes you can—at their ghosts, at their weapons."



Peganna drew a deep breath. "By that you mean it's up to the Lyanir to tell 
Empire the truth, to get them to realize that we are all one family, really. The 
family of the Crenn Lir."

"Exactly. Until that is done, the war goes on."

An old man said softly, "You have convinced me, Bran Magannon. May Kronn 
help you convince your own people."

Next day, there was a new air about the workers. Bran sensed it when he came 
to the tent opening and stood breathing in the cool air of early morning. A 
young shepherd ran by, carrying two spades. A woman sang as she walked off 
into the hills with waterjars strung over her shoulders. Three older men, 
talking seriously, turned and waved a greeting at the Earthman.

The clan chiefs had been busy last night. They had spread the word through the 
tents, told the Lyanir that they were in a war. It made no difference. It gave the 
young men a purpose. It even made taking the pills more bearable, since now 
they understood that the radiation had been caused by the alien enemies of 
their forefathers.

Bran chuckled. The work would go apace, this day.

And it did. By noon the last bits of ground were removed from the mausoleum 
so that it glittered, a massive metal rectangle one hundred yards long and forty 
yards wide, that seemed to be made of solid silver. This was their inheritance, 
Bran told them, when they were done. Inside it were the weapons and the 
artifacts, the blueprints and the designs, which were theirs as the sons and 
daughters of the Crenn Lir.

Peganna knelt down beside Bran where he stood on top of the vault, and 
touched the little hollow where the blue egg was to fit. "If only I held it now," 
she breathed. In frustration, she beat her hand against the metal lid.

As if in answer, a voice cried out.

A shepherd lifted an arm, pointed. They all could see them now, like a wedge of 
geese against the sky, flying swiftly. Air-sleds and larger fliers, moving south 
from Andelkrann.

Gron Dhu had come.

Peganna called out harshly, standing proud and regal. A wind fluttered her 
long silver hair and rippled the hem of her short black jacket. Bran pursed his 
lips thoughtfully when he saw the battle light in her eyes.

"Acushla," he began, intending to say more, but her gesture silenced him.

"This is my fight, Bran Magannon. I am still rayanal of the Lyanir. Gron Dhu is 
the usurper."



Men ran to her call, fanning out, darting here and there into the hide tents and 
bringing out their weapons. Hill men and shepherds, mountain nomads and 
tenders of the darst herds, were ranging themselves at her back. The Lyanir 
were a fighting people. They recognized right when they saw it, and as Peganna 
had said, she was still their queen.

They waited, watching the sky.

A large flier lowered to the ground, half a mile from the metal rectangle. Gron 
Dhu was first off the ship, followed by his officers. Peganna waited on top of 
the rectangle, smiling faintly. Just so might a Crenn Lir woman have waited, 
bravely and with patience, for the coming of the alien death.

Gron Dhu came swiftly, kicking dust as he walked. A white kilt swung to his 
stride and the sword and holstered a-gun at his belt moved in rhythm to his 
swinging legs. He was a handsome man, a warrior, and he came as if to the the 
great victory of his life.

Behind him walked his soldiers, weapons at the ready.

For the space of a dozen heartbeats, Gron Dhu studied the metal vault, nodding 
in satisfaction. Then he looked up at Peganna on its top.

"You found it for me, Peganna. For this, you shall have life. I vow it! No man 
can say Gron Dhu is an unjust ruler."

"No man can say Gron Dhu is a ruler," Peganna answered.

A low growl echoed her words as the nomad clans moved forward a step. Gron 
Dhu stared around him; to Bran, he seemed oddly shaken at that impetuous 
movement.

"Are you fools?" he cried out. "I have an army at my back. You are only 
nomads, people of the hills and the grasslands. How long do you think you 
could stand before my men?"

"Long enough to kill them all," shouted a graybeard.

The soldiers behind Gron Dhu looked at one another. Many of them had 
relatives in the shepherd people, among the darst tenders and the hill dwellers. 
They had come here to arrest an Earthman, not to engage in civil war. Yet the 
habit of obedience was so strong in them that had Gron Dhu ordered them to 
mow down their own people, they might have obeyed.

Gron Dhu looked up at his sister. "Call off your dogs, sister mine. This is 
between Bran Magannon and myself."

"You are only a commander among the Lyanir, Gron Dhu. I am their rayanal. It 
is I who give the orders. Now—give submission! Throw down your weapons' 



belt and I shall show mercy when it comes time to judge your act of rebellion in 
making me your prisoner."

The young warlord barked harsh laughter. "Don't stir my anger, Peganna. I am 
rayanar, now. You are only a woman who used to be queen."

Bran thrust forward to stand beside Peganna. This was the opportunity he 
wanted. "By what authority, Gron Dhu?" he asked clearly, so all might hear his 
voice.

"By what—by Kronn, Earthman! You listen to me! You defeated us once out 
there in space with your Empire war fleet—but here on Miranor I am the 
power. At my word, you could die as you stand!"

"By what authority?" Bran repeated. "You are a rebel against the rightful 
rayanal. No more. Has Peganna signed over her rights, in any document? Has 
the queen stepped down from her throne, giving your name as the man to 
ascend it in her place? No.

"You say you are rayanar. Suppose Orsakan there, whom I see just beyond your 
elbow, were to say to this gathering, 'I am rayanar of the Lyanir!' How many of 
you would take him seriously?"

Gron Dhu laughed mockingly.

Bran nodded. "Exactly. It would be a joke. While Peganna lives, there is only 
one way Orsakan could become rayanar against the will of Peganna."

The young warlord scowled. "There is no way! I am of the blood royal. I am a 
prince of the imperial house. I am not Orsakan."

"You are nothing more than Orsakan, making claims which he cannot fulfill." 
As Gron Dhu started forward, lifting an arm to his warriors, Bran held up a 
hand.

"People of the Lyanir! Yes, you warriors who serve Gron Dhu, as well! Are the 
customs of your people illegal in your eyes?"

Ah, that caught them. Even Gron Dhu waited, staring.

Bran grinned. "The only way you can become rayanar is to engage in the 
ancient custom of the dravi-kor, the duel for the chieftainship, which, since the 
Queen is involved, will be a raya-kor."

He heard Peganna gasp beside him, knew she was turning to stare at him, 
though he did not look at her. He could not guess whether there was anger or 
laughter in her words as she said, "So! This is what you had in mind!"

She was more perceptive than her brother. Gron Dhu growled, "Peganna is a 
woman. I cannot fight a woman."



"You can issue the challenge—unless you're afraid."

Peganna said sweetly, "In which case I would appoint a queen's champion to 
meet you in open combat, brother mine."

Gron Dhu stood like a statue. As well as anyone, he knew the corner into which 
Bran Magannon had backed him. It had been the Earthman who had issued the 
challenge, no matter how it was disguised by this talk of dravi-kors and queen's 
champions. He had pointed the way for Gron Dhu, a way he must set his feet or 
lose the support even of his army.

The people waited, their eyes hard.

Gron Dhu looked around him. His warriors were waiting as were the nomads. 
The army had accepted his leadership, understanding that where a woman had 
failed in the fight with Empire, a man might succeed. Blindly they had followed 
after him, knowing his fighting qualities, even against their rayanal, believing it 
for the good of the people.

Yet here they found those people confronting them.

For the first time the army commanders and the warriors themselves 
understood that what they did was rebellion. No matter how many times Gron 
Dhu stated the fact, he was not the rayanar so long as Peganna lived or had not 
been set aside in a fitting manner.

They would have followed him to the death in a battle against a common 
enemy, even against their own people, if he were their rightful ruler. Bran 
Magannon had pointed out the truth. Gron Dhu was merely a pretender to the 
throne, a usurper.

"Are you afraid?" Bran called down.

The warriors stirred, waiting. Gron Dhu heard them stir and turn to one 
another, wondering at his silence. He was not afraid of Bran Magannon. As a 
matter of fact he itched to get him on the other side of a weapon, yet he was 
remembering the words Alvar Drexel had spoken to him, short days before 
Bran and Peganna had come to Miranor.

The Wanderer always finds a way. It isn't there for you or me to see—but Bran 
sees it.

For the first time, Gron Dhu knew doubt. The Wanderer was challenging him. 
The Wanderer must know a way to beat him. His flesh crawled at the thought. 
Until short moments ago, he had been rayanor of the Lyanir. Now he was 
nothing, merely a brother to the queen standing here to issue the challenge of 
the raya-kor.



I challenge the rayanal," he said at last, slowly and heavily. "I assert my right to 
be rayanar. I will fight to the death for that right in the raya-kor."

A sigh went from one throat to another. Now the eyes swung toward Peganna 
who put her hand on Bran Magannon. "I name Bran the Wanderer to be my 
champion, to fight to the death against the challenger."

She leaned a little against the Earthman after the words were out, and he felt 
her shiver. "If you fail, I die, Bran! It isn't so much my own death I fear, 
though, as it is your own."

Bran fumbled in his belt pouch, bringing out the dice of Nagalang. He threw 
them high. They caught the sunlight and became mere silvery motes falling 
swiftly to his palm.

He held them. He opened his fingers.

The dragons of Moorn stared up at them. Peganna breathed, "The royal throw, 
that sweeps the board."

"Aye, woman. Nothing can top it. Remember it as I fight."

He put the dice back into his pouch and slipped out of his jerkin. Naked to the 
middle he would fight, as would Gron Dhu, to show the cuts, to make easy the 
death stroke, should it come to that.

"You'll need a sword, Bran."

"Any one will do."

"Not any one, no. Come with me."

She brought him at her heels—for some reason he was recalling the night 
Peganna and he had played at dice on the planet Makkador, and how this 
woman had won his life from him—toward her hide tent. She bent in its 
dimness and lifted the lid of a coffer.

"This was the sword of my father and his father before him," she said gently, 
unrolling a length of wool. "It was forged on Lyanol long ago."

The blade was a gray length of brightness below a cross-hilt, fully three feet in 
length and a little more than an inch wide, almost to its tapered point. As Bran 
put his hand about its braided hilt, the sword seemed to leap to his grip.

It was delicately balanced. It shimmered when he moved it, and darted like the 
tongue of a snake at his thrust. This was a masterpiece he held in his fingers, 
the highest product of a race of fighting men.

"I'll try to be worthy of such a blade," he growled, knowing humility.



"It was to have been my wedding present to you, long ago," Peganna smiled. 
"Take it now to defend my name."

She stepped into his arms, shivering. Bran felt her silver hair under his lips as 
he kissed her gently. For such a woman, with such a sword, he would fight until 
he died.

EIGHT

The people recognized the sword Bran carried in his hand to the little clearing 
that had been made for the duel. A sound like the whisper of a wind in tall trees 
moved here and there, for the people recognized his fitness to carry this blade 
that was named Lyrothonn, as champion of the queen. Were she a man, 
Peganna would use the sword. Bran carried it, in her name.

Gron Dhu grinned when he saw it.

"This too, shall be mine in a little while," he said to the Wanderer, moving 
forward with his blade held out.

Gron Dhu disdained to use the shield. As he waved it aside his eyes touched 
Bran, and the Wanderer read in them the hate and the controlled fury that said 
as plain as words that he wanted no shield in the way when he gave the 
Earthman his death blow.

Bran was satisfied. Though he had practiced the use of the shield in the clan 
hills with old Parkan, he was more at ease with a free left arm. He stepped 
forward.

As challenger, Gron Dhu would have the first blow, but— no more. They circled 
like strange dogs, warily, crouched over a little. Gron Dhu was a strong man 
with long arms and wide shoulders. There would be no easy victory over him, 
Bran knew—if there was to be victory at all.

The Lyanirn came in with stamping foot, his blade a slash of brilliance. Steel 
clanged as Bran parried and thrust in a riposte which drove the other man back 
on his heels. First attack had gone to Gron Dhu, as Bran had wanted. The 
formalities were over. It was cut and thrust now and with the clanging of the 
swords, reality for Bran Magannon became nothing except this man in the 
white-fur kilt on the other side of his swordpoint. Forgotten were the Lyanir 
onlookers, forgotten except for a corner of his heart was Peganna their queen.

The blades swung and dipped. Gron Dhu was an expert swordsman. Had it not 
been for those long hours in the hills of the Axe clan, which he had spent with 



old Parkan, Bran knew he might have been dead three sword-strokes ago. His 
mind had run ahead of him when he had seen the dravi-kor between Avrak and 
the older man, and he had known then, with a surety that was a voice in his 
mind, this was the way to rid themselves of Gron Dhu.

Against this duel he had needed practice, and the ex-chieftain had been happy 
to teach him the strokes and the parries, the overhead molinellos and 
sideslashes that were a part of every Lyanirn duel. Slowly in the hills the way of 
a sword had come back to him. The old muscles, the old knowledge of thrust 
and riposte, had been reborn in Bran Magannon.

He pushed Gron Dhu back and back, slicing fiercely.

There was a pattern to his moves which he hoped Gron Dhu would see and 
understand. After every molinello he paused, affording, his opponent a slight 
opening. Gron Dhu would take the overhead slash on his blade and Bran would 
seem to freeze. A quick man would disengage and drive his blade sideways at 
the Wanderer, then. If he were swift enough with his stroke, he ought to cut his 
belly open.

So far, the Lyarirn had not noticed it.

Ah, but he would, he would.

The clanging of the blades went on. Both men were wet with sweat now, though 
neither of them was tired. Bran Magannon owned a body of whipcord and 
steel, and Gron Dhu was always in condition.

Shadows grew longer as they fought, sometimes circling again so they might 
recover their wind. There was grudging admiration in the eyes that faced him, 
Bran saw, though there was no fear. This was not the easy victory Gron Dhu 
had pictured in his mind. He was going to have to work to be rayanar of his 
people. It was a fact that would make his new title all the sweeter.

The blades clashed, drew sparks. Feet sidestepped for balance, points always 
ready for the thrust, edges alert for the parry. No eye of all those that watched 
missed any stroke. This was a duel that would go down in lyanirn history. 
Those who were here watching it must remember it, to tell it to those who 
should come after.

Gron Dhu let his eyes widen. By Kronn! The Earthman was growing tired. After 
his last overhead blow he had paused, seemed almost to wrench himself back 
into position. In that pause he should have cut sideways at his naked middle. 
Yes, yes. Now that he thought about it, this was a mannerism of Bran the 
Lucky. Always after the molinello he took breath and stood rigid in his 
attacking position.

Fool that he was, not to have seen it sooner!



Gron Dhu grinned. Once more he would test his discovery. He feinted, drew 
back, let his blade lower a little. Bran came in with the sweeping molinello. His 
blade rose swiftly to meet it. Sparks flew as the edges grated.

Again Bran had paused, stood helpless.

Excitement danced like fire along his veins as Gron Dhu circled his man, face 
to face and with his sword at the ready for the death cut. He knew now what he 
must do to kill Bran Magannon. Let him make just one more of those overhead 
slashes and he would be a dead man.

Bran came in on darting feet. His blade rose and fell.

Gron Dhu met his sword with the edge of his own. Almost in that instant, as 
the blades rang, the lyanirn disengaged. Faster than the eye could follow, his 
sword swung straight for Bran at his navel, to slice him open, to cut him almost 
in half.

Steel met steel with a shocking jar that numbed Gron Dhu for an instant. Bran 
had dropped his hilt so that his sword pointed upward at the sky like a bar 
before his belly. It had been a trap! A devil trick to lure Gron Dhu into—

Bran disengaged himself from the parry and thrust forward.

His blade went into Gron Dhu deep, its reddened point standing out behind his 
back. They stood frozen there, dead man and living, Bran in the riposte, Gron 
Dhu with his blade fallen a little where it had gone when parried.

Then the Lyanirn fell facedown.

Bran turned his eyes from the man he had killed to look about him, at the sky, 
at the great metal vault, at the people and the warriors standing and staring 
back at him. He wondered if they saw him as an Earthman at this moment or 
as the champion of their queen.

A voice rasped, "Peganna, rayanal of the Lyanir!"

It was the young chief, Orsakan. His blade was pointed skyward. A thousand 
more swords followed its example and a forest of steel lifted, below which 
Peganna came walking. Gron Dhu was dead. Long live Peganna of the Silver 
Hair!

The woman knelt beside her brother, made symbols with her fingers above his 
head which Bran did not understand. It was some sort of rite, he knew, but the 
weariness in his muscles was so acute it made an ache, dulling the world about 
him. Dazedly, he stared down at the sword Lyrothonn in his hand. The blade 
was redly wet with blood. Sighing, Bran knelt to cleanse it in the dirt.

Above his working fingers, Peganna looked at him.



"Thank you, Bran Magannon. You saved not only the woman who loves you but 
her people as well, this day." She smiled, reaching out to touch his hand with 
gentle fingertips. "Had Gron Dhu killed you, he would have given over the 
Lyanir to the Empire as payers of tribute. I can give them freedom and 
equality."

She put her hand in the pouch at the dead man's belt and lifted out the blue 
egg. Both hands she placed about it, cradling it between her fingers as though 
she drew an unknown power from its weight. Then her fingers parted like the 
petals of a flower and dying sunlight touched the jewel.

"This shall give them the freedom for which they long," she whispered. From 
the egg she turned her head to stare at the great vault. "Tomorrow, Bran. 
Tomorrow we shall go together to the vault and put the egg in that hollow and 
learn what it is the well of the Molween gave us."

She accepted his hand that lifted her to her feet. Holding onto the blue egg 
tightly, she walked ahead of him to her hide tent.

Bran slept like a tired child. And like a child he dreamed of faceless terrors in 
the night, of half-seen things hidden in the great vault that came out gibbering 
to the touch of the egg in its top. Like the mythical box of Pandora, Peganna 
might be freeing unknown horrors on the world about her, horrors against 
which there was no weapon, no way of safety.

He was covered with sweat when he woke.

Dawn lay to the east, red and faint on the horizon. The early morning air was 
cold as he dressed, and when he threw back a tent-flap, he saw white mists 
along the ground. Those mists covered the bottom portions of the metal 
rectangle, as though they had seeped from it in a poisonous miasma.

The encampment was stirring all about him. Lyanirn warriors moved back and 
forth on their errands, swordchains clanking. The shepherd folk and the hill 
nomads moved more softly but just as purposefully. Understanding came to 
Bran as he watched. This was the day for which the Lyanir had waited over the 
centuries.

The vault held the answer to their future.

If the vault were filled with weapons, they could compel the Empire to a treaty, 
force it to give them planets on which to live, be accepted into its hegemony of 
nations and worlds as an equal. Perhaps this might be so, even if there were no 
weapons. Breathtaking inventions, marvels of science which neither the Lyanir 



nor Empire had even imagined, might do it. Man had not lost his power to 
bargain just because he had gone out to the stars.

Empire would be ready to make a deal, if the price were right. It all depended 
on what they discovered in the vault. There was a tightness in his middle, Bran 
found. Suddenly he had to know what secrets lay in that metal rectangle.

Perhaps death had struck the Crenn Lir down before they had the chance to put 
anything at all inside it. It might be an empty shell, no more. Ah, but—fate 
could not be so cruel! Even Subb of the Hundred Hates would have some 
mercy.

Just one artifact, one object to trade for living room!

A guard smiled and nodded, when Bran reached the royal tent. Peganna was 
sitting at a table, waiting for her breakfast. She looked radiant in a striped 
jersey and wrap-around black skirt, Bran thought, slipping onto the bench 
beside her.

"I would have wakened you," she smiled. "The blue egg is yours as well as mine. 
Without you I could never have found the well of Molween and so laid hands 
on it."

"I marvel that you can eat," he said.

She laughed. "It was to be a lesson in discipline. I asked myself, If Bran were 
torn with this need to open the vault, to see what is inside it, what would he 
do?' And then I told myself, 'Why, first of all he would have breakfast, a good 
meal to tuck under his belt so that if he should find disappointment, at least it 
would not take him half starving to death.' "

A maid servant brought two platters of food to the table.

"Eat slowly," Bran said, and winced at her under-the-table assault on his shins 
with a sandalled toe. There was an urge in him to hurry also, but he fought it 
down and ate as though he had nothing ahead of him this morning but a walk 
in the hills.

As if to mock and taunt him with her own patience, Peganna ate even more 
slowly. Twice she caught him scowling impatiently at her knife and fork, and 
gleefully she would wrinkle up her nose and chew more slowly.

Until at last—when she ordered a third cup of steaming kalf—he lost patience 
and with a whoop put both hands under her armpits and swung her up over the 
table. She laughed delightedly. Bringing the blue egg out into her hand, she 
raced with him across the compound toward the vault.



The camp came out of its tents and stood watching. From the military section, 
three uniformed Lyanir officers strode forward. Dozens of scientists followed to 
the ladders and mounted with them.

As she set a foot down on the metal top of the great rectangle, Peganna caught 
Bran by the hand. "If it should be empty, Bran? What then?"

"It can't be empty, mavourneen," he growled.

Her hand was shaking so much that Bran had to cover it with his own as she 
lowered the egg toward the hollow. With thumb and forefinger she put the blue 
jewel in its cradle. It fitted exactly.

There was no sound, no movement.

And then—

Faintly it sounded, like the breath let out of the lungs in a long sigh. A wheeze 
of power, a susurrus of air. Underfoot the vault appeared to tremble and rise 
upward, carrying them with it. Only it was not the whole vault that had lifted in 
this fashion but a rounded disc twenty feet in diameter, in the exact center of 
which rested the blue egg. The treasure vault of the Crenn Lir lay open. Its lock 
had obligingly risen out of its cradle and set itself aside.

There were stairs leading into the interior.

Bran could see the treads outlined in a bluish glow that grew brighter the 
longer he looked down into that open circle. The Crenn Lir had placed uthium 
lights inside their mausoleum, lights that would activate themselves when the 
egg was put in its hollow.

Peganna was shaking, putting one foot forward, timidly, so that she might peer 
more closely into the blue brightness within the vault. She was aware of Bran's 
hand on her elbow, the soft syrup of his voice as he sought to still her quivers.

Then she was leaning over the edge of the opening, seeing metal spirals and 
twisted rods, odd loops of glittering compounds and great, towering oblongs. 
Her gasp was a soft cry of triumph.

"The Eldorado of the ages," breathed Bran, and gestured.

Men came running and their excitement touched off a spontaneous roar of 
victory from the encampment that was picked up by the warriors Gron Dhu 
had brought with him. Three scientists reached them first, with an officer of 
the rank of adkhan at their heels.

"Keep the men back," Bran told the adkhan. "Name details to lug out some of 
those things into the open, so all can see them. You, Pshen Wir,” he told a 
gaunt physicist, "pick a party to go down inside the vault and have a look—and 



I want men who know weapons when they see them, no matter how strange 
they may seem."

Peganna was poised between laughter and tears as Bran went down the metal 
stair ahead of her, turning after one swift glance below to give her his hand. In 
that swift appraisal of the eyes, Bran Magannon knew they had found a 
treasure vault beside which gold and jewels paled to morning mists. This was 
Cibola and Tisingal, the vault of Angkor Wat guarded by an immense emerald 
Buddha, the mines of Ilmor Quan on Mars and all the flame pearls in the 
universe done up in one neat package.

His foot touched a metal floor and Peganna stood beside him, pressing closer, 
eyes wide with awe, lips a little parted to aid her hurried breathing. They stood 
in a forest of metal mysteries, of mechanical marvels which were the products 
of a million years of high culture.

"What are they? What do they do?" whispered Peganna.

"My hope is that the Crenn Lir told us, achushla. Otherwise we're no more than 
a poor boy looking in a window at a store full of goodies, with no way to get 
inside."

A scientist on the metal stair cried out softly. "Oh, by Kronn! I must be 
dreaming. Is it real?"

Bran moved toward a metal cone that rose twenty feet into the air, slapping its 
side. "It's real. They're all real. Only God knows what it is they do, though."

They saw only shapes and sizes, some large and some small, with a bewildering 
array of discs and rods and filaments interwoven back and forth to make a fairy 
forest. There were tiny artifacts that fit into the hand and there were others 
that would need a crane to budge.

The uthium bulbs made everything as clear as daylight so that as far as vision 
went, they could see whatever they wanted. It was what was inside the 
structures that puzzled them. Bran lifted a rod that held a series of thin 
diamond panes inset with microelectronic plates and wires. He touched the 
diamond panes, set them to spinning.

A blackness grew about the Wanderer, spreading outward.

He could see inside that darkness as though he peered into violet haze, but they 
could not see him. Peganna looked startled, frightened, as the black blotch 
grew. Then Bran stilled the spinning panes and everything was as it had been.

Peganna asked, "What is it?"



"My guess is that it shifts the dimensional planes a little, refracting reality. I 
could see you. You couldn't see me. On a dark night, an assassin equipped with 
one or these things could have a ball."

"And this, Bran Magannon? What do you make of this?"

He walked with Peganna toward the scientist who had spoken, who stood 
beside a red spiral that climbed almost to the metal ceiling, set in a base of 
black stone that glittered as if it held the stars. There were levers in the black 
stone, and unknown symbols, with studs set for pushing. Staring at the thing, 
lacking understanding of its function, Bran shivered. There was something—
deadly—about that crimson spiral.

"Don't touch it," he breathed. "It might be able to turn us all into no more than 
drifting dust motes, and the whole planet as well for all I know."

He glanced about him as if seeking inspiration. There were transparent prisms 
and dull gray obloids, metal eggs and towering cylinders. This might be a 
playhouse for mad children, or for men more sane than any who now walked 
the starways. His eyes came back to the eggs.

The blue egg was a key, of course.

Might not these other eggs be keys, as well?

Some were large, too heavy to carry alone, for he tried it until his muscles 
bulged. But he went to a row of smaller eggs, lifting a pale green one into his 
palm. It was a jewel, similar to the blue egg that lay in. its lock-hollow above 
him. Bran studied the egg, then turned and looked about the room.

Ah, just beyond that truncated cone, a pale green hexagon with a tetrahedron 
of bright rose above it in which black lights twinkled. Bran took the egg to the 
hexagon and fumbled on its surface. Yes, here.

He touched the egg to the hollow and released it.

The voice was gentle, sad, as it entered his mind.

You have found the treasure house of the Crenn Lir. To you, then, do we leave 
the products of our greatest minds, over ten thousand centuries of scientific 
progress. This instrument you see before you is a protonic transversal capable 
of shifting any object, living or dead, animate or inanimate, out of our universe 
into a dimension of null-matter.

Upon its appearance in the null-matter universe, the object ceases to exist. It is 
not destroyed. It just ceases to be. Where no-matter is a norm, matter itself is 
impossible.

To operate the…



The voice went on speaking slowly, softly.

A hand-touch as his shoulder made Bran turn toward Peganna. Smiling, the 
Wanderer lifted out the egg, then told Peganna to replace it. Now the Voice 
spoke to her, perhaps because of sympathetic vibrations set up within her brain 
by the handling of the egg.

When the voice was done, Peganna stood enraptured.

"We are babies next to the Crenn Lir," she breathed.

"Why not? Aren't we their children?"

Her smile was brief, as though her mind were on other things. "I would hate to 
turn such a weapon against the Empire, Bran Magannon. I hope I never have 
to. Yet I would. I will—unless they see reason!"

He did not say to her that this one weapon was enough of a weight to tip the 
scales of controversy in her direction. If for no other reason than that the 
protonic transversal made the most ultimate of garbage disposal units. 
Dangerously radioactive elements could be eliminated instantly. Slums—there 
were slums even on mother Earth, and conditions grew worse the farther out 
into the stars a man went—could be nullified and the ground built on to make 
housing units. The atmospheres of certain poison-planets might be drained of 
the noxious elements in their air, opening a thousand new worlds to 
colonization.

Why, with this—Peganna could pick and choose her own homeland.

But maybe it wasn't that simple.

Otherwise the Crenn Lir would have cleared their own worlds of the deadly 
radiation. Perhaps with more study, a way could be found to do this, to whisk 
away deadly radiation. The Crenn Lir might not have had time for such a study.

"And this, Bran Magannon," said another voice.

An older man stood beside a thin lemniscate of white wires, a delicate figure-
eight balanced on its side above a magnetic field that held it motionless. Bran 
took the white egg from the grimly smiling scientist and touched it to the 
hollow.

… dionesthenic gyrosentializer which opens up the warpways of the universe so 
that a man may stand here on Thrann and look away as far as Mawznor. To 
operate, touch the red stud . . .

The voice went on, not in the words which Bran knew but in thoughts and 
images which he might recognize. The Crenn Lir had been farsighted enough 
not to leave an oral record but a mental one, probably composed by one of their 
most expert telepathists.



He leaned down and touched the stud.

Instantly the lemniscate began to revolve, slowly at first, then more swiftly, 
until it was a blur that deepened in color from white to crimson, to blue and 
then to white again that was shot with lavender streakings. Slowly the streaks 
coalesced, grew wider, larger. The oval was a lavender haze now, and then it 
was gone. In its place was a segment of black space, space so dark that it 
seemed almost alive.

The space between the galaxies, finder of the vault. Beyond the blackness and 
far, far away, are what were once the homelands of the Yann.

Watch!

The blackness remained unchanged for a few seconds. Then there was a wink 
of light, a brightness. And another. Another. It was as though Bran Magannon 
stood in a spaceship that went faster than a thousand times the speed of light. 
He was approaching a galaxy.

Dimly he knew Peganna was beside him and the others, all frozen into the 
moment of staring upward where the whirling lemniscate showed them this 
distant realm of stars that held the enemies of the Crenn Lir. There were many 
stars now, uncounted millions of them, making a blue-white spangle across the 
darkness of space. The stars grew into giant suns and went away.

Somehow, the controls of the gyrosentializer were set to show whoever opened 
the vault the Yann worlds. Perhaps the creators of the vault feared that their 
war fleet may have missed a planet, that some of the Yann might still be alive. 
This was to guard against surprise attack. But there were no more Crenn Lir 
left. Only their children, standing here in awe and wonder.

A star neared, slowed its headlong pace. Then the star was gone and now a 
planet showed, round and blue, its atmosphere a haze about it. The lemniscate 
dipped down to skim above its surface.

Black rocks and red dust desert. No more.

Everywhere the eye looked, there were only rocks and dust, with not even a 
slim needle of metal to show where once the high spires of the Yann had lifted 
proudly to the skies.

This is the homeland of the Yann, who came and attacked the Crenn Lir, for no 
purpose and without provocation. Life has ended here. Or—has it? Only you 
can know, finder of the vault. If all you see is black rock and red sand, then the 
triumph of the Crenn Lir is complete. I hope, for your sake, it is so.

Bran told the others what the voice in his brain had said. He wondered if his 
voice were as sad as the thoughts he listened to.



From one planet, the lemniscate went to another and a third. A fourth, a fifth, 
to a dozen different worlds. All of them were the same. There was no life. The 
Yann had been obliterated.

Bran sighed and put an arm about Peganna.

Above their heads the lemniscate was turning blue and crimson, then the pallid 
white of inertia. Its rotation slowed, ended.

The scientist lifted the white egg and held it.

"They were gods," he said gently.

"Kronn," exclaimed Bran suddenly. "The Kronn you worship! Might it be a 
corruption of the 'Crenn' in Crenn Lir?"

The scientist shrugged and put the egg in its proper place on a rack. "We will 
never know, Earthman."

Suddenly Bran froze, holding Peganna, and felt her stiffen.

Beyond the vault, the alarm was sounding.

NINE

The lyani-horns were braying like monsters in agony.

Bran caught Peganna by a wrist, whirling and bringing her with him to the 
metal stair and out of the vault to warm sunlight and the sweet, clean smell of 
air. Here and there on the high places of the encampment, men were standing 
with the spiralled horns to their lips, sending out their call.

It was a scientific irony that lyani-horns should sound above the vault that held 
the wizardries of the Crenn Lir. The horns were a way of life of a dawn 
civilization; the vault was an end product of countless millenia of high culture.

And yet—

It was not the fault of the Lyanirn that they must blow horns to alert their 
people to danger, Bran knew. The Lyanirn were long centuries of space travel 
away from their home world. They were the descendants of the scientists who 
had made the spaceships for that journey and given them the weapons with 
which they had fought off the Empire before Bran Maganhon had been sent to 
take command against them. Was it guilt in the Wanderer that sent a stab of 
pity through him as he listened to those brayings? He did not know.

Peganna asked, "What is it?"



An officer came at the run. "A space fleet, highness. Marked with the star 
cluster of the Empire." His dark eyes swung on the Wanderer accusingly.

Bran said, "Fight it off in a delaying action until we can get a couple of those 
weapons out of the vault."

The officer shook his head. "The fleet was passed through by Gron Dhu's men 
at Andelkrann. It is over the planet, now."

The man flushed as Bran and Peganna looked at him. He spread his hands in a 
plea for understanding. "Gron Dhu made a pact with the Empire commander, 
with Alvar Drexel. He promised us a better world as a result. We listened to 
him and followed where he led."

Peganna gestured impatiently. "It makes no difference—now. The damage is 
done. The Empire probably sent a war fleet here to bring us back to Earth, 
Bran. As a compliment to your former high rank, perhaps. Or to my own 
importance." Her laughter was bitter. "Had it come a week from now, we would 
be ready for it."

Bran snapped orders to the officers. There was still a chance, a bare hope, if 
they could get a couple of the weapons out of the vault. The tetrahedron with 
the black lights in it, for instance. It could hurl an entire war fleet into the null 
universe, he was sure.

They needed time to study it, to discover its operation.

Alvar Drexel would not give them time. He would bring his space fleet here 
above the encampment, and out of range of the hand-weapons the Lyanir 
carried he would make his demands. If they were not obeyed he would destroy 
all.

Bran scanned the blue sky and saw only clouds and a few birds wheeling, 
dipping in their gliding flight. Time became an equation in which safety came 
up equal to an empty sky.

"Get busy," he growled, and ran to help.

In the vault; Bran and twenty more men hand-wrestled the heavy pale green 
hexagon with the rose tetrahedron above it, moving it slowly and with much 
grunting toward the opening. The Crenn Lir had a better way to do this, he was 
sure. There were tools, some sort of lifting beam, a gravity nullifier, perhaps, 
somewhere here in the vault; but he could not spare the precious minutes to go 
looking for it.

They had to pause to push other objects out of the way. Any of these cones and 
rectangles, oblates and rhomboids might serve the purpose instead of the 



protonic transversal; again, he could not go seeking among them. He had to 
make do with what he understood, at least in part.

He put the egg in the hollow so that the recorded thoughts of the Crenn Lir 
telepath could come to him. He learned that to operate the black lights inside 
the rose tetrahedron, he must open a panel in the hexagon, turn the dials and 
the controls set there for manual working. Ah, and aiming the tetradedron was 
a matter only of turning it so that its widest facet faced the object to be nulled.

The circle of blue sky they could glimpse through the opening in the vault 
ceiling came nearer. Sweat ran down their backs and the breath in their lungs 
turned to fire. Now ropes were being lowered on pulleys over the rim to be 
fitted about the weapon.

Bran lifted his head once to take a deep breath, seeing those dangling ropes 
and straps as fingers waving him on. Hurry, hurry! they called. Alvar Drexel is 
on his way and you know that he is an impatient man. He will be driving his 
men and the engines of his spaceships to full capacity.

He will know where to come, too. The men in Andelkrann, still believing Gron 
Dhu to be alive and rayanar of the Lyanir, would have had no reason not to tell 
him. Yet for that very reason perhaps, Alvar Drexel would not know the need 
for haste. He would come to his ally Gron Dhu, believing him to be still in 
command of the Lyanir.

The pale green hexagon slid into position. Bran lifted the egg from its hollow 
and put it in his belt pouch. Then he caught one of the hanging ropes and 
began to wind it about the weapon.

"Haul away," he said at last.

The ropes tautened. A winch creaked complainingly, somewhere up above. 
Slowly—Kronn, how slowly!—the weapon lifted. An inch, two inches off the 
ground it went, swaying in its net of hempen strands. Bran put a palm to it, as 
if to speed its upward progress.

The thing was heavy, maybe too heavy for the crude crane to lift out into the 
air. The ropes hummed.

"Take it up! Take it up!" he bellowed.

"Too late, Bran," cried a voice.

A face peered over the rim at him: Peganna of the Silver hair, with disaster 
written on her features. Bran felt his heart give a big lurch.

"The fleet?"



"On the horizon. Lookouts sighted it far off and relayed the news by the lyani-
homs. The war fleet is only at a cruising speed, otherwise it would have been 
here long ago. I guess Alvar Drexel expects to see my brother waiting for him."

Bran rasped a curse and caught one of the taut ropes, going up its length hand 
over hand to the circled opening. He caught the metal rim and yanked himself 
up to stand beside the rayanal.

Her finger pointed northward.

He could see them now, tiny black dots that grew steadily, the closer they came. 
Soon they were large enough to show their outlines and Bran recognized five 
huge battlewagons, half a dozen cruisers, a dozen smaller scouters. Any one of 
them could wreck the encampment here with a score of well-placed blasts.

There was a pain in his middle, behind his belt buckle. To have come so far, 
and now to fail! The injustice of the thing was a bitterness on his tongue. He 
wondered in an insane moment if he could use the rose tetrahedron, even now. 
Of course he might destroy the vault ceiling, hurling it into the null world, yet 
also he would obliterate the Empire war fleet as well, with the same beam.

It could be worth trying!

He was turning toward the metal staircase when Peganna caught his arm. She 
had seen the stark fury in his eyes and asked, "What would you do?"

When he told her, she shook her head. "We dare not risk it, Bran. A beam from 
that—that thing below us might wipe out half my people. You would have to tilt 
it, prop it up for the correct angle of fire. It might topple over—even blow to 
nullity the rest of the vault."

She shuddered at that thought and her fingernails were claws set in his wrist. 
She shook him gently, "It is better if I bargain."

"You can never bargain with Alvar Drexel. I know the man."

She would not release him and he would not use force against her. Frozen in 
that little tableau they watched the Empire fleet loom enormous in the sky 
above their heads. Black shadows from those titanic bulks lay like night over 
the vault and the encampment.

Bran had never appreciated how big the Empire spacers really were, until this 
moment. Their dark shadows matched his black despair.

From the flagship came a two-man flier, slim and streamlined, with a tiny 
compartment for its pilot and his companion. A narrow rod welded to its 
underpart widened into a thick lens which was the firing end of an atomic ray. 
The lens was aimed right at the man and woman on the vault as the flier gently 
lowered.



A Fleet captain stepped from the flier. He was a young man, one of the eager 
cadets newly risen in the Service. Bran did not know him. His white uniform 
was spotless, its gold braid and campaign medals, leather a-gun holster and 
military boots glittered with polish. Peganna he saluted, Bran Magannon he 
ignored except for one quick, sidewise glance.

"I am here to announce your formal arrest, by orders of Commander Drexel of 
the flagship Taliesin of the Empire space fleet assigned to sector 834. You will 
hold yourself in readiness to be taken aboard the ship within the hour."

"Not quite as fast as all that," Bran said softly.

The officer drew himself erect, chin in and shoulders rigid. "I am instructed to 
tell ex-Commander Magannon that he also is under arrest, according to the 
Articles of Space War, section 143."

"Are you now?" asked Bran with a grin. "Son, you go back and re-read that 
section and while you're at it, read over 149 as well."

The eyes darted at Bran, widening slightly. "One forty-nine, sir?"

"Yes, that would be the right passage, I believe. It has to do with officers who 
have risen to the rank of admiral, past or present. You go back and read it over, 
then come see me."

Almost instinctively, the officer saluted and turned on a heel. He went back to 
the flier, nodded to his pilot, and was taken up in a rising spiral to the Taliesin.

Captain Bettencourt shivered as he climbed out of the flier onto the deck of the 
flagship. In an aside, he told his pilot, "The old man'll have my hide. He hates 
Magannon worse than poison."

A lift took him to the bridge, where he stood at attention, relating what had 
taken place. Drexel scowled blackly when his recitation was at an end.

"One forty-nine? What the hell is section one forty—"

An orderly ran for the service manual, flipping pages. His eyes scanned the 
close print, and his lips twitched. He said sotfly, "It says here that—"

"Don't interpret it for me, man. Read the damn thing."

"I quote, sir: 'Any officer of the rank of admiral, past or present, brought before 
any tribunal, must be accorded all the privileges of his office, except that of 
direct command.' I unquote, sir."

"Oh my God," breathed Alvar Drexel.



He stared at Captain Bettencourt and the orderly. He had intended to bring 
Bran Magannon back in chains in the hold of the Taliesin. Instead, he would 
not only have to grant him the courtesy of a stateroom but detail an orderly to 
attend him, see that he had uniforms and campaign ribbons, even a dress 
sword if he wanted it.

"The purpose of the section is to show that the post of fleet commander is so 
important that even if arrested—"

"I know the whys and wherefors, captain! It's just that I—I'd forgotten about 
one forty-nine. Damn his eyes! Magannon didn't forget. Go down and tell him 
he shall be accorded all the courtesies. And—ask him what that metal box is 
he's standing on."

"Yes, sir. At once, sir."

When Captain Bettencourt stood again before Bran Magannon and the queen 
of the Lyanir he was more respectful. He stood at attention just as he had done 
before Alvar Drexel.

"Commander's compliments, sir. You shall be extended all the courtesies. 
Commander requests that you and the queen of the Lyanir come aboard, sir."

"Under truce?"

"Yes, sir. Under truce.”

Captain Bettencourt resisted the inclination to grin. This Bran Magannon was 
everything rumor and legend said he was. Old timers had told the captain how 
Admiral Magannon had always been able to think his way out of any difficulty.

He would be a match for the Old Man, all right. He never missed a trick. This 
might be fun, in a way.

A scouter was sinking toward the vault.

Bettencourt asked, "What is this thing, sir? Begging your pardon, sir, but 
Commander Drexel asked me to find out."

"I'll tell him myself, captain," Bran smiled.

Bran escorted Peganna across the roof of the vault to a metal ramp being 
lowered by the scouter. Under his breath he told her to leave the talking to him, 
other than the obvious things. He warned her not to be surprised by what he 
did or said.

"I am always surprised by what you do, Bran. But I promise not to show it."



Three uniformed Marines waited in the ten-man scouter. They saluted crisply 
and one of them escorted them to twin lounges. They were barely seated when 
the Taliesin towered overhead and the ramp was sliding out again.

Commander Drexel was in his quarters, seated behind a large desk when his. 
visitors entered. His grin was wolfish as he rose to his feet and bowed.

"You shall be accorded every courtesy as my prisoner. I—"

"Go back, go back, Alvar," said the Wanderer with a grin. "We are no prisoners 
of yours."

Drexel laughed. "Are you not? Suppose I turn my rayers on the Lyanir below?"

"Even you aren't that much of a fool."

"Gron Dhu would support me. He and I have an agreement."

"My brother is dead," said Peganna softly.

The Commander goggled at her. Slowly he sank back into his desk chair, aware 
that his forehead was beading with sweat. If he had no ally among the Lyanir, 
what he had done amounted to an act of war. He had brought a battle fleet into 
a planetary atmosphere and by those same Articles of Space War which Bran 
Magannon quoted so glibly, this was a breach of the peace.

It was as if Bran followed his thoughts. "You overreached yourself, Alvar—as 
you always do. The best and safest course to follow now would be to submit an 
official apology, fill your water tanks as an excuse against your violation, and 
take off."

Commander Drexel sneered, "Your very excellent advice might apply were this 
a planet of the Empire Federation, Magannon. This is an alien world. It has not 
been claimed by the star cluster."

"All the more reason for caution, then. Check your manual, Alvar."

Commander Drexel felt he had been buffeted about long enough. His palm 
slapped the tabletop. "I know the manual! This case has no place in it. The 
Lyanir were enemies. May still be our enemies. It calls for a new ruling." His 
teeth worried his upper lip as he concentrated.

Peganna chafed under the restraint Bran had placed on her. Love him as she 
did, she was still queen of her people. Miranor was her world, the planet which 
she ruled. She leaned forward in the chair to which she had been ushered upon 
entering the cabin.

"Bran Magannon and I intend to come to Earth anyhow, Commander."

"Ah, do you now? And why?"



Bran said warningly, "Peganna!"

She ignored him. The mockery in the face of Alvar Drexel was as a goad to her 
pride, causing her to lift her head in the regal manner with which she faced her 
own people.

"Because I have something now to trade for living space. A vault of scientific 
marvels. A metal rectangle filled with the—"

"Peganna!"

"Filled with what, your highness?"

The silky voice of the Fleet Commander should have warned her but she was 
beyond caution. She was a ruler of a proud people. It was not in her heritage to 
bow and scrape before any man. She erupted out of the chair and stood with 
arms by her side, her eyes blazing.

"Filled with marvels neither you nor I have ever seen! Even my own scientists 
find themselves like children in the vault. The knowledge of the Crenn Lir is to 
ours as ours is to a cave civilization. It is my intention to offer these marvels to 
the Empire, share and share alike, as equals."

"No doubt, no doubt," muttered Drexel.

Bran moved like a panther, coming beside Peganna and catching her arm, 
squeezing it with his strong fingers until she winced. His smile was cold as he 
turned it on the man who had been his subordinate in the years when he had 
worn the star cluster on his uniform.

"As long as the pot's been kicked over, I'll tell you more, Alvar. You have the 
chance to be a hero—or a fool. Take us with honor to Earth and you'll get any 
reward you want. The vault is that breathtaking."

Commander Drexel came close to goggling. He knew Bran Magannon as well as 
any man might know him. He was no weathervane to shift about with every 
breeze. If Bran Magannon thought the vault was that wonderful, why then—

His eyes narrowed. His finger pressed a stud of the control panel inset into his 
desktop. "There will be weapons in the vault, I assume." His eyes were on 
Peganna as he spoke, and when her eyelids flickered, he knew he had struck 
home.

"Yes, weapons. Weapons on an alien world—an unfriendly world inhabited by 
the one-time enemies of Empire. It makes a difference. Oh, yes, quite a 
difference."

A door opened. An ensign stood waiting, back rigid.



"Put these two in irons, Broome. Then have a scouter waiting alongside the 
deck for me. I'll go down and examine the vault myself."

Drexel seemed to bloat with triumph as he stared at Bran Magannon. "I have 
ways to make men talk, Bran Magannon. I won't bother to use them on you or 
the wench with you. There'll be Lyanir scientists below who won't hold out 
their information on me."

He turned his back on them and moved toward the doorway. Peganna moaned 
softly and turned an imploring face up at the Earthman. "Bran, Bran! You told 
me to say nothing. I—I couldn't help myself."

"It's done, mavourneen."

"What can he do if he finds a way to get into the vault and—and learns what 
some of those things can do?"

"As he said. He'll take us to Earth as prisoners."

Her haunted eyes searched his tanned face. "Then there isn't any hope at all?"

"None I can see, achushla."

She might have crumpled except that his arm was about her middle, holding 
her upright. Bran stared down into her pallid features and whispered hard 
oaths under his breath.

An ensign took them in the middle of an armed escort down into the hold of 
the huge spacer and locked them in a room with metal walls, with two cots at 
either end, with a table and two chairs rivetted to the floor. The air was clean 
and scented. Normally, this was the quarters of a spaceman first class. For a 
while, it would be their home.

Peganna threw herself on the nearer bunk and, folding her arms over her face, 
began to weep very softly. Bran stared at her, wanting to comfort her yet 
finding no words with which to do it. Drexel was right. Weapons in the vault—
and Kronn knew there were weapons!—would make a difference.

Commander Drexel would be a hero, all right. His claim would be that he had 
ferreted out a weapons vault on the Lyanirn planet of Miranor, that he had 
made a swift descent before those weapons could be trained on his fleet—and 
captured them. Otherwise, he would say, with those vault weapons the Lyanir 
could have smashed the Empire without stirring off its planet.

He was right. This was the frightening part of it. In the eyes of the Empire and 
its uncounted billions of people, he was absolutely correct. When word of what 
those marvels could do was spread across the Empire, a breath of relief would 
go up that would shake the star cluster standards from Acamar to Zosma.

He sat down hard on the closest chair.



Right now Drexel would be on the vault roof, asking questions. There would be 
torture if no one told him about the blue egg. Ah, and then—he would learn all 
he wanted to know about the vault.

Bran shivered. Though he had never employed torture himself as a 
Commander, he had served as captain under a brutal officer who was given to 
the use of a nerve stimulator—official equipment for the neuro-surgeon on 
board ship—on a spy or two he had got into his hands. The nerve stimulator at 
its highest pitch could flay sensitive nerve ends like a tiny whip. No man could 
stand up to that pain, which made no mark except in the lines of a man's face 
when he screamed. The Lyanirn would talk, Kronn help them. And their every 
word meant death for Peganna and himself.

He put his head in his hands.

He sat there a long time. Two hours or three or even four, it made no 
difference. The dead cannot stir and walk about. He roused to the opening of 
his quarters door. Four Marines with drawn a-guns came in and lined up with 
their backs to the wall. At least he does me the courtesy of being afraid, Bran 
reflected. Then Commander Drexel entered to stand before him.

Drexel tried to speak and could not, at first. Only his brilliant eyes and the high 
flush in his cheeks told of his excitement, of the flaming success he had 
achieved. Slowly he reached into the pocket of his white uniform jacket and 
lifted out the blue egg. He tossed it up and caught it. "Traitor," he said then, to 
Bran Magannon. On a heel he swung toward the bunk where Peganna lay with 
an arm flung across her eyes. "Enemy ruler," he whispered softly.

Then he snarled, "By all the gods of space! I knew some day I'd get you where I 
wanted you, Magannon! Ah, you can't guess how it feels, to stand here and see 
you a broken man."

His fist slapped into his cupped palm, again and again. "As a traitor, you'll 
stand trial. You haven't a chance. You know what they do to traitors? They 
hang them high.

"As for your queen, your precious Peganna—she'll be executed, too. Oh, not the 
rope. Too undignified for a woman. They'll gas your floozy."

Bran went over the table, vaulting it with widespread legs and with his palms 
flat on its top, as if he were playing leapfrog. His action was so sudden, the four 
Marines could only gape. Then his head was ramming into Alvar Drexel's face 
and as they went down in a heap the uniformed men dared not fire for fear of 
hitting their commander.



Bran lifted a hammerlike fist and rammed it into the face beneath him. He hit 
it three times, great swinging blows with every ounce of his strength behind 
them, before the Marines caught his arms and dragged him free.

Instantly Bran subsided. He had nothing against the servicemen. "Take him the 
hell out of here," he told to the four. "And remind him that even prisoners of 
war are safe from insult."

They carried an unconscious Alvar Drexel from the little cabin and the door 
clanged shut behind them. From her bunk, Peganna stared at Bran where he 
rubbed his knuckles.

"That was foolish, darling."

"But very satisfying."

"He'll hate you more than ever."

"He's done his worst, already. He won't flog me or anything like that. This isn't 
a barbarian Empire, for all its faults. He has to feed me and keep me healthy—
to stand trial. He wants me to kick air, does Commander Drexel, though if it 
were up to him, he'd find another punishment."

There was a little silence.

Then Peganna asked wistfully, "Do you hate me so very much, Bran? If it 
weren't for my mouth, we wouldn't be in this trouble."

He laughed and came to sit beside her, touching her silver hair with a gentle 
hand. "Achushla, you are a queen. As a queen you answered him. I was proud 
of you—even while I cursed the tongue that put us in his power."

She snuggled closer to him, saying, "A lesser man would rant at me, Bran 
Magannon."

His only answer was to kiss her.

In his quarters, Commander Alvar Drexel lay in sleep while a surgeon patched 
his broken face. A neurasthetic had killed the pain that greeted his first waking 
moments. His nose was broken and his cheekbone had been splintered, so that 
he would lie here for most of the voyage, helpless. A captain would assume 
command in his absence.

From time to time, long after the bandages had been wrapped about his head, 
he would rouse from the induced slumber in which he lay, and stare upward 
through the bandage slits at his ceiling. He could see only a small section of the 
ceiling, but it was enough. It was his anchor to reality, to the fact that 



the Taliesinand the war fleet were hurtling through hyperspace toward Earth 
and his own ultimate victory.

Under the bandages his lips would smile.

He had a stranglehold on his old enemy. Photographs of the mysterious objects 
in the weapons vault—now locked against the coming of Empire scientists, with 
the blue egg placed securely in the ship's safe—were to be exhibit one in the 
case against Bran Magannon.

This was one time the Wanderer would not wriggle free.

There was no way out of the trap.

TEN

Word had gone on ahead of the Taliesin.

By ultranibeam, the communications center of the flagship had alerted the 
High Council of the Empire that it was bringing back ex-Admiral Bran 
Magannon and the queen of the Lyanir to stand trial. They had uncovered the 
lost secrets of an unknown master race in the stars, and with it had intended to 
make war on the Empire. The swift action of Fleet Commander Alvar Drexel 
had nullified all their plans.

In substance, this was the message which Alvar Drexel had dictated from his 
sick bed. It was flashed from the Taliesin to the receiving sets of a thousand 
Empire worlds. All space knew almost at the same moment that Commander 
Drexel had saved the people of those worlds from a holocaust of destruction.

The gratitude of these billions was only to be guessed at, Drexel knew. He 
would be feasted and honored from now on, everywhere in space.

The warmth of that knowledge helped to heal him.

When the Taliesin approached Luna, a fleet came out to meet him, flashing its 
colors in tribute, ranging alongside the flagship and acting as escort to the 
unloading platforms on the moon. A hundred newsmen from the star papers, a 
score of television cameras, were on hand to record the landing of the arch-
traitor and the woman for whom he had renounced allegiance to the star 
cluster.

As they walked side by side across the domed platform, a target for eyes and 
lenses, Bran Magannon told himself that they cut a sorry picture. His garb was 
the ocana-fur kilt and broad leather belt which had been the companions of his 



wanderings. Peganna, though she walked like the queen she was, was in 
despair at her grimed skirt and jersey.

"We look like half-drowned pups," he told her.

She nodded through the tears of impotent shame and anger in her eyes, 
following the escort detail into a launch-site where a small spacer waited to 
carry them to Earth. Glancing up, she could see the blue-green bulk of Earth 
and pick out its oceans and its continents. This was the world which had 
defeated her, this the planet which had sent its sons and daughters into space 
to form colonies and then the Empire. It was her bitterest enemy.

There would be no mercy on the Earth for Peganna of the Silver Hair, nor for 
the man who walked beside her. Guiltily, remembering it had been her tongue 
that had brought them here, she glanced at Bran Magannon.

His face was hard, as though chiseled out of mahogany. Forgotten was the fact 
that this man had once saved the Empire himself. Remembered only was his 
present guilt.

They entered the metallic launch building. Their footsteps rang with hollow 
insistence on the ramps and stairways taking them up to the sleek spacer. Men 
in the white uniforms of the Empire Fleet were everywhere. There was no 
emotion on their faces, other than a kind of awe when they looked at the 
Wanderer. He was a legend in his own lifetime, and now that more and more of 
his story was being told, the magnitude of what he had done was being 
assessed and slowly understood.

A spaceman took them into a lounge and left them. The spacer had been 
insulated with contra-gravitic strips so that it could come and go from Earth 
with no more unpleasantness than that of a motorboat pulling away from a 
quay.

Peganna walked to the viewing screen and watched as the motors rumbled to 
life. The great domes of Luna, of transparent plasticene, enclosed the great 
compound of moonsurface which had been covered over in the centuries since 
man had first made a landing here by acres upon acres of buildings and 
cultivated gardens.

She would not have liked to live here all her life, but she understood from what 
Bran had told her that Moon-base personnel was shifted every three months. It 
made a return to Earth all the more pleasant after such a time of breathing 
manufactured air and walking within a restricted enclosure.

Earth grew larger in the screen. It became mammoth against the backdrop of 
black space and pale stars, until it filled the screen and the haze of atmosphere 
replaced sharp outlines. In the far distance the horizon made a curve where 



Florida jutted across the sea toward the island of Cuba. Then they were 
sweeping lower, across the green bulk of Central America and Mexico, the 
retro-gravitic plates warming to their task of slowing the swift glide.

Fliers lifted to meet the spacer, to escort it toward a vanedown at the astroport. 
As the ground grew into buildings and shin, high towers, Peganna turned from 
the screen to bury her face against Bran's chest.

"Until now it has been only a nightmare to me," she whispered. "This is the 
waking-up part, the reality."

"It will seem endless for a few weeks," he said. "Then it will be over."

She smiled up at him through her tears.

Her face was the dream that had filled his own mind in the past years, since he 
had known her. These quivering lips he had kissed, this long silver hair, 
disarranged now so it hung down her back, these brave eyes behind their tears, 
were all he asked of life. Now even this was to be denied him.

A black rage filled Bran Magannon.

Almost instantly it disappeared, replaced by as terrible a despair. The only 
hope for the Lyanir, for this woman and himself, lay in the metal treasure vault 
of the Crenn Lir. And that was in the hands of the Empire. A fleet would be 
despatched there—was even now on its way through hyper-space with the blue 
egg, no doubt—to rifle its contents, to load them on huge space traders and 
bring them back across the gulfs of emptiness to Earth.

Nothing was left to them. Nothing!

The Lyanir might fight but they could not hold out long against the Empire, 
especially if Empire got its hands on the weapons in the Crenn Lir vault. 
Without Peganna, without her brother to take command in her place, they were 
a beaten people.

And Peganna, leaning against him, was a beaten woman.

He could sense the defeat in her bonelessness, in the apathy with which she 
reacted to his squeeze. He told her, "There is always hope." As if to deny it, she 
shook her head and turned away toward the opening door.

The spacer was setting down on Earth soil now, its gravitic plates humming 
softly, sending a throb through the ship. Peganna straightened her shoulders. 
She would go to her doom as befitted a queen of the Lyanir.

Chin high, she moved ahead of Bran Magannon.

There were a thousand reporters at the astroport, lined up and relaying back 
their stories by special wave-length, with microphones strapped to their chests. 



Televiewing cameras dollied in on the man and woman emerging from the 
spacer hatch. Hand cameras clicked steadily, like the pulsebeat of metallic 
hearts.

The thousands of men and women behind the silvered chains were silent, just 
staring. There were no hisses or catcalls, nor boos and jeers. It was as though 
the crowd realized the danger it had been in from the Lyanir and, now that the 
threat was over before it had really begun, wanted to see those who had caused 
it.

There was only one incident. They were almost at the waiting air-car that 
would whisk them above the traffic lanes on official business, when a woman 
cried out to Bran Magannon.

"Forget her, Admiral. We haven't forgotten how you saved us from her kind, 
years ago. She is a witch! Renounce her!"

The cry was echoed all across the field.

"Renounce her! Renounce the witch!"

Ahead of him, Peganna squared her shoulders. Bran chuckled, moved up 
beside her, and put his arm around her. The crowd fell silent at his action. And 
so, like that, they came at last to the air-car and stooped to enter it. A guard in 
another compartment with an a-gun trained on them was to ride as escort.

The air-car slid from the astroport twenty miles above a crowded highway, 
where magnetic grids kept the automatically controlled ground-cars at a steady 
sixty miles an hour. Through the transparent roofs of the cars below, they could 
see people looking up at them, noticing the star cluster engraved on the 
underbelly of the air-car, knowing them for the traitor and the Lyanir 
temptress come to Earth for judgment.

As if those upturned eyes were an intolerable weight, Peganna whimpered in 
protest. Bran touched her hand, let his fingers contract on it. She was not so 
regal now, for the frightened woman below the crown was showing clearly.

Her plight stabbed into his heart.

There must be something he could do, even now! Bran the Lucky had a 
reputation to live up to. Always, he had found the one way out of any difficulty. 
It was a kind of trademark.

His lips curled wryly. There was no escape from this dilemma. The jaws of the 
trap were sprung too tightly. Somebody had thrown away the key and left them 
here.

Yet he said softly, to Peganna, "Easy, now! Things are always blackest before 
the dawn."



The green eyes darted at him as the bloodless lips smiled. "Bran, Bran! As you 
love me, no false hopes. I—couldn't stand to have them lifted and then broken. 
As it is, I'm resigned."

The air-car slid on, smoothly, effortlessly.

Taking them to their deaths.

Five hours later, in the white uniform of the Fleet Admiral he had been, Bran 
Magannon told himself that the Empire did not intend to try a ragged 
wanderer of the starways, at least. They meant him to go out as Admiral Bran 
Magannon, former High Admiral of Space, with all his campaign ribbons and 
his many medals splashed across his broad chest. His mirror told him he made 
a handsome, imposing figure. A hero image.

It was this notion of the hero that Empire wanted to destroy.

The old itch for battle surged into his blood, sending it along his veins in a tidal 
wave of vitality. Die? The Wanderer? The Lucky One? Ah, no. There was a way 
out. Somehow, in some manner, there existed the narrow passageway, the legal 
loophole, through which he and Peganna might slip free. At least, he hoped so.

In his uniform and medals he went to see his counsel.

He found a young man waiting in the hotel suite that was his prison, a pretty 
girl at his side. The girl was bent over a recording device, a new model with 
which Bran was unfamiliar, having been so long in the stars. Both the man and 
the girl rose to their feet when he entered.

Twice the young man cleared his throat. Then he said, “I have been assigned to 
defend you, Admiral. My name is Randolph Creel. This is Joyle Arrons, my 
dictographer."

Bran bowed and sat down.

The young man could hold out no hope for acquittal. All he could do was advise 
Admiral Magannon that he and Queen Peganna must throw themselves on the 
leniency of the Tribunal. Plead guilty, and make a plea for mercy.

"What mercy?" wondered Bran, and the young lawyer flushed. A moment Bran 
sat, studying him. "Counsellor, many years ago I learned that while the truth 
may not necessarily be a defense at law, it is better than any lie, no matter how 
well concocted. We will tell the truth."

"I was afraid you would say that, sir. It's what the queen said, too, when we 
visited her. I am to defend you both."



"The truth may not be enough," Bran admitted. "It depends on whether we are 
believed, and even if we are believed, whether it will make any difference in the 
long run. Now as my lawyer, and as lawyer for the queen, this is what you must 
do…"

Two hours later, a little stiff, the young man rose from his chair. The girl 
nodded at him, folding up her portable recorder. He would do as the Admiral 
asked, sending men to Miranor and to Kuleen and to Yvriss, to make 
depositions and subpoena witnesses.

"Am I to be kept from the queen while we wait trial?" Bran wondered when his 
visitors were in the corridor doorway.

"Oh, no," the girl said in a rush of words. "Your suite connects with hers 
through a door at the far side of the fireplace."

"We are not barbarians, Admiral," Creel said with a smile.

The door closed behind them.

The door near the fireplace opened. Peganna came into the room, in a black 
mist gown set with little seed pearls, her silver hair coiffed on top of her head 
and framed by a low golden coronal. She was so lovely Bran could only stand 
and stare at her.

They shall never kill you, Peganna of the Silver Hair! This I vow! As I have 
saved you on Makkador and on Miranor, so I shall do on Earth!

She gave a little cry and ran into his arms.

When she could speak, she whispered, "They'll have a spacebeam hookup by 
laser to the solar worlds and by hyper-spatial rays to the star colonies. Ten 
billion people will see and hear us condemned to death."

"Good," said Bran.

"Good?" she wondered, staring up at him.

"Safety lies in numbers, acushla. The more who hear our story, the more there 
are who may believe it. Public opinion is a mighty force."

Instinctively, Peganna knew public opinion was against them.

One month they waited while Empire gathered its witnesses.

They were treated like royalty, wined and dined in their suite with the richest 
liqueurs and finest foods the Empire could afford. A variation on the theme of 
the condemned man eating his hearty last meal, Bran knew, but he drank and 



ate what they sent him with honest enjoyment. Even Peganna ate when he 
cajoled her.

From time to time, Randolph Creel would visit them, advising them of his 
success or the lack of it in securing the witnesses they would need for their 
defense. It became clear to them, as the month hastened toward its close, that 
whatever defense he intended to make would not be adequate.

"Empire is very determined to see justice done," he said.

"Justice?" asked Peganna.

"Let me say that Empire is determined to secure a judgment of guilty, then. On 
all counts, with a mandatory death penalty. They have a battery of counsellors, 
the finest in the whole solar system, working on the case."

"While you work alone," Bran noted.

Creel nodded, looking injured.

"I expected no less," Bran said thoughtfully. Then, "Tell me, how is 
Commander Drexel doing these days?"

The lawyer grinned. "Up and about, with his nose jammed far over to one side 
of his face. He'll go to plastic surgery, of course—but not until after the trial. I 
think there's a bit of the vulture in Commander Drexel."

"It could be he's merely worried," Bran remarked. "He thinks I'm something of 
a wizard, capable of pulling live rabbits out of a wolf's lair."

Peganna leaned forward, torture in her eyes. "The vault of the blue egg? Has 
Empire taken all the objects inside it?"

Creel drew a deep breath. "For ten years men will work on the vault. It's been 
sealed off and is guarded now by a complete squadron of the Fleet. They're 
building a town around it, calling it Treasure City."

"Yes, they would. It will advance their technology a million years. It's the 
greatest discovery ever made, in the memory of man or Lyanirn."

"Your discovery, your highness," Creel exclaimed eagerly. "I intend to point out 
to the Tribunal that fact, and suggest that in recompense for the vault, you and 
Admiral Magannon be allowed your freedom."

Bran shook his head. "It will never work. Empire has the vault. And gratitude is 
a chancy thing after the gift is made."

Peganna looked at him with death in her face.



The month was at an end.

In an air-car on which was focussed the space-vision lenses of ten thousand 
planets, Peganna of the Lyanir and Admiral Bran Magannon were flown to the 
Hall of the Star Worlds, to face trial by a jury of their peers, in front of the High 
Tribunal of the Empire.

They walked through the great rotunda, in the curved walls of which was set a 
titanic astrarama, with the stars as seen from the northern and southern 
hemispheres of Earth framed behind glass panes. It seemed to the onlooker 
that he stood on the rim of space when he looked into those transparent plates. 
An engineering genius had set tiny pinpoints of radiant matter on magnetic 
beams, arranged in such a way that the universe lay open for viewing.

The thought touched Bran Magannon that with this trial, all those stars and 
their worlds hung in the balance. Something greater than the lives of a man 
and a woman was at stake, perhaps even the lives of ten billion billion people.

A fey concept, he told himself, but he was troubled.

They came out of the rotunda into the High Court itself, the seats of which were 
packed with the rich and famous, here to see judgment done on the man and 
woman who had threatened their security. One could almost feel the 
antagonism as their eyes studied the defendants when they came side by side 
down the aisle and to the raised seats behind the counsel table.

Ten judges in white robes, with the gold star cluster on their fronts, filed in and 
took their places behind the mahogany bench, on a curved dais.

The Chief Justice signalled for the trial to begin.

ELEVEN

To Bran Magannon, the trial was an eternity of sound. The Voices of the 
witnesses droned on and on, punctuated by the staccato objections of his trial 
counsel making points of law. There was the whirr of the recorder that showed 
the battle with the Lyanir and the great victory which Bran Magannon had won 
for Empire, followed by the tapes of the appearances he had made before this 
same High Tribunal, pleading the cause of the Lyanir.

Already, contended the Empire, the seeds of treachery were spouting in the 
heart and mind of its great High Admiral. To reward him for his past record, 
they had offered him a professorship, with honors. He had spurned this to go 



out into the stars, perhaps even then hunting a means to strike back at Empire 
for refusing to admit the Lyanir into its family of planets.

For ten years, Bran Magannon had wandered.

Then he had met Peganna of the Silver Hair, on Makkador. By some trick of the 
devil, he had escaped the Empire search for him. He had gone out to the 
unknown worlds of the people who called themselves Crenn Lir and from the 
mists of time had wrenched the secrets of their war arsenals.

Not for the benefit of the Empire. Oh, no! To place those weapons into the 
hands of its deadly enemy. His was the hand that would have given the Lyanir 
the power to destroy the Empire, to smash its worlds, to annihilate its people, 
unless they bowed to the yoke of a conqueror.

It was a deadly case the prosecution built.

Even sitting here and knowing the truth, Bran Magannon was impressed by the 
apparent treachery of his actions. He could understand how they might be 
misinterpreted by Empire and its people. The marvel of it was that they did not 
hate him; he realized that their hate was reserved for the woman he loved, for 
Peganna.

Peganna understood it, too. She drooped more and more as the trial went into 
its second week of testimony. She looked hopeful when Empire admitted that 
Bran Magannon himself had not sent the 'gram which told Peganna to take the 
Lyanir off Kuleen to Yvriss, but it was only a momentary thing. In her own 
mind, she stood convicted.

Randolph Creel did not want to put Bran Magannon on the stand. It was only 
at his own insistence, when Creel had all but finished for the defense, that he 
was sworn in.

"Will you tell the Tribunal why you came to Earth to plead for the Lyanir when 
Queen Peganna held them on Kuleen?" asked his attorney.

"I sought living room for her people, no more."

"You did not send the 'gram that told her to move off-planet?"

"I did not."

"Will you tell the Tribunal about your wanderings?"

"I was heart-sick. I wanted only to be alone with my misery, like a wild animal 
when it's wounded. I love Peganna of the Silver Hair. I say it now before the 
billions of people who are watching and listening to this trial on the ten 
thousand star worlds. What I did, I did for her—and for the good of the 
Empire.



"She and I found the vault. Not to use it to destroy Empire but intending to 
offer it with its incredible artifacts in exchange for planets where her people 
might live in peace with and as allies to my own. Unfortunately, Commander 
Drexel attacked—invading the sovereignty of an alien world —before we could 
make our offer."

The court room buzzed with talk. A gavel rose and fell four times, and the 
commotion stilled.

Bran went on: "The race called the Crenn Lir are our ancestors, those of men 
and of Lyanir. In a sense, then, the Lyanir are our lost brethren. Not aliens. Not 
enemies. Brothers and sisters of the stars.

"We fight now over their heritage. It should be shared alike by all. It is not the 
property of the Lyanir alone, nor that of Empire. It belongs to both. The Lyanir 
are in the position of the prodigal son returned home, displaced and 
dispossessed, instead of having squandered an inheritance. The inheritance is 
in the vault."

Bran drew a deep breath. "Condemn us, if you will—but grant the people of the 
Lyanir a place to live, where they will not have to take pills to stay alive! Do this 
and the queen and I will consider our sacrifice worthwhile."

He talked on, and Peganna wept.

When he was done and he looked into the faces of the ten jurists, he knew his 
plea had failed. He had offered no new evidence. All he had done was make an 
explanation, an explanation which in their minds had no weight.

There was no cross-examination.

"The witness will step down," murmured a judge.

The High Tribunal did not leave the bench. There was no need to do so. The 
judges had reached their verdict before the trial began. They saw no reason to 
change it now.

“The defendants will please stand," said the Court clerk.

The Chief Justice said softly, "We find the defendants guilty on all counts, on 
that of treachery in the case of Bran Magannon, on that of conspiracy to attack 
the Empire in that of Queen Peganna."

There was silence in the courtroom.

Peganna sat like a stone statue for a moment, then she drooped as if the silver 
hair on her head were an intolerable weight. Bran reached out to put his hand 
on her arm and when she lifted her face there was misery in its every feature.

Peganna, my heart! As accursed as was Deirdre of the Sorrows!



Bran sat frozen, aware only of his thudding heart and the wildfire in his brain. 
Fool that he was, not to have seen! Fool! Fool!

A court clerk was calling his name.

"Bran Magannon, have you anything to say to the High Tribunal before 
judgment is pronounced upon you?"

Bran came easily to his feet. He was a handsome man, still in his white Fleet 
uniform with all its medals and its ribbons. He squared his shoulders and held 
his chin high.

"I have! It comes to my mind now that no judgment shall ever be pronounced 
upon me or upon the queen of the Lyanir."

Peganna gasped and stiffened, staring up at him. The jurists on the high bench 
stared back at him and somewhere in the courtroom—Bran was certain the 
voice was that of Commander Alvar Drexel—a man cried out harshly, with 
disbelief in his throat.

A judge smiled wanly, "Only a miracle can do that."

"Then I bring you a miracle, gentlemen of the Tribunal. Yes, and all you men 
and women in the star worlds and on Earth itself, and your children and their 
children after them. I offer you—immortality!"

It was odd in a way, that no one laughed.

His ringing tones went out over the heads of the onlookers and across the vast 
gulfs of space to the Empire planets, and nowhere did a man hoot, so filled with 
sudden inspiration was the tongue of Bran Magannon.

"Immortality! For—

"I have found death out there in the stars. A machine on a dead planet that is 
killing us all—you and me, our sons and our daughters—and I know how to go 
back to that machine and do what is needed to destroy it."

Utter silence lay like a pall on his shoulders.

Bran said again, "For a long time I didn't know what the machine was. Now I 
realize it was the weapon of the Yann, put there to kill the Crenn Lir race and 
you, their descendants. But you need not die. Only give freedom to Peganna of 
the Silver Hair and set me free as well, and I shall take your war fleet to the 
planet I named Deirdre and—kill death itself!"

The courtroom was a bedlam. Excited voices rose from every corner. No one 
heard the Chief Justice with his gavel. Even the men at the spacevision cameras 
were babbling. Peganna was shaking Bran by the hand, then rising to stand 



beside him. A light glowed in her green eyes and there was a laugh on her 
mouth.

"Bran, Bran—is it true? Can you?"

"I can, mavourneen—if the High Tribunal wills it."

Only when the Tribunal threatened to clear the courtroom was there any quiet. 
Bran could imagine, as he stood with his arm about the waist of Peganna of the 
Silver Hair, that voices were raised in this same incredible excitement all over 
the star worlds, in living rooms and salons, in space divers and posh drinking 
resorts, everywhere that men and women watched the trial.

The Tribunal judges leaned forward as a man.

"Is this possible, Bran Magannon?" one of them asked.

"It is an absolute certainty. To every one looking at me or hearing my voice—
everywhere in space—I shall add a thousand years to your lives?"

"Impossible!" a woman screamed. "But—ohh, God! If it were true!"

"Test me," Bran said softly. "Test me for the truth and then decide what you 
will do. By serum or truth ray—if you care for life and what the future may hold
—test whether I speak the truth."

The courtroom sensed that truth in his voice and attitude. It erupted with 
shouts, with excited voices. This time the High Tribunal could not quiet them, 
so the Chief Justice made a sign to the clerk, to bring Bran Magannon and the 
queen of the Lyanir into chambers.

Dusk lay like a purple haze across the Earth as the Solar President rose to his 
feet when his two visitors came into the Chamber of the Empire. He lifted out 
of the highbacked chair that was like a throne and moved between the 
dignitaries of a hundred worlds, reaching out his hands to clasp those of Bran 
Magannon and Peganna of the Silver Hair.

"The result of the truth tests was flashed to me less than an hour ago," he told 
them. "I have signed the pardons, giving you both liberty. With it I have 
incorporated the treaty between Empire and the Lyanir, in which your people, 
Queen Peganna, and my own, will be allies and as equals. Even now ships are 
taking off for Miranor to bring your people to the planets we have given them."

Peganna swayed and gasped her thanks.



The Solar President turned his magnetic eyes on Bran Magannon, saying, 
"With your pardon, I have added clauses restoring to you your rank of High 
Admiral of Space for Life —no matter how long that life may be."

Bran bowed his head. He walked with Peganna and the President to the three 
chairs and seated himself.

Then he began to speak of the Crenn Lir.

"They lived a thousand years, each and every one of them, before they were 
attacked by the Yann. The Yann destroyed all life on their farthermost planet, 
that I call Deirdre and which they named Ufinisthan and on that planet they 
put a machine which would have obliterated the Crenn Lir in time, for it 
shortened their life span to less than a tenth of what it should be. From a 
thousand years they lived less than half a century because of the rays from that 
machine that attacks the cellular structure of human bodies.

"When we found traces of dead bodies around the vault on Miranor, they were 
all of old men because the Yann machine hastened the aging process in the 
human cells, perhaps by some as yet unknown form of electromagnetic ray. 
Being close to the machine, the Crenn Lir aged swiftly. Earth and Lyanol are far 
from those worlds, yet even so the radiation touches us all.

"That radiation may affect the deoxyribonucleic acids in our bodies—the DNA 
molecules which is the stuff of life itself—destroying it or altering its 
effectiveness so that the body which depends on it for life is robbed of its 
inherent properties. I'm not sure of this. It's only my guess. Earth and Lyanirn 
scientists can study the ray later on and find out what makes it so potent. My 
only concern is to destroy it. Utterly.

"I don't believe that the Crenn Lir understood just what it was the Yann had 
done—or they would have destroyed the machine themselves. Instead they fled 
from their worlds in spaceships, seeking to escape the mysterious death that 
was overcoming them. One or more of those ships reached Lyanol. One or 
more landed on Earth. Yet even across the vast gulfs of space, the Yann 
weapons found them. Its rays went everywhere and did their deadly work.

"As a million years passed, the rays weakened. As you know, the human life 
span has been increasing over the years.

Our life expectancy now is a hundred years. In the Twentieth Century, it was 
only in the sixties.

"Destroy the Yann machine and it will be a thousand, perhaps more. I'll take a 
fleet out to Deirdre. I'll aim the weapon that will destroy the machine that has 
taken from us our birthright, with my own hands."



Bran smiled and looked about him. The delegates from the solar and the star 
planets were quivering with delight. The laser communicators between the 
Empire planets had been filled to overload with the voices of their people 
speaking out their minds in 'grams.

Free Bran Magannon! Free Peganna! In exchange for their freedom, accept 
their gift! Bran said, "There are in the holy books, records of men living for 
long lifetimes. Methuselah, for instance. This may be a recollection of the 
Crenn Lir days when man did live a thousand years. No one will ever know for 
sure.

"But I know that man can and will live that long, once Deirdre is rid of the 
blight that has been bringing us death for a million long years."

The room erupted with applause.

The ambassadors and diplomats of a hundred star world colonies filed forward 
then, to be introduced to the living legend who was Bran the Lucky, the 
Wanderer, who was once again High Admiral of the Empire fleet. Men grasped 
his hand and women curtsied, as they bowed and curtsied before Queen 
Peganna.

There was dancing, with the President claiming Peganna as his First Partner, 
Bran claiming his wife. Applause blanketed the room as they swung in the 
stately rhythms of the Star Waltz. Then there were toasts to be drunk, and 
more speeches listened to, and still more dances.

During the playing of a popular melody, Peganna pressed against Bran, 
whispering, "Darling, I'm exhausted. Try and get away as soon as possible." 
Her breath tickled his neck as she added, with a faint smile, "I want to talk over 
our wedding plans."

"We'll be married when the machine on Deirdre is destroyed, acushla. The 
President had told me it'll be a state affair, a symbolic joining of our two 
people. An omen of the peace that has come to both of them."

She pinched his arm. "Before, darling. My heart is set on it."

"After, my heart. Remember, you're a queen."

She was silent, but she had not given in so easily. All the way back to their hotel 
she argued, and even when they were alone in the suite of rooms assigned 
them. She pointed out that as rayanal of the Lyanir—which he would be when 
he married her—he would be serving both the Empire and her people.

Bran said, "I owe it to Empire to perform the act in my official capacity. It's 
why we were set free. It's why I was given back my command."

Peganna pouted, but Bran was firm.



Finally the queen said, "All right, Bran—we'll throw for it. Your dice, the dice of 
Nagalang. We'll use those."

Bran grinned and lifted the dice from the pocket of his uniform. "You're 
making a mistake, Peganna darling. No man can beat me with these things, nor 
even a woman."

Her chin lifted. "I beat you once in that tavern on Makkador when I wagered 
the three flame pearls against you."

"Only because I let you, mavourneen. Watch now."

He let the cubes roll about in his palm, making tiny sounds. Peganna caught 
flashing glimpses of the dragon crests of Tarrn and the cats of Bydd. Then Bran 
let the dice go across the carpet as he hunkered down.

"I call the cast of a ship of Kriil and a Rina world banner," he said before they 
stilled their tumbling, and when they were unmoving, a ship and a banner 
showed. Bran caught the dice in a hand again.

"I'll cast the dragons for you now, my sweet," he laughed.

And he did.

Peganna stared at him. Bran chuckled. "Yes, I lost deliberately to you at the 
tavern. I've always belonged to you, one way or another, so what was the 
difference if we made it official?"

He held the dice up so she could see their beauty in the lamplight. "I found 
them long ago on a star world and I learned after a bit of practice that they 
responded to my thoughts. There may be a tiny battery of some sort inside each 
of them that makes them sensitive to brain waves. Or maybe it's the material of 
the dice themselves."

"Let me roll them," Peganna said thoughtfully.

"I'll make you throw the three stars," he told her as she made her roll.

From the three stars on each die to Bran Magannon, Peganna moved her eyes. 
For a moment she looked angry, then she laughed.

"As Alvar Drexel said, Bran Magannon always has a way out, that none of us 
can see." She frowned a moment. "Bran, give me the dice as a wedding present. 
I want to use them when my counsellors go against my wishes. I'll give them 
each a chance to roll against me—and I'll control each roll. By Kronn! I'll be one 
queen who finds herself obeyed every time."

In the end, it was decided to take one of the weapons of the Crenn Lir out to the 
planet called Deirdre and with it destroy forever the weapon which had 
doomed the worlds of their ancestors. It was poetic justice, of a sort.



Admiral Magannon commanded the warfleet. For the first time, Lyanir ships 
ran nose by nose with the space battle-wagons of the Empire, united under the 
banners of star cluster and double axe.

Peganna of the Silver Hair aimed the weapon, as Bran had taught her to do. 
She sighted carefully on the glittering metal and touched the protonic 
transversal. The machine hummed and the Yann weapon was gone.

It no longer existed. It had been hurled instantly into the null universe and 
since positive matter was diametrically opposed to nullity, it could not exist, as 
darkness may not exist where there is light.

"It is done," breathed Peganna.

"And the trail is ended, acushla."

Her lips dimpled into a smile as she nestled against him, enjoying his 
embarrassed stiffness as the officers under his command diplomatically turned 
away their faces. On board a Fleet warship, even a queen ought to obey the 
unwritten law, their backs told her as they moved out of the gun port.

Peganna only laughed and hugged him.

"My husband to be," she whispered into his ear, "the future Lord of the Lyanir, 
its rayanar. You're so pompous when you wear that uniform. I liked you better 
as the Wanderer."

Bran had to smile down at her mischievous face.

"The Wanderer had no dignity to live up to," he told her softly. "He had no 
home, no wife, no people."

"He will have all of those things now," she murmured.

She opened her arms and Bran stepped into them.

The End



Endless Shadow
John Brunner

I

There are machines to move, that do move, half a million people a day from 
world to world as ex-peditiously as postal packages and with them million tons 
of freight like entries in a ledger, balancing, and I am Jorgen Thorkild walking. 
On two feet. Down a corridor. I could have sent for any of them. Waited for 
them. Instead, I walk down a corridor between two faceless lines of doors, 
hearing at the edge of hearing the noise within. Layered, the building, this part 
above ground, to look out from the windows over the city and work distracted 
by the outer sunlight. This layer: RIGER'S WORLD. Earthside representatives. 
This door named after Koriot Angoss.

Jorgen Thorkild paused with his hand out to the lock of the door. He was 
Director of the Bridge System. This door, like every other door here, would 
unlock for him if he merely set his hand to it. He listened.

Beyond the door, audible but fined down to a sharp cutting edge, someone 
singing. The dialect of Riger's World was not too far off that of Standard Earth 
speakers. The song was bawdy. After a few lines, someone with an instrument
—it seemed acoustic, rather than electronic—chorded in an accompaniment, 
feeling for the structure of the simple melody. He closed the last inch-gap 
between his hand and the door, and the lock clicked.

Koriot Angoss, not at his desk with its banked electronic equipment, but sitting 
on a padded stool from his home world, an untidy man with wild hair and a 
grin that showed a gold front tooth, held in one hand a mug of some pale 
brown liquid—a kind of beer, maybe. And on the long padded bench under the 



big window of the office, his confidential human secretary, the girl Maida 
Wenge, fingered the instrument Thorkild had heard through the door. It was 
an air-bellows device, an accordion of sorts. She stopped directly she saw 
Thorkild.

Angoss walked himself around the stool, sitting, moving his feet sidewise. He 
raised his mug to Thorkild.

"Good day, Director," he said, changing back from his native dialect in which 
he had been singing to Standard Earth. His accent showed slightly, but he had 
been here several years and worn it thin. "Will you take a mug with us?"

Thorkild shook his head, letting the door slide shut. He stood looking down at 
Angoss. It wasn't right. Was it? It couldn't be right for a man of such 
responsibility.

He said, unable to yield to the desire to speak of right and wrong, fitting and 
unfitting, "You're sending us a problem, I understand."

Angoss got to his feet and helped himself to more beer—it smelt like beer—
from the jug standing in the middle of his flat desk-top. He said, "We have 
none on Riger's. Do we?"

"One you seem anxious to be rid of." Thorkild spoke evenly, but that cost him 
effort. "The preacher Rungley."

"Him," Angoss said, and sat on his stool again. "His sect is the Coppersnakes, 
they tell me. You can ignore them. And him." He waved again at the jug on the 
desk. "Sure you won't?"

"I haven't time," Thorkild said. "And that isn't an adequate answer."

Angoss parodied a look of hurt pride. "Don't you trust me?" he said.

"Why can we ignore him? I don't like the sound of him."

"Director, how many crazy preachers have you had come over the Bridges with, 
the much publicized intention of converting Earth?" Angoss said with a sigh.

"Many, A few have given trouble."

"Rungley wont be one of the few. Look: the Coppersnakes are an offshoot of a 
sect which once flourished in Continental North America, result of a bastard 
crossing between an African fertility cult and Christianity. They handle snakes 
as proof of faith. They have a built-in check-and-balance mechanism—every so 
often someone gets bitten, and gets very sick or dies, and half the congregation 
changes its mind. You slip a few king cobras, kraits and mambas to Rungley. 
Inside a week he'll be hospitalized for the first time, and after that he'll likely go 
home."



It sounded like a sensible solution. Only, sensible solutions from a man found 
in working hours (not long hours, not overly demanding work) drinking beer 
with his secretary and singing a bawdy folksong?

Thorkild said, "What's their strength on Riger's World?"

"They meet in a hand-carpentered wooden hut." Angoss took another pull at 
his beer. "Since Rungley announced he was coming to Earth, they've built an 
annex to the church. They get maybe sixty people to a meeting."

"Why in hell don't you keep your archaic survivals to yourself?" Thorkild said. 
He didn't mean to be so brusque.

The girl Maida Wenge looked at him with somber, dark-pool eyes. She was 
beautiful by her own world's standards, but for Earthly tastes was too broad-
hipped, too full-mouthed.

"You spliced us into the Bridge System," Angoss said coolly.

Thorkild hesitated a moment. Almost, he demanded to know what the point of 
that remark was. Then he saw what answer he would get. Abruptly he spun on 
his heel and and went out of the office. Even before the door slid closed, he 
heard Angoss say, "Loveling, again—highing the key for my basest notes have 
stretched my voice."

Riger's World, Platt's World, Kayowa, Earthside representatives. Busier on the 
layers above, for Platt's and Kayowa were taking immigrants currently. He saw 
it with his mental eye as he went to his own floor, topmost on the building, 
where he ruled. Young for the fantastically responsible post—when he 
succeeded Saxena, less than forty. Equipped for it. That counted and nothing 
else did. Handsome, they told him: just under two full meters tall, his hair 
blond and shading to red, his eyes piercing blue, his build muscular, but lean 
because of his great height. Jorgen Thorkild, Director of the Bridge System.

Tired as hell. Why not?

If you were an Earthside representative for a whole buzzing lively world, you 
rated one or more human secretaries, as Angoss rated Maida.

If you were the Director, you rated a string of them.

If you were an Earthside representative, you had a staff of agents here and at 
home, obeying your orders, acting in your name.

If you were the Director, you had a staff numbered in thousands, here and 
everywhere.

And you still did the work.



He went in through the outer office. He said nothing to the busy men and 
women there. Only when he took his place at his desk did he speak to the air, 
activating the communicator with a coded order, and continuing.

"Anything since I've been out?"

"Responsible van Heemskirk called, and will call back in a few minutes," said a 
voice from the desk. "Also Alida Marquis called, and wants you to call her. And 
Inwards Traffic wants a decision on the Rungley case."

Alida—

He thought for a moment about Saxena, and wished he had not, and slid open 
a drawer in his desk. There was a portrait laid flat there. It showed the face of a 
worried man. He was not handsome. He looked as tired as Thorkild sometimes 
felt without showing it.

"Sir?" The puzzled voice came again from the desk.

"What was that?"

"The Rungley case. If Inwards Traffic hold him any longer, we'll be infringing 
the summary right and liable to suit."

"Let him go on his way." Thorkild thought that this was a decision made by an 
untidy man drinking beer and singing a dirty song, and it was still his decision. 
It was always his. Whether he fathered it or adopted it.

He thought of it like that because of Alida.

Then he wished he had not thought of Alida.

He said, controlling himself with determination, "But to supplement that, 
Rungley will want snakes. Supply them from the resources of Game 
Conservation. Try one of the major zoos if there's no other possibility. Make 
sure they're poisonous as hell. I want him in hospital within seven days and 
back on Riger's World inside a month, understood?"

"Yes, Director. Shall I call Alida Marquis?"

Thorkild felt a stab of unaccountable and foolish anger. He knew what he was 
going to say was self-defeating. He knew it would prejudice his chances, 
perhaps hopelessly. He said it.

"No. Let her call me back."

"Very good, Director. And… oh, Responsible van Heemskirk is calling again. 
Shall I put him through?"

"And be damned to him." But Thorkild said that to himself. Aloud, he merely 
agreed.



Responsible van Heemskirk appeared in the office. He was probably some 
miles away, but the solido equipment serving the Bridge Center was the finest 
possible and the illusion was perfect. He said, "Day, Jorgen."

"Day, Moses." Fat as butter and twice as greasy. Unfair. A career politican, and 
clever. Perhaps he was genuinely of an agreeable disposition. Only with 
politicians, how to know?

"We have these two aspirant worlds," van Heemskirk said. "Ipewell and Azrael. 
This afternoon all right?"

"Moses, you know that if there's one thing I hate—"

"It's showing round parties of giggling outworlders. I know." The voice from 
the illusory image was soothing, and a ripple indicating a sigh moved under the 
yellow satin blouse and was followed by a shrug. "However, it's the standard 
procedure, and they must know what the Bridge System is, and they are 
important on their own worlds, and consequently we must do them the honor 
of being shown the Bridge Center by its most important man. And… we have 
this argument every time."

Thorkild had to nod. He said, "All right, when?"

"Fifteen hours. Usual procedure, of course."

"Ipewell and Azrael," Thorkild said. "What are they like?"

"Outworlders," van Heemskirk answered, with some contempt. "But you'll see. 
Until fifteen, then, and don't be so miserable. This only happens once a year or 
so."

"True. Moses! Just a moment before you cut out." Thorkild raised his hand as if 
to stop the intangible image by clasping hold on it.

"Yes?"

"How many times have you gone by Bridge?"

"I don't know. But no more often than I could help, except for vacations. Why?"

"I just wondered," Thorkild said.

The plump man looked at him, raising one eyebrow. He said, "And you? Every 
day?"

"No," Thorkild said. "Like you, when I have to. Until fifteen, then. Good-bye."

He saw the image dissolve. Then he went on looking at the place where it had 
been.

Half a million people a day, he thought. And I walk. Who are we? What are we?

Should he call Alida?



He opened the drawer again, and looked at Saxena's drawn face, and thought 
about Alida because he had to.

II

When the sun came out on this city, and he had seen it come out, it looked 
incongruous. This time of mists, near dawn, and the occasional lift of wind and 
sift of drizzling rain, with the grayness of it, was more appropriate.

Jacob Chen drew close the concealing cloak about his neck, the hood over his 
head, and walked circumspect through the street. The buildings beside him 
were mostly of dark stone, a little glinting for the sheen of wet upon them, 
which caught and reluctantly gave back the occasional glimmer of the lights.

There were lights in a few windows, too. Not many. It was not yet dawn.

One should not think of climate as forming man, in this age when man could 
form climate. Here, had they neglected to do so because of economic 
difficulties, or from some obscure principle? He did not yet know. He ought to 
know. He felt he had failed in his duty by not knowing. Worse still, he had 
failed himself as he thought of himself, and doubt of his own capacity was the 
fearfullest thing he could face.

If they were hiding facts from him— But he had come out because of that 
suspicion, and walked the town nightlong, and sought with all his senses for 
the clue which would prove it true, and had nothing.

He sniffed the air. Fresh smoke. Someone lighting a warm fire to face the 
autumn day. And he could see it, spiraling up from the chimney of a house 
across the way.

There was a big gray building he could see from where he had come to now—a 
junction of streets he had not passed before, forming a circus with a blank 
obelisk in the center. He eyed the obelisk and his mind crowded automatically 
with anthropological data: fertility symbols, upstanding to the sky.

No. It made no sense. It was human, but lacked the vigor of the symbol.

He crossed the circus to the front of the gray building and stood listening. 
There was a chanting from within. Sometimes there was a hiss-and-slap and a 
shrill cry. Did you put a creation of pure chance in the middle of a junction 
where a building of such importance faced the street? It seemed that these 
people did. There was disconnection here, so sharp he could barely admit the 
evidence of his senses.



He walked up the five shallow stone steps to the door of the gray building. Like 
many ceremonial structures, it had a huge door, eight meters high at least, 
occupying the greater part of this end wall facing him, and because the main 
door was so difficult to open without power hinges, which he could see it did 
not have, there was another, smaller, door set in it. This one stood ajar. He 
hesitated, and stepped inside.

One dim light swung in the wind inside the door, from a low false ceiling which
—together with plain native-wood partitioning—created an anteroom beyond 
the entrance. No decoration. No symbolism. And yet such a place as this was 
crucial to their culture.

He had hypothesized. He could be wrong. He knew that. And in a sense knew 
he could not, for to be wrong was to destroy his existence.

He slid back the panel-door set in the partitioning and went beyond, into the 
great hall itself, which occupied most of the high-roofed building.

Here there was no furnishing except plain wooden benches, and again no 
decoration. The windows were tall slits with many small pieces of clear white 
glass set in metal frames. The floor was of stone flags. About fifty or sixty 
people were here, some sitting on the benches, some few lying on the floor 
unconscious. At the center of the group—the benches being disposed on three 
sides of a square at the geometric center of the hall—four men and two women 
wearing only coarse kilts were scourging each other with the things that made 
the hiss-and-slap: broad-lashed whips, short-handled, long-thonged.

That was all.

Nobody at all turned to look at him. The people sitting on the benches mostly 
had their eyes closed; they had drawn up cloaks similar to the one he was 
wearing, covering the marks on their backs and hiding their heads in the 
hoods.

How do you build a society on this?

Jacob Chen looked, and shuddered, and went out again into the cold 
unwelcoming street.

Wrong, the stream of his thought cast up. A word like a corpse, oozing from its 
mouth the water of a putrid river, stinking of decayed hopes.

Wrong. Not a word to which he could any longer attach a meaning. A 
programer couldn't be wrong. A programer had insufficient data.

He stopped in his tracks, turned, a great pounding in his chest as though his 
heart had suddenly grown to twice its size and iron hardness, clanging at every 



beat. His belly was stretched tight with apprehension, like the skin of a drum. 
He went back up the five steps towards the little door in the big door.

They came out from the city a few hours after dawn, four men in sweeping 
black robes, shiny, as if oiled, with fringed fur hats on their heads. They rode 
like mutes on the way to a funeral in a high-sided car powered by a humming 
electric motor. When they crossed the boundary of the spaceport they slowed 
the car so that a group of forewarned members of the port staff could fall in 
respectfully behind, walking stately in the rain.

Captain Lucy Inkoos came down the ramp from the ferry-ship. They had 
informed her about this, with regret that seemed genuine. And it wasn't for her 
to judge.

She stood uncovered in the rain, and drops spotted and then flowed together 
on the red fabric of her uniform. Her ancestors had made the Benin bronzes; 
her face, fine-carved, high-cheeked, was impassive as a bronze image as she 
waited for the approach of the cortege. Four of her officers stood with her 
beside the ramp.

The high-sided car halted. Stiffly, like awkward but silent machines, the four 
men in black shiny robes got to the ground. One of them walked forward to 
face Captain Inkoos.

He was at least her equal in height, and the high-crowned fur hat added twenty 
centimeters to that, so as to give the effect of immense stature. He was not 
looking down at her, but she seemed to hear his voice from far overhead.

He said, "We brought him back."

Captain Inkoos nodded. "I was told," she said. Around her the four officers 
shifted from foot to foot.

"We regret this," the man said. "As I have had the story, he asked to join one of 
our rituals. In the hall near the circus of the obelisk. By chance a participant 
decided to take action the very moment he joined the group. And… he is as you 
see."

The other three, with help from some of the port staff who had walked across 
the landing-ground in the rain, had opened the back of the car and were now 
lifting the body of Jacob Chen to the ground. They had wrapped him in a piece 
of black satin, but when the light fell full it showed a patch of reddish stain over 
where the corpse's heart must be.

"The man who killed him"—Captain Inkoos heard the voice seem now to come 
not merely from a great distance in space, but also from a point far away in 



time—"will of course be dealt with. Would you wish to send a representative to 
the execution when it takes place?"

Captain Inkoos repressed a shudder. She said, "No." And, realizing how thick 
and discourteous her voice must have sounded, went on, "We accept that Jacob 
Chen had no business to intrude on your ritual. He left the ship by himself, 
telling no one where he was going. He brought it on himself."

"His wishing to join the ritual—" the man said, "we have no objection, you 
understand. It is public. Only… we do not think he knew the reason for joining. 
And he did not find out."

Captain Inkoos felt her broad flat lips press together, narrowing, as she studied 
the face of the man with the fur hat. The fringe which fell all around it 
concealed his forehead, but the rain had gathered some of the hairs together 
into stringy bunches, and she could guess at the location of his hairline. A high 
forehead, a sensitive mouth, those hollow, intellectual's cheeks—

And they built on this death.

It was not her business to understand. She could only curse Jacob Chen for 
wasting himself, and nod, and thank the men in black shiny robes for bringing 
back the body, and ask for a transcript of the trial if there was to be one.

"There will not be a trial," the man said. "It was in the course of ritual, in plain 
sight. When one does that, he is deliberate. It is to restore reality to existence 
by invoking death. There is nothing else."

That wall they had battered for months, since first contact. Captain Inkoos 
wondered if Jacob Chen had breached it in the last moments, before his life 
flooded from the knife-hole in his chest. The four officers moved from behind 
her and took the stiffening corpse, black-wrapped, from its bearers to carry it 
into the ship. One of them put his hand incautiously down as he moved into 
position; when he took it away, the palm was marked with rusty blood.

These are people, she said to herself. They had ancestors in common with me. 
All human beings are at least cousins. All human beings can understand one 
another. This world when found was assumed to be like—although unlike—
others. There was this spaceport, with many ferry-ships which traveled to the 
local asteroids, mining and refining, and to a scientific observatory on the 
major satellite, and there was a good living-standard though drab compared 
with most other worlds‘. They spoke a language close to Standard Earth, 
considering the long gap since previous contact with other human worlds.

And she had had to send for Jacob Chen, because he was a programer and 
there was this wall of non-comprehension.



She glanced up the ramp. The body was going out of sight, awkwardly man-
handled by the four officers. There would be an inquiry. There would be no 
blame. You didn't order a programer to account for his movements. You sent 
for him because he knew what to do better than anyone else could.

And died. Through not understanding. Perhaps it would be generations before 
the problem was solved, if he had failed.

The black-robed men and the port staff stood silent; only the sound of the rain 
and the shifting of feet on the metal ramp could be heard.

No one would put blame on her, Captain Inkoos thought. But were you to 
blame Jacob Chen himself, a man who could punch a program of a million 
words into a computer? A man whose mind grasped problems beyond the 
conception of ordinary folk? Were you to blame these men in black robes and 
fur hats?

Or whom?

The port staff began to walk back to the administration buildings, low-
crouched at the edge of the landing-ground. The man she had been talking to 
said, "We regret it, you understand."

"I believe you."

"We regret existence," the man said. He glanced at his companions and they 
nodded, and all four of them turned together to get back into the high-sided 
car.

Captain Inkoos thought of them as they might perhaps be—today, or tomorrow
—stripped to the waist, offering themselves to pain. Pain is the only reality, 
they said. Pleasure can be negated; even boredom, the neutral, featureless 
state, makes pleasure impossible. But the happiest man can be hurled to the 
depths of misery by the stab of a rotting tooth, or the lash of a whip on his back. 
Unite reality to consciousness, they said, by pain. And if that too fails, a man 
may invoke the last reality of all by taking such action as to cause his death. 
Here, as on most worlds more backward than Earth, they killed a man for 
killing a man. Kill in the sight of witnesses, and in your turn be killed.

And the man you kill may by chance be Jacob Chen, unique genius, programer.

She grew aware that her senior aide, Commander Kwan, had come down the 
ramp to stand beside her and watch the scattered components of the brief 
cortege disperse. After some time in silence, the commander said, "What are 
we to make of them?"

Captain Inkoos shrugged and didn't answer. Jacob Chen had not been able to; 
how could she?



"Will we ever be able to get on with them?" Kwan persisted.

"Ask the future," Captain Inkoos said shortly, and turned and walked up the 
metal ramp, the hard heels of her shoes making a sharp noise at every step.

III

Like most worlds with characteristics fitting them for human occupation, 
Ipewell had one large satellite and a G-type primary. But Ipewell had no moon, 
and no sun.

They were Mother's Night Eye and Mother's Day Eye.

Formerly he had had no chance of being allowed out on his own unless one of 
Mother's Eyes was open. But by behaving so well lately that his family had 
almost become suspicious, Lork (Garria-third-boy) had contrived to stretch 
and stretch the periods when he could be out of sight without people asking 
where he had got to.

This evening: the big risk, the staking of all.

There was a gap of four whole hours today between the disappearance of the 
Day Eye into the red clouds of sunset and the opening of the Night Eye among 
the stars. Consumed half by terror and half by astonishment at his own 
bravery, he slipped away across the great yard of the family homestead towards 
the secret path among the bushes lining the river. The path had once been a 
creekcat run, but no one had seen a creekcat here in living memory.

Cautiously at first, then with increasing speed as he drew further away from 
home and the risk of being heard, he made his way around two bends of the 
river. He came finally to a place where a blaze had been cut in the thick spongy 
stem of a brellabush, and paused.

"Jeckin?" he whispered. "You there?"

Jeckin (Fabia-eighth-boy) rose from shadow, sighing with relief. "I thought for 
certain you'd been turned back," he said. "I haven't been waiting long, but it felt 
like an eternity. I expected the Night Eye to open any moment."

"Custom forbid!" Lork snapped. He spat on the ground and stamped three 
times on the little wet blob. "But we'll have to hurry anyway. Let's go."

Jeckin nodded and parted the bushes carefully. They crept between the heavy 
drooping leaves and emerged on the edge of the rolling grassy meadows that 



ran unbroken to the skyline. A long way ahead of them was a reddish glow 
marking their goal.

They began to run.

Ten minutes later they were too close to the red glow to go on running 
unnoticed. Jeckin pointed at a clump of maxage and Lork, grunting agreement, 
dived for its shelter. Together they panted to recover their breath.

"See the ship?" Jeckin said softly.

"Big," Lork said. "How many people aboard?"

"I've heard it's a thousand, but I don't believe it. You couldn't."

Lork wasn't so sure, but he didn't answer. He lay and feasted his eyes. Dull-
gleaming in the last of the twilight, the ship rested in a shallow dip on top of a 
rising mound, perfectly spherical except for the vertical spike pointing 
starwards above the hull. The reddish glow came from emergency lights at the 
foot of the mound, where the crew had set up a temporary village of 
prefabricated huts.

"What do we do now?" Lork whispered.

"Someone's coming this way," Jeckin muttered. "See?"

Straining his eyes, Lork made out two figures moving shadowy on the 
meadowland. For a horrifying moment they seemed to be heading straight for 
the maxage where he and Jeckin lay hidden; then they turned aside randomly, 
and he saw that they were simply strolling about. There was a sound of 
laughter, and a low woman's voice tinged with amusement said something.

Of course, it would have to be women they met first on this dangerous 
expedition. Imagine a woman hearing them with sympathy—even 
the different kind of woman rumor reported as being aboard the starship.

Correction: not two women, but a woman and a man. The man's gruff tones 
carried less well than his companion's, and were heard later.

"I think they're heading for us," Jeckin said unsteadily.

"Lie still till they're past, then," Lork hissed.

Excellent idea. Except that they weren't going past. When they came close to 
the clump of maxage they looked around to make certain they were out of sight 
of their companions nearer the ship. Then the man unrolled something 
mattress-like on the ground. The woman helped him straighten it. Lork's scalp 
began to prickle. Not—

But he could see clearly that the woman wasn't pregnant. By Ipewell standards 
she was skinny, while the man was a fine specimen such as any Mother would 



have trouble keeping to herself; still, perhaps there were compulsory 
arrangements about fatherhood. Lork understood vaguely that the way of life 
the star-people followed differed from his own, but he had no experience to 
help him conceive how.

The man turned to the woman and put out his arms. They embraced.

"Oh no!" Jeckin exploded, and leapt to his feet.

The man and woman sprang apart, snatching at their waists. Two powerful 
lights—seeming to the terrified Lork at least as bright as the Day Eye—
transfixed him and Jeckin. Miserably, he too stood up.

After a pause, the man spoke in Ipewell dialect. He said, "So, a couple of 
peeping toms."

"No… uh… no!" Lork babbled, and realized for the first time that there wasn't a 
respectful form of address for male superiors in Ipewell language. Men were by 
definition inferior, not able to reproduce. Yet it was wrong to speak to a man 
from the stars as an equal. "We just wanted to… uh—"

How to hammer into words what had driven them to defy the personal order of 
Mother Uskia, forbidding all males to go near the starship?

The woman said, "Who are you, anyway?"

Shaking, they gave their names.

"Jeckin (Fabia-eighth-boy)?" the woman repeated. "I've heard of your family. 
Life must be hell for you, isn't it?"

That wasn't a remark to expect from a woman. Jeckin was startled. Lork gave 
him an encouraging nod, and he suddenly burst out, "Yes! Yes! For my mother-
in-fact has eleven children which should bring her great honor but we are all 
male, all of us, and she is past bearing now and the shame of having no 
daughters stains the family!"

Lork squeezed his friend's arm. He had often heard how hellish Fabia made life 
for her children because of their inferior sex.

The man and woman looked at each other, shrugging. The man said, "Well, 
now you're here, sit down and explain what you came for."

Gay Logan listened to the two boys. You could hardly make out their features in 
the dimness, but she could tell they were nice-looking—dark-haired, probably 
rather dark-skinned like most of Ipewell's people, and about the same age: 
fifteen or sixteen. And intelligent. And frustrated.



Then her attention wandered from what they were saying and she looked at 
Hans Demetrios. He sat cross-legged, head cocked to one side, absolutely taut 
with concentration. A stab went through her.

This was where his interest lay, really. Not in her. Not in anyone, not even 
himself.

Half-jokingly they said there was a new breed evolving and Hans Demetrios 
belonged to it, and Jacob Chen, and a handful of others: as though a racial 
subconscious were reacting over generations to pressure created in 
environment by man himself. A hungry breed. You could see it. Hans 
Demetrios did not look in the least like Jacob Chen, and yet you could see the 
thing in common in their starving-bright eyes, their tense cheek-muscles.

Programers. Hans was young, and he would go far; already he was out of reach 
of Gay Logan.

She had tried. She knew the tools with which man tackled the complex 
universe; she understood the superimbecility of computers, what they could 
do, what not. She had to use them in her work. With terrible exhausting 
concentration and provided she was not disturbed even by the drift of a dust-
mote across her vision, she could program a computer directly—to the extent of 
a few hundred words. They said Jacob Chen could write a program of a million 
words or more without an error, taking a month over it, and never set a symbol 
down on paper. All in the head. All at once.

And Hans— She had seen him today finish the program for the Ipewell Bridge; 
he had taken a fortnight over it, ten hours a day, pausing for meals and sleep, 
and never making a mistake.

You could go and watch him, hands moving on the input keyboard, and he 
would look up when he had adjusted to the need to be distracted, and nod and 
smile, and keep right on.

He sees a different universe, she thought. Not the same universe I see.

She felt a dull sense of resignation. He was a nice person, but she'd been so 
stupid.

"I'll explain," Hans was saying in friendly tones to the two boys. "This world is 
one of many which people from Earth came to centuries ago, to colonize and 
tame it. A planet is big, and human beings are small. You need a lot of them to 
conquer a new world. Usually the colonists bring with them enough equipment
—sometimes including sperm and ova banks and artificial wombs—to tide 
them over the difficulties of the first generation.

"As we've pieced it together, a terrible disaster—perhaps an earthquake, or a 
very violent storm—destroyed most of the colonists' supplies. Your ancestors 



desperately needed manpower at all costs. They had to breed rapidly. So female 
fertility became a fetish, and fertile women assumed the dominant position in 
the evolving society here. That's all. The legends of the Greatest Mother, with 
her Night Eye and her Day Eye, and the rest, are just legends, invented to 
bolster the matriarchy and insure its survival."

The boys winced simultaneously. But of course both the Eyes were closed at the 
moment, so the blasphemy went unpunished.

"Right now," pursued Hans, "Mother Uskia is on Earth, negotiating the 
splicing-in of Ipewell to the Bridge System. By means of the Bridges, matter—
including living people-can be transported from world to world. Since they 
were invented almost a century ago, we of Earth have made it our great task to 
re-unite scattered humanity on all the planets to which it may have wandered. 
This is not something other worlds must pay for. It's our service to the human 
race, our greatest ambition. Anyone can go by Bridge to anywhere he wants, 
provided he carries no sickness and no dangerous goods. That's our one 
condition—thatanyone can use the Bridges."

"If you build a Bridge here," Lork ventured, "could… we use it?"

"If by the laws of this planet you're of the age of discretion, yes."

She heard the two boys sigh as one. Her own sigh was not heard except by 
herself.

When they headed for home, hurrying because it would soon be time for the 
Night Eye to open, they went in stunned silence. They felt like slaves suddenly 
shown the promise of liberty.

"Do you believe it?" Jeckin said when they reached the path along the river 
where they had to separate.

"I want to," Lork answered soberly.

"So do I."

For a while they listened to the plash of the river, staring at each other.

"Lork," Jeckin said awkwardly. "Lork, if it does happen, and they make this… 
this Bridge he talked about, and we can go to other worlds from here—shall we 
go?"

"Mother Uskia herself and all her attendants couldn't stop me," Lork said.

Jeckin glanced up between the close leaves of the brellabush to where the Night 
Eye was rising in the sky. He said, "She's watching."



"Let her," Lork answered. "I think she's going to have to watch a lot of things 
more abominable than what we're doing."

Jeckin chuckled throatily. He clapped his friend on the arm and slid without a 
sound into the night. Lork turned away likewise. On the way home he began to 
sing.

IV

Godlike two hundred feet overhead, Jorgen Thorkild looked down on the 
people milling across the transit floor like insects, like signals in the circuits of 
a computer, like anything but human beings. From such a height they had no 
names or personal identity; featureless as molecules and almost as numerous, 
they were piped and channeled and directed on a purely statistical basis.

If I had a thunderbolt to hurl from this Olympian viewpoint, I wouldn't kill 
people. I'd just alter some entries in the memory banks.

What the hell happens to human importance down there?

Behind him the door leading on to the vantage platform hushed open. He 
turned, composing his face to greet the honored delegates. At their head, 
Moses van Heemskirk, who would never miss such an opportunity. He couldn't 
have been prouder of the Bridge System if he'd invented the principle himself. 
By this time, perhaps he thought he had.

The vantage platform, and the impervious bubble enclosing it, had a refractive 
index equal to that of air. Most of the gang of delegates hung back even when 
van Heemskirk marched forward, hand outstretched towards Thorkild. The 
two who did not were probably the leaders. There were about sixty altogether; 
and could see how they were stratified, from leaders through aides down to 
clerks and attendants.

"Day, Jorgen!" van Heemskirk was saying. "Let me present to you the honored 
delegates of the latest worlds to aspire to membership of our stellar community
—Mother Uskia, of Ipewell, and Lancaster Long of the planet Azrael!"

He turned. "Friends, this is Director Jorgen Thorkild, whose untiring work in 
the service of the Bridge System puts everyone on forty planets in his debt!"

Usually Thorkild turned van Heemskirk's fulsome flattery with some self-
deprecating remark. Today he couldn't summon the energy. He merely 
shrugged, drawing a frown from van Heemskirk. He knew what that was due 
to: the same reason that had made van Heemskirk present the delegates to 



him, not the other way round, although their relative status on their home 
world was probably far superior to Thorkild's on Earth. In van Heemskirk's 
eyes, Earth's prestige was what mattered. He was never tired of reminding 
people that Earth got there first.

Got where? To what purpose?

Cautious, the rank and file of the delegations' was coming forward across the 
vantage platform. Thorkild ignored them. He looked over the leaders.

Mother Uskia, from Ipewell: a flat-faced, dark woman in a tight white shirt and 
tighter white trousers stretched across a bulging melon-belly. Pregnant, and 
proud of it. On Ipewell it had something to do with social status—hence the 
honorific Mother before her name. Leading out of the opening down the front 
of her shirt, between fat mounds of breast, was a thin flex connected to a 
microphone. A recorder, Thorkild assumed, to provide her with a permanent 
record of her trip to Earth.

And Lancaster Long: immensely tall, a hand's breadth more than Thorkild 
himself, wearing a splendid purple robe and a cylindrical hat of white fur. His 
complexion was rather sallow. His high-arched nose and sharp dark eyes lent 
him the looks of a bird of prey.

The oohing and ahing could be left to underlings. Mother Uskia and Lancaster 
Long moved to the edge of the platform and looked down thoughtfully. After a 
pause, Long said, "How much bigger is this place than the station on Mars that 
we were brought to?"

"In terms of handling capacity? Sixty or eighty thousand times," Thorkild 
answered.

There was a silence. Shortly van Heemskirk began to fidget. He did not easily 
endure inactivity. "Uh… Jorgen," he suggested, "tell our friends about the 
System. Whatever you think interesting."

What would they not already know? What could van Heemskirk imagine they 
did not know? Like a parrot, Thorkild started to recite worn facts.

"The station on Mars is used only for people like yourself who have to undergo 
quarantine and prepare psychologically for a first visit to Earth. Here we have 
Bridges direct to over forty inhabited worlds. This is the Bridge Center for the 
entire planet, but wherever the population density and traffic warrant it we 
have subsidiary Bridge Stations, one for every hundred million people or so, 
connected only to the Center handling off-planet traffic. We build big. We 
expect our equipment to remain adequate for at least another hundred years."

He broke off, acutely aware of Mother Uskia's microphone pointed at him, and 
of her intense, suspicious expression. Whatever you think interesting—that was 



what van Heemskirk had told him to talk about. And suddenly his mind was 
dry as a desert. What could be interesting about processing human beings—
faceless, average, present or absent merely as statistical variations?

Did Long and Mother Uskia find this interesting? Long had an expression 
which defied analysis. Perhaps it was boredom. The only point of bringing 
these gangs of delegates here at all was so that they could see the Bridge Center 
in operation; they would have had the salient facts given to them within a short 
while of being contacted, long before they were brought to the Solar System.

He was staring at Long. Why? Tall, yes; beak-nosed, yes; very distinguished in 
his purple robe, yes. But for none of these reasons in particular. He… had an air 
of presence. That was it. As though he were more herethan Jorgen Thorkild or 
Moses van Heemskirk or Mother Uskia, certainly more here than any of the 
flowing molecule-people on the transit floor so far below.

Long raised unblinking eyes from the study of the distant human traffic and 
met Thorldld's gaze directly.

Beginning to be alarmed, van Heemskirk rushed in. "Jorgen! Suppose you tell 
us about the people we can see down there at the moment—who they are, 
where they're going?" Yes, of course he might do that. It hadn't occurred to 
him. It hadn't occurred to him to look away after meeting Long's eyes, either. 
When he did so, he felt an unreal click, not a click, that was wrong, but 
something— He hunted in memory for what it reminded him of, and then got 
it. The sense of reluctant yielding, amounting almost to a soundless snap, when 
you draw apart the north pole of one magnet from the south pole of another.

It cost him effort to focus his eyes on the far-distant floor. He reminded himself 
that he knew the schedules for at least a week in advance, and he ought to be 
able to identify at least the large groups.

A straggling line of a hundred-odd men and women gorgeous in uniform 
scarlet caught his eye. With relief, he knew he had something he could say. 
"That's the crew of the scoutship Alpheratz," he said. "The relief crew, that is, 
going on duty. These ships spend their time tracking down the waves of —pre-
Bridge colonization, locating worlds where people settled—"

It struck him violently that both these delegates were from worlds which 
scoutships had recently discovered. And the entire purpose of their visit was to 
tie in to the Bridge System.

He finished lamely, "Like yours, for example. I mean—"

Badly worried by now at Thorkild's peculiar incoherence, van Heemskirk 
hurried to try and cover for him. "It's the most remarkable achievement of 
mankind!" he declaimed in his public orator's voice. "The invisible links reach 



out from here to unite planet to planet as the strong bonds of affection unite a 
family. Yes, precisely, for mankind is one family, after all. Like bonds of 
affection between relatives!"

Promptly as he began to speak, Mother Uskia turned, pointing her microphone 
to catch his words.

Long, with much more discernment, ignored van Heemskirk's orotundity. He 
went on looking at Thorkild.

"It must be a highly complicated and demanding job that you hold, Director 
Thorkild," he said.

"It is!" van Heemskirk hastened to agree. "One of the most responsible in the 
galaxy."

Long did not even turn his head to acknowledge the interruption; van 
Heemskirk took note of the snub, and flushed. A faint stir of amusement 
colored Thorkild's gray thoughts. If Long could freeze out van Heemskirk like 
that, he would be a man worth knowing.

Remembering belatedly that he ought to make some answer for himself, he 
nodded.

"And are you satisfied?" Long pursued.

"Satisfied?" Thorkild turned the word round in his mind. "Not yet. Not until all 
the worlds that man has reached have been tied in to the Bridge System, I 
guess. And probably not even then."

"You miss my point," Long said. "I realize that you won't rest content until the 
System has expanded to its ultimate possible limits. But what I meant was 
rather to ask you if your work satisfies you, or whether it's satisfying—maybe 
that would be clearer."

What might satisfaction mean? Whatever it was, Thorkild thought, he didn't 
have it. Not any more. Pipe people from here to there, shove freight around, 
take decisions from a beer-drinker singing an obscene song and have to 
acknowledge it for your own, like a man standing father to a chance-got child 
and lacking the tolerance of Joseph—and being turned down as in some 
ungraspable way inferior to Saxena; that was the worst of it. Had Saxena 
suffered this? Was this why he (for another reason than Alida, obviously) had 
killed himself?

He said, "The work's there. I can do it, I do do it; so far as that goes, I guess it's 
satisfying."

"As I understand it," Long said, the corners of his mouth turning downwards as 
if through disappointment, "this Bridge System is now the work of Earth—



Earth's reason for living. The service your planet provides for mankind is the 
way it was described to me."

Thorkild nodded again, wondering what was coming next.

"Tell me," Long said, looking not at Thorkild now but past him, eyes focused on 
a point in air, "would you agree the comparison made by Responsible van 
Heemskirk?"

Mother Uskia lifted her microphone as usual to catch Thorkild's reply. Perhaps 
it was the sudden irritating gesture which made him rap out words before he 
thought.

"It's more like an octopus, or the web of a spider," he said. "If you really want to 
know. Or less purposeful than that. Like the stems of a climbing plant feeling 
around for something to grab hold of and sink suckers into, without the 
blindest hint of what it's doing it for."

"Jorgen!" said van Heemskirk, appalled, and started forward. He was checked 
by Mother Uskia.

"One moment," she said. "Director Thorkild, kindly explain what the things are 
which you compared the Bridge System to: an octopus and a spider's web. On 
Ipewell we have neither."

"If you don't know what they are, how did you memorize the names on one 
hearing?" Thorkild demanded. "You pronounce the words perfectly."

A scowl crossed Uskia's flat face. "I know!" she snapped. "But my daughter 
must know too."

She zipped open the shirt stretched tight on her belly, and Thorkild saw that 
the flex from the microphone ran, taped to the skin, down to a button-size 
speaker plugged into her navel, turned inward to address the growing foetus.

Thorkild tried to stop a grin. The muscles strained in the cheeks. He waved at 
the thousands of people beneath his feet. "See the grayish crowd?" he said. 
"They're emigrants bound for Platt's World and Kayowa. Eight thousand a day 
and—" No good. The idea of the speaker plugged in her navel! You can't start 
educating them too young! Wowph!

And the hooting hysterical laughter began and seemed it would never stop. He 
managed to force his eyes open three times in succession: once—van 
Heemskirk looking fit to burst with horror and anger; twice—Uskia, her face 
contorted with reaction to the insult he had offered her; thrice—Lancaster 
Long, looking like the dark angel after whom his planet had been named.

Then the laughter filled his eyes with tears and blinded him.



V

Planning committee in session; you don't move a finger without a plan. You 
daren't. You're a juggler.

Alida Marquis pushed back her dark hair. The four men in the room, seated 
around the long table, looked at the gesture with a certain hunger; they saw the 
way the lift of her arm raised her full bosom, drew up the hem of her loose-
hanging tan shirt, hand-blocked with ancient black designs, and let be seen an 
inch of bare skin around her waist. She was very beautiful—statuesquely built, 
perfectly proportioned, graceful in walking.

Thorkild hadn't called back. That worried her. It was the first time, and 
somehow disconcerting.

She said, "Come down to the beach sometime and see the rest of it. I swim like 
anybody else."

Three of the men chuckled self-consciously. The fourth— Metchel, Ways and 
Means Department—showed his too-large front teeth in a rabbity smile and 
said, "I'm not greedy, thank you, Alida."

The others chuckled again, with a more genuine amusement. Then, when they 
saw she wasn't smiling, they turned their minds back to the business before 
them.

"There won't be any problem of re-allotment of space in the Bridge Center," 
Metchel said. "Kayowa is due to fill its current emigration program within four 
months; traffic to Ipewell won't be heavy for a good while yet. And this other 
place, Azrael, aren't we still waiting for Chen's report?"

Alida nodded. She stared down at the three-dimensional model of the Bridge 
City which was projected within the transparent depths of the table. Nearest 
her was the part that most concerned her as Supervisor of Relations: the strip 
of land and buildings running from the edge of the sea to the foot of the inland 
hills where forty worlds could meet face to face. Idly she ticked some off in her 
mind. That block of apartments was a piece of Platt's World; in the basement 
bar you could eat crisp sticks of peppertree and wash away the tingling after-
taste with minty cordials, while a girl played wild skirling music on a uileann 
pipe and sang like a gale through treetops. And the wide-spaced houses there—
Glory, where tonight they would dance on the grass and the men would toss 
prickaburrs at the girls' clothing, and the girls who did not want to be caught 
and partnered would remember that the burrs would not stick on skin. Glory 
was sometimes fun.



Why hadn't Thorkild called back?

Someone was saying, "Chen's report? I heard, but I wasn't sure. They must 
have run into trouble if they sent for him."

She looked up. It was Laverne who had spoken, the psychologist in charge of 
mores adjustment, a too-clever man who could have made a lion lie down with 
a lamb, they said. And had not yet done so only because he had never been 
asked to.

Alida said, "Yes. The captain of the scoutship asked for him to be sent out. Her 
regular programer couldn't handle the culture analysis; he did the Bridge 
program, but handed over the rest of the work to Chen."

"Well, in that case," Metchel said, "can't we assume that we ought to go ahead? 
Knowing Jacob Chen, we'll probably have his results before we're ready even if 
we start now."

Alida shrugged. Somehow the work in hand seemed misty and hard to grasp. It 
had never been this way before. It was good, demanding, rewarding work. She, 
and this staff around the table with her, and for each of them a thousand more 
experts armed with every conceivable tool for the job, were the people who 
made the smooth running of the Bridge System possible. Without event, 
without trouble, without unforeseen snags.

She looked down again into the table, at the model there. People of forty worlds 
in one city on Earth, their mores and traditions all different, their manners 
different, their dialects different. Should she go to Glory this evening? You 
could have fun at Glory. It might take the load off this unhappy mind.

She slapped the table, open-palmed. "No, don't proceed with Azrael's 
arrangements," she said. "Jacob Chen is a genius, but if they had to send him 
out there that means they found something difficult even for him. We'll just 
make the contingent arrangements for Ipewell, and before we meet again 
tomorrow I'll have a word privately with van Heemskirk and find out more 
details. Anything else?"

Laverne looked up. He said, "Yes. A preacher from Riger's, name of Rungley. 
Do you know about him?"

"The snake-worshipper," Alida said. "What about him?"

"They let him through this morning on Thorkild's instructions. I've had a word 
with Koriot Angoss about him, and it's all very well for Angoss to have assured 
Thorkild the man was safe to be let loose, but whereas on Riger's he's merely a 
fanatical member of an obscure sect, he's a novelty here, and… a problem."

"In what way?"



"He's immune to snake-venom. Angoss's idea was that he should be given some 
deadly snakes, so that he'd get pretty sick and be made to look foolish. Only, 
they sent through the results of his routine quarantine examination, and it 
turns out he has the enzyme S-hematinase. A black mamba could spit in his 
eyes and he wouldn't turn a hair. But other people who don't have the enzyme 
would require intensive chemotherapy, and at that they might be unlucky."

Alida passed her hand across her forehead. She said, "How does he come by 
this enzyme?"

"It's been selected for among his ancestors, on a chance basis for who-knows-
how-many generations, and since emigration to Riger's, deliberately. He has it 
from both sides of his family."

"Watch him," Alida said. She tried to think of something to add, and couldn't. 
After a moment, Laverne shrugged and began to gather his documents into his 
portfolio. The others got to their feet and did the same.

Into the sound of shuffling feet and rustling papers came the click of the solido 
projector turning on, and they automatically raised their eyes to see 
Responsible van Heemskirk's image floating in mid-air at the end of the room. 
His eyes sought Alida. He wore an ill-tempered expression and there were 
patches of sweat darkening his yellow shirt.

He said, "Have you been discussing Azrael?"

Alida looked at him. She had never seen him like this before. He was never 
disturbed by anything.

An extraordinary sense of unreasoning excitement gripped her. She felt the 
pulses in her throat begin to beat like hammers.

"Yes, we have," she said. "Not in detail, but—"

"All right. Get round to my office at once, and you, Laverne, better come too. 
You know Jacob Chen was sent out to Azrael in response to an urgent request 
from the scoutship captain there. Well, he got mixed up in some local ritual. 
And they killed him."

The eyes of all five in the room snapped tight on van Heemskirk's round face, 
glistening with perspiration.

"What's more," van Heemsldrk said in a rough-edged voice, "we just had to put 
Jorgen Thorkild under sedation. He's had a breakdown and insulted the 
representative from Ipewell, and the System feels as though it's grinding to a 
halt."

There was a tall woman in scarlet uniform in van Heemskirk's office, her face 
as still and noble as an ebony carving; van Heemskirk presented her as Captain 



Lucy Inkoos. Also in the office in image—physically, he was around the world 
in the middle of the Gobi Gardens, in the capital of Earth—was Minister Shrigg. 
He had been bald since he was a boy, and gave the impression that ever since 
he had been too busy to find time to have the condition cured. His solido 
presence seemed to embarrass van Heemskirk terribly.

"Is there a connection?" he was saying as Alida and Laverne entered. Again, 
when they were seated, he said, "Is there a connection?"

"As far as can be seen, I doubt it," van Heemskirk said, and mopped his face 
with a kerchief matching his shirt.

"All right. There will have to be an inquiry, of course."

Shrigg spoke with the satisfied tone of a man to whom official inquiries were 
the main business of life. To him, they were. Forty planets couldn't be 
governed; they had to govern themselves and co-operate where possible. Earth, 
one planet, was itself already too big to govern. It had to be run, like a machine 
of immense complexity, by experts. Shrigg was not an expert; van Heemskirk 
was. The knowledge rankled, and the opportunity to inquire into an expert's 
shortcomings was the chance Shrigg and those like him waited for.

Captain Inkoos stirred on her seat. She looked Shrigg's image straight in the 
eye.

"Why?" she said. "I have already established the facts as they happened. Jacob 
Chen, like all programers, depended on his own confidence in himself. Perhaps 
he was impatient. He ventured to take part in this deadly ritual on Azrael, and 
one of the natives, as they say there, ‘took action' with a broad-bladed knife. It 
was Chen's fault, if anybody's. Local custom permits such killings. Afterwards it 
avenges them."

Alida, looking at the officer's dark strong face, felt a wakening of interest. To 
speak like that to Shrigg was not easy, however, justified it might be.

Shrigg scowled. He said, "Why was he sent there? Why was he permitted to risk 
his life? Programers are too rare and too valuable to be thrown away!" He 
leaned forward, his eyes on Captain Inkoos.

"Tell me," he purred, "did you not have your own programer on board?"

Honestly! Alida looked for someone with whom to exchange a glance mocking 
Shrigg's naivete, but Laverne was staring at Captain Inkoos, and she and van 
Heemskirk both had their gaze on Shrigg.

"I did," Captain Inkoos said coldly. "I filed a request for a more competent 
programer when my man failed to cope with the problem. I did not request 
Jacob Chen by name."



"Then who sent him out?" Shrigg rapped. "You, van Heemskirk?"

"I approved the assignment," van Heemskirk said. "He was the best man 
available."

Shrigg gave a pleased nod. He looked round in image and in fact. "I see 
Laverne is with you," he said. "A good person, I imagine, to put my next 
question to. This… this murderous planet, as it has turned out to be: the 
background there must form part of the report of the inquiry. We must 
establish whether the request for an advanced programer was justified; we 
must establish why Jacob Chen put himself in the dangerous position that 
resulted in his death. You're in charge of the adjustment of mores, Laverne—
make your recommendation!"

The psychologist gave a faint smile. "Without the facts?" he said. "Without a 
programer having worked over the entire background?"

Shrigg was taken aback. He said, "Why… well, I'll accept that, then. Captain 
Inkoos, your ship is still on Azrael?"

"Yes."

"And there's a representative of the planet here now, I gather. He'll be a good 
place to start the inquiry. I'll fly down tomorrow and see him."

Laverne said, "But Chen's work will have to be finished. For one thing, 
Responsible van Heemskirk here has to initiate negotiations to bring Azrael 
into the Bridge System."

Shrigg flushed, and Alida found herself wanting to chuckle. Logically, if 
Laverne could make a lion and a lamb lie down together, he could make them 
get up. And Shrigg was no lion.

There was a pause. Laverne spoke into it just before Shrigg meant to. He said, 
"If no one else has a suggestion, I'd propose that you try and get Hans 
Demetrios to handle it. He's a young man, but he's shown exceptional promise, 
and I've just finished studying his analysis of this other world that's been 
contacted: Ipewell. I'm impressed."

"I know him," Alida said. "I support the proposal. Moses?"

"He has a growing reputation," van Heemskirk agreed. "But he's rather 
inexperienced. And he's still in training, working with a scoutship."

"Perhaps it would be better not to risk another advanced programer," Shrigg 
said, with what he intended for sarcasm. It rasped Alida's nerves like the dying 
scream of a wild beast.

There was no reply. They all merely looked at Shrigg.



Jacob Chen is dead, Alida said to herself. He was killed. Strange: a neutral fact. 
Because he was a rather neutral person? Hans, though, was too young to be 
neutral. She'd met him several times and liked him well.

Because nobody else was saying anything, she uttered the question which had 
been burning her mind since she came into the room. She was surprised to find 
how intense her voice was when she spoke.

"Jorgen Thorkild," she said. "What happened to him? Did you say a 
breakdown?"

And behind the words, a memory of Saxena.

"While talking to the delegate from Azrael," van Heemskirk said. And added 
doubtfully, "We don't know why. But I expect we may hear soon."

VI

"Where are going, Hans?" the voice said emptily from the doorway of the cabin.

Hans Demetrios looked up. The sliding panel had been pushed back halfway, 
silent in its self-lubricating grooves.

Through the opening he saw Gay Logan, her lips parted and shiny-moist, her 
eyes narrowed a little and very bright.

"Earth," he said. "They sent for me. Come in."

"Earth!" She was taken aback. Her eyes darted over the disarray in the large, 
comfortable cabin; everything had been taken out of the closets and laid on the 
table, the bunk, the floor. There were gaps in the arrangement here and there; 
he had already packed almost half his belongings.

Then she opened the panel all the way, stepped through, closed it again and 
stood with her back against it. She said, "You didn't tell me you were going."

"I'm sorry." He folded his microfilm reader and dropped it in the case he was 
currently filling. Then he gathered up the first of his thousands of microbooks.

Looking at him, Gay thought: yes, he is sorry. He means it. But he doesn't 
mean he's sorry he didn't tell me—not directly. To be exact, he's sorry it didn't 
occur to him to tell me. He didn't give enough weight to the possibility that I'd 
care.

She said, "When did you hear?"



Not pausing in the intricate task of sorting and stowing the microbooks, Hans 
glanced at the wall-clock. He said, "An hour ago, almost."

An hour. Maybe that accounted for… but then she realized she was fooling 
herself. She said, "It must be very urgent, then. Have you finished on Ipewell, 
or did they tell you to drop everything?"

"Part of both," he said. (Oh, the hunger in these men's eyes!) "I am finished 
here. The culture analysis is done; it's rather plain because the population is 
low and homogeneous. And the Bridge program is done. But even if it were not, 
I think they'd have sent me back if they really needed me."

"What's it about, anyway?" Probing. Cautious.

"They killed Jacob Chen on Azrael. They're sending me to finish his work there. 
It's a great honor." He put away the last of the microbooks and began on the 
recording crystals.

Gay said nothing for a long time. She closed her eyes. On the darkness of the 
lids she saw herself. You couldn't say this wasn't attractive. She was of a rare 
type, fine-boned, fair-haired, with violet eyes and a flawless skin that was 
always startlingly tanned. He had said what other men had said, in his own 
detached weighing-it-up fashion that somehow made the statement all the 
more honest and precious. He had said, "You're beautiful."

She opened her eyes. He was sorting the crystals with one hand, touching them 
into some preferred order on the table with the tips of his fingers. She put out 
one arm and took the fingers of his other hand with her own.

"Hans," she said. "Look at me."

He prepared himself to be interrupted in that way she had seen so often before, 
as it were double-checking the arrangement of all the facts he was holding in 
his head to be certain he would know it when he turned his full attention back 
to it, and obeyed. He smiled.

She pulled herself forward from the door by the hand which held his and put 
her other arm around his neck, kissing him fiercely on the lips and cheeks. He 
did respond to the embrace. He did, she was certain, know how to enjoy it. And 
yet—

She snatched herself away from him. "All right," she said wearily. "All right. Go 
on packing your things."

He hesitated. She resumed her place with her back against the door, this time 
linking her hands behind the small of her back and pressing them hard to the 
smooth resilient panel.

"Go on!" she said. "That was… sort of to say good-bye."



"Maybe it won't be goodbye," Hans said, smiling again, but turning to the table 
as he did so. His fingers went back to the quick, flickering movements of a few 
moments ago as though there had been no interruption. "You sound as though 
they were going to kill me too."

Even as a joke, it hurt. She said, "What happened?"

He told her, baldly, as it had come to him: the planet Azrael, the unique reality 
of pain, the wall of not-understanding against which the visitors had battered, 
the misgivings they had felt about tying in a planet to the Bridge system whose 
culture they could not weigh, measure and make predictions for, the fate of 
Jacob Chen who also failed to understand.

"And what concerns you is that that's an honor," Gay said thoughtfully. "To be 
sent for."

"Isn't it?" he answered. Miraculously the confused scattering of his belongings 
was melting like frost in sunlight, all stowed neatly in six oblong cases. Like a 
conjuring trick. "What I meant when I said it won't be good-bye—I might be 
sent back, or perhaps we'll see each other on leave. Where are you going when 
the Bridge crew takes over here?"

She ignored the question. She said, "Hans, what really gives you pleasure in 
life? What makes you want to keep going?"

She saw the beginning of a polite answer on his lips, and for once reacted faster 
than he could. "I don't mean me!" she flared. "I know about you with me. I 
know, how could I not? But it doesn't go deep. It doesn't reach all the way 
down into you, to where you really are."

He sat down on a chair which he might have placed beforehand for this 
moment. He gave a half-shy smile. It was that smile she had seen when they 
first met, which had startled awake in her the feeling that was now turning to a 
rough scar in memory.

"It's a different universe," he said.

"I thought of it like that," she agreed slowly. "The other night, out there, when 
the two boys came."

"Well… it's true. I can't help it, Gay. I am that way. They say—and I don't know 
how it's possible, but it fits— that it's a response to environment that produced 
people like me. How do I get pleasure from life? You're right: my work goes 
deeper into the part of me where I live than anything else ever can. It's so 
demanding."

His eyes unfocused. He stared towards the wall, left of the door, not seeing it.



"It makes one terrified," he said abruptly. "Because this engages everything, 
every single faculty, like clinging with your fingers and toes to a sheer rock 
wall. You inch up, and every inch is an achievement, and one slip is the end. I 
say it's terrifying. Anyone else can fail, and start over. I don't think I could. I 
imagine that's why Jacob Chen had to risk death, because he couldn't live and 
remember failure. It would have destroyed him.

"And yet once you succeed for a while, you don't want to do anything else. 
Nothing else uses so much of you! And you get the payment for it in personal 
esteem, the most selfish kind of admiration of what you've done, which helps a 
little and isn't enough, and sometimes the extra comes, which is enough. The 
two boys—you were just talking about them."

"Yes." Her voice shook perceptibly.

"They're going to be liberated. I know. I did the analysis of this culture, broke it 
down into symbols, weighted them, put them in the memory banks, ran some 
tests for interaction with Earth and the other planets in the Bridge System. 
This culture is sterile. It's going to break apart, and people here will be able to 
breathe again for the first time since the days of the original colonists. The look 
in those boys' eyes. You saw it?"

Again she said, "Yes." Barely breathing it.

"When they build the Bridge to Ipewell, the computers will instruct the Bridge 
crew. But I instructed the computers. I set those boys free."

He seemed suddenly embarrassed at having talked so openly, and got to his 
feet. "Well, I guess I have to check out," he said. "They're setting up the Bridge 
for Earth in three hours' time. I'm sorry, Gay."

"How old are you, Hans?" she said.

"Twenty-two."

"How old was Jacob Chen?"

"Chen? Oh, must have been sixty, or perhaps older. Or again perhaps not. We 
tend to be infant prodigies."

"When did you first discover you would make a programer?"

"I didn't. Other people found out for me. I was just about learning to read when 
they caught on."

She gave a bitter smile. "So I'm about seventeen years too late. What the hell! 
I'll try and remind myself that I'm not the only one who's going to be unlucky, 
setting her heart on you."

"For what?" he said.



There was a silence as tangible as stone.

"Plugging in for Earth now," said the voice of a technician, unemotionally 
filtered by the hear-this system. "Watch the green light."

A uniformed junior technician leaned on the trolley carrying Hans's six cases; 
when the green light came on in the freight compartment of the Bridge 
platform, he gave the trolley an accurate push, and it rolled with a hushing of 
soft tires into its proper place. Then the green light also flooded the personnel 
platform, and Hans moved forward, thinking deeply.

A Bridge. Simple enough in principle. The only characteristics distinguishing 
one volume of space from another were due to the presence of the matter and 
energy it "contained." All worlds suitable for human habitation were roughly 
the same distance from the same kind of sun, all of similar mass. It wasn't hard 
to reduce the residual distinctions to an effective null. Then, to provide a 
means of identifying a particular destination, you could introduce another, 
planned, difference.

Hans Demetrios walked into a zone of space identical with one on Earth. 
It was on Earth. It had taken a hundred gigawatts of power per kilogram of 
transferred mass to maintain the identity of the two spaces during 
transmission, and the computers that kept unbroken watch over that identity 
would probably have noted, reacted to and cancelled out about ten to the 
eighth information-bits corresponding to incipient discrepancies.

And he, Hans Demetrios, had told the computers what the discrepancies were.

He was thinking of Gay Logan. Intellectually, he knew he had not hurt her; she 
had hurt herself, by not thinking through what she wanted before trying to get 
it. If she had thought long enough, she would not have wanted it. Because Hans 
Demetrios was a programer, a man whose ultimate task would be to instruct 
the computers which supervised the running of Earth, or the Bridge System, or 
perhaps of some planet other than Earth. And so long as he made no mistake 
whatever, he would grow. Unique. Unreachable. Moving into zones of 
experience where no individual but himself could possibly count.

And Gay Logan was a charming, attractive, highly intelligent girl, and nothing 
more.

Yet to know that someone had been hurt because of him affected him, just as 
he was affected by knowing that people had benefited because of him.

For most people it was enough to think. But a programer had to know how he 
thought, and why he thought as he did, because the machines with which he 
worked could not do that for themselves.



He was on Earth, emerging in the bright light of one of the terminal rooms set 
aside for space-service traffic. A bored-faced technician in an overhanging 
vantage bubble was cutting off the power supply. On the floor of the room itself 
a man was sitting waiting. As Hans came through, he got up.

"Programer Demetrios," he said. "I'm from Relations. Is that all your gear?"

He gestured towards the freight platform.

"That's all," Hans confirmed.

"Good. I don't know how your local day was where you came from; anyway, 
you'll be relieved to know that you aren't going to be pitchforked into your 
work at once. I have quarters arranged for you, where you'll find transcripts of 
all the events that have led up to your being called back to Earth. It's about 
nineteen hours here. At ten tomorrow you're to report to the Supervisor of 
Relations, Alida Marquis, and she will brief you further. Right?"

With half his mind, Hans accepted the words he heard. With the other half, he 
was thinking about the death of Jacob Chen.

VII

Sometimes in dreams she saw the Bridge System like a fountain of rainbows. 
The rainbow bridge went up to Valhalla, and the heroes passed that way. But a 
bridge for heroes was part of mythology. The dream ended with the moving of 
the rainbow, frustrating as in life—always in the next field, over the next fence, 
till it faded away.

And sometimes Saxena was there, who had been no hero, who had yielded to 
the temptation of poison.

Despondent, Alida Marquis wandered through the forty-world city between the 
hills and the sea where all the planetary populations whose privilege was the 
Bridge came together and were friends. There was nothing at Glory tonight. A 
whisper had gone through the variegated buildings like a driving gale, and the 
people like dead leaves went scurrying with it to seek the newest latest.

Going with them in a chased golden mask and a cloak, which, had she 
remained at Glory, she would have cast aside an hour ago, Alida felt her mind 
cycle like a recording set to repeat unceasingly. She could look about her at the 
miniature worlds she passed by or through, and where they usually filled her 
with exhilaration—her work!—tonight there was this lowering sensation of 



pressure and decay, as though a dank warm mist had closed invisibly on the 
land.

Thorkild had suffered a breakdown. On each of the sectors of the city which 
was effectively a different world with different people, dialects, customs, arts, 
she could feel, nearly see, a thing like a monstrous stubby hoof crushing down: 
the end of a rainbow turned to drab fog-brown, the reality of a Bridge.

Thorkild had suffered a breakdown. She did not like Thorkild very much 
because he was not Saxena and he held Saxena's post and Saxena had killed 
himself without telling her, his mistress of years, the reason why. But like or 
not like was irrelevant: Thorkild and she were bound by what they were.

Thorkild had suffered a breakdown. He was young for his post of fantastic 
responsibility, qualified purely by what he could do, as Saxena had been. So 
was she; she was only four years older than Thorkild and she was Supervisor of 
Relations. It was not only in the barely comprehensible field where the 
programers worked that you could point to evidence of a response to man-
made environmental pressure, creating or selecting for what was necessary.

Thirty-nine worlds. Forty. Forty-two. To relate them in any way at all was a 
task for the gods, and there were only men and women. There were the handful 
(out of the whole race, how many thousand?) who could write a million-word 
program for the computers which were the most important tool, could define a 
planetary culture so that a mindless machine could understand it. And there 
were the people—nearly as few—who could use the tools the programers 
supplied. Alida Marquis. Jorgen Thorkild. Moses van Heem-skirk. For all his 
politician-like mannerisms, he was of the clan, where Shrigg was not. Compare 
a big corporation, perhaps: a manager to say do so-and-so, and to ask why it 
was not done after all, and executives to find a way to do it, or not.

She was moving now into the sector which was a transplant of Riger's World; 
some of the plants here had pink leaves and the buildings were faced with a 
reddish resilient wood. Many, many people were coming here.

To these people, Alida thought, the Bridge System simply was. They were 
proud of it. They felt their prestige enhanced because Earth was geared to this 
service for mankind, to run the Bridges and expand their scope. They were glad 
to have them. But what interested them was a wild-bearded preacher from 
Riger's World who could do something peculiar with a snake.

And yet… if you took the Bridges' away, these people would feel a lack, and be 
unhappy, and they would cast around for a replacement, and not finding one 
they would strike out blindly at each other. When Saxena killed himself, you 
had heard the wave of dismay go round the planet. Hurt without knowing why, 
people wondered, and questioned their reason for existence.



Nobody had planned this situation, though it could have been foreseen. The 
mere complexity, first of an Earth where people were not any longer ciphers to 
be reckoned with in the mass, but individuals at least partly able to invent 
creative goals, to use their lavish leisure and to think with some originality if 
need be, then of a loose and growing union of forty planets, had avalanched 
into being the people who were not free—who did the job because it was there, 
who had to do it because they were the people who could.

The most uncomfortable word in any human language, Alida thought, would 
be conscience. On a newly contacted world they killed Jacob Chen. Shrigg 
could hold all the inquiries he liked, as a man turns up wet flagstones and sees 
grubs writhe underneath for the discomfort of the light. And he would make no 
one suffer half as much as could the simple knowledge: I did the things that led 
to it.

By now she was pressed into a crowd, many of the people being masked, which 
was surging up the outside slope of the little amphitheater at the center of the 
Riger's World sector of the polyplanet city. They were laughing and joking on 
every side, passing gaudy containers of liquor, perhaps celebrating the mere 
fact that there were so many human worlds and Bridges to join them. The 
Earthside folk who were visitors here came mostly by couples; the others were 
resident staff-members from off the planet.

In the jostling melee, she felt a man come close, and a hand inquired under her 
cloak. It would be meant as a kind of flattery, and if she had stayed at Glory and 
danced with a crowd she would have taken it as such, but tonight it had all 
gone wrong. She tilted back her mask and looked at the masked face of the man 
who had touched her, and he hesitated one moment, meeting her eyes.

It occurred to her, as he turned and forced his way away from her, that she 
would not have liked to face a mirror wearing the look that must have been 
there.

Suddenly disgusted with herself and the close pressure of people, because it 
was like a realization of the illusion she had suffered all evening long—the fog-
brown weightless suffocating pressure of the Bridge System, she began to 
thrust her way at random among the crowd. To her surprise, she found herself 
isolated, moments later, on a little knoll commanding a clear view down into 
the heart of the amphitheater.

People were standing, sitting or lolling all down the interior slope, to the very 
edge of the low stage; it was hard for them all to get a view. Yet this knoll was 
empty-perhaps ten square yards of level, raised ground—except for one 
extremely tall man in a sweeping robe of blue embroidered with silver. On his 
head was a high fur hat, with a fringe dropping over his forehead.



From Azrael, Alida realized. The shock was great. She had not counted on 
chancing across anyone from the deadly world where Jacob Chen had died. The 
encounter was something to be prearranged, to happen in a week or so's time 
when Moses van Hemmskirk had finished the preliminary work and the formal 
negotiations for the Azrael Bridge began.

Confused, she found herself staring at the man from Azrael. How curious that 
he should be isolated like this! He had not noticed her come up on the knoll 
with him; he was staring down at the stage below.

After a moment, Alida also turned her attention that way. She saw a man in a 
brown shirt and loose brown breeches standing at the foot of a gilded caduceus 
perhaps four meters high, the eyes of the twined snakes lit up from within. This 
man would be Rungley. He had an untidy, light brown beard and a thick mop 
of unkempt hair. Behind him and all around the foot of the giant caduceus 
were a crowd of children singing something in edgy shrill voices; she could not 
make out the words, but the tune was catchy and rhythmical.

Beside the stage, staring up at Rungley, were a group of men and women in 
dark clothing. She thought she recognized—or was she guessing?—members of 
the resident staff from Riger's, come out to see what their fellow-citizen was up 
to. At the moment, there was some small argument going on with a person in 
the crowd.

The argument ended while she was still straining to make out details. 
Something was passed up from the crowd, handled with gingerly care: a box. 
Rungley took it in a brawny hand and slapped the lid open. Reaching inside, he 
seized something that squirmed. A snake.

With part of her mind Alida thought that it was strange how strong an effect 
the sight of a snake had on these people, most of whom had probably never 
seen one except on film or in a zoo. A physical wave of silence seemed to pass 
through the crowd. Achingly, they all stared at the preacher.

He bent his head forward, putting his thick tongue out between his lips, and 
the snake struck.

By the fangs sunk in his tongue, he drew its head into his mouth. And bit.

And spat the dead head to the ground, and with it a reddish spray of his own 
blood.

Here and there she heard screaming, but muffled by pounding in her own ears. 
She found she could do nothing but stare and go on staring.

"Alida!" a voice said close to her, and she still could not tear her eyes away. The 
voice was familiar, though; it belonged to Koriot Angoss, the Earthside 
representative of Riger's. She answered accordingly.



"All this!" she said. "You've made a bad mistake, haven't you?"

"But he's a cheap mountebank!" Angoss said unhappily. "Someone in the 
crowd brought him a snake, I don't know where from, and he did what you just 
saw. That's the third or fourth time today. And it's a trick that Persian 
conjurers used to do, and on Riger's we find it too disgusting to be 
entertaining. But here—"

Alida managed to look away from Rungley at last. She turned, and found 
herself facing, not Koriot Angoss, but the hawkface of the man from Azrael, 
over Angoss's shoulder. His eyes were dark and astonishingly sharp.

He said, "This man—one of you is from his home world?"

"I am," Angoss said shortly.

"I present myself: Lancaster Long of the planet Azrael. I have been watching 
for some while. I have seen the preacher bitten several times by poisonous 
snakes, and he has shown no ill-effects."

"He's immune," Alida said.

A look of distaste crossed Long's regal features. He said, "And knows it?"

"Certainly. Do you imagine he'd risk it if he weren't?"

"I see," Long said in a tone like a frigid wind. "I had hoped that here for once 
was a person who took his life seriously. Instead, it turns out that he is a cynical 
trickster. It's of a piece with everything else I've seen since I was invited here."

His scornful manner nettled Alida against her will. She said, "Explain!"

"Why should you need such a simple thing explained? A man is not poisoned 
by water; would you go to see a man drink water? That is how you have 
persuaded me to waste my time." He swept his robe around him and began to 
stride down the hillside.

"Who's that?" Angoss demanded, Alida told him what she knew of Long's 
background in a few short sentences, following his tall figure with her eyes and 
noting how people made way for him automatically.

Angoss got the point before she did, and with a wordless cry started out in 
Long's wake. Even then she had to stand wondering and foolish for a moment 
before she too understood and hastened down the hill.

By the time she came to the stage—people not making way for her as they had 
done for Long—she was too late to interfere. Angoss had been in time to 
interfere, but not to stop it.



Many people in the crowd had brought snakes for Rungley; how they had 
found them all Alida didn't waste time guessing. As one was being passed up 
for the preacher to play with, Long had stepped in.

There was no denying it. His scorn was magnificent, and the brawny figure of 
Rungley quailed before him as he raised the snake he had seized and turned 
shouting to the crowd.

"This man!" he cried. "This petty fellow Rungley! He is immune to venom! He 
risks nothing with these snakes he allows to strike him! His actions are a lie 
and a sham!"

A swell of grumbling complaint at having their fun interrupted disturbed the 
crowd. He stilled it with an imperious gesture, the snake hanging from his 
fingers like the short lash of a whip.

"I," Long said, "do not know if I am immune. See this!"

And he shook his lean arm bare of his loose sleeve and offered it for the snake 
to strike.

VIII

For a long time after she came into her office for the new day's work, Alida sat 
staring at the vast window overlooking the polyplanet sector of the city. When 
perhaps ten minutes had gone by, she gave a sudden bitter chuckle and crossed 
the room to the multiprinter unit.

She fed a sheet of black paper into it. Then she set the controls for maximum 
type-size and tapped out seven words on the keys. The machine hummed for a 
moment; then it delivered the paper with the words printed in large red letters.

She took the paper and walked to the window, where she pasted it up in the 
exact middle of the main pane. Then she went back to her desk and sat staring 
at it.

It read: WHY IS A MOUSE WHEN IT SPINS? After a while the answer didn't 
seem funny any more. She turned her mind effortfully to her work.

A few minutes before ten, when Hans Demetrios was due to arrive, it occurred 
to her to call the hospital where they had taken Thorkild. She waited, 
wondering why it had suddenly become important to her to know how he was.



The secretary putting the call through came back to report that Dr. Lorenzo 
wasn't available on a solido circuit at the moment and to ask what she wanted 
done.

"Get me a sound line," Alida sighed. She stared at the black oblong sign on the 
window. Shortly, a voice rang out from the speaker in her desk.

"Supervisor Marquis," it said. "Lorenzo here. In view of Director Thorkild's 
status I've taken personal charge of his case. I'm afraid I have no reassurance 
for you right now."

"How… no reassurance?"

"I'd have to use jargon to make myself clear. Call it a major personality failure, 
if you like."

"True to what?" Alida felt suddenly cold, and reached out to turn the heating to 
full with the manual over-ride.

"I shouldn't commit myself," Lorenzo said. "We're looking for the cause now. 
It'll take several days."

"You'll keep me in touch? Director Thorkild and I work in close association; 
things are bound to be difficult without him."

"I understand," Lorenzo said.

When she had broken the connection, Alida told her secretary to get her a 
newsfax. It was brought in less than a minute. She scanned it closely, barely 
hearing the secretary say that Hans Demetrios had arrived, giving an answer 
only because the words echoed in her memory afterwards.

News: the investigation ordered into the death of Jacob Chen, advanced 
programer, was in preparation. Crowds in the polyplanet sector to see the 
preacher Rungley. Delegate from new planet Azrael hospitalized after snake-
bite. Statement by Rungley explaining Long's sickness by lack of faith in… in 
whatever Rungley had faith in. The enzyme S-hematinase, presumably. 
Statement by Koriot Angoss of Riger's. Negotiations for an Ipewell Bridge to 
proceed as scheduled. Those for an Azrael Bridge tentatively postponed 
pending the result of the inquiry into the death of Jacob Chen.

"But he can't do that!" Alida said aloud, reaching for the call-switch on the 
desk. In mid-movement she froze. She had the sudden insane impression that 
she was seeing Saxena.

Then the illusion passed. It was Hans Demetrios standing in the entrance of 
the office, and the only resemblance was that look—that inquiring, hungry look 
which Saxena had also worn.

She had never seen Thorkild with that look.



She pushed aside the newsfax sheet and gestured for Hans to sit down. He did 
so, moving economically, and glanced up at the window to read her new sign.

"I see your point," he said.

"How do you mean?" she countered.

"The answer to your question, of course. Isn't it ‘the higher, the fewer?"

A smile came unbidden to her face. She said, "That's right. I hadn't expected 
you to know. I hadn't expected many people at all to know. It must be a very 
old bit of nonsense."

"Twentieth century," Hans said briefly. "Are you one of the few?"

"That was why I put it up."

For a few moments they sat and looked at each other. Alida found her sense of 
chill leaving her. To know the answer to the question, and to understand why 
she had put it up, was more than she would have expected from Thorkild, 
Saxena, anyone else she had ever met. Previously, when she had spoken with 
Hans, she had taken him for a merely nice young man. They were twenty or so 
years apart in age, after all. She found herself hoping she had not patronized 
him unduly.

She said, "I imagine you'll go higher than I ever shall. I don't envy you."

"It's not something we choose," Hans answered. "When I came in, you were 
saying something about, ‘He can't do that!' I've seen today's news. Were you 
talking about Shrigg?"

"That's right." Her thoughts had gone wandering down an illogical byway; she 
chased them back. "A Bridge is the right and privilege of any human-occupied 
world. I don't care how many people are worried about Azrael. Shrigg can't 
hold back on the offer of a Bridge."

"I wouldn't press the point too hard," Hans said.

She stared at him. "You've worked on this already?" she suggested.

He nodded, taking out a file of documents from a portfolio he had placed on his 
lap. He didn't look down at them.

"You said you'd seen today's news. So have I. Do you know why Lancaster Long 
did what he did—allowed that snake to bite him?"

"I was there when it happened."

"But you don't know?"

"I suppose I don't," she said wearily.



"I haven't spoken to him yet, though I'm going to try and do so, but I can guess. 
He did it because he didn't know if the snake could kill him."

She turned the words over in her mind and shook her head.

"How's Director Thorkild?" Hans said.

"I… why do you suddenly change the subject?"

"I haven't changed the subject."

A huge half-formed terror shadowy at the back of her mind, Alida struggled to 
make sense of that. Almost, she did, but the sense was worse than the shadow. 
She said, "I called the hospital and spoke to Lorenzo."

"The psychologist?"

"Yes. He's taken personal charge of Jorgen's case."

"And Lorenzo said?"

"He called it a major personality failure, and said that it would take several 
days to establish the reason."

Hans Demetrios glanced down at the papers he held. He said, "He was talking 
with Lancaster Long, I understand. Just before it happened."

"Is that what you meant when you said you weren't changing the subject?"

"Of course."

"But how could questions—presumably quite innocent questions—from a 
stranger upset Jorgen so badly?"

"They were the right questions," Hans said. "But you don't see what I mean, so 
I'll have to leave it."

"No!" Alida said, and realized as she spoke how sharp and rude the tone of her 
voice was. "Uh… I mean no, please try to make it clearer if you can."

Hans shrugged and leaned back. He said, "The higher, the fewer. Out where 
Jorgen Thorkild is, or where Jacob Chen was, there are very few indeed. I can 
feel inside myself how it will be if I reach that kind of level. I can appreciate the 
loneliness, the feeling that you're being used by other people, and only you can 
know what it costs you. You have to reward yourself with hollow self-praise."

The half-formed terror was still in her mind. But now also Alida felt a growing, 
reasonless excitement. Her voice shook when she said, "Go on!"

"The crucial thing is that you must be able to persuade yourself that your 
slaving work is worthwhile. If you falter in that, or if you are driven as Jacob 
Chen was to a suspicion that you're faltering for another reason, you break 
apart. Jorgen Thorkild has broken apart. I've made a few inquiries, of Moses 



van Heemskirk and others. And I'm going to take a gamble which may break 
me."

"Which is?"

"I'm going to make the only assumption, as far as I can see, which Jacob Chen 
did not permit himself. He did not let himself believe that the people of Azrael 
are deliberately, consciously, knowingly dedicated to… destruction."

He raised his hand to his face, and Alida saw with a thrill of horror that his 
forehead was running with sweat.

"Don't try and press Shrigg," Hans said. "The later and longer you can 
postpone the negotiations for the Azrael Bridge the better it will be. The more 
time I'll have, I hope, to prove myself wrong."

"And break apart?" Alida said unsteadily.

"I have to risk that." Haris's knuckles were white on the hand with which he 
grasped his file of documents. "Do you see why now?"

"I… no!" Alida said forcefully.

"They say: pain is more real than pleasure; death is ultimately real. They take 
reality seriously. They make life seem justifiable by refusing to mask its 
precarious nature. They would be ashamed of themselves if they did otherwise. 
We on Earth do it all the time. Lancaster Long was driven by shame when he 
offered his arm for that snake to bite. He was trying to make the audience see 
life as he sees it: a thing to be made real by the ending of it. This is alien to me. 
So far I haven't made it clear even to myself. I'm groping."

"But what if—" Alida broke off before she could voice her thought. She 
recognized that she was too afraid of it.

Hans looked at her with a kind of pity, but it was not a pity which could make 
her angry. He said, "Earth has built an ideal for itself, this past century or so. 
We've made the service of the Bridge System our reason for living. It's our 
source of pride in ourselves. Are you going to press a Bridge on Azrael against 
the will of Lancaster Long?"

She shuddered. It was a long, internal-shaking shudder almost orgasmic in its 
completeness. She said, "Because if the offer is refused—"

"He will want to refuse it!" Hans barked. "It will be the restoration of obsession 
with death to what he thinks of as a sick culture! Ours! What we most greatly 
prize, he will devalue—a cheap toy! As he thinks of the universe: it is easier to 
destroy than to build, therefore destruction is more real and people who forget 
that fact are infantile and inferior! On Azrael they ritualize killing. A man 
makes his life real by killing and being killed. A man who believes what Long 



believes can best serve his idea of reality by destroying the work of another. He 
can, and if we let him he will, destroy our work simply by refusing to have a 
Bridge on his planet."

"Why should he refuse it? The benefits it will bring—"

"Are nothing compared to the results of simply saying no."

There was a long silence. Dully, she picked up the newsfax sheet and pushed it 
into a waste-disposal chute. She said, "And you're prepared to be wrong, which 
might break you."

"If I'm not wrong, you can see what will become of me anyway." Again he had 
to wipe his face. He said then, "I am a doomed man. I have been tried and 
sentenced without knowing it. And I am very much afraid."

Alida tried to find something to say, and failed. Hans gathered his documents 
and put them away, and rose to his feet.

"I'm going to see Long in the hospital," he said. "And I shall see van Heemskirk 
again, and probably Laverne, and perhaps a few other people. But I can't delay 
going to Azrael for very long."

Unexpectedly, on the last word, the look came to his face again—the haunted 
look which had made her think for an instant that she was seeing Saxena. She 
found words pouring from her.

"Hans, look, you must talk about this; you can't go out alone on this! Why 
should you? The disaster is everyone's if you prove to be right. You must share 
that half of it at least."

He looked unhappily at her.

"The higher the fewer, all right!" she said. "But not fewer than necessary—that's 
stupid!"

He hesitated. Then he shrugged. "All right. I'll see you this evening for dinner. 
Will that do?"

She sank back into her chair. Eventually she said, "In the end, you're going to 
be very cruel. But you can't help it. I'll see you at nineteen hours."

He nodded and went out. When he had gone, she tore the silly sign from the 
window and threw it away.

IX



"You are Jorgen Thorkild," said the voice from the box. "To be oneself as fully 
as possible is an adequate goal."

"You're only a machine," Thorkild told it, and picked it up from the white table 
where it stood. For a moment he hefted it meditatively, and then got to his feet.

The air was warm and cloying, syrup-heavy with the scent of the huge flowers 
covering every bush of the hundreds in the hospital grounds. They were artfully 
laid out to imitate nature, punctuated here and there with shallow pools on 
whose mirror-still surface lay nenuphars pink, blue and yellow.

Thorkild judged the distance to the nearest of the pools, drew back his arm, 
and let fly.

"I am a machine, true," the box allowed judiciously. "But the principles on 
which I was constructed—by human beings, remember—"

And splash.

Thorkild dusted his hands and sat down again. He could be certain that within 
ten minutes or a quarter-hour, Dr. Lorenzo would discover what had happened 
and come out to remonstrate; nonetheless, even that much peace from the 
tireless arguments of the machine would be worth it.

He reached for the refrigerated glass which was now all that stood on the table 
beside him. It was not until he raised it to his lips that he caught sight of the 
naked girl standing dappled with shadow among the thick leaves of a nearby 
shrub. She was looking at him, large-eyed, tremulous, like a shy fawn.

"Nefret," he said. He put his glass back on the table.

"I saw you throw the box in the water," the girl said. A hint of awe tinged her 
voice. "You're lucky!"

"Lucky, Nefret?" Thorkild didn't mind talking to her; he had spoken to her 
several times since they let him out from sedation. Most of the time you could 
only talk to her, not with her.

"Yes." She hesitated. Then she looked to left and right among the branches of 
the shrub, and chose a thick stem, heavy with gorgeous waxy blossom. She 
snapped it off near the base. Holding it up before her like a torch, seeming to 
need its light before she dared step out on the open lawn, she took a few 
cautious steps towards Thorkild's chair. He saw that she had drawn open eyes 
on her breasts again, with mud from the edge of one of the ponds.

"Lucky?" Thorkild said again, uncomfortably. She had her own eyes, too, and 
they were terribly sharp. They reminded him a little of Lancaster Long's.

"They'll cure me," Nefret said. "But they won't cure you. You won't let them."



"You can't cure someone who isn't sick," Thorkild said.

"It's sick to be different," Nefret said. She lowered the raw end of her flowery 
branch to the ground, and began to pick off petals one by one. She didn't look 
at Thorkild again.

"I'm soft," she said eventually. "I can feel the cure going on inside me now. Like 
hands shaping wet clay. One day soon I'll be made over entirely. I won't be me 
any more. This is the third time, so I remember, you see. And I'm too soft to 
stop it. But you, you're hard. They won't shape you any other way than the way 
you are. If they go on trying they'll break you into little pieces and dust, and 
you'll sparkle in sunlight."

"How were you different, Nefret?" Thorkild said. She was very young to be here 
for the third time, he thought; her body was half a child's, tight and firm under 
her brown skin.

"I don't want to be the same as everybody," she said. "I won't be happy. I'll only 
think I'm happy. I want to be the way I am."

A foot crunched on a gravel path. She let the branch fall and darted back into 
the bushes. She was gone before the topmost flower on the branch had reached 
the ground.

Thorkild took another pull at his drink before turning to see whose footfall he 
had heard. It was Lorenzo.

"You got here quickly," Thorkild said.

Lorenzo blinked. He was never happy in full sun; probably he had an optic 
weakness too small for convenient therapy. In his velvet voice he said, "I 
suppose you threw it in the lilypond this time."

He hooked his foot under the bar of a chair on the other side of Thorkild's table 
and sat down.

"Only because you weren't around for me to break it over your head," Thorkild 
answered.

He saw Lorenzo wince a little, and was amused. The doctor was of medium 
height, his hair crisp and brown, his shoulders rather narrow and his legs and 
arms exceptionally thin. It had occurred to Thorkild the first time he met him 
that he was afraid of people bigger than himself, and knew it, and was ashamed 
at the irrational reaction. Thorkild was much bigger.

"All those voice-boxes do, you know," Lorenzo said after a pause, "is to 
verbalize the subconscious doubts we found when we analyzed you on your 
arrival. If you're going to be honest with yourself, you'll have to know if they 
make sense or not."



Thorkild emptied his glass. He said, "I've put you in rather a quandary, haven't 
I? If I do break one of the boxes over your head, that'll mean anti-violence 
therapy, and this will deprive me of whatever makes me so useful to other 
people. And if I simply pay them no attention, as I have been doing, I'm not 
going to be useful anyway. Isn't it splendid?"

Lorenzo stared impassively at him. He said, "Alida Marquis has been inquiring 
after you. I saw her this morning. She seems very upset."

"First time," Thorkild said.

"Why have you changed your attitude towards her?"

"Why has she changed hers towards me?" Thorkild shrugged.

"For the past several months, at least," Lorenzo said, "you've been beseeching 
her to make a contract with you, to apply for two children and three if you 
could swing the deal."

"I seem to remember," Thorkild agreed warily.

"You don't talk about a three-child contract as a joke," Lorenzo suggested.

"Alida didn't talk about it," Thorkild countered with a smile. It wasn't a good 
smile; it was too bitter. "She had as little to do with me as she could. As little as 
I would let her. I should have thought she'd have been glad to get me out of her 
hair."

He shifted slightly on his seat, ostentatiously turning his head to look at the 
bushes into which Nefret had disappeared. "Do you frown on affairs between 
your patients, doctor? I rather fancy little Nefret. She ran away when she heard 
you coming. Maybe if you'd go away again she might come back."

"Oddly enough, you mean that," Lorenzo said. He sounded puzzled. Thorkild 
shot him a sharp glance. That was the difficulty with this man. 
He was intelligent, and no contempt anyone else felt for him could mask the 
fact.

There was a brief silence.

"I see," Lorenzo said at last, and got to his feet. Thorkild stopped him with a 
gesture as he was about to walk off.

"What do you see?" he demanded.

Lorenzo looked down at him with an expression of some pity. "Your pride must 
have been badly wounded," he said. "Maybe it's as well that you've finished up 
here. Wounded pride is no basis on which to found a marriage. And it would 
have been disastrous for the children."

"What do you mean?" Thorkild barked.



"You can still be angry," Lorenzo said. "You're human, if you can be angry. 
Alida Marquis was Saxena's mistress, wasn't she?"

"Yes. But that has nothing to do with wounded pride. I've given up pride, 
doctor. I gave it up when I realized that all I had to be proud of was how good I 
was at being used by other people."

"And when, precisely, did you realize that?" Lorenzo purred.

Thorkild considered the question. He said, "Yes, I do know—the moment when 
I answered Lancaster Long's question about my work, and then I saw Uskia 
with the speaker plugged into her navel so her unborn child could eavesdrop 
on what was going on. And I thought: I work like hell. I exhaust myself. I have 
to sweat out petty details and grand policies, and I have to stand father to other 
people's decisions—which may be wrong, but if they are, I'm blamed. For the 
sake of idiots. For the sake of superstitious, knuckleheaded, potbellied morons 
like Uskia. I should be proud of that?"

"Saxena killed himself," Lorenzo said. "Why?"

Thorkild looked away. "I don't know," he muttered. "They said it was through 
exhaustion and overwork. I never believed that. If anyone knows, Alida does, 
and she's always refused to tell me."

"I put it to you," Lorenzo said, "that you never cared for Alida Marquis as a 
person. She symbolized to you that status which Saxena, your predecessor, 
achieved. You knew he killed himself. You were terrified that you might do the 
same. You felt you were not even as good as he was, and therefore the risk was 
even greater in your case. To try and stave off this haunting terror, you 
struggled to compel Alida to do more for you than she had done for Saxena—to 
marry you, in fact, and acknowledge that you were a better man than Saxena. 
Instead of which she has refused even to become your mistress. That's how 
your pride was wounded. That's why you broke, and had to come here."

A sudden wave of happiness went through Thorkild. He raised a sunny grin to 
Lorenzo. "I think you're right," he said. "And I don't think it matters any more. 
Why should I have to convince myself I'm better than any other human 
statistic?

"Consider my job! I'm a hydraulics engineer, supervising the flow of human 
beings every day of my working life, processing them exactly as I process 
freight! Can something which behaves as a statistic bemore than a statistic? I 
could get as much from a bale of textiles as from a traveler going by Bridge."

"Nonsense," Lorenzo said. "Can a bale talk?"

"Imagine! I approach a crowd of emigrants and say, ‘Who are you?' They'll say, 
‘Ivan Chang going to Platt's World', or ‘Mary Schultz going to Kayowa'. I go to 



the freight section and I look at labels. They say, ‘Cultivating machinery going 
to Platt's World', or ‘Educational materials, Kayowa'. And I learn just as much, 
and just as little."

"But if-"

"We've created this magnificent network of Bridges. We can ship people from 
star to star and all the time we're scouting for more planets to link into the 
System. Pushing out with all the superb intellection of ivy sprawling up a tree, 
the System spreads. Daily traffic shows a predictable standard deviation from 
an average which increases equally predictably—all as neat as any corporation 
accounts sheet. If you can treat people like that, they're lumps! Clods! I'm 
people. And that therefore includes me."

"Human beings create goals for themselves. Without goals human beings are 
merely vegetables." Lorenzo blinked.

"So you believe in destiny!" Thorkild laughed harshly.

"We make our own to fulfil our goals. Ultimately, perhaps, our destiny is to 
understand the cosmos."

"And then die."

"Not necessarily. We've always set ourselves new objectives to replace old ones. 
Possibly there's something beyond."

Thorkild yawned hugely. He was in control of himself again. He said, "You can 
say the same of… of a speck of fungus-spawn shot out of a puffball. Maybe it 
too comforts itself with the promise that there's something beyond this patch of 
leaf-mould. Well, we're past the leaf-mould, and what do we have? Action for 
action's sake, growth for the sake of growth."

"And all this was made clear to you by a few words from Lancaster Long?" 
Lorenzo suggested with a hinted sneer.

Thorkild refused to rise to the bait. He said, "If you like to put it that way. I was 
worried and overworked, and he asked me why I endured this. Whereupon I 
saw I had no need to."

He looked into his glass, but it was empty. Shrugging, he added, "If there are 
more people like him on his home world, they'll jolt the rest of us when they tie 
in to the System."

Lorenzo hesitated. He looked suddenly aged. He said at last, his voice low and 
brittle, "They decided not to."

"They what?" Thorkild tensed, staring up at the doctor.



"Decided not to." Lorenzo gave a wan smile. "Think it over. Do you know what 
the name of his planet means?"

Thorkild didn't react, so Lorenzo went on. "Azrael," he said, "is the legendary 
name of the Angel of Death, and it wasn't chosen at random for his planet, 
either! If you're so sick of life, why don't you follow Saxena's example, instead 
of leaving the work to an out-world stranger?"

He spun on his heel and strode away. It was a long time before the look of 
haunted terror with which Thorkild watched him go changed to something a 
little nearer to the human.

X

"But this is wrong," Alida said suddenly. "To come to him like beggars makes 
us all the more inferior to him."

In the entrance hall of the house which had been allotted to Lancaster Long for 
his stay on Earth she stood with Moses van Heemskirk, and with a score of 
other officials. It was expected that Laverne would come later; he was 
arranging some final detail with Uskia regarding the establishment of an 
Ipewell area in the polyplanet sector of the city.

Many people had used this handsome building. Usually the period of 
negotiation had been long enough to allow some stamp of the occupant's 
personality—at least, of the character of his home world—to imprint on the 
place. No such trace of Lancaster Long could be sensed now.

Only now and then someone passed into view in an alcove, or crossed the 
hallway on soft shoes with a swish of a long, dark-colored robe.

Moses van Heemskirk gave her a bitter smile which did not seem right for his 
round face. He said, "One man! And we hang on his decision as though on a 
rope, by the neck!"

"Are we wrong?" Alida said emptily.

"Could he be right?" van Heemskirk said, turning the question deftly and 
making it somehow far more dangerously valid.

There was a sound of doors opening, and they turned. That was the door of the 
room into which Minister Shrigg had disappeared.

"Why do we have to rely on him?" someone said in the crowd, barely above a 
whisper. But everyone waiting in the hall could hear, and nodded agreement.



Then Shrigg came out, his face like a storm, flushed to the limits of his bald 
pate, scythed through the crowd to the main door and out, dragging his yes-
men and his attendants in his wake like scraps of paper whirling in the wind of 
a fast vehicle. All eyes followed him despairingly. It was not until he was out of 
sight that Alida—and in the same moment, the rest of the watchers—saw 
Lancaster Long standing in the open doorway where Shrigg had passed.

With immense deliberation, Long hawked, pursed his lips, and spat on the 
floor where Shrigg's feet had been.

"Sold by a fool," Alida said.

"Could you have done better?" van Heemskirk countered, in the moment 
before Long's eyes sought him out among the crowd, Long's arm was raised 
imperiously to beckon him close. He went. They had all swallowed their pride 
by now.

"I shall return to Azrael today," Long said. "I, and those with me. You will 
instruct Captain Inkoos to get her ship off my planet immediately afterwards. 
I've had enough of argument."

Unconsciously he rubbed one forearm with the fingers of the other hand; Alida 
realized that he was touching the place where the snake's fangs had sunk in.

"We look forward to your changing your mind soon," van Heemskirk said, 
defiantly staring up at the beaked face so far above his own. Alida was aware of 
some small admiration for his manner. He conveyed counter-contempt against 
Long's own; in words it would have been: you'll grow up, you'll learn better.

Long, though, took no notice. He said, "I've said this to Minister Shrigg, but he 
is wooden-headed and a booby, and you at least have some inkling of what I 
talk about. I want you to recognize the reason why I spurn your gilded bait, 
why we of Azrael have no respect for your elaborate toys."

Hans had said he would make the Bridge System seem like a toy, Alida 
remembered. But it was not good to think of Hans. He too was elusive, the end 
of a rainbow. She could touch and hold him, and never be near him. Perhaps 
she never would be near him. But the courage in him!

"Why take the time?" van Heemskirk said, with superbly affected boredom. "To 
analyze petty jealousy is a futile occupation. A child will persuade himself that 
another's… toy, if you like, is worthless, for the sake of comfort."

"Your jibes don't touch me," Long said. "And I cannot touch you, because you 
live away from reality."

"I see," van Heemskirk said indifferently. "Well, hear me say this, at least."

"I've had enough of your babbling," Long answered.



"I think—" van Heemskirk said delicately, and did not end his sentence. But a 
wave of tension passed among those listening, and Alida found herself leaning 
fractionally forward. It seemed as though van Heemskirk was going to say 
something unexpected. Important? Salvation?

"Well?" Long rapped out.

Conscious that this was a moment he could dominate, van Heemskirk took his 
time. He spoke slowly, savoring the words.

"You have made your position quite clear, I think. Consequently it will not 
surprise you that we took your word when, in the course of discussion with 
myself and other representatives of the Bridge System, you declined so firmly 
to have a Bridge to Azrael.

"It should please you that the scoutship Hunting Dog, Captain Lucy Inkoos 
commanding, lifted for space on my orders directly Minister Shrigg finished his 
final talks with you. By now the ship is orbiting, and will not return to the 
surface of the planet."

It was like the sun coming out on a dull day. Smiles came to every face except 
Lancaster Long's own, and Alida's. She stood quite frozen.

"But—" Long said after a confused pause.

"For yourself," van Heemskirk said, "what you do is entirely your own affair."

He cocked one eyebrow impudently at Long, turned on his heel, and walked 
towards the door. Behind him someone started to chuckle; then it was 
laughter, and everyone was joining in. Again, except Long himself, and Alida.

Under her breath she found herself forming words. She listened, oddly 
detached. She heard: "But Hans is on Azrael. Could they have made him 
leave?"

She thrust her way through the throng, to catch van Heemskirk.

"Whose idea do you think it was?" van Heemskirk said. "I wasn't so clever."

"Then where is Hans?" Alida demanded.

For a moment or two longer van Heemskirk seemed to be concentrating on the 
luxury of his private car. Then he said, "On Azrael."

"You left him there?"

"Part of a kind of duel, if you like." His voice was uncharacteristically edgy. 
"That was how Hans Demetrios saw it, anyway. He on Azrael, Lancaster Long 
here. To the victor the spoils."



"If he wins, he loses," Alida said.

"I know," van Heemskirk said with unusual gentleness. "Alida, I realize that 
most people think of me as a career politician—I am!—whose business is to oil 
the wheels—it is!—and whose interest in life ends there—it doesn't!"

Alida made a vague hopeless gesture.

"The man who oils the wheels, surely, is the man most concerned when 
someone comes and tries to throw a bucketful of sand into the machine. You've 
fallen for Hans, haven't you?"

"Is it so obvious?" Alida said dispiritedly.

"Oh, I think so. I see a faint resemblance to Saxena in him. I hope you don't 
mind people talking of Saxena now. There was a time, I recall, when you found 
it unbearable."

"He's dead," Alida said.

"Except in your mind, and Jorgen Thorkild's. It's about time he died there too. 
Oh, I think in Jorgen's mind he is now dying. I've spoken to Lorenzo about 
this."

He rubbed his plump hands together, round and round, with maddening 
slowness.

"Somehow," he said, "we've put ourselves in the position of a man who's 
obsessed by a fear of failure. In that state you can't face someone whose 
avowed intention is to wreck your handiwork. More subtly, you also cannot 
face someone who has tried the same work, and failed at it. Not unless you can 
convince yourself that you're better than he is."

"Are you talking about Jorgen?" Alida said.

"In a sense. Why did Saxena kill himself, Alida? If anyone knows, you should."

"He never told me."

"Perhaps it would help him to die in your mind if you tried to work out why. 
Let me make another suggestion. Our life is… you could call it in a sense 
incestuous. Out of all the millions of people on Earth we form a kind of 
interlocked family group. In succeeding Saxena, Jorgen was called upon to take 
the place of a quasi-father. His demands on you were Oedipal. Had that struck 
you?"

For some moments she sat silent, her face whitening. Then she said, "It fits, 
Moses. Thank you. That will help me with Hans, too."

"Oh yes. He asked me to mention it to you. At the same meeting where he told 
me what to do if all negotiations with Long failed."



"What did he actually say?"

"That our only hope, if Long was adamant, was to make it appear for the 
benefit of the public at large that we were in the right and Azrael was behaving 
in a petty, foolish manner. He told me that he foresaw a partial failure 
whatever we did; a wave of suicides from boredom, a wave of willful deaths in 
dangerous pastimes. Like Rungley's snake-handling, on which Long has 
bestowed the blessing of publicity."

"So he told you to withdraw the ship from Azrael and leave Long here, 
stranded."

"In the hope of reducing him from a mysterious, awe-inspiring figure, spuming 
our best achievements on good grounds, to a familiar and rather silly, ordinary 
person. While Hans remains on Azrael. He foresaw everything, including a 
legalistic argument to satisfy Shrigg."

"Which would be?"

"That he is completing the investigation into the death of Jacob Chen."

"But how about getting him home?"

"It's all planned. The ship has been withdrawn from normal duty; it will stay in 
the Azrael system till he is killed, or till he calls for it. You faced that better. 
You're getting things in perspective."

Alida nodded. "Does Jorgen know about his attitude to me?"

"Lorenzo said he did. Unfortunately it was only a symptom of his disorder, and 
doesn't touch the heart of the problem." He hesitated. "Which is hardly 
surprising. Alida, would you say you knew Hans Demetrios very well?"

"No one will ever know him well," she answered.

"Perhaps you're right. Did you know he had a streak of… mysticism, let me 
say?"

"I wouldn't have thought so," Alida demurred.

"But he has. You see, the sickness which Jorgen is suffering—the sickness 
which he caught from Lancaster Long, and which is beginning to spread—is a 
very ancient one. We've almost forgotten about it. But Hans knew of it, and 
told me. I guess you expect a programer to have recherché data like that. Ever 
hear of accidia?"

"Is that the name of a disease?"

"A kind of disease. It used to be called ‘the black night of the soul'. It isn't 
depression. It goes beyond melancholia and misery to a point at which you 



have to ask the unanswerable question: what's the point of it all? Jorgen is 
asking that question, by being as he is."

"It sounds like one of the problems the medievals used to pose."

"Oh, it is. Hence accidia was a sin; it involved a denial of divine purpose. It was 
considered one of the inescapable burdens of possessing a soul. A non-rational 
creature could not have asked the question, and once asked it could not be 
answered without—in their terms—faith. But with faith, you didn't ask it."

"This is double-talk," Alida said angrily. "Are you trying to tell me that Hans is 
taking it seriously?"

"What do you think?"

Alida shook her head.

"Now let me tell you something which you will find still worse," van Heemskirk 
said. "These fur hats which the men of Azrael wear—you've seen them?"

"Of course I have."

"Have you ever seen Long without his?"

"No, I haven't!"

"I visited him in the hospital where they took him after the snake-bite affair," 
van Heemskirk said. "I confirmed this with the doctors, by the way. When his 
hat is off, and the fringe around the front of the hat doesn't cover his forehead, 
you see on each side, just below the hairline, a little puckered excrescence of 
hardened skin. The doctor who attended Long said it was almost as hard as a 
finger-nail. In other words, Alida, Lancaster Long has horns."

XI

If that one moment in the life of a suicide between the decision and the death 
could be stretched to days, weeks and years, Hans Demetrios thought, it would 
become a little like what he was now experiencing. The hung-in-space instant 
after the chair is kicked away, before the rope constricts the throat; the terrible 
infinity of falling between the cliff-top and the rocks; the hiss of air escaping 
irrevocably into space, making its own sound, carrying its own sound to ears 
that will never hear anything again.

The people were puzzled at first when the scoutship, giving no warning, lifted 
from the port, leaving only the dwarfed figure of Hans Demetrios standing on 
the arid concrete like a lone mourner. He felt at that moment curiously divided, 



between regret at what he was losing and eagerness to know if he was justified 
in his sacrifice. He compared himself to a man starving to death, who could 
find no food except a bitter fruit which twisted his mouth as he choked it down 
to assuage his hunger.

It was a little while before the silent men came to bring him before a local 
official. They handled him roughly, but he was prepared for that. In a room 
walled with bare, planed planks the official demanded to know what had 
happened.

Hans answered meekly, hiding his true feelings.

"Your representative, Lancaster Long, refused to permit a Bridge on Azrael, 
and demanded that we leave your world alone. We would not try and force 
acceptance on you."

"And you?" the official said.

"I stayed to tell you of the decision."

"But what about Long?" the official pressed him. Hans gave a measured shrug.

"What he does is of no concern to us," he answered. "He is still on Earth, I 
presume. Certainly he did not come back by way of the ship's Bridge."

The official uttered barking orders, and the guards took Hans to a cell. 
Squatting on the hard floor, his back into a corner to find what support he 
could, Hans reviewed in imagination what must be happening outside.

The exact status of Lancaster Long, which conferred on him the power to speak 
for Azrael in negotiating with Earth, was one of the things that even Jacob 
Chen had not been able to establish. Ipewell had been far simpler; there was 
the quasi-religious foundation of the matriarchy, the legend of the Greatest 
Mother of All whose personification was Uskia in this generation, a whole 
interlocking society to which the key was readily available.

But on Azrael—

It was clear that there was a kind of caste system. If you could compare it with 
anything, perhaps the structure of ancient Japanese society was an analogy. 
More than pedigree, what counted in the highest caste of all was a code of 
behavior. You could not push the comparison, but as a sketch it served.

For that code suggestions of a key could be found in certain legendary acts. In 
classical Greece, they said, an artist who had created a master-work would flaw 
it deliberately, for fear its very perfection might excite the jealousy of the gods. 
Also, in many cultures, men had taken their most prized possessions and 
burned them on altars as a sacrifice. Even to an only son.

Even to life itself.



But Captain Inkoos and the others who had come in the ship Hunting Dog had 
no knowledge of divine jealousy or sacrifices. The fact of existence made its 
own demands on them, which they were satisfied to fulfil. They landed, after 
broadcasting the usual warnings. They spoke with officials like the man who 
had just questioned Hans himself. It was not their business to interfere in the 
affairs of this newly contacted planet, but only to make their offer of a Bridge 
and then to find out what they could about the society here so that when Azrael 
was linked into the rest of the System there would be no friction.

By the time Captain Inkoos's staff programer had found the work too much for 
him, so that Jacob Chen had to be sent for, the close-mouthed natives had 
selected Long as their delegate, and chosen those who were to go with him to 
Earth, and they were already being received by Moses van Heemskirk on behalf 
of the people of the mother world.

Hans sat in the corner of the chilly cell and thought of the rumors that might be 
expected to start. Whoever Lancaster Long, might be, he was important on 
Azrael, and trusted. Why else would he have been selected? And now that the 
scoutship had gone, there was only one person who could say what had become 
of him.

He had refused the Bridge. So far, so good.

Why had he not come home? Because he had betrayed his code and did not 
dare let the fact be known on Azrael? Because, for all his outward scoffing at 
the ways of Earth, he had been tempted by them? Let those questions once be 
asked, and there would be hellish results.

"Why did Long not come back before the ship went away? He, and those who 
were with him?"

This was more than a local official; he was a man almost as tall as Long, with 
the same cast of features and the same piercing gaze. They had taken Hans to 
see him in a huge hall of rough-dressed stone, seated on a tall wooden chair. 
Four secretaries attended him, and several other aides stood by.

"He could doubtless have come back at any time he wished," Hans shrugged. 
"But as you must know, in discussions with those in charge of the Bridge 
System he refused to permit a Bridge on Azrael. When he made the refusal 
final, we withdrew the ship."

The man in the tall chair conferred behind his hand with one of his aides. Hans 
could see that what he had said was being confirmed. Why not? Day-by-day 
accounts of the negotiations with van Heemskirk had been passed back to 
Azrael by the ship's Bridge.



"Why were you left here?" the man on the chair said.

"To conduct an investigation into the death of Jacob Chen," Hans answered.

"What needs to be investigated there?"

"Some men," Hans said deliberately—here he had to be very cautious— "would 
say that the urge to destroy springs from small jealousy. Wanton killing is like 
the act of a child who breaks a plaything belonging to another child, for no 
better reason than that it is not his own. If you have on Azrael no one whose 
fife is of any value, then perhaps you do not suffer by this habit."

Behind the tall chair one of the aides moved to whisper in the ear of the man 
seated. Hans saw that he was elderly, with a grizzled gray beard; his thin lips 
were set in a smile. Some intuition told him that this was one of the men he 
had been looking for. More than the man on the chair, he counted.

The man on the chair grunted some word of permission, and the man with the 
gray beard stepped forward. He said, "I am Casimir Yard. You touch on 
philosophical matters, like the child you refer to—without understanding."

Hans gave him a steady look. He said, "Age does not always bring wisdom."

"On your world men grow old without wisdom. Which accounts for your being 
able to believe what you say." Yard's thin lips twisted a little further, so that the 
smile became a sneer.

"As you will," Hans said indifferently. "Nonetheless Jacob Chen was a man of 
very great wisdom as we regard wisdom, and his death was simple waste. We 
treat men as they would wish to be treated. Perhaps Lancaster Long discovered 
this; I was not in his confidence when he made his decision."

Another turn of the knife of suspicion.

Yard felt it, and hesitated. Then he said, "All men die. The agent is immaterial."

"Yet when a man has killed, you execute him."

"True." Yard paused a moment. "Ah, I see what you would imply. It is to be 
presumed that the wish of one who kills in ritual is for death. To execute him is 
not to exact payment, but to grant the wish."

"This system may be apposite on Azrael," Hans allowed magnanimously, 
"where your people are of such little account that their deaths can occur at 
random and cause no ill effects."

"Your rudeness is only excused by your ignorance," Yard snapped.

"What else am I to think?" Hans countered. "If you had men who are valuable 
to you, how could you permit their wanton killing? Or do you confer 
beforehand, and set aside those you can spare, and brand them for slaughter?"



"Enough!" the man on the chair barked. "Clearly things are as Long reported, 
where you hail from. You are a wit-old, and we are well rid of interference by 
your people."

"Lancaster Long," Hans said delicately, "has not come home."

Yard exchanged a glance with the man on the chair. All the other people in the 
hall had sunk in Hans's mind to mere shadows; they did not matter.

"Let me state clearly what the facts are," he said loudly. "Either your view held 
on Azrael is wrong, and mine is right, in which case your delegate's decision to 
decline the Bridge was due to a small-minded unwillingness to confess the 
truth—"

A sudden shout went up around him, angry and threatening. He paused calmly 
until it died away, then continued.

"Or my view is wrong, and yours is right. In which case— and I quote—" He 
bowed ironically to Casimir Yard. "In which case, we are to take it that your 
wish is for death."

In dead silence, Yard seemed to begin to understand. Hans went on, for the 
benefit of those whose minds worked slowly.

"We too can kill," he said. "By any of a hundred different methods, we can kill 
you."

And there it was. The same dilemma which had impaled himself, translated 
into terms that spiked an entire planet. It was not for the people of Azrael to 
know that the threat was not a threat.

Are we wrong? Then we have lived a lie, and our existence is mere foolishness, 
our attempts to bring reality into our lives by confronting ourselves with death 
are childish nonsense.

Are we right? Then we have given those, out there, more powerful than 
ourselves, the justification for putting an end to us as some among us have put 
an end to one of them.

Hans looked at the face of Casimir Yard. It had gone almost as gray as his 
beard. The man on the chair was likewise pale, and there was a grumbling of 
worry among the others listening in the hall.

This was revenge, perhaps. Not against the people of Azrael as such. Against 
the universe which had so cruelly defined his own predicament.

Assumption: that the people of Azrael are dedicated to what the ancients called 
the powers of darkness.



Am I right? Then by the act of refusing the Bridge, Lancaster Long is able to 
call in question what has become the mainspring of life for the people of Earth, 
to shake the minds of everyone who depends on it until cracks appear like 
cracks in the walls of buildings during an earthquake.

Am I wrong? But to be wrong, for a programer, is to be dead.

No one had found words to answer him when he spoke again.

"The ship did not leave this system when it took off," he said. "It is standing by 
in orbit. It waits for me. I can—and must—report to it at regular intervals. As I 
said, I am here to investigate the death of Jacob Chen. Were you to hinder my 
investigation, it would be possible for that ship to call others. Hundreds of 
others. It would be possible for such ships to make this whole planet a desert."

With a certain grim humor, he added, "As a matter of fact, that ship alone 
could do the job. But it would take rather a long time."

Yard turned slowly to face the man on the tall chair. He said, "It is as he says. 
We must conduct this investigation, not into the death of the Earthman only, 
but into—"

His voice tailed away, as though the formulation of the whole thought was too 
much for him.

"Into your own stupidity," Hans said coldly. "And now, if we have done with 
this logic-chopping for the moment, I must make my first report to the orbiting 
ship."

XII

If it had not been for one thing, Jorgen Thorkild would have been content to sit 
away his days in the pleasant garden, among the flowered bushes and the lily-
ponds. He wanted to. For some time, he managed to.

But there was this hammering echo in his mind, striking responses from 
memories he could not deliberately forget, to remind him that Azrael had 
refused the Bridge.

Knowledge of the likely consequences of that decision kept coming between 
him and the books he tried to read, the recordings which he tried to lose 
himself in. He was aware that there was a world outside, and that breached his 
defences hopelessly.



He had not raised the subject with Lorenzo again; so far he could preserve his 
pose of total indifference. But a pose it had become. He thought this must be 
what men called conscience—irrational.

As a child he had had some musical ability. He obtained a small harmonium 
from the hospital stores and sat by his favorite pond playing from memory or 
improvising. Sometimes the other patients came and listened, sitting around 
him on the grass.

Today there were none, for a very long time, and he played to himself for more 
than an hour. At last his hands were growing stiff, and he let them lapse into a 
sort of slow lament, feeling after each note without conscious direction.

Suddenly he hit a raucous polychord and slammed the lid of the keyboard shut. 
No, it was no use any more! He could not escape from knowledge in his own 
mind. Long had spurned the offer of the Bridge, as he had dismissed Thorkild. 
An act so contrary to the ordinary run suggested a sort of purpose. It might not 
be a valid one, but it was a purpose, and that was what he lacked.

He would have to go back.

As the decision crystallized, he looked up. He did not at first recognize the girl 
facing him, for she was clothed and he had never seen her clothed before. Then 
he realized.

"Nefret!" he said.

She stood with her hands folded demurely in front of her. Her long dark hair 
was knotted on her nape. Her face was calm. But out of her eyes looked 
something pathetic, like the spirit of a caged wild beast.

She said nothing in the next few seconds, and he went on, "Are you leaving? 
Are you cured?"

"Yes, they cured me," she said. She turned a chair standing nearby so that it 
faced him at the instrument, and sat down. "I am allowed to go away today."

"What are you going to do?"

He had put the question for politeness. The answer came with such terrible 
directness that it lashed his dormant mind awake.

"I shall kill myself," Nefret said.

He stared at her. Her face became that of Saxena, for a moment as in life, then 
twisted by the corrosive poison which had given him release. And then the 
Saxena-face, as so often before in nightmare, became his own.

The illusion passed, leaving him shivering although the sun and air were warm. 
"But why?" he heard himself cry.



"Because it's the only way to stop the world." She plucked at the hem of her 
unaccustomed shirt, which she wore uncomfortably, like a splint. "Do you 
remember that I once came out and talked to you here? I said I thought I was 
soft, like clay, and you were hard, and they would break you before they 
changed you. I've been watching you, listening to your music. I know now that 
I was wrong."

"How? Why?"

"You're being gnawed at from within. You fidget without cause. You lapse 
suddenly into silence and stare at nothing. One day soon you're going to give 
in, and you'll go back to where you were, and you'll stay there, and you won't be 
able to remember why you left. I thought you were hard. No one is hard. So I 
have let them shape me the way they want, and when I die it won't be me I've 
killed, but this stranger."

She made an unhappy gesture up and down her body.

"We are all strangers to ourselves," Thorkild said after a long silence. "Nefret, 
why did they bring you here?"

"Because of what I wanted. Because I didn't want what I was offered."

"What did you want, then?"

She gave him a curious look. "You know, it's strange!" she said. "I have the 
feeling that I know you so well, and yet I know nothing about you except your 
name, and you know nothing about me. It's all very simple. I'm uncontracted. 
My father was on the Earthside staff from Glory, and my mother refused to join 
him when he left, and the contract was dissolved and my legal guardian is a 
man in an office in a big government building."

"Still?" Thorkild said.

"For two more years."

"And the first time he had you sent here?"

"Oh, it's not a he that does it!" She gave a bitter laugh. "It's a they. I could fight 
one person. But the huge imponderable shadowy force behind him—you can't 
escape that. I tried. The first time I ran off with a spaceman to Indonesia. I 
tried to explain why I did it, because I knew it was silly, though it was fun for a 
while, but they'd made up their minds beforehand that I was crazy and they 
sent me here. And the second time I think I was crazy. But this time it was 
because I tried to go by Bridge."

"I remember!" Thorkild said. "That was… the day Saxena died!"

"That was why I tried it then. I thought maybe there would be some confusion. 
But they caught me and sent me here again."



Thorkild was silent for a long time, thinking over the case as he had seen it 
from the impersonal heights of top administrative level. He remembered 
looking down from the vantage platform before Long and Uskia and van 
Heemskirk arrived.

He had wondered then what became of human importance down there, two 
hundred feet below. Well, he had his answer. But whether it was any use he 
couldn't tell.

"What do you really want, Nefret?" he said.

"To stop," she answered. "To be turned off. That's all I have left that I can want. 
There's no reason to do anything else."

"I don't mean that. I mean… well, assuming it became possible for you to do 
what you liked, without having to die, what would you do? Go to Glory?"

"I wasn't trying to get to my father," she said wearily. "They kept trying to tell 
me that I was, because it was a tidy capsule explanation and helped to justify 
what they did to frustrate me. What's my father to me? A biological accident! I 
wouldn't know him if I met him!"

"Stop listing what you don't want," Thorkild said. "Tell me something you do 
want."

The girl looked at him with puzzled eyes. She was silent for several seconds. 
Finally she said in an altered voice, "I guess if I want anything, I want… 
anything that will matter."

"That's it," Thorkild said. "That's the right desire."

There was a footfall on gravel behind his chair, and he turned to see Lorenzo 
approaching. The doctor's eyes were as usual narrowed against the sunlight. He 
nodded to Thorkild, but addressed himself to Nefret.

"They're waiting for you at the entrance," he said. "You can go now."

Obediently, like a puppet, Nefret got to her feet. As she moved, however, 
Thorkild gestured at her to wait. He raised his eyes to Lorenzo's face.

"I don't seem to have seen you so often these past few days, doctor," he said.

"Why should you?" Lorenzo answered cuttingly. "I've been busy. In case you 
didn't notice, there's been a rush of new patients, people who've had the 
foundations of their lives questioned and who haven't got your advantages 
which would let them help themselves."

"A consequence of Azrael's refusal to splice into the Bridge System?"

"Of course. We knew this was coming. You aren't unique, you know."



Standing in front of her chair, Nefret waited passively. Thorkild indicated her. 
He said, "You told her that ‘they' were waiting to take her away. Who are 
‘they'?"

"I don't know," Lorenzo said irritably. "Somebody sent by her legal guardian."

"Tell them to go away," Thorkild said. He got to his feet. "I've just made an 
interesting discovery. I'm one of them, and I'm ashamed of myself."

Lorenzo began to smile, very slowly. He said, "Go on. I don't quite see—"

"They committed Nefret in your care, didn't they? She was caught trying to get 
off Earth by Bridge, the day Saxena killed himself. I was his deputy then; I was 
the owner of an arm that stamped the official seal on an order for her arrest. I 
didn't take the slightest personal interest in the case; I'd already gone too far 
towards dehumanization. As I recall the law in this respect, since she was 
committed for this particular offence, her guardian was acting legally as an 
agent for the Bridge City authorities—for me, in other words, in my capacity as 
Saxena's successor. Nefret is my legal ward."

Lorenzo's smile was turning into a grin. Bewildered, the girl looked from one to 
the other of the two men.

"Is this true?" she said after a pause.

"I imagine so," Lorenzo confirmed. "In which case, what do you propose to do, 
Thorkild?"

"I'm going to exercise my legal rights," Thorkild said, getting to his feet. "You 
haven't officially discharged Nefret, have you?"

"No, I have to discharge her into the care of a fit person, as the jargon goes."

"Then I'm your fit person," Thordkild said briskly. "I'm going to try and 
provide Nefret with what she wants—a simple enough thing, you'd imagine, 
because all she wants is anything that matters. I can't think of anything I want 
more than that. Maybe we can help each other find it."

"Purely out of curiosity," Lorenzo said slowly, "what are your present feelings 
towards Lancaster Long?"

"That bastard!" Thorkild said, and after a moment laughed. "It finally broke 
through to me how he'd insulted me—he and his whole damned planet—by 
calling the work I've devoted my life to a piece of foolishness. It isn't. I'm not 
that stupid. I can't think of any way to prove it to him except by beating him 
over the head, but I will. I swear, I will."

"I remember telling you that so long as you could still be angry, you weren't 
past hope," Lorenzo said. "All it took was finding a rational object for your 



anger. You've got one, and provided you can stay angry for a while, you'll have 
no more trouble."

Nefret had not been following the last exchanges with much comprehension; 
now she broke in. "Does this mean that Jorgen is going to be my guardian—
somebody I actually know, instead of that… b-bureaucrat who's plagued me for 
so long?"

"That's the idea," Thorkild said, nodding. "Like it?"

"It sounds like a major improvement," Nefret said with misplaced dignity. 
"Thank you, Jorgen."

"Thank you," Thorkild echoed. "Doctor, get me some transport, will you? 
Notify my office that I'm coming in; have a digest of current problems ready for 
me; and you might be kind enough to call my home and activate the servos 
against my arrival this evening."

"It's a pleasure," Lorenzo said. "But I don't know what the man will say who's 
been waiting so long to collect Nefret."

On the way back from the hospital to the Bridge City, Thorkild said very little. 
His mind was preoccupied by the problem he had mentioned to Lorenzo: how 
to show Lancaster Long that he and his whole planetful of people were wrong 
in their view of the universe.

But, after all, were they? Didn't he at least owe them a debt of gratitude for 
reminding him that life wasn't just a series of mechanical responses to stimuli, 
but something into which the human mind was capable of reading subjective, 
but nonetheless real, significance? Lancaster Long had done that if nothing 
else, just by an act of refusal.

He set his jaw grimly. He was going to get Azrael tied into the Bridge System. 
Somehow. Some day. Anddamn Lancaster Long.

Having been badly out of touch with the news during his stay in hospital, he 
stopped the car on the way into the city at a public newsfax and bought a copy 
of the current sheet. He got back into the car before spreading it out and 
looking at the headings. He got no further, for his head began to spin and his 
mind reeled. Across the newsfax the words were blazoned:

AZRAEL ACCEPTS BRIDGE.



XIII

Hans had been correct in his early assumption that Casimir Yard was a man 
who mattered, more than anyone else he had encountered in the days following 
his own arrival on Azrael and the departure of the starship for orbit. Yard was 
one of a select clique of philosopher-priests who provided the intellectual 
impetus for the pain-cult around which the society of the planet focused. The 
emotional aspect required no outside impetus; on a dismal planet like this, 
such a cult did little more than objectify natural feelings of depression and 
despair. It offered an infallible means for the individual to make his existence 
significant, and hence was ultimately satisfying.

But Yard was not alone on a strange world; he did not have to maintain his 
logic and determination despite intolerable weariness, against subtle attack 
from a dozen sides. There were others, equally intelligent, equally well trained 
in the strange casuistry of the cult. Hans thought sometimes of the ancient 
philosophical dictum that "solipsism is the only ultimately defensible 
philosophical standpoint," and added a rider to it: the objective futility of 
existence could be defended pretty well, too.

But he had his own impregnable advantage. He was a cleft stick, and the men 
of Azrael knew it. He was a dilemma, and they were between his horns. The 
fact brought him a warm comfortable reassurance when his defences were at 
their lowest ebb.

What he was saying over and over to those who argued with him could be 
reduced to plain alternatives. Either the men of Azrael were wrong (and here 
the example of Lancaster Long was useful), in which case they were behaving 
ridiculously to refuse the Bridge, or they were right, in which case Earth and 
the Bridge worlds were entitled to avenge the futile killing of Jacob Chen, on 
any scale they wished.

"Chen did not matter to you," Hans said over and over. "He mattered to us. You 
say that a killing is the expression of a wish to be killed, which you then fulfil. 
You must then accept the right of Earth to kill your planet. If you deny this 
right you deny your premises and… and you are fools."

They countered him. Some of them were bearded, like Casimir Yard; some 
were saturnine, like Lancaster Long; some were aggressive and some 
thoughtful, some emotional and some cold as ice. There seemed to be no end to 
them.

He waited patiently, and when he could he took time to consider his own 
dilemma. He believed that these people believed what they said. If they didn't, 



and finally yielded to the offer of the Bridge, unable to endure their own logic 
when applied to their whole world, he would have been wrong, and for him this 
too would be disastrous.

But if he were right, he would have to order the destruction of the planet, and 
Earth would never do this thing. He had to act a lie in order to kill himself by 
proving himself wrong—for the sake of others.

He dared not look to the moment when he would have to resolve that problem. 
Let it happen.

The day came, finally. He was summoned from the cell where he had been 
confined since his first encounter with Casimir Yard, to the same hall where the 
encounter had taken place. This time he recognized among those present all 
the sages who had fought with words against him, and sensed from their 
attitudes that the decision had been taken.

There was no pretence this time; it was Yard, advancing to a point beside the 
tall wooden chair, who spoke to him.

"It is our decision," Yard said slowly, his mouth contorting as though every 
word was painful, "that we must consent to your crude blackmail and accept 
the imposition of this Bridge."

Wrong then. Hans felt his mind swirl in his skull, but he kept his voice calm 
somehow, trying to think of all the people who had made the Bridge system 
their justification for living— Alida, Jorgen Thorkild, everyone else—as he said, 
"And the condition attached?"

Yard nodded, and then spat forcefully on the floor. The others present looked 
as though they would have copied him, but did not.

"Report this to the starship," Yard said. "You will be taken to the spaceport at 
once, and presumably the ship will come down to fetch you. I hope very much 
that I never see you again."

After that, things happened to Hans in a blur: being escorted to the spaceport, 
standing in a gray drizzle watching the ship come down, thinking indistinctly of 
the emptiness of his life now that he had proved himself wrong… until the ship 
grounded, and the ramps slid down to make a pathway to the lock. Urged by 
his guards, he stumbled forward up the slippery metal steps, and into the 
opening airlock.

There were two women waiting for him. He had expected Captain Inkoos, of 
course, but he had not anticipated the presence of Alida Marquis. Taken aback, 
he knew he had to say something.



"I—" he began, and had to moisten his lips, "I was wrong," he said finally.

A look of horror crossed Alida's face, wiping off the expression of glad greeting 
like writing on a slate when the sponge passes over it. She said, "They… refused 
the Bridge, again?"

Bewildered, Hans shook his head. "No… no, I was sure they could not yield, 
that they were dedicated to what used to be called the powers of darkness, and
—"

"They are, they are!" Alida cut in. "Did they not tell you what changed their 
minds for them? No, of course they wouldn't; they're evil creatures, and that 
would give them a certain pleasure. So long as they thought you didn't mean 
what you said, they would be able to cling to their beliefs. We saw it with 
Lancaster Long, didn't we?"

"Did we?" Hans said wonderingly.

"You pointed it out yourself—that Long could let himself be bitten on the arm 
because he didn't know whether he was immune or not. But if he'd known, 
really known, in the guts, from past experience, that he wasn't immune, he 
wouldn't have done it. If he'd desired to die, he would have expressed the 
desire by killing someone else. That's his pattern. He didn't want to die, 
logically."

"I had all this," Hans said. "I was still wrong. What was it that persuaded the 
people of Azrael to accept the Bridge?"

"You haven't yet told him, Alida," Captain Inkoos said, standing apart in the 
airlock with her arms crossed on her breast. "It was a megaton torpedo 
exploded in their northern ocean. It convinced them that you meant what you 
said."

"I… I still don't see—" Hans put his hand to his face, as though by touching his 
forehead he could still the whirling of his brain. "I ought to have thought of 
that, but it wasn't like that at all!"

"Of course," Alida whispered suddenly, and the expression of dismay faded 
from her face. "You didn't know! Hans, you weren't wrong; you must accept 
that! You weren't wrong, but you didn't have a crucial piece of data. Did you 
know that Lancaster Long has horns?"

There was a long, trembling silence. Eventually Hans shook his head, and a 
hesitant smile crept on to his face.

"Spell it out as you see it now," Captain Inkoos said, with a glance at Alida. 
"Make sure we know that you know."



"Horns," Hans said wonderingly. "If I'd known that— I wish I'd known, for it 
would have spared me so many hours of mental torture! They're not natural, 
are they?"

"No." Alida took a deep breath. "They're artificial excrescences, hardened by 
the repeated application of some skin irritant and probably teased up by hand. 
They're about half an inch long, about as hard as a corn on the foot. You never 
saw them because they're usually hidden by the fringe of his fur hat. I didn't 
know about them, but Moses van Heemskirk saw them when Long was 
hospitalized, and told me, and I realized this was information you lacked."

"Artificial horns," Hans said, the smile spreading. "They never took themselves 
seriously; they knew they were cheating themselves all the time."

He pounded his fist into his palm. "Liars! Cheats! And I thought they were… 
oh, never mind what I thought, because I was right on the basis of what I knew. 
And you sent down a megaton torpedo, and they were shown something to 
which they knew they weren't immune. This set up a conflict between their 
shame, at being reluctant to face the extermination which the logic of their 
stand demanded, and their recognition that the extermination would serve 
nobody's purpose, not even their own." He started to chuckle. "If it had been a 
question of planet-for-planet, they wouldn't have been able to object; if they'd 
had the techniques to reduce Earth to a cinder rather than accept the 
imposition of the Bridge, they'd have done it. But this peculiar Earthly logic, 
which regarded Jacob Chen's death as a reason to kill the planet which killed 
him because he was a unique, irreplaceable individual—this was beyond their 
comprehension. Alida, do you realize you've saved my life?"

"Yes," Alida said. "I hope very much that you can be grateful. Do you know 
how?"

XIV

Singing, Alida entered her office… and stopped dead in her tracks. Her hand 
flew to her throat, as though to encourage the words which would not 
otherwise come.

"Jorgen!" she said faintly. "I… I didn't expect to find you here. How—"

"I'm the Director of the Bridge System, remember?" Thorkild said. "All the 
doors in the Bridge City open for me."



He sat in a chair with sheets of newsfax spread over his knees, every one issued 
for the past several hours, by the thickness of the pile. And he had not come 
into the room alone. On another chair, behind him and to one side, was a 
slender girl, very young, with her hair knotted on the nape of her neck and 
wide, frightened eyes.

"This is Nefret," Thorkild said as an afterthought, gesturing at the girl. "She 
was in the hospital with me. She was the one who tried to escape from Earth 
the day Saxena killed himself; do you remember?"

Alida had recovered herself quickly enough to avoid showing a reaction to that 
probe. She walked forward steadily to take her place at her desk.

"I remember," she said lightly. "Well, Jorgen! I'm very glad to know you're 
better. I'm sorry if I seemed startled; it was just the fact of finding you here, of 
all places. I'm really delighted."

"You're in a fair way to putting me back where I came from," Thorkild said 
stonily. He tapped the newsfax sheets on his knees. "I came back from my… my 
state of depression, if you want a printable name for it, with the life-sustaining 
intention of beating Lancaster Long over the head till he agreed to tie Azrael 
into the Bridge System. And on the way to the city I saw that Azrael had 
changed its collective mind. I damned nearly turned right around and went 
back."

"Why?"

"Because it took the… the insult of Azrael refusing what I offered to make me 
sufficiently angry to want to come out of the hospital."

There was a faint sound from the girl in the other chair, almost a moan. 
Thorkild glanced at her and then back to Alida.

"Why I didn't," he said, "was because of Nefret. We have too much in common. 
So I made some inquiries, and found that just before the news came through 
you'd gone to the Hunting Dog, in orbit around Azreal, with data you thought 
Hans Demetrios ought to hear, and—"

"Are you jealous of Hans, Jorgen?" Alida cut in. For a long moment he stared at 
her.

"I guess maybe I am," he said finally. "The way I used to be jealous of Saxena. 
It's a hangover from past things."

Deliberately echoing Captain Inkoos a short time before, Alida said, "Spell it 
out for us. Go on."

"I don't have any reason to be jealous of Hans Demetrios," Thorkild said, 
sounding faintly surprised. "Not now. Anyone who got more attention from you 



than I did used to be a sort of Saxena in my mind, because you weren't a person 
to me, but the mistress of the former Director, the man whose standards I had 
to match. Damn it, he failed to match his standards, himself! I'm going to do 
better than that!"

"You're already doing better," Alida said with a smile.

"Alida," Thorkild said, "why did Saxena kill himself?"

There was a pause. Alida's face became drawn, and when she spoke, her voice 
was husky. She said, "He never told me. It took something that Moses said to 
show me the real reason."

"And that was?" Hungrily, Thorkild leaned forward on his chair.

"He was too small a man for his responsibilities," Alida said deliberately. "Now 
I know that, I know why I've fallen for Hans. Oh, I'm not trying to hide it. It's 
because he was willing to take on the job that killed Jacob Chen, knowing he 
might kill himself by doing so. For a reason, not out of inadequacy."

"You wasted yourself on Saxena," Thorkild said.

"Of course I did. But I didn't realize until he was dead. And then I didn't want 
to admit it, just as you didn't want to admit to the need to prove that Lancaster 
Long was wrong."

"For different reasons?"

"Yes."

"Fair enough." Thorkild got to his feet, rolling the news-fax sheets, and slid 
them into the mouth of the disposer.

"Are you going?" Alida said, surprised. "Don't you want to hear about the 
reason for Azreal changing over and deciding to splice in to the System?"

"I've no doubt it will be on my desk in the form of an accurate digest," Thorkild 
said savagely. "I won't be around to bother you for a while, Alida. If I come 
back, it'll be when I—" His voice trailed away.

She looked at him for some seconds. An expression blended of curiosity and 
interest came to her lovely face. At last she said, "Yes… yes, come back, Jorgen. 
I'm as much of a fool as you, but not so much that I don't know what 
programers are like. All I can hope to do for Hans Demetrios is to give him a 
little extra of what's ordinary-human before he takes off for the intellectual 
stratosphere where Jacob Chen used to live. I'm not the first, but I'll likely be 
the last, and that's a compliment."

With sudden irrelevance, she added in a whisper, "The higher the fewer."

"What was that?"



"Nothing."

When he came out of the office into the corridor, Thorkild stood for a moment, 
breathing deeply, while Nefret's puzzled eyes studied him.

It hadn't happened as he'd expected. He'd been meaning to say what he felt 
about her forestalling his wish to show Long what a fool he was—and how 
about Long, anyway? But in the event, it had seemed too petty a thing to revile 
her, and here he was, with… what? A job to do, loose ends to tie up, a life to 
live. For its own sake, to make the best of it, to approximate as nearly as 
possible to his ambitions.

What it came down to, maybe, was that it had taken Azrael's refusal to join the 
Bridge System to make him wonder why he did what he did, and Azrael's 
agreement to join the System had shown him that he was, in some sense at 
least, not utterly wrong. Could anyone ask more?

He smiled at the newest of his responsibilities. "Sorry to have involved you in 
my personal troubles," he said.

A faraway look came to her young face. She said, "I like you to do it. They're… 
different problems from mine, you see. And" —she made a sweeping gesture 
that indicated the whole of the Bridge City surrounding them— "I never had 
anything like this, anything big and important, to be involved in."

"Why, you little darling," Thorkild said, and put his arms around her and 
kissed her hard on the mouth. It was a long time before she slid her lips aside, 
wet on his cheek, and whispered, "I was wondering when you'd stop treating 
me like a baby, you know."

"Big and important," Thorkild said. "I don't know why it follows, but if you say 
so, it does. Now: what am I going to do with you? I could give you, here and 
now, authority to leave Earth for anywhere in the System. You have forty 
planets to choose from; if you wait a while, you'll have two more, but I don't 
recommend either Ipewell or Azrael. No, wait, why make up your mind on the 
spur of the moment? I can show you the worlds that are accepting colonists 
and sending back problems. Mad snake-handlers are the current fashion, I see 
from the newsfax, from Riger's World. We shall go and visit the Earthside 
representative of Riger's, and he will tell you about them, personally."

He put his arm around her shoulders and swept her laughing along corridors 
and so to the Riger's World level of the huge main building. He felt light-
headed, almost delirious. He felt wonderful. The door named after KORIOT 
ANGOSS loomed before him, and he put his hand to it and it opened.



Angoss swung around. He was bending over a package on his desk, a sort of 
small cage, apparently, and the girl Maida Wenge was beside him. In the cage 
there was movement. A pet animal, Thorkild thought, and gave a wild shout.

"Angoss, damn youl Shall I never find you at work? What have you there, 
something to remind you of the fauna at home?"

Angoss stared at him. "I heard you were coming back," ‘he said after a pause. "I 
have something here that ought to make you very pleased. Here!"

He lifted the package, letting the wrappings fall, and held it out. Thorkild saw 
that the moving thing inside the cage was a snake, and all at once he was calm.

He said, "The preacher Rungley is still giving trouble, isn't he? I've been… out 
of touch."

"As of now, yes, he is," said Angoss judiciously. "But not as of tomorrow, I can 
promise you. This snake here is poisonous in a big, big way. A present against 
your return, sort of. I had our chemists on Riger's develop an additive for snake 
venom which attacks this enzyme that protects Rungley. Any other snake he 
can ignore, but not this one. This one will make him very sick, I tell you. Are 
you pleased?"

For an eternal moment Thorkild felt time stand still. A light seemed to dawn on 
him bright as the sun.

Insoluble problem: a snake-handler immune to venom, whom you need to 
make move over. Answer: give him a doctored snake he isn't immune to.

Insoluble problem: a planet full of people who reject your most attractive 
overtures. Answer: make an overture so nasty the others will seem attractive by 
comparison.

Insoluble problem: lack of incentive to go on living. Answer: impossibility of 
finding an incentive not to go on living. It figured. In a cockeyed, roundabout, 
upside-down way, it figured.

"Human beings aren't very logical creatures, are they?" he said aloud.

Angoss blinked. "Never have been," he said. "Not to my knowledge. Leave that 
to computers, I say. I got better things to do with my time."

"Yes," Thorkild nodded. "Yes, I think I have, too. Let me know when Rungley is 
due to get his hands on that snake, will you? I'd like to see his face when he 
catches on."

Nefret, who had been staring fascinated at the little creature writhing in its 
cage, glanced up. She said, "What are you going to do with it?"



"Permit it to be true to its nature," Thorkild said. "In order to straighten out a 
man who isn't being true to his. Which is about as much as any snake in history 
has done."

"The Garden of Eden?" said Angoss in a doubtful voice. "There was one there, 
they told me."

"It didn't do any more," Thorkild said.

The End
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