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The Blind Worm by Brian M.
Stableford



Part 1 THE QUADRILATERAL



I

The lone man walked across the pale, uneven land, his way made
difficult by jagged scars of salt-caked rock and crevices silted up with fine
grit and salt. Once there had been ocean here. Where he walked had been
deep under dark water. He bit his cracked lips and thought about that.

He was short and lightly built, pale of skin, with dark eyes and long
muddy blond hair. He wore dull-colored clothes of supple cellulose fibers—
unimaginative, as standardized as a uniform. He carried a bow of polished
wood strung with plant fiber. Only his short sword was hard, cold metal. In
the bag on his back was a bottle containing very little water. He thought
about that, as well.

He looked back. In the far distance he could see the horizon, bearing a
thin strip of green. That strip was very, very high. It was the edge of the
Wildland. There was water in plenty—all the water which had once filled
the ocean bowls that spanned the world. The Wildland had not yet invaded
the dead seas to any extent. It had advanced to the edges of the continental
shelves, but not much further. A few sparse cacti, pebble plants, some
lichens, had descended into the salt beds, but nothing else. Perhaps all the
Wildland lacked was time; perhaps it had some reason of its own for
avoiding the desert seas.

Some of the animals which the Wildland had allowed to survive had
come out here. Some said that they had followed the cacti and the lichens,
others claimed that the Wildland had sent a few small plants to feed the
animals. The molochs were here, and the diomes still glided high in the sky
for hundreds of miles, as though they did not realize that the sea was no
more. There were far fewer diomes now, but they did not die out, and would
not. They were creatures of the Wildland despite their heritage, and the
Wildland preserved its own.

The man continued his trek. Ahead of him was a deep cleft in the sea
bed. It was nearly a mile wide and inestimably long. Its floor swept away,



until it was lost in the black shadow cast by the afternoon sun. Down into
the cleft he went, wishing for water.

His name was Silver Reander, and he was a wild man—a wanderer, a
man who accepted the Wildland and would not live in the cities which the
Wildland, almost courteously, left for the human race. Nevertheless, it was
for a city man that he had come down into the corpse of the ocean— for
John Tamerlane. Tamerlane retained both his curiosity and his ambition,
which were strange traits in any man, most of all a city man. He maintained
his city because it represented dignity, panache and a certain defiant vanity.
The wild men respected Tamerlane, and they told him their tales, and would
occasionally wander where he wished them to.

As Reander walked, he felt the salty sand beneath his feet crackling and
shifting. Behind him, he left a long, lonely trail in the salt. The sun was
soon cut off from view as he walked deeper into the cleft, and it was a good
deal cooler. He was glad of that, at least.

The cleft curled to the right ahead of him, which would bring him back
into line with the sun and so rob him of his temporary comfort. He took
advantage of the excuse to stop and rest. He sat on a rock and closed his
eyes. He compared the distance he had come with the quantity of water in
his bag and disliked the comparison.

"A mile more," he said aloud. "It's not worth it." He was surprised and a
little worried at the hoarseness and faint-ness of his voice. He coughed, but
did not bother to speak again in order to reassure himself.

There was a temptation to sleep, or at least to relax, but he forced
himself to rise and go on.

Around the curve he came, and stopped, recoiling a little as the hot light
struck him again. Then, as his eyes adjusted, he unwound. He licked his
lips, but could not moisten them.

"Perhaps it was worth it," he whispered.



A long way off, but outlined with startling clarity by the clean sunlight,
was a city. It was so clear that he could see a moloch in the street, ambling
slowly along it. The city was no mirage.

It was old. All the cities of Earth were old now, but there was nothing
akin to this. He had seen a number of the decrepit wrecks in the Wildland,
smashed by the plants hundreds of years ago and then left, skeletal, to serve
as the shells of fearful city men who needed the protection of stone and the
ever-nearness of others. The cities, and their inhabitants, were the echoes
and relics of civilization, permitted by the Wildland to die in their own time
and in their own fashion.

But this city was not one of those. It was incomparably older than that.
The Wildland had never been here. The spine of this city had been broken
by Ocean, or perhaps it had been long dead even before Ocean came.

Reander had no concept of the age of the Earth, nor of the history and
prehistory of his own race. But he knew the age of the city in the Gulf. He
could feel it at a distance of three or four miles; he could feel its alienation
from the world as the last millennia had shaped it. This city knew nothing of
that. Its origin was to be measured in millions of years, or in billions.

The city in the Gulf was longer dead by far than the cities Reander
knew, and yet it had the identity that they lacked. Its bones were as different
from their bones as the bones of a man were from those of a plant.

Slowly, with admiration and awe, he let his dark eyes roam over the
salted spires, the empty roofs, the rutted streets. He compared the jagged
spurs of fallen edifices with the gnarled, scarred walls which still stood
high. He identified the market place, the palace, the auditorium, the
cemetery. He saw statues, so deeply eroded and encrusted that it was no
longer possible even to see if their subjects were human. Reander
deliberated the possibility of their not being human.

"Out of the past," said Reander in a soft voice. He mental-ly cursed his
lack of water. He wanted to go on, to walk through the city, but it was
impossible. He had found what he wanted to find, and could not reach it.



There was no point to his trying—not even any point to his standing still
and watching.

Nevertheless, he stayed for a long time before turning his back on the
city to begin the long walk back to the Wild-land. He made himself a
promise to come back and walk through the streets of the city, at some
indeterminate time in the future.

In actual fact, he did return to the city a long time afterward.

But for the time being the moloch was left in sole possession, while
Silver Reander went to tell John Tamerlane that the stories were true.
 



II

The city op Ylle was a drowned city—drowned in oily brown vapors,
long pulpy fronds of alga and many layers of filth and fungus and cobweb.
It had been buried so long that those who passed by or through it, or sought
some kind of sanctuary from the Wildland in its darkest cellars, doubted
that it had ever been intact and inhabited.

Its buildings were farstone, marble, concrete and plastic, or hewed out
of the rock stratum itself, and they had therefore endured rather than
crumbling to dust. But the Wild-land had moved in to some extent,
possessing without destroying, in the fashion it had with cities. The city had
been built as a lunatic gesture, many years ago, on what was then the very
fringe of the Wildland. Its proximity had made no difference in the long
run, for the Wildland had come to the fringes of all the cities, in time. There
were no cities now that were not engulfed by the Wildland, except for the
legendary city in the Great Gulf.

When the race of Man had passed from its sovereign position, the city
of Ylle had died, and passed to the Wild-land with the remnants of that race.
The Wildland had inherited the Earth, and used its legacy for its own
purposes, and yet it left Man the cities, invading to some small extent, and
obliterating only when the inhabitants died or deserted. Ylle was one such
city—deserted by the descendants of its builders. Given time, the Wildland
might erase Ylle from the face of the Earth. Or perhaps not—the Wildland.
did not always follow precedent. It was possible that Ylle would remain as
it was, a part of the Wildland, but not wholly gathered into its body. It was a
home for the wild men, a place where they could meet and confer without
crossing the path of the city men. There was much friction between city
men and wild men, and both preferred to keep apart whenever possible.

For these reasons, it was to Ylle that the Blind Worm came to see such
men as ever saw him. It was in the city of Ylle that the Blind Worm met
John Tamerlane, the black king. The black king was a king in truth,
although a king among men was of no real significance. His subjects were



few, and in the face of the Wildland he was as weak as they. Among his
fellows, though, he was master. It was not merely a consequence of physical
size and fighting ability, but a matter of drive and forcefulness. Leaders of
the city men were rare, because few city men cared enough to lead. The
black king was not a typical city man.

He was tall, with huge shoulders and braided black hair that hung to his
waist. His face was wedge-shaped and his eyes were big and round. All the
pigment in his body was black. He had black skin, black eyes, black lips
and black blood. As befitted a king, he was attired in more clothing than the
usual city man—or wild man, for that matter. He wore a breastplate of
brilliant green leaves carefully sewn to a comfortable fit. A network of
coarser, tougher fiber covered the leaves and also added extra protection to
the loose garment around his waist and loins. He wore high boots of supple
black material. On his head was a crown of thorns.

The thorns were undeniably real and sharp. At several points they bit
deep into his flesh, and the scarred skin had grown around them until the
crown was inextricably embedded in his temples. There were a good many
stories telling how and why the king of the City of Sorrows had ob-tained
his weird crown. He invented a lot of them himself.

He came to the city of Ylle looking for the Blind Worm. People had
come to Ylle before in search of the Blind Worm and had gone away
disappointed, because no one knew the ways of the Blind Worm, and it was
usually a matter for his own consideration as to who would be fortunate
enough to find him. John Tamerlane was not, as a rule, a man to deal too
adventurously in fortune, but even he knew nothing of the Blind Worm's
aims and motivations. He was sure that he hoped that rumors of the
proposals which he had to make would bring the Blind Worm to meet him.

Tamerlane did not know what the Blind Worm was. There were men
who said that the Worm was a man reared by the Wildland at its very heart,
and had never known his own kind for many of their generations. But who
were men to know that? Certainly the Wildland loved and protected him.
Others said that when the Wildland had fought and defeated Ocean, the last



sea creatures had fled to the human race for sanctuary, and that the Blind
Worm was the progeny of a cross-mating. But men were ever in the habit of
equating two unknowns, and the identification of the Blind Worm with the
cracked Ocean deserts, whose salt-burned abysses were yet to be reclaimed,
was the confusion of old memories.

The black king believed none of the stories, because he knew his race's
liking for myths and romances. But even he cherished his own guess—that
the Blind Worm was a natural creature of the Wildland, especially created to
be better than a man in every way, in case the Wildland ever needed to go to
war against mankind for possession of the Earth, in the same way that it had
fought Ocean. But when the Wildland had taken the Earth without conquest,
the Blind Worm had become purposeless—a lonely wanderer.

The Blind Worm undeniably had a great deal of empathy with the
Wildland and had almost certainly talked to the hive mind of the plant
complex, the entity called Sum. And-therefore he was at least in touch with
the desires of the Wildland. What the black king wanted to discuss was a
matter for Sum to decide, and so he had some reason for thinking that the
Blind Worm would appear at Ylle, if only to see what he wanted.

Tamerlane had set out from the city which he ruled— the City of
Sorrows—several days before. He brought with him four people. One of
these was the boy called Swallow. Swallow was, in substance, the key to his
quest. Like the Blind Worm, Swallow had an extraordinary empathy with
the Wildland. By some means he knew what the Wildland was, and could
understand it. He knew what the Wildland wanted, and could understand
that. And in his mind, he knew, was the mechanism which could give the
Wildland what it wanted. Swallow had the secret, and John Tamerlane had
Swallow. The boy was no city man, but the son of a wild woman who had
been killed in a skirmish with the city men.

Tamerlane's other companions were Vanice Concuma the hero, Silver
Reander, and a girl called Zea, who was Tamerlane's mistress.



Concuma, like Reander, was a wild man. He was tall and blond. Like
Reander, whom he addressed always as Shadow, he was a friend of the
black king, and had adopted Tamerlane's ambitions for his own ends. He
styled himself the greatest warrior in the world, as did the black king, but
probably had more justification for his claim. His strength was in his hatred,
which enabled him to draw on his greatest capacity for the defeat of every
enemy.

Zea whispered her name to sound like sea. She took that name from her
appearance. She had long, deep blue hair which faded and shone as the sun
rose and set, and eyes which were circles of disturbed darkness. Her vitality
seemed to ebb and flow in rhythms reminiscent of the long-forgotten tidal
pendulations of Ocean. The black king was attracted to her exotic qualities
rather than her beauty, for she could hardly have been called beautiful by
the standards of city men or wild men. Even so, it was obvious that
Concuma was also attracted to her. The black king privately wondered
when the girl would switch her affections to the blond man. He had no
illusions about the type of hold which he exerted over her.

It was dark when the five reached the drowned city. The bronze vapors
hung like the depths of the long dead Ocean, and the algal blisters and
lorate streamers seemed grotesque-ly like the seaweeds of long ago. It was
probably the' closest Earth now approached to a marine suggestion, for the
Wildland, while it could not erase the scars of the Ocean depths from the
face of the Earth, had done its best to bury all other memories of its
erstwhile rival where they could not reflect its enemy's former glory.

Zea seemed as happy here as she had ever been, for it was like her in
nature: a kindred echo of the deep past. The black king watched her
somberly as she responded to surroundings, and darted glances at Concuma.
Tamerlane was depressed and somewhat impatient. He had calculated to
arrive earlier, while it was still daylight, but the journey had been slow,
through waist-high forests of Sor-daria and similar root fungi which fouled
the floor of the Wildland and filled the dim tunnels with choking spores.
The prospect of spending a night in the drowned city before the Blind
Worm could reasonably be expected to appear was not very pleasant. He



contemplated taking the group back into the Wildland, to spend the night in
a higher and cleaner place, but decided that it was not worth the trouble.

Vanice Concuma was wary, as touchy as nettlehair. He moved restlessly,
fingering the hilt of his sword incessantly. Shadow, on the other hand,
seemed as completely at home here as in any other environment. His long
supple arms twined about each other as he leaned casually on a wall thickly
encrusted with lichens.

"What now?" asked Concuma.

The black king stard at the blond man. **We sleep. What's the matter?"

"I don't like it here. I detest cities."

"You loathe too many things." Tamerlane smiled—a weird smile that
was invisible in the darkness, for his teeth were as black as his skin. "You
kill what you loathe. That is why you are still alive; other men have not
hated enough, and have not had such a deeply rooted need to win. Go and
hate somewhere else if you feel the need. But not too far."

Concuma retired to the shadow of a wall which was not too deep in
vegetation. Shadow was already there, stretched out and, as far as could be
ascertained, asleep. Swallow sat down near them and rested his head on his
knees. He murmured something, half to himself, half to the two in the
shadow of the wall.

"Quiet!" ordered Tamerlane. Zea had already curled herself into a fetal
position and was sleeping with her head pillowed on a sponge-like growth
of fungus at the feet of the black king. He looked at her still form pensively,
suppressing the urge to lay down beside her. She was obviously tired.

They slept, with the exception of Tamerlane, who stared into the narrow
chimney which the Wildland left above Ylle. High in the vapors, he could
see the thin, wan light of the moon, and watched it flicker and dim as long
streamers of brown mist clothed and unclothed the tunnel in the sky.



He sat still for a long time, neither drowsing nor feeling tired. He was
not watching, merely waiting. Abruptly, he became conscious that someone
or something was standing watching him from the darkness to his right. The
image was confused by the vapors and the distant winking lights of
bioluminescent flowers on the edge of the Wildland, and he could not see it
when he looked directly at it. Trying to keep the shape in the comer of his
eye, the black king turned slowly, carefully avoiding the still form which
lay at his feet.

"You know me?" asked the silhouette.

"No," replied the black king, "but I think I can guess your name. I think
you know me well enough."

"Well enough," agreed the Blind Worm, speaking in a soft, toneless
whisper. "You are John Tamerlane, the black king. A strong man and a
cunning figher. A king by the strength of his body and his mind. An
arrogant man, but a self-sufficient one. I know your companions, too.
Vanice Concuma—a strange man whose strength lies in his hatred, because
his hatred is so great that it dominates his will. Reander—quick of mind and
foot, difficult to kill. Swallow— a unique mind, a talented mind, a valuable
mind to its owner…" The Blind Worm stressed the word owner very
slightly. "And Zea, who is more than you can know, and yet nothing."

"Nothing?"

"To you. To me, perhaps," added the Blind Worm. "To Concuma, I
think, she is something. A symbol. She is something more than that, in her
own right."

The black king nodded, although he did not understand, and the Blind
Worm moved from the camouflaging background of the medusal coils of
alga. He, or it perhaps—for the Blind Worm could not be judged by human
standards —was almost as tall as the black king. He was stark naked and
was sexless. He was not sexless in the sense that a hermaphrodite is sexless,
in terms of definition, but absolutely sexless—he possessed only a single
excretory pore. His skin was hard and jointed like an exoskeleton, and he



breathed through gill-like slits which were concealed beneath opercula hung
on his torso except when he inhaled. The opercula resembled, by virtue of
their position, breasts. He was a cyclops—his single large eye was situated
centrally in his head, and was a hand-span and more in diameter. It bulged,
with a vast pupil which covered, a far larger angle than a pair of human
eyes. The cornea was hard and inflexible, defending the vulnerable eye
from hurt.

Tamerlane knew from the stories that the Blind Worm was faster than a
human, stronger, better armored, that the eye—though single—could
resolve in three dimensions, that the sensory pores beneath the breast
opercula were far more various and sensitive than the poor human receptors
of taste and smell, that the lipless, many-toothed mouth beneath the eye had
a more powerful jaw mechanism and a more versatile larynx than a
human's. The Blind Worm, in truth, was far more than human. And perhaps
there was yet a further advantage, a psychological one, in that the Blind
Worm still resembled, in the broadest aspect of his shape, a human being.

"Concuma will not like you," said Tamerlane. "He will nurse a deep
hatred of you."

"Do not underestimate Vanice Concuma's hatred," said the Blind Worm.
"It is a valuable weapon. It would be far easier to fight you or me than
Concuma, because as you begin to force Concuma backward, his hatred,
and thus his strength, increases greatly. Concuma will never be killed by
one he hates, unless his enemy is already dead."

"You may be right. I agree that it is unlikely that anything Concuma
hates will ever find an opportunity to kill him. But I worry about the extent
of his hatred. Shadow will trust nobody, with a single-minded stubbornness
I admire. If only I could be as sure of Concuma's strength of will."

"You may underestimate the man. Don't ever fight him while you think
that."

John Tamerlane smiled with bitter arrogance. "No one will kill me. Not
Concuma, nor even the Blind Worm. Only the black king has the power to



decide the destiny of the black king."

"That is a bold statement to make when the Wildland has such power
over all our destinies," commented the Blind Worm. The black king smiled
again, without humor.

"The Wildland is not a god."

"Sum is the closest thing to a god you will encounter in your lifetime."

"Perhaps."

"Why do you want to speak to me?" asked the Blind Worm, abruptly
changing the subject.

"I would rather wait until morning."

"I would rather not."

"AH right," conceded the black king. "If the darkness suits you better,
we will talk in the night. I have a proposition for the Wildland. Are you of
the Wildland?"

The Blind Worm did not reply for a moment. "I am not a part of the
Wildland. I acknowledge no guiding principles save those that are a part of
me. But yes, I am bound to the Wildland in more ways than you. I have an
affinity with the Wildland; to some extent I understand Sum. Is that
sufficient?"

Tamerlane sighed. "I do not think that such precise definition helps.
What I am concerned with is whether you can actually speak to Sum. Can
you take me to Sum?"

"I can talk to Sum. I could take you there, but first I would have to ask
Sum. And I disagree that definition does not help. You should not think of
me as something I am not, nor I of you."



"Then tell Sum I want to see him. I will wait here until you have done
so."

"You must tell me what you want to say to Sum. He will want to know."

"If he wants to know, then he will hear it from me. Why should I tell
you?"

"When half a city knows what you want and what you claim to have for
bargaining, it seems ridiculous to be unnecessarily secretive."

"Very well. I shall explain my position, and what I want. You know me,
I think—John Tamerlane of the City of Sorrows. They call me the black
king. I am a king, but what do I rule? One city. A handful of people. All
around the City of Sorrows is the Wildland, which feeds us, and clothes us,
and owns us! I am king in name, but king by the sufferance of the Wildland.
I cannot expand, I cannot conquer. Communication is so difficult as to make
any unifying move impossible.

"I want more room. I want my independence from the Wildland. I want
my people to grow their own food and clothing. I want an area of land
which is mine. Land we can use ourselves. I want the seed of certain
selected plants, to develop as we wish. And above all, I want freedom from
the Wildland. I want no wall around me.

"I want the Great Gulf."

The Blind Worm was silent for a moment. "Is it true that there is a city
in the Gulf?" he asked.

"Yes. Shadow has seen it. Primarily, I want that city. But more than that,
I want my freedom to use it as I want. I want the Wildland to maintain its
present boundaries."

"And you offer."



"I offer Swallow, and what he has to give. I know that the Wildland
fought hard to win the Ocean beds, and will not be ready to give them away.
But I believe that I have what the Wildland wants far more than the sea
deserts. I have the key which will complete the Quadrilateral."

The Blind Worm had no human features, and so could not have
expressed surprise in a fashion the black king could have understood, but
even so, Tamerlane found the Cyclops's perfect equanimity annoying.
"What does Swallow know about the Quadrilateral?" asked the Blind Worm
calmly.

"Swallow is unique, as you have said. He has a strange mind. He knows
Sum—can feel him, understand him. It is not a matter of speech, but some
flux of need. Swallow knows Sum. I cannot explain very well. He can do it
a little better. In any case, he knows about other beings than Sum —three of
them. Who they are and where they are he cannot tell me. But he knows
they exist, and he can feel their mutal quest: the blind need to become a
single organism, a united group of minds. And more than that, he believes
that he can join them, by using his own mind as a bridge between them.
Swallow claims that he can seal the Quadrilateral."

The Blind Worm nodded slowly. "The Wildland is only one small part
of a vast complex, a thing whose magnitude you cannot imagine. Sum is a
mere part of mind which spans hives on four worlds in four universes.
There are an infinity of universes. When you look into the sky of the Earth,
you can see no end. There is no end to be seen. But beyond the sky there are
countless more universes, worlds without end over and over again. They are
linked physically. They are as near to each other as the fingers . on your
hand. With the right power, it is as easy to walk from one to another as it is
to walk from here to where Con-cuma is sleeping. But something keeps
them apart, something keeps the four fractions of the Quadrilateral bound to
their own local environments."

"Swallow can break the boundary. Swallow can carry the links across
the barriers separating the fractions."



"Are you sure of that?"

"I am as sure as I can be. That is my condition. I will complete the
Quadrilateral if the Wildland will acknowledge my sovereignty in the Great
Gulf." "You? You will?"

"I and what is mine. I own the mechanism—not within myself, but it is
mine. The Quadrilateral needs Swallow. Without me, it will get nothing."

"I will tell this story to Sum."

"Explain it carefully. Only you can deliver the message."

"I will do that," said the Blind Worm carefully. "But I cannot make
promises on behalf of the Wildland. If Sum is not interested, there is
nothing I can do. Sleep now, if you want. I will try to return as early as
possible tomorrow morning. Then I will give you the answer." The Blind
Worm drew back into the shadows and was gone, lost in the dark mists of
the drowned city.

Tamerlane remained staring morosely at the place where the cyclops
had stood, seeming to see the weird outline still cut from the brown fog. He
did not sleep, but rested in a sitting position for the time that remained of
the night. The dawn was not long in coming, but the darkness and twilight
lingered a long time beneath the clouds of vapor which haloed Ylle.

Suddenly and soundlessly, before the sun had grown strong enough to
penetrate the vapors, Shadow unfolded in a single fluid motion. "Someone
is coming."

"Someone has already been here," said the black king, in a soft voice
which sounded completely unperturbed.

"The Blind Worm. I know—I watched and listened. But this isn't. The
cyclops came openly and honestly. This one creeps, and tries to remain
hidden."



"Is he alone?" Reander shrugged. "Where is he?"

The slim man pointed to the right, to the nearest edge of the Wildland,
where the lightblooms could dimly be seen moving over the tangled wood
of the Wildland's skeleton.

Vanice Concuma awakened more slowly, but as soon as he saw the
other two standing he was alert, and rose quickly to his feet. He stood with
his back to the wall, anxiously watching the direction Shadow was silently
indicating. There was, for the moment, no sound except for a slight stirring
of the wind. Swallow stirred and sat up, exposing his position.

"Look out!" howled Reander, and Concuma shot out a boot to hook
Swallow's small body away. The boy sprawled, and an arrow split as it hit
the rock he had slept next to.

Shadow was already in a crouch, bow in hand. With astonishing speed
he released an arrow, but it was obvious from the rattling sound as it
disappeared into the Wildland that he had hit nothing. He turned to the
black king and shrugged helplessly.

Swallow was now safely under cover, and Reander hung back in the
shadow of a half-fallen wall. Concuma and the black king stood their
ground, the latter protecting Zea with his body.

"There will be no more arrows, King," called a deep voice with
controlled volume.

"I think I'll kill you anyway," yelled back Tamerlane.

Concuma had drawn his sword, and stood running his finger slowly up
and down the blade. Carefully he spat on it, and dropped gradually into his
half-crouch as the pause lengthened.

"You're surrounded," said the deep voice.

Tamerlane flashed a glance at Reander, who shook his head.



"We give in then. Come and get us."

"Just send out the boy."

"Come and get him."

There was a pause, then the sound of someone approaching. Concuma*s
eyes gleamed. A tall man with scaly yellow skin and long, webbed fingers
stepped into sight between two of the ancient buildings. He walked forward
along what had once been a road.

"Who are you?" demanded the black king.

"I know him!" said Concuma in a high-pitched semi-whisper. "Dragon!
That's what he's called."

"Jose Dragon," said Reander quietly and reflectively. "What would you
hope to gain by starting trouble with us?"

"I want to talk," said the yellow man.

"A moment ago you wanted to fight."

Dragon grinned. "I missed," he pointed out.

"I think I'd still rather fight," said Tamerlane, returning an equally nasty
smile.

Zea, roused at last, crawled away from the black king as he stood
belligerently facing Dragon.

"Last night you talked to the Blind Worm," said the yel-low man. He
was sweating, although the morning was not warm. He looked tired and far
from relaxed. Whether he was simply afraid, or was agitated for some other
reason, was hard to judge.

"What is that to you? How do you know?" demanded the black king,
deciding against killing the yellow man for the time being.



"The Wildland knows. The Blind Worm talked to Sum a short time ago.
I know because the Wildland knows. King, you must not give the Wildland
the key to the Quadrilateral."

"You are prepared to go to extreme lengths to stop me, it seems," said
the black king complacently. "It would have cost your life if you had killed
him. It might cost your life in any case. Had you succeeded—or if you try
again— I will tear the Wildland apart to find and destroy you. Nothing will
prevent me from sealing the Quadrilateral if Sum agrees to my terms.
Nothing."

"It is far more important than you seem to imagine. The Quadrilateral
must never be completed. Sum is powerful now, but it is a helpless cripple.
Imagine its power when healed!"

"Go home, Dragon," murmured Reander, with mock kindness and
insulting condescension.

"There is no reason why the Quadrilateral should not be completed,"
said the black king brusquely.

"It is against the interest of every man on Earth."

The black king shifted his weight from one foot to the other and
frowned. "Dragon," he said evenly, "I decide what is in my interest and
what is against it. I am not ignorant. I am not a child to be led by you or the
Wildland. I hold the stakes, and I will do what I want with them. I do not
want to hear your arrogant preaching. I do not even want to hear your
reasons. Whatever they are, I will continue on the path I have chosen as the
best means of getting what I want. You can take nothing from me by force,
and gain nothing by argument. I advise you to go quickly, Dragon, and go a
long way."

The yellow man stood still and folded his arms. The black king watched
him steadily.



"I apologize, King," said Jose Dragon, "but I must tell you what I know
and what I think. You are a ruler of men. You live among men, by the
tolerance of the Wildland. You know nothing of the Wildland itself, nor do
the wild men. You must see that your view of the Wildland is necessarily
one-sided. You live in the Wildland; it is your environment as well as your
boundary, your barrier. You cannot rule that world, or the men who live in
it, no matter whether they will obey you or not, without the toleration of the
Wildland. What you are trying to do is force the hand of something you do
not understand. You do not know the bargain which you are offering or its
consequences. You do not know what you are doing.

"Tamerlane, I know the Wildland. I have known Sum for hundreds of
years. I knew the world before there was a Wildland. I know Sum and I
know that he is not to be trusted. He has too much power to be worried by
honesty and fair dealing. He will take everything he wants from you and
give you nothing in return. You will achieve nothing, and you will do a
great deal of harm."

"What will you give me for the key?" asked Tamerlane, still very calm
and not in the least disturbed by Dragon's accusations against Sum.

"I have nothing to offer. I do not want the key. But I do not want the
Wildland to have the key. I believe that the Wildland must not be united
with the rest of the Quadrilateral, because if it is, there will never be any
chance for any of us to achieve our independence. If the human race wants
its world back then it had to take it. If the Quadrilateral is complete, it will
be too powerful for anything ever to dislodge it. Destroy the key. Don't even
risk it falling into the hands of Sum, or even the Blind Worm."

"No."

"You must."

"You are a madman, Dragon. If you will give me nothing for the key
when you want it so badly, then there is no conceivable reason for
withholding it from the Wildlands, for even if it does give nothing in return,
I cannot be worse off."



"You're wrong, Tamerlane. You can't buy the Earth by offering its owner
more power. You can only strengthen his hold upon it. The Earth once
belonged to men, before Sum took it. We didn't fight then, when we could
have won. But there will be another time, in the future, when we will again
be able to destroy Sum. If you complete the Quadrilateral, that time will
never come."

"The Wildland is too strong to fight now. You must know that to fight
the Wildland would mean total annihilation. There is absolutely no
possibility of winning."

"Not now, no, but in time…"

"Time! The hell with time. It is for me, John Tamerlane, I that am
living, not for my descendants. I—do you understand that, Dragon?— I
want the Great Gulf, and I want it now. The Wildland is my most powerful
ally, not my enemy. If I fought I would lose everything. While I try to make
bargains I have everything to gain."

"You will lose everything. Not only for now, but forever. Our position
will be hopeless if the Quadrilateral is joined. It's useless, isn't it?"

"Go away, yellow man. You're lucky. If I ever see you again, I'll kill
you."

"We'll meet again," Dragon said as he turned to leave. "When you've
seen more, perhaps you'll realize the truth."

The black king watched the retreating figure until it was lost. "I don't
understand him. He can't mean all that idiocy about fighting the Wildland.
Why should he not want the Quadrilateral joined? Or is it that he does not
want me to have the city in the Gulf?"

"You should have killed him," said Concuma. Tamerlane shrugged.

"He's a dangerous man," said Reander. "If he was speaking honestly,
then he's an idealist and a fanatic. If he was lying, then there are things we



don't know. Either way, Dragon is a threat. Vanice is right—you .shouldn't
have let him go."

"Save your advice," growled the black king. "There was no point. I hold
the key and I am the king. He can do nothing."

"He tried to kill me," said Swallow.

"Agh, there's nothing to be afraid of. I need you—don't think I'd let
anything happen to you."

"But-"

"Shut up!"

There was a long pause while the black king stared at each of his
companions in turn. Concuma did not care. Shadow was slightly amused.
Swallow was petulant. Zea, as always, was totally unfathomable.

Finally the black king smiled, his shining black teeth glinting in the pale
daylight which filtered down the narrow chimney of clear air above the city.
Concuma, sword once again sheathed, climbed up a sprawling algal
holdfast to a point some ten feet from the ground, where he could get a
fairly wide view of Ylle, although visibility was bad in the dull mist. Even
though Concuma was alert and on edge, the Blind Worm came unnoticed
and unheralded.
 



III

Even Shadow had not sensed the Cyclops's presence until he was
actually among them. He was less disturbed than Zea and Swallow at the
sight of the weird figure, having listened to the conversation of the previous
night. Concuma leaped down, clearly angry that he had not observed the
Blind Worm's approach. It was obvious that, as Tamerlane had predicted,
the tall wild man took an instant and strong dislike to the Blind Worm.

"I will take you to Sum," said the cyclops, as he moved toward the black
king. There was something sinuous in his movements—there was no
sensation of his stepping from one spot to another, merely a smooth
transition. Shadow moved around so that he was positioned at Tamerlane's
shoulder. Zea rose and went to stand beside Concuma. Swallow still lay
where Concuma had kicked him.

"What did Sum say about the bargain?" demanded Tamerlane.

"He will agree to it. I will take you to the nerve center of the Wildland
—the mind of Sum. From there, he will project us in turn into each of the
universes of the other members of the Quadrilateral, where they will be
joined in the mind of your… property. Then the Great Gulf is yours."

"Mine under the conditions I laid down?"

"Yes. You cannot totally divorce yourself from the Wild-land. The crops
which you will grow will still be a part of it, because the Wildland is a hive
organization. Every plant on Earth is a unit of the hive—simply by
transplanting them, you cannot destroy their identity. But the Wildland will
not interfere with you in any way. There will be no attempt to colonize the
Gulf, and you will be allowed to develop the city and the sea bed in
whatever way you please.'*

"I am satisfied."

The Dragon will not like it," murmured Shadow.



"Dragon?" said the Blind Worm. "Has Dragon been here? What did he
say to you?"

"He was here. He told me I must not complete the Quadrilateral. He
tried to kill Swallow."

"Why didn't you kill him?"

"I saw no need."

"Jose Dragon is a very dangerous man," warned the Blind Worm. "He is
incalculably old, extremely clever and absolutely mad. I wish he were not
involved in this, but I suppose it was to be expected. He has an insatiable
desire to cause trouble."

"There is no trouble that he can cause."

"Dragon knows the Wildland well enough to cause trouble for anyone in
it. He knows his way everywhere."

"But the Wildland is on our side. You have just said that Sum is in
agreement."

"You don't understand," said the Blind Worm. "Sum is merely the mind
of a vast hive organization. The plants of the Wildland perform their
functions by reflex—they are what they are and Sum is the sum of all of
them. But Sum can no more instruct individual plants than you can instruct
the cells of your stomach. They are stomach cells, and will behave like
stomach cells, whether you want them to or not. And yet they are still a part
of you. We are within the body of the Wildland, but always remember that
we cannot look to the mind for direct help. The Wildland will not tell us
where Dragon is, nor what he is doing. We shall have to protect ourselves."

"I can protect what is mine," stated the black king. The Blind Worm
nodded what might have been approval, and half-turned, inviting the black
king and his companions to follow. Tamerlane stepped forward to join him.
The Blind Worm did not pause once he had begun walking. Tamerlane



followed quickly, with Shadow at Jüs shoulder. Swallow rose rapidly and
hurried after them. Concuma and Zea hung behind. "How long will it be?"
asked Concuma.

The black king looked back and frowned when he saw Zea standing so
close to the blond man. "Not long," he replied.

"Sum must be deep in the heart of the Wildland," guessed Concuma.
But even as he said it, the wild man was falling into a comfortable stride.

"You've traveled the Wildland before," muttered Tamerlane impatiently,
half to himself, because only Shadow heard. "Be grateful that Concuma is
scared," said Shadow. "When he fears, his hate is thriving."

"He's not afraid," said the black king.

The bitterness in his voice betrayed what he was thinking. "What does it
matter?" purred the slender man. "She is nothing to you but property, and
she remains that."

"But to Concuma!"

"Concuma is your friend," reminded Shadow, with a slight accent on the
last word. "Your jealousy can only hurt you."

The black king acknowledged the truth of what Reander said. "You are
a clever man, Shadow."

"One has to be," said the wild man, with a strange kind of sigh. "It's
only experience and staying alive. Wild men are either clever, cunning or
indestructible—or dead."

"Which is Concuma?"

""Indestructible."

The black king nodded sourly. The Blind Worm laughed. He had an
oddly musical laugh.



They passed from the vapored deadness of abandoned Ylle to the naked
and splendid Wildland. Their path took them above the musty ground via a
mass of matted vines. These formed many-layered carpets intricately woven
into a series of nets which bore them high into the plant hive. The way was
springy and often steep, but not particularly difficult to negotiate. Between
the tightly wound vines were smaller climbers and the everpresent
lightblooms which provided a supply of photosynthetic energy for local
emergencies, when translocation from the canopy would be too slow. It was
these which lit—albeit dimly—the eerie roads through the Wildland. Fat
worm-flowers—damp motile bags of plant flesh—scavenged dead tissue
and cellulose debris from the vines.

They had to cope with the defensive elements of the Wildland, too. The
thorns of the net-nettle and the stinging hairs of a multitude of threadstalks
and hyphae hurt their feet, but the race of man had long ago become
immune to the poisons they used. Once, those alkaloids had wiped out most
of the animal life on Earth. Now the structures which bore them were more
or less vestigial. A more serious inconvenience to the travelers were the vast
anthers of some of the vine flowers—often the size of their heads— which
dropped clouds of choking pollen. The pollen never reached the ground, but
germinated and knit itself into the web, repairing damage and perpetuating
the strucutre.

Higher up, they passed from the carpet to the less dense skeletal region
of stouter branches and more varied incidental flora. The seeds of
geumgiants became stuck to their flesh and clothing more than once, but no
one incurred serious wounds. They were forced to stop and rest often,
sprawled on the stout branchwork. The Blind Worm seemed able to go on
forever without tiring, and Concuma was determined to show no weakness.
But Swallow and Zea tired easily, and Reander was not too proud to show
his own fatigue. The black king was too impatient to even think of rest. He
swore and clenched his fists every time Swallow demanded a stay in their
journey.

Often now they crossed the giant green-mottled palmate leaves that
were the lowest light-traps of the Wildland canopy. High above them, they



could see the first glimmerings of sunlight filtering through to them. Water
glands wept as they walked near the fern sori which covered many of the
leaves.

The Blind Worm led them unerringly. Time after time he avoided the
concealed pits of the pitcher plants and the gluey mats of syrup fungi, either
of which would have held them fast and permanently injured them. The
traps were primarily designed to catch cactoblasters, the ghost-like moths
which were all that remained of the insect kingdom, but if humans were
unlucky enough to fall foul of them, they suffered the consequences. The
euphoric amaranth plants were also hereabout, but all they saw had their
golden blossoms closed, and so there was no need to fear breathing the
perfume. Amaranth perfume was a trap for humans— the hallucinogen
would lose them instantly in the avenues of their own minds, unconsciously
dreaming while the tap roots of the plants dug into their flesh and drank
their blood.

At times Tamerlane might have believed himself in an amaranthine
trauma, for they were entering a part of the Wildland he had barely
glimpsed before. Although he was a city man, he was no stranger to the
Wildland, but he had always kept close to the ground. It was a fault of his
imagination rather than his courage, for it" had never really been clear to
him that the higher reaches of the plant complex were a totally different
world from the one he knew. Even the wild men habitually conducted their
wanderings^ in near-surreptitious fashion, hugging the ground and the
perpetual dimness. The gaudy crest of the Wildland was avoided by careful
men because there seemed no need to risk the regions where amaranth grew
and blood red tendrils of octopetalloid snakeflowers reached for them.

The functional elements of the Wildland were clearer here. The black
king saw and identified the thick conducting cables which carried water and
organic materials from one site to another within the hive. He saw, too, the
gigantic balloon-like reservoirs which held water. He often wondered
whether all the water the Wildland had taken from Ocean was held in the
plants themselves, or cached away in some subterranean hollow accessible
only to the roots of the system. He believed the first, because it was



conceptually impossible for him to think of "free" water. He had never seen
more than a few liters of it, and that extracted from roots. In actual fact, the
roots of the Wildland were now primarily miners—although that did not
preclude their being water miners as well—excavating with biological
finesse the essential elements, isolating and converting them into usable
substances by myriad intricate processes.

Swallow liked it here. He had always known the Wild-land intimately
and had been at home there, although he had seen so very little of it.
Perhaps he alone of the city men knew the tremendous diversity of the
Wildland, how it varied from crown to base, and from latitude to latitude,
and yet he had seen less of it than most. Swallow knew the Wildland, he
sensed its perfect ecological balance. He understood its hive nature.

He understood far better than the black king, or any of the wild men,
how the Wildland was not a mass of vegetation consisting of separate
species mindlessly vying for the substance of existence, but a single
integrated whole. There were many types of plant involved, many castes,
but they were united in one mind, one sentient intelligence called Sum. In a
way, the plants were more suited to hive mind than the social insects that
had first developed the phenomenon. The insects were perennially limited
by their clumsy devices of sexual reproduction. The single functional
female —the queen—was always vulnerable, and the caste system was
weakened by the methods for caste selection. The Wildland, being
vegetative, did not need sexual reproduction. It had abandoned it.
Genetically it was a lone, immortal individual.

Its component parts played their individual roles of support, transport,
storage, protection. There was hyperspecial-ization. It was no longer
necessary for each unit to photo-synthesize, transpire, anabolize and
excrete. Each could link up to the common good, and live in symbiosis.

Swallow could put none of this into words. The ideas were unclear and
only half-formed. But when he looked at the bright green drapery of the
upper canopy, the bulky skeleton which supported them, the arrowstalks
which altered their orientation to suit the position of the sun, the tubestems



which were the blood vessels of the Wildland, and all the smaller motile
reclaimers of waste, he felt the strange sense of dispersed unity which was
the identity of Sum. That was Swallow's power—his empathy.

Every ecological niche was filled abundantly, for as the physical
elements of the environment changed, so did the flora. Two thousand miles
north, the Wildland would look totally different in detail. But essentially it
was the same. It would be Sum, even though its anatomy was not the same.
It would be doing different things, coping with different problems, as
though it were an arm as opposed to a leg.

What Swallow did not understand was the position of man. He had no
empathy with his own species, but that probably would not have helped.
The wild men and the city men were by no means stupid, but they simply
were in no position to evaluate the anomalies of their situation. Man did not
fit into the pattern. He served no function, yet the Wildland tolerated his
continued existence, as it tolerated the ernes, the diomes, the leeches, the
cactoblasters and the molochs. Man had never fought the Wildland, and the
Wildland had never tried to exterminate man. The diomes and the leeches
were allied to the Wildland—had been used by it. The cactoblasters and the
ernes survived in spite of all the Wildland could do. All the other species of
animal which had endured seemed to fit into one or other of these
categories, save man. The relationship between Sum and the human race
was unclear, even to Swallow. The Blind Worm did not know either. Jose
Dragon thought he did, but only Sum was in a position to know.

It was a new experience for Concuma to walk through the roof of the
Wildland on what seemed to him to be terms of truce, if not equality. He
had been here before, several times, but had felt like a thief in the night,
invading where he had no right to be. But in the wake of the confident
Blind Worm and the bombastic Tamerlane, he reached new heights of self-
assuredness. There was also the girl by his side. He knew that there might
well be a reckoning with the black king over Zea's change of allegiance, but
simply because of the burst of identity it gave him, he was prepared to
defend his claim.



The black king looked back at Zea several times, but the girl avoided
his glare. In other circumstances, Tamerlane would not have tolerated her
desertion but, at the moment, major ambitions overrode eveiything else in
his mind, and for the time being he was prepared to accept the situation.
 



IV

It was close to dusk when they saw the pinnacle. It was very near before
it was visible in the abundant greenery which surrounded them. Behind it
was the darkening eastern sky, but it stood out because of an odd sharpness
of outline. The body of the pinnacle was made of some bluish wood which
had some slight luminescent properties. It did not quite shine, but its
presence could not be overlooked.

"That is it?" asked the black king.

"Sum, or at least the mind and voice of Sum, are within the mountain,"
confirmed the Blind Worm.

The gate of the peak was a tightly knit barrier of thorned wood which
looked absolutely impenetrable. A-round the gate, the smooth, sheer walls
of the mountain swept away. It had a diameter of nearly a mile, and a depth
as great as the depth of the Wildland at this place, plus the extra height of
the peak above the canopy.

The gate, on closer inspection, was a cage with an oblique entrance
which led by a tortuous maze into the heart of the mountain. The tunnels
were guarded, impossible to pass without the knowledge and approval of
Sum. But these guards, at least, were under voluntary control, and not the
reflex-bound machines that were the rest of the Wildland's unit.

The guards might have been the Wildland's substitute for men. They
were smaller than men, softer and white. They bore six limbs, which were
differentiated into arms and legs to varying degrees on the individuals they
saw. There were also long pulpy limbs which were motile without the need
of joints, and which bore a ring of seven digits surrounding a suction pad.

Their heads were small and narrow and brainless, mounted on short,
thick necks and bearing flat black photoreceptors which were not like eyes.
They had no ears, but a lateral line system ran down the sides of their



bodies. They were unique in the Wildland, and grotesquely unlike men in
that they wore protective clothing—loose strips like plate-mail armor.

They saw the guards as soon as they were within the gate. The boneless
things gathered about them, wielding long thorn spears and blowguns with
suggestive malice, directing a host of dirty sharp points toward the invaders.
The Blind Worm spoke to them in a kind of staccato rattle, like and unlike
the language of the Wildland, which had, in various incomplete and bastard
forms, replaced the human languages of old. Tamerlane recognized the
language as based on 'the one he spoke, but could not make out what the
Blind Worm said. The guards did not withdraw immediately, although they
shambled slowly backward to allow them passage. The boneless ones
lingered, menacingly, for quite some time, while Concuma fingered his
sword and even the black king grew nervous.

As they passed through the gate the guards began to melt away but they
were always near, always ready, and they took pains to make this
abundantly clear.

The thorn maze ended and left them in a dimly lit tunnel which wound
down into the mountain. Its floor was steep, but ridged in stepwise fashion,
almost as though in concession to human feet.

The guards had gone completely now—melted away like silent,
unpigmented ghosts. The tunnels were not long. They wound and curved,
but even so it was mere minutes until the group emerged. They came into a
cave which must have filled the interior of the wooden mountain. They
stood on a ledge, level with the crown of the Wildland, which went all
around the cave, sweeping out of sight on either side. The ledge was wide,
and from its lip shone a mild white light emanating from* the depths of the
hollow mountain.

Except for the Blind Worm, they hung back. The cyclops turned,
expectantly, and the black king strode forward. Slow-ly the others followed.
Tamerlane looked over the edge into the great abyss below him.



It was like standing on the shore of a bottomless pit. Not far below was
Sum, immense beyond the imagination of even John Tamerlane. Because
Sum was a single cell. Sum, conquerer of Ocean, who glowed with a wan
silver light like the lantern-flowers, seemed to be nothing but a mass of
darkly sparkling fluid, like blood or wine, naked glutinous protoplasm
turbid with subcellular membranes and organelles.

Sum was bounded by the great dome of a transparent membrane, within
which could be seen a ramifying network of intracellular curtains,
supporting millions of spheroid and ellipsoid bodies. Deep down, shining
wtih a fiercer light, Tamerlane could see the nucleus, with an incalculable
number of swirling chromosomes, sharply silhouetted by the inner light.

Through all its wooden walls went thin threads of the cellular material,
out into the Wildland like the nerves of the hive, maintaining
communication between mind and body of the Wildland.

Sum's pale light illuminated all of them—the Blind Worm, who was
impassive, showing no emotion on his inhuman face; Vanice Concuma, who
was confused by a feeling of awe and an unfathomable but furious hatred;
Zea, clutched tightly to Concuma; Shadow, half lighted, half dark, almost
lost in the conflicting shades he wore for concealment; Swallow, half
crouched, eyes eager and mouth smiling wide. And alone stood John
Tamerlane, the black king, ebony skin gleaming with sweat and the crown
of thorns seeming to writhe in the odd light, like a prophet facing his god.

Zea slipped from Concuma's grip to kneel at the brink of the shelf, her
face limned with a peculiar sharpness, as though she shone with a light of
her own to oppose that of Sum. Yet every line of her face reflected the
image of the being that was before her, twisting it somehow into her own
face, which was the echo of another long-dead being: Ocean.

"You have the key?" said the voice of Sum: a deep, sourceless noise
which filled the cavern.

"I have it," returned the black king, in a deliberately deep, rich voice
which was almost the equal of Sum's.



"Show me."

"If I do, will you give me the Great Gulf on my terms? The Wildland
will not touch it? I have my freedom within the Gulf?"

"I agree to those terms. I will give you all the help I can in adopting the
Gulf, and all the isolation you wish when you have taken possession. I
withdraw all claim to the city in the Gulf."

"Then the key is yours. Swallow is the key." There was a pause.
Tamerlane, expecting his part to be over, merely stood and waited. The
Blind Worm took the boy by the arm, and led him closer to the edge.

"I can join the Quadrilateral," said Swallow in a fearful whisper. He
paused, gathering his composure, and continued in a more normal voice. "I
have always been aware of the nature of the Wildland. I have felt its
groping, the blind tropism which leads it toward these three other minds in
different universes. I have felt the relationship between them, the nature of
the disunity. I don't understand, but I do feel. I know that I can reach total
empathy with these four minds, lock each one in turn into my own mind,
and lock all four together. I can be the template which arranges the minds in
the necessary configuration. Then, when I release the empathic link, the
four minds will be one—the Quadrilateral.

"Can you not feel me? Can't you feel in my mind that I can do this?"

"I cannot reach your mind as you claim you can reach mine. But I
believe you. I can lose nothing. I can take you into the four universes, one
by one."

"All of us," said the black king.

"Is that necessary?" asked the Blind Worm.

"The key is mine. I shall stay with it until its job is done."



"It is easier to take all than to abstract one," said Sum. "There is
difficulty for me in distinguishing between individuals. I am a hive, and I
think in terms of hives. I am unable to comprehend individuality. I will
transfer all the bodies on the ledge. It is quite safe."

From the tunnel mouth behind them came a sixth figure. The man
stayed in the shadows, and none of the six turned. Even Shadow was
unaware of him. The newcomer crept as close as he dared, and waited.

"Are you ready?" asked Sum.

It was the black king who answered "Yes."
 



V

And then there were stars, a dizzying sensation of great height without
falling, but a spinning, wrenching around in a tight circle. There was
darkness—an everlasting darkness with no beginning, no end and no
genuine existence. There was a loud buzzing in each mind, as though every
nerve in each of the seven bodies was vibrant with impulses. Certainly there
was no ordered thought, merely a jumbled mass of emotions without
references to explain their sequence. The greatest of them all was fear, and
inside Concuma the hatred transcended even the fear, whipped to boiling
point by the shifting of dimensions and mental isolation.

After a timeless interval, the sensation vanished. And then they were in
a different world, all of them. The bioluminscent entity was left behind, but
Swallow carried a part of it with him. Locked into his own identity was the
identity caEed Sum.

The world into which they came was a world of colors. Their eyes could
not adjust to the splinters and slivers of color which made up the space
around them. There was nothing with which to orient themselves, nothing
on which their eyes could focus, nothing to which they could definitely
assign solidity. They saw each other as two-dimensional projections on the
crazy mosaic background, frozen into the depthless world, unalive and out
of contact.

It was like being hurled into the debris of a hall of shattered distorting
mirrors. It seemed almost as though they were embedded in a great wall of
crystalloid, to which their struggling eyes seemed to impart motion. The
facets shifted their orientation, and the whole thing began to rotate,
swinging in ever-accelerating pendulum fashion. They would pick out
strange, only half-formed shapes which moved across and through the
slashes of color with grotesque clockwork jerks. But they could not be real,
because they would have been perfectly camouflaged against the patternless
background. As in a kaleidoscope, there were hints of organization, but they



were transient and more the illusion of the eye than a property of the
canopy of colors.

Zea screamed a flat, harsh scream. It was something for their sensory
apparatus to latch on to. But it was hardly enough. Only the Blind Worm
realized that this was a world of only two dimensions, and that neither their
bodies nor their minds were adapted to it.

Toward the black king there came a huge beast, which came ever closer
although he could not make out at any one moment where it was or how it
moved. There was nothing behind for him to track its path, nothing on
which it moved. It existed, and it came toward him. He found that he could
move and draw his sword. He saw the paper-like images of Concuma and
Reander draw their weapons, but could not see what they did afterward,
because his attention was on the beast.

He tried to run, but the directions he wanted to run in did not exist, and
he performed sickening contortions in the single plane which trapped him.

The charging entity separated into four parts, but he could not judge the
extent of their separation or the pace at which they approached. The
universe seemed to curve. Somewhere away from him, Zea screamed again.
Reander writhed, but went nowhere and accomplished nothing. Swallow
had twisted himself into a fetal position.

Sweat on the black king's hand made his grip on the sword slippery and
difficult to maintain. The beast of many colors seemed to be infinitely large
now—it seemed to occupy all the space around him, engulfing him and
moving through him. The others were gone, as far as he could see, even out
of the corner of his eye. He was conscious of blood on his hand where he
had somehow cut himself with his own sword. He felt no pain, and could
not locate the cut. Blood flowed more freely and seemed to come from
nowhere.

Then the crystal was frozen, its illusory motion stilled. And an instant
later there was darkness.



"We are sorry. We did not know that you would be such totally different
beings." The voice was thin, and came from no direction. The black king
enjoyed the merciful darkness for a few moments before he thought of
answering.

"Are we all safe?" he asked, meaning, Is Swallow safe?

"You are disturbed. We hope there is no damage. You were exposed for
only a few seconds."

"This is the second fraction of the Quadrilateral," he heard a voice say,
and realized that it was the voice of Sum, speaking to Swallow.

"They said we," the ghostly voice of the boy answered. "Yet there are
not more than one."

"They are one. They are a hive mind, like myself in some ways and
different in others. They are identical and numerous, with perfect
communication and identical needs. They have no need of the caste system
of the Wildland. Their condition is different. But they have the same
tropism as the Wildland. They are a part of the Quadrilateral and they strive
for its union."

Swallow said clearly, "They are in my mind. They are locked."

"What now?" demanded Tamerlane, beginning to dislike the cloak of
darkness which protected him from the reality of the world around him.

"Continue," said Swallow. "I hope the next world is less unpleasant than
this one."

"It is peaceful," promised the thin, fluting voice which was now the
second voice of the Quadrilateral. "We are sorry for what happened here. It
was unfortunate. We did not foresee that your senses would delude
themselves in trying to rationalize—in your terms—the stimuli they
received here. The only wound any of you have incurred was self-inflicted.
There was no real danger. Our world holds no dangers."



That depends who you are," said Shadow drily. "It is a reflex action to
rationalize and interpret."

"We understand," said a voice that was compounded of the voice of
Sum and the voice of the two-dimensional people. "We hope that nothing
else will happen to disturb you. You will find the other worlds less fearful,
we think. Remember, we shall not let any harm come to you. We need you."

Again there was a feeling of weightlessness, negativity, immensity, fear,
and then light rushed in on them again. It was painful, yet a relief from the
claustrophobic darkness which had shielded them in the previous world.
 



VI

There was a desert. It was not like the salt-caked bowl that was the
Great Gulf, or any of the other dead lands of Ocean, but a desert of red sand
and red rock. It seemed to have no end, a sheet of sand blowing over rock
fused from magma millions of years before. It extended, as far as they could
see, in every direction. There were no hills of any size, but the evenness
was split again and again by the sharp projections of rock, crazily shaped
and scarred, which erosion had not leveled.

Above them, the sky was clear and pure, but not precisely the same
shade as the sky on Earth—it had more red and yellow in it, and was a
difficult color to name. The light was very bright to their dark-adjusted
eyes, although it was gentle compared to the full glare of Earth's sun. There
was no sound, not the slightest movement of the sand or the air. Yet there
was air, for a blurring haze rose to obscure the further reaches of the desert.

"It is necessary to walk a little way," said the voice of the colored
people.

Shadow at last realized the presence of the extra man. So did the others.
"How did you come here?" snarled Tamerlane.

"It was not difficult," said Jose Dragon, smiling triumphantly.

"What do you want?" asked the Blind Worm.

"Only to travel with you," said Dragon, spreading his hands. He was
moving away all the time.

"Kill him," advised Concuma.

"No," said the voice of Sum.

The black king had already half drawn his sword, but stopped. "What
concern is this of yours?" he demanded.



"The man is not to be killed unless he tries to prevent the sealing of the
Quadrilateral."

The black king hesitated. He did not understand. But eventually he
sheathed his sword.

"Why did you not bring us nearer to the entity which we have to
contact?" asked Swallow. The reply came from his own mouth, in a
different voice.

"We could not. The universes have physical links, nice bridges. We are
not making new contacts, but transporting you by the routes which exist. A
bridge ends where it ends, not necessarily in the place where we would like
it to end. We can pass to a particular world, but not to a predetermined spot.
We cannot select our place of arrival."

The voice was the voice of Sum. It was the first time the other members
of the group had realized that the voices came from Swallow.

"Why don't they come to meet us, as the colored people did?" asked
Tamerlane.

"They do not move," Sum answered. "They have no need. They are the
ultimate in organization. They create what energy they need from nothing.
They do not die, they do not reproduce. They share their minds in perfect
harmony. All that they have left to do is fuse with the Quadrilateral."

"They are hardly alive," commented Concuma. His voice was rough, as
if his mouth were very dry. Both Tamerlane and Shadow looked at him in
surprise.

"You cannot understand them. They have an aim. That is sufficient to
live upon."

"And when the aim is satisfied?" asked Reander.



"Then they will live for us. They will be us, and share our identity, as
we shall share theirs. We will all have a common inheritance. We will be
one instead of four.

"We are wasting our time. The Blind Worm and Swallow can guide, if
you will begin walking."

"Where?" Reander asked Swallow.

The boy pointed. "They are there. Look to the northern horizon. Perhaps
you can see them."

"There is nothing," said Tamerlane. "Nothing but the rock and the
haze."

"I see them," said the Blind Worm. "I can lead us to them. But walk. We
will come to them."

And so they began to walk. The sand was soft and their feet sank into it,
and the rock was hard and ridged. For these reasons, their progress was
slow. Concuma, after some minutes, picked up Zea and carried her cradled
in his arms, carefully avoiding venomous glances from Tamerlane. Blood
seeped from a small cut on his shoulder and stained the brittle chitin-scale
garment which she wore. The black king looked at his own wound, and
found that it had bled quite a lot, but was superficial and not painful.

Swallow was in obvious difficulties, and began to fall behind. Shadow
was always with him, keeping between the boy and the yellow man who
walked with them, but was not strong enough to carry the boy. Finally the
Blind Worm picked him up, and Swallow rode on his broad, scaled
shoulders. Reander and the black king moved into position just behind him,
to protect his back. Dragon moved ostentatiously to one side as if to
emphasize his peaceful intentions.

"Why should the Quadrilateral want Dragon alive?" asked Tamerlane of
Shadow.



The slender man shrugged. "I don't know. What does the yellow man
hope to accomplish? He can't do anything without being killed. He can't
possibly hope to harm Swallow."

"He is mad," reminded the Blind Worm. "Watch him closely."

They stopped for a rest. As they sat in the sand, Dragon approached the
black king.

"There is not much time left. Believe me, Tamerlane. The Wildland
once betrayed me. It will betray you as well."

"It might. But why should it?"

"Sum had no reason to betray me, yet he did."

"If it were not for Sum, you would be dead. I don't think you have any
quarrel with him."

"Sum has already robbed me of most of my life. I owe him nothing for
his preservation of this small part of it. I am not grateful for the type of life
Sum has given me. I once wanted much more, but Sum would not give it to
me. I was cheated."

"You're mad," said Tamerlane.

The yellow man bit his lip. He was obviously angry. Reander had
moved around behind him, and stood quietly caressing the hilt of his sword,
in a characteristic manner.

"Don't draw your sword," suggested the black king. "Better still, give it
to me."

Dragon hesitated, then slowly took the weapon from his waist and
handed it to Tamerlane. The black king broke it effortlessly in two, and
threw the pieces away. "Too old," he commented. "Tell me how the
Wildland cheated you."



"I helped Sum. I gave him everything that I could. I built for him, I
fought for him. Not against Ocean—long, long before that. I helped Sum to
win the Earth. He gave me nothing in return. He would not grant me what I
asked. For Sum, it was easy, but he would not give me what I wanted. He
will not give you the Great Gulf either."

"You sound as though you want to stop me for your own revenge rather
than for any reason which I would consider sound," said Tamerlane.

"You are betraying your race."

"I am assuring the future of the race. I am winning back our
independence."

"I think that it is you who are insane, King," said the yellow man,
"insane with ambition."

Tamerlane laughed. Dragon turned away.

Shadow instinctively measured the positions of himself, Concuma,
Dragon and Swallow. Just as the yellow man began to run, he hurled
himself forward.

Tamerlane stood up, kicked Reander's legs from beneath him in order to
clear the way, and threw his sword. It was a mistake. The sword went in on
the left side of Dragon's torso, above the lowest rib, and the point came
through to protrude from the left breast, as the sword dug in to the hilt.

But it did not halt the madman's headlong rush. In his hand was a small
dagger that must have been concealed in his clothing, and it flashed as he
raised it for a downward stroke that would take Swallow's throat out.

Swallow rolled away, and the Blind Worm, with no apparent hurry,
interposed himself between Dragon and the boy. He half-turned, apparently
to take the thrust in his own neck. Instead, he swept it aside with an
armored wrist and simply hit the yellow man in the face with his other
hand.



Simultaneously, Concuma's blade took him in the side. Jose Dragon
collapsed, sprawling on his back in the sand, as Concuma shook him free of
the sword. The yellow man flooded blood from his wounds. His skull was
crushed-smashed like a brittle piece of wood.

There was a long pause. "He was totally mad," said Shadow from a
sitting position, with a glance of resentment at the black king.

"But why?" said the voice of Sum, from the body of Swallow. "I do not
understand."

"He thought that he was cheated, once," said the Blind Worm.

"Why?" demanded Tamerlane, retrieving his sword. "He knew Sum, a
long time ago. So long, in fact, that Sum was merely beginning. The hive
was a few plants only, and most of the Earth's vegetation was dispersed,
uncoordinated. In those days, there were millions of men ruling the world
from their cities. They had broken the back of every individual force which
opposed them. They were sentient and intelligent, and had a great
advantage over every other life form.

"The only life form which could possibly win the Earth was Sum. Jose
Dragon conceived the idea of the hive organism uniting all the plant life of
the planet and taking it by force. He foresaw a great battle—the
Armageddon of his own race. And so he allied himself with the Wildland,
because Dragon hated his own race. In a way, he was an outcast. He was
deformed. Out of his deformity came his obsession, to destroy mankind. He
planned for the great battle which would annihilate the human race. To help
the Wildland, he conceived an invincible army to fight and destroy. He built
the prototype of his army. He built the Blind Worm.

"He went to Sum and offered his invention. The Wild-land had no need
of it. Sum refused his help.

"The Wildland never fought the human race: the takeover was peaceful.
Sum refused to fight mankind for possession of the Earth, but Man did not
contest the matter. And so Dragon thought himself cheated. He was, in fact,



cheated of his goal, which was the genocide of his race. But it was not Sum
who cheated him even of that, but mere circumstance. So the Wildland
ruled the Earth, owing nothing to Dragon and without the slightest regard
for him. He had only one hope left—one thing which would make possible
his forcing the Wildland to follow his wishes. That was the key to the
Quadrilateral, which he has been looking for for nearly a thousand years.
The same freak of genetics which made him an outcast made him immortal.
And then you came—you and Swallow. And that was.the end of the search.
Dragon had lost. That's why he didn't mind dying. There was no point in
going on."

"I did not cheat him," said the sonorous voice of Sum. "I want you to
understand that, Tamerlane."

"Why didn't you let me kill him earlier?"

"He once tried to help me. However misguided his help may have been,
he was prepared to be an ally when I might have needed one. I owed him
that much, surely."

"Why didn't you ever fight mankind?" asked the black king, trying to
clear up the last point which still puzzled him.

"I never wanted to fight mankind—because of the Quadrilateral. That
was far more important than owning the Earth. I would have been content
with any role on Earth if only I could have the Quadrilateral united. But
only a man could do that.

"As Swallow has said, the means to unite the Quadrilateral lay in a
certain type of mind—one which could locate the minds of the
Quadrilateral inside itself and fuse them into a single unit. We lacked that
template, and could find no way of making it.

"What we needed was a pool of individual minds—discreet identities
which varied sufficiently that recombination of genes would someday
produce a mind with the properties we required. In all our four spheres of
influence, there was only one such species, and that was mankind. It was



the last thing I wanted—to have the human race destroyed. Rather I wanted
to be in a position to protect Man and to guide him in the paths I wanted
him to go. And so it is the Wildland which feeds and clothes mankind, and
the Wild-land which forces his evolution."

"We have been manipulated? It was you who was responsible for
Swallow's existence in the first place?" demanded the black king.

"We did not expect success so soon. The requirements for the mind we
needed must have been far less rigorous than we originally imagined. My
plan was intended to encompass tens of thousands of years, not mere
hundreds. Even with the mutagens which the Wildland continually fed you,
the directed selective pressure should, in theory, have taken far longer to
achieve the results which it has. It was, of course, a difficult program to put
into operation. The design and training of my own component parts had to
be carefully planned. I had to accelerate the mutation rate and selective
pressure just enough to maintain maximum plasticity in the human species
without placing them in any danger of extinction. In order to facilitate this
program, I occupied the Earth. It was the only way to be sure. I did not
occupy the Earth because I needed, or even because I wanted to expand
physically. It was a mere convenience. Had Man decided to fight, of course,
then I would have been forced to relinquish this part of the plan and do
what I could with what I had.

"But war was avoided, and the plan went unhindered. In a way, we
might be said to have had the cooperation of the human race. I do not know
why they elected to let me have the Earth. It could not have been fear—they
would have fought whatever the probability of their losing, if they had
wanted to. Perhaps they were simply tired of civiliza-tion and had not the
will to resist the return to the wild. More probably, they saw in the
massively expanding Wild-land the solution to their problems of food and
raw material supply. They had run the world dry of all the food it could
produce, and they were not good enough biological engineers to make
enough of their own. Hence, they dared not fight, lest they destroy their
hope of solution to the population problem. To them, I suppose, the
Wildland might have seemed like a miracle."



"A miracle you might have been," said Reander, "but how many of us
have you murdered over the centuries with your 'selective pressure'?"

"The Wildland's methods may seem cruel to you because they involve a
great deal of hardship at the individual level. But within the concepts of my
own morality, the plan was perfectly justifiable. You must remember that
the individual level is impossible for any of us to conceptualize. I am a hive
mind, and so are the other members of the Quadrilateral. A species whose
units are separate entities is alien to our imaginations and alien to our
morality. We live by our morality, as you do by yours. In our mentality the
group is the operative thing. Individuals mean no more to us than the skin
cells which you lose every day. I know that you think differently, but it
cannot alter the way I think. I am what I am. My identity is inflexible. For
me to destroy your race, as Dragon wanted me to do, would have been
wrong irrespective of my own plans. But what I have been doing is not
wrong by my standards. Dragon could not understand my point of view, and
I cannot really hope that you will, because you are human just as he was.
But I have tried to explain. I can do no more."

"What about Ocean?" asked Zea. Tamerlane looked at her a little
sharply, but he was more surprised than angry.

"I encountered difficulties, of course. Ocean was one of them. I was not
the only hive mind to have evolved—I might point out that both myself and
Ocean probably owed our birth to the extreme selective pressure which the
human race exerted upon every other living thing which shared the
environment. Ocean precipitated a war. It was a sea-based hive including
many marine forms of life, and we clashed over the extreme water
requirements which we both had in order to maintain our expansion. Again,
I would have avoided war if I could, but Ocean was the aggressor. What
would have happened if Ocean had won, I do not know. Perhaps the
Quadrilateral would have died; perhaps Ocean would have taken my place.
Perhaps Ocean would have allowed me to continue living in a much
reduced form, unable to carry on my key project.



"In any case, I defeated Ocean. My mechanisms for sucking the water
from the seas proved more efficient than Ocean's means of securing the
water. I took the water I needed by force. But I did not kill Ocean. That
would have been contrary to my morality. I changed it into a form in which
I could use it. The entity which had been Ocean became human—a group
mind within the human species. I allowed the mental characteristics of
Ocean to be imposed on synthetic, but in every way functional, human
bodies. I had human assistance for this, of course. The group is small and
offspring from crosses with normal humans are not necessarily members of
the hive. But the numbers were maintained. It will not die out. I assume that
the girl Zea is a member of that hive."

"I think," said Tamerlane, "that I understand some of what you have
said. But it is too much to grasp fully."

*I am glad," said Sum. "I have done my best to keep the intelligence,
and to a lesser extent the learning, of your race alive. That, in a way, is the
purpose of the city men— to maintain knowledge which might be valuable
to the race."

"I am grateful," said the black king.

"The knowledge has given you nothing," said the Blind Worm, with a
peculiar edge to his voice. "Enough," said the black king.

"I don't understand," said Concuma in a low voice to Reander. The
slender man laughed.

The black king began to walk again, without any further word. "Wait,"
requested Swallow. The black king looked back. Concuma had gathered
Zea in his arms again. Shadow and the Blind Worm were also on their feet.
Without a word, the Blind Worm allowed Swallow to climb onto his back
again, and they began to walk.

The Blind Worm took the lead again, and on either side of him walked
Shadow and Tamerlane.



"He created you?" asked Reander softly, of the Blind Worm.

"Yes. For a forlorn purpose. It used to be said that no man could build a
machine that was superior to him, but Jose Dragon did. It was his madness,
I think, rather than his brain."

"So you were born into a world in which you served no purpose?"

"A world that was not mine. No one bore me any resentment save
perhaps my… father, but I was not a part of anything: the Wildland had no
use for me, and to men I was a hideous alien being. Sum, of course, knew
me, and taught me a lot, helped me in what ways he could. The men who
knew of me talked and invented stories. But that was all. I suppose I
became a sort of legend.

"I was permitted no emotions by my creator, but I think that I learned to
feel something over the years. I think somewhere in my life I learned to
hate him." The Blind Worm inclined his head to indicate the direction from
which they had come, where the inert body of Jose Dragon lay.

In the distance, Tamerlane could see a structure or group of structures
like a row of broken teeth. It occurred to him, really for the first time, how
old Dragon had been, relative to his own short life span. He even began to
see why the yellow man had accepted inevitable death in order to try to stop
the completion of the Quadrilateral.

The black king realized that in the days when Dragon had been born
there had been no such diversity of shape and form in the human race as
there now was. It was by those standards that the yellow man was a freak,
and it was because of those standards that Dragon had come to hate his own
race.

He dwelt on the irony of what the Wildland had done in spite of Dragon.
Instead of gratifying the yellow man's hatred, it had removed the reason for
it. In the world of today, the variations from the normal in Dragon's body
were no more strange or repulsive than a great many of the physical types
which had arisen from Sum's meddling. Sum, far from cheating the man,



had done, incidentally, everything possible to help him. It was the
intractability of the madman which had made Dragon unable to accept the
new order. Another man might have pitied Dragon, but Tamerlane was not
the type to indulge in emotions of that kind.
 



VII

Finally they came to the place where they were to meet the intelligence
of this world. Seven pockmarked towers of inert stone stood in a rough
circle whose center was rock, smooth as if it were polished, and clean of
sand. But there was nothing else—simply the seven monoliths.

"Fuse the second link," said the voice of Sum to Swallow.

"What are they?" asked Reander.

"We are stone," said a new voice from the mouth of Swallow—a slow,
dry voice. "But we are nevertheless sentient and intelligent. To your eyes
we seem simple, but on the level at which our consciousness exists, we are
complex and very large. The quality and matrix of our life is not on the
molecular level of protein in water, but on the atomic level of electrons in a
subatomic stratum. All that is necessary for thought is the flux. The
replicative properties of living tissue is superfluous. A thing does not have
to be alive to be sentient." -

There was silence. Concuma had set the girl down on the piled sand
outside the circle, and stared at the monoliths without understanding.
Shadow, willing to accept almost anything at this time, believed.

"It's all right," said Swallow. "We are ready now."

"The next link," said Sum, glorying in the words, "will seal the ring. My
work will be finished. Your purpose will have been fulfilled. All is justified.
We shall go on to the last of the four universes."

There was the same jerk into the in-between for an in-finite moment
that they had encountered twice before. It was familiar now, but the tight
fear was still present because it came not from within, but from without.

And then Tamerlane discovered with a shock that he was wet and cold,
that he was not supported by solid land, but gasping for breath as his head



went under water. Horror and realization struck him at the same instant.
This was the sea! Tamerlane had never known an ocean, had never stood on
a shore and looked out to sea. He had never been immersed in fluid since
the womb. He could not swim. The only water he knew was to be extracted
from the leaves of the Wildland or tapped from the sap-carrying tubestems.
He had seen the emptiness of the Great Gulf and imagined it full of water,
but it was a difficult concept and the reality was quite a different matter.

He panicked as soon as he realized that he was in danger of drowning,
but somehow retained sufficient presence of mind to avoid sucking his
lungs full of water at the same moment. He thrashed and fought, and was
immersed again and again as his flailing plunged him into crazy acrobatics
in the salt water. From very far away, he seemed to hear a triple scream as
the voice of Sum, the voice of the two-dimensional people and the voice of
the monoliths together displayed their discovery that they were on the
wrong world. Then he was unconscious.

He awakened choking and coughing and vomiting. There was a foul
taste in his mouth and breathing ripped his chest with bursts of agony. But
he was alive and intact. As soon as he was in any condition to think about
his surroundings, and about the fate of his companions, he sat up. That
started a fresh spasm of coughing, but he recovered quickly.

He was on a beach, and the ocean was mere yards away. The beach was
located on an island—a long slender spur of gray rock and silver sand and
mud. There seemed to be no native life—perhaps the spur was too small, or
subject to periodic battering by the sea. The Blind Worm was bending over
the prostrate form of Swallow some feet away, and the black king sighed
with relief.

"You pulled me out?" he asked the Blind Worm. The Cyclops nodded.
"Him too?"

The Blind Worm nodded again. Some distance away, Zea sat in the
sand, naked, staring out over the calm waters with an identity in her eyes
which he had not seen there before, but was far more alive and aware. Zea



was no longer an echo of something forgotten, but a reflection of something
alive. Shadow stood behind her, talking to her, but Tame/lane could not hear
what he said. To judge by her face, Zea could not hear what he said either.

The black king rose and went over to them. Shadow looked up as he
approached, without the slightest expression in his face.

"Concuma?" asked the black king. Shadow spread his hands.

"Dead?" It seemed inconceivable.

"It used to be said that Concuma could never be killed by anything
which he hated," said the girl, very quietly and almost dreamily. "That was
true. He loved me. I killed him."

"You? How? And why?"

"By bringing him here. I didn't want to kill him. I didn't want to bring
you. Just Concuma and myself. But it didn't work. I couldn't do it."

"What did you do?"

"I tried to cut away while we were in transit. I have very little power
left, but I could manage that. But I hadn't the ability to distinguish between
some of us and all of us. Sum was right—it's so much easier to think in
terms of groups. And Concuma died. It had to be him—not Swallow, or
you, or the Worm. Concuma. The one I didn't want to hurt. It's always been
that way. I shouldn't have tried."

"Who are you?" asked Shadow quietly. "Don't you know?" she said
bitterly. "You are a wise man, Shadow. Don't you even know now?"

"Ocean. The defeated Ocean. Part of the group mind."

"There is no group mind any more. We didn't breed. We just died—there
is nothing in the Wildland's morality about suicide. I am all that is left. Sum
was never wasteful—he made Ocean into a part of its pool of psychic clay.



But that was Sum's justice, not mine. Ocean elected to die. But when I had
the chance, I decided that the decision had to be set aside in favor of me. I
wanted to do something for myself. I ceased to care about Sum and Ocean
and morality. I am Ocean. Ocean is dead. I wanted a new life. I had to take
the chance. I had to try. I should have known that I wouldn't succeed."

"Didn't Sum realize that you might do this? He knew who you are."

"He must have thought that I was just one of the group. Perhaps he
didn't think that I had the power. Perhaps he simply couldn't see a reason
why I'd want to, Sum is narrow-minded. I didn't do this to stop you, John,
believe me. I didn't even want to involve you. It was for me, only me. You
didn't matter any more, nor Sum and his twisted morality. I suppose Vanice
Concuma was just a pawn too, in a way. It was no use, though—I've always
lost when I've tried to win."

Tamerlane turned away, keeping his anger controlled. Shadow had
another question to ask. "What now?"

The Blind Worm stood up, straddling the inert form of Swallow.

"He will die," said the cyclops simply. "Within minutes. There's nothing
I can do." The words sounded in the black king's mind. Then they seemed
to amplify and echo hollowly. And then another echo, and many others.

"What happens to Sum?" asked Reander, while the black king stood
still. "And the other two minds? Are they still linked? Or will they die with
him?"

They'll come to no harm. They'll be released from the template as he
dies, and will return to their bodies, still linked. Three parts of the
Quadrilateral are joined, but no more."

"It must be hard to come so close and fail by accident."

"It is not easy," said the thin voice of the colored people, with difficulty.
Swallow's lips barely moved. It was clear that Swallow himself would



never speak again.

Tamerlane's fist went to the hilt of his sword and folded around it. It
gripped tight until the sweat came and, in his fury, clutched it still tighter.
Then he drew it, turned and lunged toward the sitting girl. She made no
movement, but looked at him, merely looked, with big round eyes like
oceans.

But Shadow was between the black king and Zea, his own sword drawn
to take the blow. Tamerlane's sword stroke ricocheted from the smaller
man's blade, but even before the stroke was complete, it whipped back to
catch the other blade again.

"Stop it!" yelled Shadow, retreating rapidly, half. stumbling in the soft
mud. But the enraged king swept on. The girl did not move, and Reander
nearly fell over her in his attempt to keep between Tamerlane and her. She
seemed to realize finally that she was endangering Shadow's Me by
remaining, and so she leaped to her feet and ran.

Tamerlane lost his balance as he turned to follow her, and Reander
could have killed him in that instant. But instead the slender man danced
back into the way, so that the black king was unable to follow Zea. But the
black king's insanity had him in a terrible grip now, and Tamerlane came
straight in, determined to go through Reander if he was not to be allowed
free passage.

Shadow realized, with a feeling of coldness, that he was now fighting
for his life, and not protecting Zea from the black king's anger. He had
diverted the big man's fury to himself. There was no chance, and he knew
that. Tamerlane was a great fighter, whether in possession of his senses or
completely berserk. Concuma might have stopped him, or even the Blind
Worm. But the gliding form of Reander could only run, and there was
nowhere to run to.

When Shadow was ripped by a score or more slashes, the silvery sand
caking his thin body, slowly forming a paste with the seeping blood,



Tamerlane stopped, and sank to his knees on the sand beside the still-living
body of his friend. He breathed deeply for several minutes.

During that time, Shadow said: "I suppose I loved her too a little. Is she
to blame for my death too?"

The black king did not answer. He looked up again. The Blind Worm
still stood beside Swallow's supine form, staring out to sea, where the white
form that was Zea tried to be lost in the waves. Tamerlane watched the lithe
body for a long time. Then he returned his attention to the Blind Worm. "I'm
sorry," he said. It did not occur to him that the Blind Worm was an odd
person to apologize to. The Blind Worm flicked his eye at the black king
and said nothing.

"So," continued Tamerlane. "I cannot complete my side of the bargain.
What happens now?"

"We can only return to Earth," said the Blind Worm.

"No!" said the voice of Sum. And, incredibly, it did not come from
Swallow, but from the unwilling vocal apparatus of the Blind Worm. "You
can complete the Quadrilateral, Worm! I do not understand, but the template
is here." There was a dead silence. The Blind Worm folded his arms.

"What is this?" demanded Tamerlane incredulously.

"Sum has decided that I have a key as well as Swallow."

"You do have a key. All the years I worked, you had the key. Why? Why
did you withhold it?"

"What has happened?" demanded Tamerlane, still mystified.

"The partially linked Quadrilateral was released from Swallow's mind
as he died. It looked for another template, and found one. I allowed the
fragment to locate in my own mind."



"You can complete the Quadrilateral?" protested the black king, still
finding difficulty in believing.

"Why not?" asked the cyclops. "I am more than man. I know more
about the human mind than any man alive. I know my own mind. I have an
empathy with the Wildland, just as Swallow had. I also had an empathy
with Swallow, but he did not recognize it for what it was. I copied the key,
King. I took it out of his mind and put it in mine. It wasn't hard to do."

"When? And why did you let Sum make the bargain with me if you
could provide the key?"

"Not long ago. While I guided you through the Wild-land. The bargain
was already made then. Besides, I knew that a time would come. There was
something I had to do first. Something I have wanted to do all my life: I
wanted to destroy my creator, Jose Dragon. And I have done it, using
Swallow as bait."

"You could have killed him at any time."

"No, that is not so. You know that I am more a machine than a man. I
am a synthetic being, built to specifications. I had a prime directive built
into my mind: to work in the interests of the Wildland. And I have a
secondary directive: not to harm Dragon. He should have reversed the
directives. But he built me to be a tool of the Wildland. He was my creator,
but the Wildland was to be my master. Therefore there was a way I could
kill my creator—by placing myself in a situation where I stood between
him and his revenge upon the Wildland for the imagined treachery. You
cannot know, King, how long I have waited for the chance to crush his
skull. I only wish that he had built sufficient emotion into me for me to have
found great pleasure in the act."

"Follow your prime directive now," said Sum, "and complete the
Quadrilateral."

"I will do that," said the Blind Worm, "but I would like to ask something
of you in return. You do not have to grant it, because I cannot help but seal



the Quadrilateral. It is a matter of identity, not choice. But I think I am
entitled to ask."

"Agreed. I can give you the emotions you lack. I can give you ambition
and purpose. I can erase the directive from your mind. But I cannot change
your identity. Remember that if you ever come to accuse me of having
cheated you. You are mistaken when you confuse your directive and your
identity. But when you find your identity, remember what I have said.

"I can give you more. I can give you a universe of your own—I can
make you a god. I can give you everything that the Quadrilateral has. The
freedom of all the worlds of all the stars. An infinity of experience and the
emotions to enjoy it. That is what you want."

"That is what I want," agreed the Blind Worm. "This is what I need. The
man who created me built me imperfect and conscious of my imperfections.
He is dead. Now I want what he did not give me. I want to be complete just
as the Quadrilateral wants to be complete."

"I could have asked for all that," mused Tamerlane. "But I asked for so
little. Even so, it was what I wanted."

"One more thing," said the cyclops.

"Yes," said the second voice from the same mouth, granting it before it
was asked. The incomplete Quadrilateral was too impatient to bargain.

"Leave Tamerlane here."

"Why?" cried the black king.

"It is your world. It is where your mistakes have led you. I'd like you to
stay here and live in it." The Blind Worm's eyes went to Silver Reander's
prostrate body. "Shadow was a good man," he added.

"But it was no fault of mine that Swallow died! Zea brought us here, not
I! What have I done?"



The Blind Worm made no reply. In the single great eye there was no
pity, no friendship. There was nothing, because there could only be nothing.
Tamerlane realized that he was alone, that he had achieved isolation, of the
kind he deserved rather than the kind he wanted.

The Blind Worm vanished silently, carrying in his mind the three linked
hive minds, taking them to their destiny.

There was only a slender island in the great, empty ocean. Tamerlane
laughed slowly and bitterly. Then he looked up to watch the slim white
body a long way away as it slid even further from the sliver of rock and
sand. And there was no longer hate or rage in his eyes, but only despair.
 



VIII

Perhaps there might have been hope and triumph in the single eye of the
Blind Worm, had he been able to experience and express it. But there was
emptiness, as always, as he stood at the edge of a great waste on a desolate,
lonely world.

"Where is the fourth limb of the Quadrilateral?" he asked Sum. There
was a soft laughter. It was his own laugh, but it was Sum that used it.

"I am here," whispered a new voice inside his mind. "I am beneath you
and above you and all about you."

"The entire world?" asked the Blind Worm without awe. There was
more susurrant laughter. "Not a world," was the answer, "not a solar system,
nor even a galaxy. A universe."

"A universe is infinite," said the Blind Worm. "Yet there are many of
them," said the fourth link. "I am infinite, but basically no different from the
other hives of the Quadrilateral."

"An infinite organism?" asked the cyclops. "And even then,
incomplete?"

"Dimensions are immaterial. Fullness is of the mind. But I am tired of
being so much. When the Quadrilateral is free, I shall go with it, out of this
universe. I shall diffuse myself among the other three minds. My physical
manifestation will no longer be necessary. It is a burden I have carried too
long.

"It is your universe now. All the worlds of all the stars were, I believe,
what you were promised. You have them. You can take my place as a god.
You can create and destroy. As my mind flows into the Quadrilateral, yours
will flow out to encompass everything I leave. You will be one gigantic hive
mind, like me, but you will have the advantage of a body to live in. I never



had that. My sentience was corporate in every atom of this universe. I could
never limit myself. "Good luck."

The Blind Worm nodded, ostensibly in understanding. And then the
Quadrilateral was complete. There was no word, no sign, nothing. The
sealed ring was gone from his mind. And then his heritage came flooding
in. One moment he was alone on the edge of a great waste on a lonely
world, the next he was all-powerful, all-knowing. His mind opened to time
and space, and he felt love, fear, joy and despair in rapid succession,
bathing in their separate beauties. The Blind Worm had found his freedom.



Part 2 BLIND GOD



IX

There was a limitless silence on the dead world. The Blind Worm stood
very still, his head bowed. He looked deep into his own mind, testing the
power he had received, searching from without the universe which he had
inherited. It was like a drug, like a dream of amaranth to feel the drifting
fragments of his mind coalesce into images and ideas.

He could not take it all at once. It thundered inside his skull and he had
the terrible urge to retreat from it, to fly back into his old mind, powerless
and emotionless. The dread and the horror passed, but he still floated as
though in a dream, his mind disordered and disoriented. It would take time,
time to get used to it, time to rationalize, learn and control. He needed a
great deal of time…

He was on a new world, elsewhere in the universe. He walked along
slowly, in the middle of a great plain. The landscape was shifting, very
slowly, eddying, rising and falling. The small, bright sun rose and set in
mere seconds and the scene flickered in the rapidly changing light. The
ground below was unstable, changing so quickly that it often looked hazy.
The sky was changing too, like curtains of vapor continually dragged back
and forth in patternless array. The Blind Worm walked on, ignoring the
insubstan-tiality of the ground, his great cyclopean eye" roaming in
bewilderment. He let his mind sink into rest as he stopped wrestling.with
his problems, and allowed himself to become acclimated to his new powers.

Some distance away he could see the outline of a city which stood on an
elevated plateau that curved gently to the floor of the plain. He began
walking toward it, watching without paying a great deal of attention. It was
quite small, smaller even than the cities he had known on Earth, but as he
watched he saw that it grew slowly. New outlines appeared at the edges,
usually squarer and taller than the ones in the center.

His brain attuned itself so that the focused gaze of his single eye
compensated for the stroboscopic effect of night and day, and gave a three-



dimensional quality to the fluid city. But it was too far away to see much in
depth. He watched the buildings at the expanding rim of the city spring
from the ground and soar into the air. Their growth was sporadic, but he
could not make out the individual time lapses. They were too short to do
anything more than give a collective effect of unevenness.

The expansion grew more rapid until the whole border of the city was in
constant and violent movement. The central area was changing too, but
more slowly. Its asymmetry was never quite completely transformed into
the regimentation of the suburbs, but its rougher lines were smoothed, and it
grew taller.

It was larger now than Ylle, and still in violent flux. Buildings sprang
erect in groups some distance from the body of the city, and the city
marched on to engulf them. The Blind Worm was witnessing the birth of a
city the like of which he had not seen since the early days of his life, when
the human race still ruled and the Wildland was barely suspected. This was
a city from his far distant past, reinstated into his new future. Creation
continued.

The buildings no longer huddled for protection, but lay ranged far and
wide, arrogantly, like the jagged outline of a row of broken teeth. It changed
as it decayed and sprouted anew along the whole of its still-increasing
length. The pace of enlargement still increased. The entire skyline seemed
to be wavering and oscillating in outline.

Suddenly, he saw roads radiating in many directions, descending from
the plateau to shoot across the plain and unite the city with some super-
civilization that was taming its environment with tyrannical force. There
were no people or vehicles visible—their presence was too ephemeral for
him to detect. Only by the hectic pseudo-life of the silhouetted city was life
on a smaller scale manifest. The resemblance of the city to a hive struck
him forcibly, and he rather enjoyed the comparison of the city to a weird
Wild-land of stone and metal.



Almost without thinking, the Blind Worm stopped and shot out a hand,
straight in front in a dramatic salute, and the city fell. The towers were
toppled and the sprawling outline collapsed into ruin. In one moment it was
complete, a system of dynamic growth, and in the next there was a transient
thin swirl of black smoke and more than half of it cascaded as though
vaporized into a thin smear of rubble. There was only the merest glimpse of
a halo of flame, and then it was gone, swept into the skies by the surge of
time, and only ruin was left.

The Blind Worm stared with what was almost na'ive wonderment at his
outstretched fingers. He felt no jubilation at the discovery that destruction
was as easy as creation, but a little awe at the sweeping majesty of the
stroke. He felt no sorrow for the city. It was only a shadow on the horizon, a
puppet on jerky strings.

The pantomime went on—feeble, spasmic growth, slowing and ceasing.
The wavering stopped, gently and without fuss. There was no rebirth.

There was none of the thrashing of a wounded animal, only a tranquil
passiveness. The city began to disintegrate, very gradually. The flick-flick-
flick of night and day had not altered, yet the scene was more sedate, as
though a great tiredness had descended upon the plateau.

The city was dying. It slowly surrendered its memories of the chaotic
life it had once led. The blunt, angular figures abandoned their reach for the
stars and slid to the ground. The roads were washed gently into oblivion by
the tidal flow of the sands, whose waves swept lethargically across the
plain. The towers which had carried power lines parallel to the roads fell,
made mounds in the sand for a while, and were eventually swept into
smoothness by the marching plain.

The plateau sank deeper and deeper toward the plain as the horizon
assumed a regularity it had never had before, and finally it curled away to
lose its sharpness in the ever-present duststorms. The sands shifted and
stirred. The skyline was dead, the city was buried without a monument .to



signal its passing. It was lost and forgotten. Peace had come: peace and
emptiness, hand in hand, held the plain.

The Blind Worm carefully curved his fingers and relaxed his arm. It was
over. He breathed deeply for several moments, listening to the rasp of the
cold air as he expelled it from the opercula on his chest across his scaly
skin. He looked up at the sky and slowed it down, banishing the sun and
holding a still, cloudless night. He looked at the stars, which were
multitudinous in the blackness, and knew that the cycle was in progress a
million times on the worlds of the stars. Creation and decay, growth and
death, in different forms, all over the sky.

"Freedom can be very impressive," said a* soft, dry voice as the scene
faded.

"It's what I wanted for a long time, King," said the Blind Worm.

The king laughed quietly. "I wanted something like that, too. I
remember that."

"That was another man in another universe."

"That one was abandoned on a lost planet in a lost cosmos. Why did you
recreate him? What am I doing here?"

"I made you. I have to make things I know. This is my universe. It
reflects my identity and my memories. You are still fresh in my memories,
King."

"You'll bring us all back? You'll recreate Zea and Shadow and Concuma
so that we can live our lives again? Why, Worm, why?"

"I want you. I want to see all of you in my world. I need an anchor—
something to remind me that I am the Blind Worm. Something to save
myself from being lost in my own mind."

"It won't be the same."



"It isn't the same. It's mine."

The king clenched his jaw. "I remember the other king," he said. "The
one you left to die."

"I created you," said the Blind Worm, as though the two acts
counterbalanced.

"Am I supposed to be grateful? Remember Dragon, Worm. Remember
your own creator. I'll remember that. We all will, when you've built us all."

"Forget it, King. I'm not your enemy. I'm a wanderer in a wanderer's
universe. Use it for what it is, King, whether you're grateful or not. It's a
great stage with an infinity of sets, a series of shifting realities. It's my
universe. You have power, King, power to see those worlds in the sky.
You're trapped in what 7 wanted. Try and get what you want from it, if you
can. Discover new ambitions, or hold the old ones. I hope you find
something worth finding.

"I'll see you again."

"Goodbye, God," mocked the tall black figure with the crown of thorns.
 



X

The Blind Worm stared moodily into the semi-darkness. From mist-
shrouded mountains which surrounded a large river basin like plumed
helmets, he watched a battle.

The smoke-veiled ground sloped away from him for a long way. At the
foot of the mountain, a number of tiny figures slipped and struggled in deep
mud trying to shift a huge cannon or similar piece of artillery up the slope.
Its giant wheels were spinning uselessly as its motor whined, failing to gain
any purchase in the fluid earth. The men wielded levers and towropes, and
the field piece moved laboriously in the desired direction. Similar weapons
already ensconced higher up the incline lit the dimness with streaks of
flame accompanied by loud reports. Where the shells hit was impossible to
see.

There were hundreds of the machines, of like design and of several
different shapes, but the Blind Worm could see that it was the men who
were really important. They worked unceasingly in hundreds and thousands
to move the weapons—or even to keep them in place—in the appalling
conditions. Where the machines could not be taken under their own steam,
men pushed, carried and coaxed them. They fed them with ammunition and
fired them at some hidden enemy below them in the valley and on the
slopes on the other side of the river. The oily pall of smoke hid the second
army from the view of the cyclops.

Half a mile away, a large tank with thick treads and a huge bulbous
cupola lurched to a stop on top of a narrow ridge. The long barrel of the gun
bounced madly, but its sound could not be isolated from the general clatter
coming from that direction. Whatever effect the gun might have had was
completely undetectable. Men suddenly erupted from hatches on top of the
turret and in the side. They sprinted madly downhill and threw themselves
flat as the tank exploded in wreaths of rose-tinted flame. Bits of flying
metal spiraled in the smoky air for a long time, and the twisted hulk left
behind was hardly recognizable. A curtain of explosions followed a ragged



line leading sideways from the wrecked tank and across the ridge, but
nothing further of any size was hit. Several of the men who had escaped
from the tank must have died, though. Yellow and scarlet splashed the
ground at several points where the grass had caught fire, and running men
were momentarily illuminated by the flames.

All the time, the men strived to keep their machines moving, not merely
to gain good firing positions, but to avoid allowing the enemy to pinpoint
the positions of their artillery.

He moved down the slope a short distance, into the fringes of the army's
lines. A man raced past him shouting unintelligibly—he seemed no more
than a shadow in the dusk and smoke. A vehicle of some sort—small and
un-armored—bounced toward the man. He ran downhill a short way and
dropped into a ditch. Seconds later a large body hurtled into the ditch some
way to his right. The Blind Worm heard heavy breathing, and a burst of
racking coughs. Then the man was gone again, and the Blind Worm
scrambled after him.

A silver missile—some kind of rocket—flew into the air on a tail of fire
from a peak a long way to the east. Puffs of smoke burst around it as there
were frenzied attempts to shoot it down in the few seconds during which it
was in flight. It landed, fragmenting as it did so, letting loose a vast
explosion which lit the slope for half a mile and sent four cannons hurtling
aside, splintering. Before the afterimage had faded, the enemy had taken
advantage of the momentary illumination and two of the exposed field guns
boiled into flame under a hail of superbly aimed shells.

The black pinnacle from which the missile had come became a target
for as much as the army could throw at it Half a hundred flames erupted
from it before honor was satisfied, or vengeance satiated, and by then the
peak must have been severely altered in shape.

A rain of the silver missiles swept from the far mountains to bathe the
nearer slopes in a pattern of devastation. There was a tangible tremor as the
mountains reverberated to the multiple impact. On the steeper hillside there



were rock-slides which carried men and metal down with them in roaring
cascades of rubble. There were sheets of flame and a vast burst of sound
that went on and on. The heat was intolerable, but dying rapidly.

The men were running. Scattered groups tried to strike back with all
they had, but it was pitifully little in the face of what the opposing forces
had just done. The guns they had struggled long and hard to keep in
operation were abandoned as they ran uphill and down in a belated attempt
to escape the ceaseless blast from across the river. Burning men swarmed
down to the plain, scattering. Black ash filled the air, choking the Blind
Worm and sending him to his knees, writhing, his chest opercular heaving
to suck in air. The bombardment ended with a final squadron of cylindrical
rockets riding white cones of flame in shallow arcs to terminate in what was
left of the nearer army's ranks in the roots of the mountains.

And then the charge and the pursuit: out of the smoke raced amphibious
vehicles, bouncing into the water and leaping out on the near shore on
thick-tired wheels once again. And with them came a running tide which
ran across the shallow river without bothering to swim, clumsily splashing,
waist-deep in the water. Shambling over the scarred, cratered surface came
horde upon horde of the conquerors—with hard, jointed bodies like human
locusts, naked, with a cyclopean eye in the center of each bobbing head,
and cusp-shaped breast opercula. The Blind Worm stood, paralyzed with
shock even though he had known, watching thousands of his duplicates tear
into the human forces, killing…

He felt an urge, somewhere in his abdomen, to shout at the top of his
voice that it was all wrong and that the Blind Worm was a man and that the
war should not be. He wanted to raise his arms and bring peace, or banish
the whole scene into everlasting darkness and silence. But-something made
him hold himself there, impassively watching the wave of replicas come on
and on, in deadly array, with magnificent discipline and superlative
efficiency.

Is that what I want? he demanded bitterly of himself. Could that ever
have been what I wanted? I wanted to be a man. I don't hate men. What is



there in me that can see worlds like that? But he knew no answers to those
questions. They were important questions, and he wanted to think about
them. He went away to somewhere quiet, to the attic of an old house whose
roof was full of holes where tiles had slipped or gone altogether, letting in a
great deal of light. The air was still and gentle. It smelled pleasant, and he
knew that it must be summer. The attic was shadowy, but not gloomy. The
rafters were coated with thick white dust and had been eroded by dripping
water, but they looked secure. The air was heavy with dust, and the
filtration apparatus which protected his breathing membranes was
darkening with the grains.

He watched a woodlouse ambling along the roughened wood from one
crack to another.

It's so long since I have seen a woodlouse, mused the Blind Worm.
Where did this place come from? It's like a memory, but I'm sure I've never
been in any place like this. It doesn't feel like an artifact of my imagination.
What is this I'm feeling? Nostalgia? It seems impossible—nostalgia is
embedded in the past, like an echo. How can I be feeling the echoes of lost
emotion? I never had sufficient emotion. He looked around him more
closely, inspecting his surroundings with a critical eye.

There were a number of flaky white patches of mildew, streaks of
orange rot and numerous different species of mold. There were dark-
bordered pits in the wood, showing that it was the home for a large number
of burrowing arthropods.

The detail is fantastic, thought the Blind Worm.

In every corner and crevice there were cobwebs trailing in tattered rags
and threads. On the other side of the battered sheet of tiles he could see
fresh spiders' webs glowing with reflected sunlight with, here and there, the
indigestible husks of their victims swaying in the slight movement of the air
like corpses on the gallows. He watched a spider paralyze a newly trapped
fly and begin pumping digestive juices into the stilled body to liquefy the



tissues before sucking them up. While it fed, its web oscillated, gleaming
like sticky silk.

The tiles had once been a granular brick red, but time had cloaked them
in gray and had engraved pits and fissures in their surfaces to wrinkle them
with age. In the gutter outside, grass and weeds had usurped the channel
where rainwater had once run. Many of the roots penetrated the rotten metal
to hang like thin string, shriveled by the heat, while they futilely searched
the empty air for water. The roots hung in pitiful clusters, often knotted
about one another as though in consolation.

Much of the grass was yellowed and the few weeds wilted sadly. Their
invasion of the heights had not been very successful.

How can I explain the affinity I feel with this place? The Blind Worm
ran his finger over a stained beam. 1 never noticed these ridiculous
creatures with armored backs and many legs when they were alive to be
noticed. I saw them—I knew of their existence. But to see them now so
closely, to know them so intimately. This is not my world, yet it came from
my mind. It is like the Wildland, but so very different in its flow of life.
These creatures cower instead of ruling; they are small instead of huge.

This scene belongs to Earth's remote past. I never saw it there. I am a
creature of the Wildland. Why do 1 not understand what is happening in my
own mind?

He looked around in questioning bewilderment, turning his head so that
his monstrous eye scanned the whole room, taking in the architectural
symmetries and what had been done to conquer them by the invading wild.
He saw the conflict between the stark, angled wood and the glassy seas and
colored stars of lichens and fungi.

He looked down at the steadily accumulating carpet of bird droppings,
dead grass and simple dirt, and watched a centipede work its way through
the microcosmic jungle in search of prey. He listened to the pleasant,
soothing hum of flies, smelled the musty senility with the chemoreceptors
on his gill membranes. He looked closely, his great lens swelling and



sinking like a quiet sea as it focused and re-focused. And he looked within
as well, at himself.

He remembered what Sum had said to him on the Ocean world. I cannot
change your identity!

And he remembered Jose Dragon, the man who had made him. I had no
mother, he thought. I had no other teacher. Dragon made me. These are his
memories and his emotions. I took my independence when I killed him, but
he is still in my mind. I am tainted with his ideas, his memories, his hands
making my body. Perhaps, somewhere, I'm still harboring his motivations.
Perhaps the battle was real; perhaps I still carry his hatred of mankind built
into my flesh. Is his insanity flowing in my veins, as well as in his? Is it his
blood that I carry there? Blood he made, pouring his sweat into it, and his
tears, as like as not. Dragon built me, and Dragon alone shaped me—am I
only an extension of him? Have I then only inherited his emotions and his
worlds?

It can't be, said the Blind Worm in a silent voice. It can't be because I
haven't lost the hate I had for him, the repulsion I had for his ways and
thoughts. And then again, what if Dragon hated himself as much as he
hated all men? I could believe that. No, power has not changed my identity.

But who am I?

A small brown wolf spider scuttled across his hand where it rested on a
rafter. He flexed his fingers absently, and the spider passed on, walking into
what was apparently its regular hunting ground, for several of its less
aggressive kin lay dead and desolate, their legs intertwined into black
caskets and their bodies empty of flesh and fluid. The wolf spider picked its
way tastefully through the debris of mummified chitin ghosts, searching for
its next meal, having no time to spare for contemplation of its former
triumphs.

The corpse of Jose Dragon lives yet, thought the Blind Worm. Even
now, I am not finished with him. Somewhere, on another world in another
universe, he is dead. But the black king is there, too—and he wanders my



universe. Dragon is here too, or his ghost. They're all here—all the ghosts
in my mind. Sum could not change my identity, but I can. Zea will know
how. Zea had known power, when she was Ocean. She can lift the answer
out of my mind. Dragon is still alive!

I'll have to kill him all over again!
 



XI

The Blind Worm walked steadily, the brilliance of the sun irritating his
lidless eye just a little. To his right was a sheet of dark blue water that sent
waves rustling along a great curve of dazzling white sand. The beach
stretched away for a long distance until it was hidden by cliff faces
extending far out into the sea.

The sea reminded him strongly of the world where he had abandoned
the black king, but the beach was very different, taken from a great deal
farther away in his memories. It was a great deal more pleasant than the
lonely island he had encountered more recently.

To his left there were tall dunes, some shifting like desert sands, others
anchored by knots of marram grass and held as a windbreak protecting the
dunes behind. Beyond the sandhills there was a forest of conifers, but that
was a long way. There looked to be very little animal life on the windswept
dunes.

This was a young world with a young sun. The star was a clear, blinding
lemon yellow and seemed to be surrounded by a great golden aura which
extended its diameter by a factor of three or more. The sky was deep
opalescent blue.

There was abundant life in the sea, though. Not far from where he
walked was the debris left by the last high'

tide. It contained a fair range of dead marine algae, and the occasional
corpse of some primitive animal. There were a large number of shells which
had not so long ago been tenanted by animals. The shattered remnants of
the shells probably represented a substantial component of the pale sand.

The Blind Worm knelt and stirred the fine substance. It was silky as it
ran through his fingers; when he squeezed it, though, it grated harshly on
his armored skin. Meticulously, he dusted impacted particles from the palm



of his hand. The sand was warm and comfortable to walk on. He continued
on his way.

She was waiting, as he had known she would be, sitting in the sand,
staring out to sea in her characteristic manner. He knelt down beside her
and suppressed an impulse to reach out and touch her. She turned quickly so
that her blue hair rippled as it ran across her face. She smoothed it gently
with a delicate hand.

"Why?" she asked, very explicitly. "I had to. Do you like it?"

"I don't feel it properly. It's like being in a dream."

"I feel exactly the same. There is that same sense of impotence, of
illogic. The same feeling of detachment and periodic hyperacuity. Yes, that's
it—it's like a dream."

"It's not the same for me. It feels as though I'm in someone else's
dream."

The bitterness of the comment did not escape the Blind Worm. "I have
done what I could," he said softly. "I have not been cruel."

"All creation is cruel," she stated. "And wrong?"

"I think so."

"Ocean would not have said that. That is a young girl speaking. A bitter
and lonely girl. Forget the other Zea and try to start again."

She stared into his eye. "You can't change my identity," she said.

"I know," he sighed. "We are who we are. I imagined that power could
solve all problems. I was right, I think. But I was wrong in thinking that the
solution came in-trinsically with the power. It does not—one has to find it.
Everything that was wrong before I won what I wanted is still wrong, and I
do not know how to right it. Every mistake I ever made remains a mistake.



"I think, now, that in any conflict—with others, with one's own past—it
doesn't matter at all what you are. It only matters who you are. Life is a
battle of identity."

"What do you want with me?" she asked.

"I'm not sure. To talk, I think. Perhaps I need your help. I know that I
wanted to ask for it."

"I can't help you. You're the creator, the powerful one."

"How do I change my identity? How can I take something from my own
mind and destroy it?"

"What?"

"Dragon."

"He's dead. He was killed a long way from here, some time ago."

"He might be dead, but he isn't destroyed. He's still in here." The Blind
Worm tapped his forehead. "He made me, and he's still alive in every fiber
of my flesh and every thought in my head."

"Then kill him again," she advised.

"How do I destroy the idea?"

"Recreate him and kill him in a way which will eradicate him. Take him
from your mind and put him back in his own body. Make the thing which
you create everything which you want to destroy. And then kill him again."

"Like sticking pins in a wax doll!" the Cyclops sneered.

"Precisely. Except that it's yourself that you're trying to change.
Everything in this universe is an embodiment of you. Every atom in this
universe was part of a vast hive. It still has that unity. Your identity is the
universe. You are everywhere and everything in it is you. When you create



and destroy, you are pulling the puppet-strings of your own mind. That's
what the power has given you. Use it. Isolate what you don't want and
destroy it. This is real, material symbolism. Sympathetic magic can work in
this framework. Ritualize the killing. Make as much use of symbolism as
you can, and you can tear your own subconscious out by the roots."

"I'm not sure," said the Blind Worm doubtfully. "It's true. What do you
think really happened when the Wildland destroyed Ocean? Do you
imagine that it was a simple matter of securing the waters of the seas? How
did you think that Sum embodied his enemy in a group of humans? There
never was an Ocean, really. I never existed save as the synthetic scapegoat
of the Wildland. There never were two gigantic hive minds struggling for
world domination. There was one hive mind struggling for mastery of itself.
I represented all the unwanted ideas that the Wild-land had collected while
Sum was being born and reaching maturity. And so I was isolated and
destroyed. The physical part of it was never more than the appropriation of
the Earth's resources for its own use. Everything else was rituaL Do you
understand?"

"I didn't know," said the Blind Worm quietly. "It is harder than I
thought. There is much more to it than I imagined. It is not easy to become
a god."

"You can learn. It is no more difficult than being a man." The cyclops
laughed softly. "I was never a man either. I'm a machine. That is what I was
built to be. That is what I shall always be."

"You have the power to be anything you want," she said. "All I need is
the knowledge. I have to learn. It will take time."

"You have a great deal of time."

There was a pause, then the Blind Worm spoke again. "Yours must have
been a strange existence. A scapegoat without any real life of your own.
Were you human, Zea, or were you just a machine as well?"



"Neither. I am like this." She had been digging in the sand, and had
unearthed the corpse of a many-legged crab-like creature with a scratched
brown carapace. "It's a relic— a dead thing. It retains its shape, but it's
hollow inside. Its guts are gone; it's a futile, meaningless thing. What's left
is what the carrion-eaters couldn't eat—neither use to itself nor to anything
else. Can you blame me for not wanting to live—for shrinking from a hive
to a lone individual, so that when I die there will be nothing left? Can you
blame me for trying to find something by loving Vanice Concuma? And
does it surprise you that it resulted in his death?

"Every day I curse the Wildland. More than anything, I hate Sum's
concept of morality which made him destroy without killing. That was
Sum's justice, to strip me of everything I had and everything I was and then
to leave me, still living, like a ghost. No matter what I do, I can never be
anything else now. Not human, not even a machine."

Zea rose to her feet and hurled the corpse of the sea creature to one side.
It shattered, the legs flying from the body.

The Blind Worm stared at the wreckage which marked the tide-line as
the girl walked away from him. Soon, there was no sign of life again. Only
of death. The sea lapped gently up the beach toward the line of detritus. A
few strands of dead seaweed were visible beneath the surface, where waves
and eddies tossed them about.

The Blind Worm began walking back the way he had come.
 



XII

It had been raining recently and the ground was muddy. The mounds of
dirt and rubble on either side of the road had been leached over the years so
that they had spread, drowning the pavements and the tarmac and making a
new floor for the dead city. There were plants almost everywhere, but they
looked unhealthy and stunted. There was too much metal in the ground—tin
sheets and tendrils were more common than living leaves and roots.

Among the gullies and blackened bücks walked the Blind Worm. He
paused for a moment beside the remains of a car. The bodywork had been
stripped bare of paint and was a mass of splintering rust. Its wheel-less
axles were buried deep in the mud and the car listed to one side. Rammed
into its interior were the remains of a much smaller vehicle, its roof
crumpled and torn, its wings folded up and its wheels and engine missing.
Strewn around the metalwork were shapeless tangles of undecipherable
origin.

Towering over the wrecked buildings was a crane, corroded arms
pointed tirelessly at the regathering rainclouds. Glass seemed to have
preserved its identity better than metal, but it existed only as shattered
pieces, gouged and scored. At least it had not degenerated into
shapelessness. Pieces of wall still stood—mostly at the corners of houses.
Where their shelter had protected the soil from being transformed into the
life-devouring dust, the squalid plant invasion had done its best job. Dark
red and dark green abounded, with some yellow. There was no lushness,
though, only the depressing coarseness of willowherb and chick-weed.

The. most remarkable feature of the landscape was a church, older than
most of the blighted city, yet hardly touched by time. Its roof was in
disrepair, and the wood of its doors was partially rotted, but that was all.
Where the tiles were gone, it showed its beams, and the small bell could be
seen still hanging in the crumbling steeple. The bell might even be able to
ring, although its tone would be ruined by rust. But it existed defiantly,



refusing to be lost in the floods of time which had engulfed its
surroundings.

The Blind Worm hurled a brick into the rafters, aimed at the bell. It
missed and fell inside the church with a rattle. A man appeared in the
doorway, moving the great door gently, as if afraid that it would fragment
while he held it.

"You had to be here," said the Blind Worm, almost whimsically. "You
always needed a church to add sanctity to your sermonizing. So I've given
you one. A dead church in a dead city for a dead man. I've begun to adjust
—I've begun to make things the way they ought to be."

"You're going to kill me again, aren't you?" asked Dragon with easy
scorn. "You're going to kill me over and over until you've driven yourself
mad. I can't be destroyed. I'm too close to you, too much a part of you. I
made you, Worm, and I know. I created you, remember?"

"And I've created you. That makes us even."

"Following in my footsteps? That's good. You'll follow me all the way
to your own little hell, when you go insane."

"I won't go insane. I'll get rid of the devil which is possessing me. I'll
cast him out, exorcise him. I can do it, Dragon. You can't run away, because
you have nowhere to escape to. I have the power; I can kill you. It's like
cutting out a cancer—a surgical operation performed with precision. My
plan is forming—soon I'll know exactly how it will be done. I'll be free of
you then."

"You're wrong, Worm." The Dragon was mocking, as always. "The
cancer is all of you. You must know how much the created is a part of the
creator. I created you and you created me. We're one and the same, Worm.
It's a paradox. You can't separate us."

"That's arrogance talking," said the Blind Worm with assurance. "You
never exercised so much control over me that I was nothing without you.



I'm better than you in every way. It couldn't have been your meager brain
that created me. It was something else, something I don't recognize in you
any more. You lost it when you went mad. Whatever drove you when you
created me is no longer there. It's not in the Dragon I want to expel, it's not
in the Dragon I've created.

"The thing I've created is the thing I killed. There's nothing carrying you
except hatred. You've changed your identity since you created me."

"You're a fool, Worm," said the yellow man. "The identity of mine that's
in you is the identity that was in me when I created you. You can't get rid of
it by destroying anything else."

"What I want to get rid of is the taint—the seeds of madness, all that is
wrong in me that I inherited from you. Whatever you had that enabled you
to create me then, I'll keep. I don't want to destroy that. All I want to
exorcise is the evil. I can keep the rest. That's why I can do it. That's why
there is enough in me which is not in you."

"You can't do it. You can't make distinctions like that."

"I will."

The Dragon shrugged. "You have the power. I have no choice in the
matter. But I tell you, you'll lose."

"You have all the choice in the world," said the Blind Worm, smiling
derisively. "A god has no power over the choices of his creations. That is
why free choice is no para-dox. My power is only to mold myself. vYou are
on your own—your only limitation is the self which I gave you, which is no
different from the self which you shaped for yourself on Earth. What you
choose is determined by what you are. I can't make you choose any
differently. This will be no mock battle, I assure you. If you can, you might
even, win and destroy me. I'm not invulnerable."

"I'll do my best, Worm," promised Dragon. But it will make no
difference. Even if you do kill me, you can't get rid of me. Go away, Worm.



Come back and kill me if you must, but leave me in peace until you do."

Dragon turned and walked back into his ruined church. The Blind Worm
walked on down the lonely, devastated road.

7 wish I could be sure, thought the cyclops. He scares me; even now he
scares me. But I know, at least, how to kill him. The question remaining is—
who? Who wields the sword? Who would choose to take my side against
Dragon? The black king will not do it. Shadow will do nothing without the
king's approval. Vanice Concuma is the only one, but how can I make him
do it? If only I could do it myself!

But the ritual is the important thing. The symbolic killing is more than
the physical death. Striking him down with a lightning bolt would be
worthless. It has to be an execution, and I need an executioner.

There is a way, if I can find it. But they are all working against me. Why
can I create nothing but hatred?
 



XIII

Vanice Concuma, who had been lost in a great ocean on another world
and had been created again, walked down a hillside into a great, high-ridged
crater. The saucer of the crater was dull and somber under the illumination
of a cloudy, dark sky. The sun was invisible, but it was prob-> ably early
afternoon.

It would have been a drab scene to any eyes, but Vanice Concuma hated
it. He hated every part of this weird universe whose worlds shifted and
changed. Most of all, he hated the person who had put him into the world,
the Blind Worm.

As he walked through the ugly landscape, he felt a cold fear and some
anger. Both were born in loneliness, part of which was in his own mind and
part of which was built into the world in which he was. He compared the
crater to the blasted loculus of the Blind Worm's own skull. This world was
no less and no more real than the Earth he had lived all his life on, but he
could not help remembering its origin. The Vanice Concuma who walked
beneath the cold crater walls and looked at the distant, cloud-tipped peaks
was not the same Vanice Concuma who had lived on Earth, but the hatred
and the memories were the same.

Deep within the crater, near the center, was a crevice filled with a light
clay, like dirty snow in color. It was not wide, but it stood out quite clearly
from the blacks and browns which surrounded it. The darker colors formed
a mosaic pattern, blending little as they spread in macabre array from the
livid scar all the way out to the rim of the bowl.

The ridge, which ran all the way around the crater, was uneven, with
numerous chopped-off pinnacles. A few trees" could be seen in silhouette
on the skyline. There was no life in the crater itself. Whatever the black,
brown and gray soil was, it was totally hostile to vegetation.

The stuff was solid beneath his feet, and there seemed to be little or no
difference in texture between the scabs of various colors. The patches were



not smooth, but whorled and lined. Here and there were imprints which
appeared to have some specific design, but the forms which he saw there he
assumed to be figments of his own imagination. In his mind, he made a
circle around the white slit which gave it the appearance of a lidded eye;
then he made the crater the head of a sleeping beast, diseased by the cloying
phlegm of clay and rock, its slack, furrowed skin sagging from its cheeks,
and the sick white of its eye turned sightlessly to the gray firmament.

The king waited with Shadow on the brink of the white crevice. He
raised his right hand in greeting. "We are together once again," he said.

"No," said Vanice Concuma. "It is not once again. It is the first time. A
new world and a new time."

"Inside, you are the same."

"Because you are the same? We are never the same from one moment to
the next. I had changed before we talked to Sum. I was changed when I was
plunged into the sea. I don't think we are together again. That is ended."

"Because of Zea? I am carrying no grudge because of that. I am willing
to forget, if you are."

"No, I am not. It's nothing you've done, nothing you are. It's in me, just
me. I'm going to find Zea."

"What is it that you want?" asked Shadow. "Nothing you can help me to
get."

"I'll help you in any way I can. You know that." Concuma shook his
head. "The old days are over. This is a new world. I don't want the old one
back. In the old world, I would be dead. This is a new start."

"That's no reason to throw us aside," said the king. "Perhaps not.
Perhaps in time—"



"There is no time," said the king. "We need you now. It is a matter of
taking sides again."

"And who are you fighting this time?"

"The Blind Worm."

Concuma laughed. "You are a strange man, John. Always the same fire
and the same ambitions. What can you hope to gain by fighting the Blind
Worm?"

"His power. The power to give me what I want. It's rightfully mine. I
should have completed the Quadrilateral, not the Blind Worm."

"You can't fight him. He's too powerful. This is his universe. He created
us and can destroy us just as easily. It's his now."

The king shook his head. "We can take it away from him. We have free
choice. We can control our own destinies."

"Don't be a fool. You have only what he gave you. He cannot possibly
be fought."

"He is not safe yet. He is not safe while Dragon lives inside his mind.
By isolating Dragon as an entity, he has given himself the chance to get rid
of him for good. But he has also given Dragon the chance to destroy him. I
am allying myself with Dragon. I want you to do the same."

"You have talked to Dragon?"

"Yes."

"He has infected you with his own madness. You cannot possibly do
what he says. I will not work for Dragon."

"Then you are on the side of the Blind Worm?"



"You dramatize too much," answered Concuma steadily. "I am on no
one's side but my own."

"And what about Zea?" asked Shadow.

Concuma ignored the question. "Have you joined this ridiculous plot?"

Shadow spread his hands. "I seem to have. But I think that if a fight
comes I shall treasure my own side more than the black king's. I made the
mistake once of not thinking like that."

The king looked angrily at the slender man, but said nothing. Shadow
waited for Concuma to reply to his own question.

"Zea?" said Concuma. "She won't help you. She won't want anything to
do with any of this stupidity. She's finished with power. AH she wants is
peace."

"The greatest fighter on Earth," sneered the king. "And you want to stop
fighting. Peace! I hope you and the girl enjoy your peace."

"I hope we will. I hope you enjoy your war. If I were you, I'd forget the
black king of Earth. Leave your fanaticism on the ocean planet and find
some new way to live."

The king coughed. "I can't do that, Vanice. Perhaps you're right and
things have changed, but in this world as in any other I have to be what I
am. If I am an atavism, it is the fault of my creator rather than myself. I can
only do what I must. If you are not with me, then you can only be against
me."

"I'm not against you, unless you place yourself against me."

"I will if I must. If you stand in my way, through your own fault or not,
I'll kill you."

"Perhaps," said Concuma, not believing it.



"I will," repeated the king. "I must have the power which is owed to
me."

"You can't take it from him when you're only a character in his dream."

"This is no dream. This is a universe as real as the Qne in which he
abandoned me. Do you feel unreal, or flesh and blood? Nothing is different
except the ways of the worlds and the balance of power. I am working for
the same ends as always. If I fail, well and good. But I must try."

"You have been infected by Dragon. You're chasing his lost cause. Has
he made you hate your humanity yet?"

"Who are you to talk about hatred?" cried the king. "You hate your race
as much as he did. I can see the hatred in you now, Concuma, in your face
and behind your eyes. Your hatred is your strength, remember? Don't preach
to me about my hate."

Concuma shrugged. He said nothing. "It's no use," said Shadow.
"Goodbye, Vanice."

"There is still hope," said the king.

Vanice Concuma had turned away, and was walking back up the slope
toward the lip of the crater. "Is there?" asked Shadow cynically.

"The Blind Worm can never force Concuma to kill Dragon. Concuma
hates him and Concuma's hatred is insurmountable."

"And unpredictable. I don't know what he'll do. There's more in him
now than hate. Perhaps there will be a new strength. When he takes arms—
if he does—I warn you that it will not be me who tries to bar his way. You
can do it alone."

"I can win. I am the greatest fighter in this or any other universe. There
is no one more powerful."



"There is Concuma," said Shadow confidently. "And behind Concuma,
there is Zea."
 



XIV

The road was roughly hewn stone, worn to smoothness by the treading
feet of many generations. It was flanked by dense forest, oak forest of great
age.

Beyond the forest, or perhaps within it, away to the east, were four very
high narrow towers. Fires burned at the top of each one, making them
beacons in the dusk. The sun hovered low in the part of the sky most remote
from the towers, and barely outshone them as it set in a bank of dull blue
cloud. There were clouds behind the towers too, but thinner, paler clouds
that floated slowly along in a wind that barely stirred the leaves on the trees.

The Blind Worm sat by the bole of an ancient oak, watching the towers
and thinking. Numerous black birds sat in the branches above him,
mournfully contemplating the dusty road some feet away. Further away, a
bird was singing melodiously, but that too sounded a little mournful.

There were other lights, barely visible, some way down the road. They
represented houses in a loose community which was not even large enough
to think of as a village.

Hoof beats sounded on the cobblestone, approaching slowly. There was
a rustle in the trees as the black birds grew slightly agitated, but they
calmed down and returned to their semi-torpor.

The rider dismounted and came toward the Blind Worm. He wore a
flowing purple cloak, high fur boots and leather jacket. His head was bare
and his long blond hair hung loose about his shoulders. It was Vanice
Concuma. He left his horse without tying it. It stood quietly.

"Hello, Vanice," said the Blind Worm.

"Are you collecting allies, too?" asked Concuma. "I wouldn't have
thought it necessary."



"It's necessary. Far more than you might think. All the power in the
universe isn't without its limits and its faults. I need help, just as anyone
else might."

"Just to fight the black king and Dragon? Surely they can't harm you."

"Harm me?" the Blind Worm repeated absently. "No, they can't harm
me. But I have to destroy them. It's a personal matter, you see."

"No, I don't. You can destroy them as easily as you created them."

"It isn't easy," said the Blind Worm. "It's not the killing that's important,
it's the way it's done. I have to cleanse my universe, wipe out the disease.
It's not enough just to banish them from it physically. I have to erase what
they stand for."

"And what do they stand for?"

"Dragon for evil, the black king for tyranny."

"And what do you want from me?"

"Your help. I can't buy you, Concuma. I can't force you. What I need
from you is inside you, and only you can bring it out. You live within me
and because of me—I don't expect you to be grateful for that—but your life
is your own, your will is yours. I won't bribe you or threaten you. I simply
ask you to find out where you stand, and hope that it will be with me. It's
your own affair—you can choose to side with the black king if you want."

"I don't want to take any side," complained Concuma. "You have to.
You are in the center of the battle. Its outcome may depend on you."

"I can't see why."

"I need a warrior. I need a hero, a champion, a disciple. I need someone
to perform an operation on my universe and remove a cancer from it. It has



to be someone other than myself. I can create and uncreate, but to strike
something from myself is something someone else must do."

"But I'm a part of you. I have no existence except in you."

"You have free will. You are who you are. Even when I create you, I
must give you an identity of your own. That identity is what I need to
exterminate Dragon from my mind."

Concuma's eyes wandered to the road. They looked up at the tall,
beautiful towers with their beacon fires at their peaks. He looked at the
black birds and breathed deeply of the cool air.

"I'm finished with fighting," he said.

"You can't be," replied the Blind Worm. "It's in your blood. You don't
premeditate fighting, you either need it or you don't. I think you need it.
Irrespective of motive, with no reasoning, no loyalty, without even knowing
why, you'll fight. You'll be driven by the ache in your belly, the screw in
your mind. It's your decision, and you have free will —but there's only one
way you can decide, and that will be determined by who you are. Go, if you
like, think about it. But I think you'll do it."

Vanice Concuma remounted the silent horse.

"You might be right," he said. "If you are, I'll come back and admit it. I
hope that you're wrong. The waiting's yours, though, Worm. The
uncertainty and the fear are yours."

"I'll see you again," promised the Blind Worm in farewell.

The Blind Worm watched Concuma ride away in the direction of the
towers. Behind them, the sky was dark and starlight was gathering to halo
the yellow fires, which now seemed so tiny against the backcloth of night.

The bird which had been singing was silent now, but there was still an
occasional rustle from the black birds in the branches, which could still be



seen as dim shadows.

The Blind Worm rose wearily to his feet and began to walk. There were
other places to be, other people to talk to. But he was confident now that he
knew Concuma, and knew that Dragon would be destroyed.

He had formed his plan. He knew how to wake the blond man's anger.
He saw clearly the spur which would have to be applied to drive Concuma
into blind, unreasoning madness and hate. The hate had to be so intense and
immediate that Concuma would not for one moment contemplate joining
the Dragon and the black king in their quixotic quest, but would need a flow
of real blood in the shortest possible time to appease it.

While he considered the details of the scheme, he walked from one
world to another, from passive night to vibrant day.

The sudden light disturbed him momentarily, and he could see nothing
but heat haze and hot mist for some seconds.

Then his vision cleared and he saw the sweating jungle of green leaves,
large and spatulate, growing from twisted trunks and multitudinous
branches. "There was a superabundance of light and humidity. The sun
itself was only a blur in the steamy mist, but its light was profuse. The
riotous lushness of the vegetation might have been confusing under other
circumstances, but the Blind Worm at this moment knew exactly where he
was going and exactly what he had come to find. He stepped forward
confidently.

The ground beneath his feet was mobile brown swamp mud, liberally
splashed with pools and puddles of stagnating water. There was a great deal
of deep green grass in the more secure mud, and where the water was more
than an inch deep it was a soup of algae and diatoms spread thickly in the
muddy matrix. There were animals in the water too, but for the most part
the animals kept to the surface, skimming or splashing in the shallows.
Larger flying insects like dragonflies darted low over the surface again and
again, voraciously taking their fill from the clouds of smaller insects which
swarmed close to the ground, humming loudly and persistently.



Occasionally there would be a surface disturbance to indicate the presence
of larger creatures in the deeper pools.

The roots of the trees were usually embedded on tussocks of grass
which elevated parts of the ground, but often the roots sprawled messily for
quite some distance. The ground closer to water level was colonized mostly
by smaller woody plants and tall plants reminiscent of vast rhubarb sticks.

The trees themselves were crawling with insects; larger animals, like
reptilian squirrels, constantly ran over the branches, feeding from the
multitudes.

As he walked, he had to brush from his path hundreds of jewel-winged
insects—mostly flies and midges. There seemed to be an incredible biomass
of small insects feeding on the plant material and being fed on in turn by a
series of predators. It was like a fantastic multiplication and acceleration of
life in the Wildland, with the insects reincarnate.

His eye was persistently troubled by landing mosquitoes, and the tear
glands wept continuously as his nictitating membrane flicked across the
lens again and again. He felt the hordes of landbound arthropods which his
feet encountered slowly ascending his legs, and he stopped occasionally to
brush them off. But it was impossible to keep them away. By sheer weight
of numbers they invaded the crevices between his scales. Sometimes they
stung, and many of them tried to suck blood from his tissues, but his skin
was too tough and thick for them to bother him. The only irritant which
mattered was the continual sensation of their crawling over him. In time he
got used to it and began to ignore it, troubling only to keep them clear of the
slits beneath his opercula.

He crossed a stretch of muddy sand which was strewed with rotting
shellfish and covered by worm castings. His feet sank deep into the cool
moist sand and relieved him of a great number of the pests he bad collected.
The humidity was making him sweat profusely, and many of the insects on
his skin could not have dislodged themselves had they wanted to.



The smell of the place was strong and unpleasant. There was a tangible
air of decomposition and decay. There was a profusion of sound. In the
background there was the eternal hum of the dipteran -clouds, 'but
stiperimposed with musical irregularity were the plops of larger animals in
the water, the sawings of grasshoppers, the sighing of the wind and the
suckings and hissing caused by the constant mobility of the swamp and the
release of marsh gas.

He paused to rest, stretching his back muscles to try to alleviate the
constant itch, but failed. He almost regretted the world, but not quite. This
explosion of life and death was exactly appropriate to its role in his living
play.

The sun shone through the mists for a few brief moments and he bathed
in its burning heat, letting it dry the sweat from his skin and drive the flying
insects away to the shade of the trees. The sun was oddly small, considering
the incredible amount of radiance which it threw out. It was whiter and
brighter by far than Earth's old sun.

A shadow passed across the sun, its shape indeterminate in the glare.
Diffraction blurred its outline as it flitted a-round in a fast spiral above the
swamp.

He glimpsed bat-like wings as it wheeled around, and a long whip of a
tail. Then suddenly it plunged, skimmed in between several of the trees and
was lost from sight. The cyclops caught a glimpse of leathery gray skin. He
followed the object at a run, guessing the object of its swoop.

He found it gibbering and darting toward its intended prey and kicked it
away. It chattered angrily as it stumbled, then leaped clumsily into the air
and half-bounced, half-flew away into the jungle.

The carrion which it had been after was the body of Zea. He had known
that it would be here, in this particular spot, for this was what he had
intended should happen. Her skin was blued in several places by the poison
which had been pumped into it by the bites of various creatures. They



crawled over her now in thousands, eating the flesh away and drinking her
blood, and eating each other at the same time.

He knelt beside the mud-stained body. He took a handful of water from
a nearby pool and splashed it on her face to get rid of most of the insects.
He brushed her eyes and lips clean with gentle strokes of his horny hand.

Lying beside the body was the damp, dirty, never-alive form of a
miscarried child. It was smothered in blood which still oozed slowly from
her vagina. The blood became a thick broth of insects before it clotted.
There lay at the feet of the Blind Worm the first sacrifices to a new god.
They would ensure the destruction of Dragon and the victory of the Blind
Worm.
 



XV

Vanice Concttma stood on the reef looking down into the clear water.
The sun made silver patterns on the surface, which sparkled as it moved and
rippled. There was some depth of water, but it was so clear that he could see
every detail of the golden sandy floor of the lagoon. Hundreds of strange
fish glinted as they flew through the sunlit water.

Others hid their bright colors against the gem-like pebbles scattered on
the bed of the pool.

Near the edges, some distance away where the water was quiet, there
were long tresses of seaweed. On the reef itself, where the waves bobbed
and bounced more violently, there were only sedentary mollusks.

Beneath the surface of the water, he could see the polyps in the coral
sweeping the water with gill-nets, trapping food too small to be visible. A
hairy crab, with clumsy, spider-like legs and big red chelae, scuttled across
the sand. It moved very quickly considering its wobbling, mock-dancing
gait.

Clouds of tiny opalescent firefish continually slid aside to allow larger
fish passage. The shadows of the tiny fish were hardly distinguishable on
the sea bed, and looked like a fine mist, dispersing at the approach of
phantoms.

Concuma's eyes idly followed the furious darts of the shoals of diamond
bright fish. He thought them purposeful, yet futile. But the darkness and
pain in his eyes made it clear that he was not thinking about the fish at all,
except in the merest surface thoughts running across his mind. Almost
blindly he watched the soaring of the larger fish and the snake-like motion
of a shark. The patterns on his retina registered in his brain, and he
pretended to look at them, but he did not remember them.

"There is so much life," he said aloud when the shadow fell on the
water, signaling that someone stood behind him. "You have brought so



much life into your worlds, but I can only find death. Is the profusion too
great? Can't you sustain it?"

"There's always death," said the Blind Worm. He held the body of Zea
cradled in his arms. The insects were sone, and the poison of their bites was
dissipating, but the body retained its discoloration and its ugliness.

"You killed her," said Concuma without malice.

"She died because of the miscarriage. It was your child."

"I killed her, then. It is all the same in the end. It was the way things
went. This is your world, my existence. She is gone from both of them. I'm
burned out—everything is lost."

"Not everything."

"No," spat Concuma, "I still have my hatred. I'm alone with it again.
Everything else is dead. I'm Vanice Concuma again, the man who hates, the
man who kills. That's what you wanted, isn't it? That's the man you wanted,
not .the man I was yesterday, riot the man you created. I had to >be shaped,
didn't I? Rehabilitated! You had to make a hero."

"I didn't change you. That was in yourself."

"You could have stopped her dying! Even if you didn't murder her
yourself, you could have saved her. Why should

I do anything for you after you did that? Why should I?"

"You don't have to do anything for me. It's your choice.

I can't force you."

Vanice Concuma took the corpse of Zea from the arms of the Blind
Worm. The blood was gone—the cyclops had cleaned the body. "Give me
the sword and give me the strength," he said bitterly. "I'll use them. But I



won't promise to win. I won't promise to stay alive long enough to do that. I
won't promise to try to stay alive at all."

"The sword will come," promised the Blind Worm. "And the strength.
You won't see me again, like this. When my identity changes, other things
will as well. This body is part of the heritage of Dragon. I don't want it.
You'll see me again and you may know me. Remember the eye. Remember
this whole universe is composed of shadows in an eye. I'm going now."

Vanice Concuma made no sign, nor did he say anything. He simply
stood with the burden in his arms, watching the receding figure. Another
figure could be seen, coming toward him. The two must have crossed, but
neither was aware of the other or, if they were, they showed no sign.

The approaching man was the black king. He walked forward silently
until he was only a few feet from the blond man, then looked at the body of
the girl for long moments. "I'm sorry," he said, but there was no genuine
compassion in his voice.

"It's over," murmured Concuma. "Who killed her?" demanded the king.
"Myself as much as anyone. My son, too."

"I don't understand."

"You can't understand. You never will. It happened, that is all. Justice or
injustice, guilt and innocence, it doesn't matter very much. The end is
always the same."

"What will you do now?" asked the king.

"Kill Dragon. Kill anyone in my way. Kill and kill and kill. Feed the
hunger that's left."

"But why?" protested the king. "What has Dragon done to you? If you
want some sort of revenge, take it out on the Blind Worm, who's to blame if
anyone is. You hate him, remember."



"How can I help but remember?" returned Concuma. "How can I mask
the hatred now? It's all there is. It's consuming me."

"Then appease it! Help us against the Blind Worm."

"You can't ever understand, King. You're a barbarian with ambition
instead of credulity. You have no gods; you have nothing to put in their
place but icons of yourself. You can't hope to understand because you
would have to believe, and you don't believe in anything except your own
failure. What I have to do, King—it isn't to gratify my desires, to achieve
any ends, to serve any design. It's because of a need, a thing inside of me
which tells me what to do."

"You're illogical. You don't know what you're saying."

"Fight on, King. You don't know anything but your own visions and
schemes. They won't ever work because they're impossible. But keep
fighting, because it's all you can do. Keep losing, too, because that's all
you're worth."

"Concuma," soid the king in carefully controlled tones, "has there ever
been a man who could kill you?"

"If there was, King, then it would have been you. But you wouldn't be
fighting me if you fought now. You'd be fighting the thing inside me, the
thing with the power. Yesterday you could have killed me. Tomorrow only I
can kill myself, only I can choose to die. You will lose, King, if you try to
stop me. No more aims, no more dreams. I'll kill you, King."

"I'll remember."

Vanice Concuma shook his head and held up the body of the girl. "She
too is against you now. Zea, the Blind

Worm and me. You have the chance to forget what you want and find
something else."



"I have no choice. None at all. The will may be free, but I am bound.
The course is already decided."

The black king turned away.

"He will fight," whispered Concuma, as though to the inert body which
lay in his arms. "He does not believe. He knows that I can kill him, and that
he cannot kill me. What's the use?"
 



XVI

He entered the cavern, avoiding the slimy water which dripped steadily
from the roof and made a discontinuous whir as it splashed on to the floor.
Dirty white stalactites hung everywhere, and water ran down their uneven
sides to hang for a moment before being forced to drop by the steady
trickle.

He went deeper into the cave, which wound tightly, so that he was soon
quite isolated from the outside world. The dim light shone from the roof and
the walls, throwing no shadows. The source was visible as a number of star-
like silver points scattered in the granite walls.

The running water formed a stream which gradually widened and
deepened as the tunnel burrowed further down into the ground, twisting like
a spiral staircase. Soon he was walking on a narrow ledge beside the
underground stream. The slope became steeper and the water rushed faster
and faster toward the center of the world.

Finally he reached a right-angled bend in the ledge. The water rushed in
the same direction, falling into empty space. The pit appeared bottomless
from where he stood, looking down the sheer face of rock which swept
away beneath him.

The ledge went on for some yards and then ended in a solid face of
rock, into which was etched an alcove. In the alcove was a pedestal on
which rested a sword and a skull. The skull had only one eye socket.

He reached forward to take the sword and felt a rustling in the skull.
Tentatively, he tipped the skull over. It rolled to one side and a white shape
emerged from the hole where the spine had articulated. It was hairless and
eyeless, and seemed to bear most resemblance to a short-tailed lizard. It
croaked faintly as it ran around on the pedestal, seeking some means of
escape.



He picked up the sword and was about to decapitate the beast when the
skull spoke.

"Leave the animal alone," it said. "The sword is for a different purpose."

"Who are you?" demanded Concuma.

"No one. I ceased to be a long time ago/'

"Where do I find Dragon?"

"In the Wildland. In the Wildland the Blind Worm has created. Go there
and wait."

"The strength. I was promised the strength."

"When you need the strength, it will be there. You need no external
help. It is inside you, inherent within you."

The lizard at last gathered enough courage, or sufficient desperation, to
leap down from the pedestal. It disappeared behind the structure of stone.
Vanice Concuma tested the weight of the blade and found it comfortable to
his hand. The hilt was ornate, and the blade short and broad. He sheathed it
in his belt, where he already wore a dagger.

Then he retraced his way along the ledge, up toward the daylight once
more. For the first time, he felt the coldness of the air and of the silvery
light from the walls.

Eventually he emerged once again into the outer world. It was not the
same world from which he had entered the cavern. He shivered briefly,
because it was as cold and damp out here as it had been in the cave. He
walked forward.

A light mist swirled gently about him, recoiling as he walked through it.
The light filtering through the fog was bluish and carried no warmth with it.
He saw dim, half obscure shapes of violet and magenta, dull brown and



many shades of green. The foliage was dense but ghost-like in the clinging
fog.

There were tall plants with spiky leaves projecting in clusters, with
ridged stems and wrinkled apical buds creased like pulpy paper. The roots
were partially above ground, forming a cage-like structure half buried in
black sticky soil. Around the stems crept lavender colored parasite stems
with wide leaves that were blotched with blue and white, swollen and
bulbous. The flowers were miniature splashes of greasy red and pink.

He saw other plants like traps or netted baskets, with curled supporting
ribs and thin cross-filaments. Luminous flowers like lures glowed softly
inside the bowls of the nets. The thick stalks were gray and off-white in
color, streaked and branded with pale yellow and ocher. Near them lay
fungi like inflated bladders filled with water. They were of many colors,
tiger striped with black or dark blue.

Concuma peered into the mist, trying to make out more. The colors
seemed abnormal and unnatural. The forest stretched as far as he could see
on all sides, fading into the mist. It was unbroken by rock or pool or path.
The height of the vegetation was remarkably even, considering its diversity,
and was never higher than seven feet. There was no wind and no movement
at all except for the steady fall of condensation from the dough-textured
leaves. The water seeped into the soil, turning patches of it into thick mud.

He walked, picking his way carefully, avoiding the damper patches and
the leprous fungi which were scattered throughout the forest. The time
passed slowly; he seemed to walk for hours. The sky grew no darker, but
the sunlight—if there was sun behind the cloud—was no more than a weak
glimmer that might have been moonlight or starlight. The plants were more
strongly illuminated by the eerie gleam of the lantern-like influorescences
in the trap plants. By this weird illumination he watched the water droplets
wavering as they trickled down the leaves like the water running from the
stalactites in the cave.



The fog began to fall as frost, which sparkled and glinted on the ground.
The stars at last shone through; the sun was visible only as a silver sash on
the horizon, which heralded the dawn. On the opposite horizon, sinking out
of sight with only a thin sliver still visible, was a second sun. Even with the
new clarity, he could see no limit in any direction to the dense vegetation. It
was not like the Wildland he had known, but it was a wildland. It was not
sentient, though. It was mindless. He felt that as he looked at it

There was no skeleton, as in the Wildland he knew, no womb-like
quality. It was alien, as if every individual plant bore the identical imprint of
an anti-human architect. Somehow Concuma found it difficult to associate
the landscape with the Blind Worm, despite the unhumanity of the Cyclops.

The silver light limned some of the plants nearer to him, and their
listless carriage seemed all the more oppressive. Then, not far away, he saw
a break in the canopy, a small circular clearing. At its center was a small fire
made of the flesh of some of the plants. They burned reluctantly, with a
strangely white flame. Curls-qf smoke drifted slowly upward into the cold
air. At the edge of the clearing, between the blond man and the fire, stood
the black king.

"I am impatient," said Vanice Concuma evenly.

The black king drew the long sword from his scabbard and held it
loosely, pointed downward. He was unarmored, but wore some garment
wrapped around his left wrist. "It's always been too late, my friend. I have
to fight. There is nothing else I can do."

"I know."

"It's not my world, Concuma. But there's nothing very much changed.
There's no way to retreat, no way to change aims. This is a wanderer's
universe. Only a wanderer can be happy here. I want to rest. I want to own
something. There's nothing at all for me here. I don't fit.

"Once, the strings were in my hand. I know that was another me in
another universe, but nevertheless it was my hand. And in that universe,



even though I lost it, I still had a chance. Here there is no chance. I don't
want to play when the whole world's loaded against me. But I have to,
because that's the way I am."

"I'm coming through now," said Vanice Concuma. "It's your choice now.
No matter what the odds are, it's always your choice. You have that much
freedom."

The black king shook his head. "That freedom is an illusion. If there
were any real freedom, you wouldn't be here either. You'd be with Zea,
never dreaming of fighting for the Worm. When did you have a choice
without your hand being forced one way or the other? Come and kill me,
friend."

Vanice Concuma moved forward, easily and relentlessly. In his left hand
he held the sword which he had taken from the cave, in the right was his
own dagger. He warded off the black king's first stroke almost casually,
flicking forward a feint of his own that was countered with equal facility.
Then, with a flurry of feet, the duel began in earnest.

The very real difference in skill became quickly apparent as Vanice
Concuma was forced again and again to avoid by speed thrusts which his
guard failed to cover. Twice his clothing was brushed lightly, but his own
weapons never passed the defense of the black king. The single blade was
easily a match for the pair, and more besides. Eventually, it licked the blond
man's face and cut a long diagonal slash from temple to chin, the point
dancing close in front of the eye without making contact.

The black king suddenly laughed aloud. His tongue flashed over his dry,
black lips. He's not afraid! he realized exultantly. His strength is gone; he's
nothing. What has happened to him? The Blind Worm must have made a
mistake. This is not Vanice Concuma!

Vanice Concuma found with acute horror that he did not hate the black
king. He was empty. The strength which the Blind Worm had promised him
was not there. It was as though the pain which had accompanied the death
of Zea was dead, and the death of his hatred would lose him the fight. He



was helpless before the black king, and the black king sensed his
helplessness. The king did not know if his advantage would last, and so he
fought with demoniac fury. He was no longer fighting a losing battle. And
then the Blind Worm acted.

Sweat was running into the black king's eyes. There was a terrible heat
in Concuma's belly. Each man could feel his heart pounding at a thunderous
pace. The blond warrior grew stronger with every blow. As the hatred
flooded his lungs and his wrists every stroke gained him ground over his
opponent. The black king was finished. He felt Con-cuma's raw power
growing and growing and never stopping, as though nothing could ever stop
it. He lost the ability to judge the blond man's movements individually. The
dreary landscape whirled around his darkening mind. His eyes seemed
swollen and would not see the dancing wild man.

Then his sword hit home. Half-blind, having given up hope, he felt his
sword sink deep and a warm, sticky substance gushed over his hand. He
swayed and lurched, but with a burst of triumph which multiplied his
strength, twisted the blade within the wound and pushed it even deeper.

As the black king sank to his knees, he yelled as loudly as he could, "I
have killed Concuma!" Then he felt the blade enter his stomach and run
right through till it penetrated between his ribs and pinned him to the damp
earth. He lay there, his right hand still clutching the sword buried hilt-deep
in the mangled stem of a trap-flower, the wan lure hanging just above his
ecstatic face, sap dripping from the plant flesh into his open eyes.

Vanice Concuma stepped away, not bothering to withdraw the sword.
All of a sudden he felt tired and afraid. As the black king's last defiant shout
had stirred the bobbing crown of the flower, he had seemed to feel a blade
within his own body. But he was completely unharmed save for the cut on
his face.

The black king's black blood ran into the soil where he lay impaled.
There was the first breath of wind in the mock wildland; there was a strange



humming music from the plants, and the clouds obscuring the dawn began
to clear.

Into the clearing came the figure of Jose Dragon, lighted with an aura of
its own and carrying a great hammer. The creator of the Blind Worm
seemed ethereal and powerful, like a devil. Vanice Concuma saw that he
was to fight a devil. This was the being that created the creator. This was a
being who had no status adequate to describe him— the devil, the dragon,
the enemy. And it would destroy the Blind Worm and his worlds if he could
not stand in its way and prevent it. In Concuma's eyes and heart, this was no
longer a fight between man and man, but between man and idea. He needed
more than physical strength now, more than conviction and faith. Now was
the time for fear and pain, and above all hate, pure emotion that would
eclipse everything but itself. The power which had destroyed the black king
was merely the pilot—it guided, it initiated. But Vanice Concuma's weapon
now was beyond mere power.

Hate washed over him like the tides of Ocean. It numbed his mind and
eradicated all thought from his brain. There was one thing now and one
only—the object of his hatred.

It moved before his eyes. It shouted mightily and mean-inglessly. It
swung the giant hammer and wave after wave of fear rocked Concuma as
the great gray head swept at his face.

Then he was beneath it, snatching at the wooden handle and smashing it
with his fist. A mailed glove hit him in the mouth, breaking teeth and
pulping his tongue, but the pain only added to the vast well of pain already
in him. A boot drove hard into his groin, but he was hardly aware of it and
did not stagger.

Irresistibly, one hand gripped a burning, stinging neck and gripped tight,
locking in an unbreakable clasp. His foot was bedded in the knee joint,
forcing the shin to the ground. His knee dug into the back just above the last
lumbar vertebra. Slowly, irrevocably, he pulled backward.



The body of Dragon bent like a great bow, snapped once, twice, then
again and again until Vanice Concuma threw it away like a useless doll and
sagged to his knees. A river of blood issuing from his mouth cascaded over
his fingers as he tried to wipe gummed lips. Then he stood up again, with
pain shooting up his own spine from the exertion he had put into breaking
Dragon's body.

He looked down at the smashed body of the yellow man. It did not
bleed, simply lay limp and ragged. The sword from the cave, which
Concuma had no memory of even retrieving from Tamerlane's body, was
driven deep into the skull from the top.

He began to walk away—the reaction from his great burst of hate
sending tongues of fire through his mind, so that he could not think.

His eyes blurred and the blood still flowed from his mouth. He felt the
delicate touch of hands on his forehead and knew it was Zea, though how
and why he did not bother trying to guess. He grasped her hands between
his and tried to speak, but found he could not, because his tongue was
lacerated and blood filled his mouth and welled down his throat. He might
have felt a kiss on his lips, or it might have been the moment when he
drowned in his own blood.

Anyhow, a second or two afterward he realized that the Blind Worm had
come and taken Zea away. That was to have been expected. Zea had always
belonged more to the Blind Worm than to him. Even her son—Vanice
Concuma's son—belonged to the Blind Worm. No choice was offered, but it
would have been free if it had. Then he began sleeping and forgetting. Only
once more did he open his eyes, and that was to see the bright Cyclopean
eye of the Blind Worm rising on the Eastern horizon to bring a real dawn to
dispel the faint distasteful memories of the false one.

But he did not imagine, in his dream, whose eye it was, and he imagined
that the tears he saw in it were irrationalities in the vacuum of his own eyes.

Part 3 THE ARMY OF THE DEAD



 



XVII

Tamerlane watched the waves beating against the rock, and waited.
There was nothing to wait for. Zea would not come back, nor would the
Blind Worm. Swallow was dead, Concuma lost in the vast ocean. Shadow,
very weak from loss of blood, and well on the way to death, looked at the
king with mute eyes. He did not hate and he did not question.

"Don't look at me like that," said Tamerlane.

"You're a strong man, John," purred Reander. "It takes courage to sit and
watch me die. I couldn't do it to you." His toneless voice held no trace of
any resentment or mockery.

"All you have to do is die," snarled the black king. "I have to live with
my failure."

"You're obsessed with your failure. You were doomed to fail. If you had
another chance you'd fail again, and you'd wallow in your self-pity just as
you are now."

Tamerlane shook his head. "There will be no more failure, except for
death."

"She won't leave you to rot."

"Is that what you believe?"

"She won't leave me here to die."

Tamerlane laughed. "You! What are you? What am I? What was
Concuma, even, to her? She is as fathomless as the seas around us. Don't
expect anything of her."

"Maybe you aren't right," suggested Shadow.



The black king did not trouble to reply. The sky was blackening and it
had begun to rain. He was not cold, but shivered and huddled to shelter
himself nevertheless. The sea was not rough, but quiet and calm. The waves
did not roar, but simply muttered as they hit the spur.

There was no lightning and no thunder, just rain and darkness.

"Look out to sea," said Shadow in a loud whisper.

"There is nothing."

"She's coming."

"She's gone forever."

"I can see."

"What can you see?"

"Horses. White horses—pulling the sea!"

The black king stood and moved forward, but there was nothing but the
hiss of rain in the sea. The moist sand moved beneath his feet and he felt
hard ridges of rock cutting into his soles. He moved further back and along
the islet, crouching high on the flat slabs of stone which formed its spine.
Above the everlasting rolling of the sea, he heard Shadow wailing
something ever so faintly. It was as though Shadow were a long, long way
away. It was as though he were falling deep into the bowels of the unknown
world, and further than that. On and on, deeper and deeper —still the echo
of Shadow's voice whined in the distance, in the recesses of his memory.

There was no dampness beneath his feet. The stone he crouched on was
as cold and dry as a tombstone. The air around him was static and opaque.
Sweat ran from his forehead into the corners of his eyes. He could feel a
pulsebeat in his temple, and another in his neck, and another in the base of
his hindbrain where the spinal cord entered the brain matter. The third was
not the pumping of blood but the resonance of nerve tissue still trying to



hear what Shadow was saying or had said, trying with memory to gather the
shards of his senses and relocate them.

There was no time between the pulsebeats. There was only one beat and
it lasted forever. He might have lived a thousand years and not seen them
pass. While a single thought remained elusive in his struggling mind, he
might have journeyed a million miles…

The stars, blurred and multiplied by refraction and reflection, shone
through beaded walls of ice. He was in a castle of ice and glass which—
unsupported—floated free amidst the stars.

"I enjoy watching the stars," said a voice. "I like their company, their
closeness. I like to live in a cage of stars, imprisoned from inside. Do you
know what I mean?"

"Who are you?" said Tamerlane. He looked around arid blinked away
the tears from his eyes. The figure sat in a womb-like web of some soft,
firm substance like plant flesh, visible only from the waist up, and sunk
deeply into the cocoon-like structure. The figure wore a gown of dark
brown cloth with a high hood, which bunched and creased around the neck.
The sleeves were long and poised, as though the figure were resting
invisible hands on the ridge of polished wood before it. Like the hands,
within the hood there was no face.

"It's difficult to say. I don't think you would understand who I am. What
you want is a name, and I can tell you that—Warwand, I call myself. But
that means very little. It is a new name that I have taken since I last saw
you, King."

"What you have said means nothing to me."

The figure named Warwand never moved. The voice from within the
cowl never wavered. "You can't understand. You don't know what's
happened. You're only a man."

"What do you want?"



Soft, murmurous laughter—melodic, like a vocal expression of Zea's
visible echo of Ocean. "What do you want, King? What do you want from
me?"

"What can you do for me?" The black king was relaxing slowly.

"I can send you back to Earth. Isn't that what you want? To run home?
Having lost a little dignity, a little purpose, a little ambition and a little of
your senses?"

"Who are you?"

Laughter again. The black king recoiled from it, twisted in confusion,
and stopped dead. There was more laughter. Tamerlane reached out and
touched the other body which lay on the stone floor. The man was
unconscious but alive. His face was peaceful with no trace of pallor, and he
was not wet. He was Vanice Concuma.

The black king turned again. "Shadow…?" he asked.

"No use. He died. You killed him. In a fit of blind rage, you slaughtered
him."

Tamerlane was silent. He made no apology, no excuse, even to himself.

"Do you even care?" sneered the voice from the hood.

Tamerlane remained silent, waiting for Warwand to begin explaining.

"I'll take you back to Earth," said Warwand. "I'll give you what you
want. You can have Earth if you can defend it."

"Against the Quadrilateral?"

"The Quadrilateral has no tighter hold on Earth than you have on your
soul. Earth is passing into the hands of the dead. Its dead past has come to
reclaim it. There is something in the city of the Great Gulf—the city which
you once thought that you could own—something that wants the Earth. It



has an army—of men long forgotten and men never known. An army of the
dead, marching on the Wild-land to destroy Sum.

"The power of the Quadrilateral is useless. It is not the appropriate kind
of power. It is power of the mind over the structure and laws of the
universe. But it is not fighting the laws of the universe. The thing in the city
has no mind. It is dead."

"I don't understand you."

"On Earth, the Wildland will burn and fall. The waters will return to the
ocean beds. Sum will be destroyed—the Quadrilateral broken and banished.
Every last human being in the world will be destroyed. The dead have come
to retake their world for their new master. All the dead men are marching to
war against the living.

"I don't know what this thing in the city is. I can't quite understand it
myself, but I understand why the Quadrilateral can't fight it. The
Quadrilateral is afflicted with one great handicap: it is a hive mind. It is too
mechanical and too defined. A hive mind is all its components, and all its
components work by reflex. They cannot receive direct instructions from
Sum because they are all parts of Sum. They are coded for one pattern of
existence, one pattern of behavior, each serving its own function in the great
organism. The loss of one unit means no more to the Wildland than a cut in
your skin. But the Quadrilateral cannot say to any part of Sum 'Cut your
finger.' Each element has its own program, its own directives, and cannot
violate them, even if it is imperative to the existence of the Wildland.

"The Quadrilateral has the one insurmountable problem of its own
identity. It is powerful. It had to be powerful for its four units to have
survived in their own universes with their inherent disadvantages with
respect to individual-oriented species. The Quadrilateral needed the linkup
as an additional defense, an additional compensation for its Achilles' heel.
But no matter how much power it wields, it will still have that point of
vulnerability.



"The war the Wildland is righting now—the war on Earth—is a war of
identity and not of power. The nature of its opponent is such that the
Quadrilateral cannot reach it. It is immune, or can make itself immune, to
every blast of mental power the Quadrilateral can send. It is not receptive to
force that would evaporate any other mind because it is —or can be—
mindless. It is dead already and cannot be killed.

"The Wildland cannot stand against such an army. Its limitations prevent
it from mustering a rival army. The Quadrilateral members cannot provide
an army: the Wild-land is a plant hive, with few motile elements; the two-
dimensional people can have no real existence in our three-dimensional
universe; the monoliths are obviously excluded; and the fourth member no
longer has an existence independent of the other three.

"The only army available is a human army. Only men can defend the
Wildland. Only a man can go into the city in the Gulf, find the enemy and
destroy it. Only men can be heroes; the Quadrilateral can never be more
than an animated machine, despite its power."

"You want me to be your hero?" asked the black king. "Concuma is the
hero." Again the melodic laughter swelled to a cruel crescendo.

"Then what do you want me for?"

"I want you to lead the army. The Quadrilateral needs someone to unify
and direct its army. Only the wild men will fight, and they will not fight
under one another. The only leader who is known to them all, who is
respected by them, and whose commands they will accept, is you."

"Why should I help the Quadrilateral?"

"Because you are defending your home, your world, your own kind."

"And what about you? What do you stand to gain?"

That doesn't concern you."



"Who are you?" demanded the black king for the third time.

"No one you know," evaded Warwand.

Concuma opened his eyes. His hands moved toward his face. "I thought
I had died," he said dully while he ran his fingers over his face as though
doubting the reality of his existence.
 



XVIII

"Who am I?" asked Concuma of the faceless voice. They were alone.
Tamerlane was elsewhere in the castle of ice, watching the stars go around
him.

"Vanice Concuma, the greatest man on Earth."

The blond man shook his head. "I died," he said quietly.

"Then how are you here?"

"What happened between the worlds? I died, I know it."

"What is death?" said the faceless voice. "Death is a personal thing. The
black king went through what you did, yet you claim that you died and he
knows that he lives. Death is nothing immutable. Life is like the ashes of
time running in an hourglass. It finishes, but the glass can be turned and the
cycle started again. Death can be reversed, death can be endured, death can
be ignored. It is not necessary for death to destroy. Identity is what matters,
not life."

"I had a dream. Perhaps it was in the dream that I died."

"Forget your dreams. You can never see them clearly. They can only
distort you."

"What do you want from me?"

"Only that you do what you can to defend what you believe in. You are
a wild man. The wild men are at war. You must fight for them in the best
way you can. That is all."

"And the king?"

The voice hummed its macabre laughter. "For a simpler task and more
complicated reasons. He is very strong but, like the Quadrilateral, he has his



limitations. He is a pawn in all our plans."

"He is a dangerous man to play with."

"Dangerous? Not to me. Never to me."

"Am I a pawn too?"

"Not in my hands. Ultimately, who can say? What are we but shadows
cast from somewhere else? We may all be pawns and never be allowed to
know. You might think, if you like, that your identity is only a pattern, and
by the mere fact of your existence you are a pawn."

Concuma wiped his lips with the back of his hand.

"No?" asked Warwand rhetorically. "Perhaps. Living out here with the
stars has ingrained a philosophy of abject humility into me. I watch them,
whirling with an odd kind of majesty, like the arms of a gigantic clock or
the blind eyes of a great beast. You can learn, just looking at the stars. They
are a more perfect mirror than the best silvered glass. There is no reflection,
no distortion. They do not turn images or twist them. The only image you
can see is the real one."

"It would drive me mad!"

Laughter again, chiming from the abyss inside the hood. "My friend, the
melodrama in that statement sounds like Tamerlane. Or perhaps it is my
influence. I'm sorry if my mock philosophy disturbs you."

"You don't mean what you say?"

"I only say what I mean."

Concuma turned away, reaching out a hand to run his fingers over the
wall of ice between himself and infinity. It was pleasantly cold and he felt it
turning liquid beneath the warmth of his touch.



"What is happening on Earth?" he asked. "Nothing wonderful. The army
of the dead is merely gathering. A few isolated beasts from the Gulf have
come up the cleft and into the Wildland, where they are caught and torn
apart. They are useless. Their dead brains cannot be reprogrammed
properly. The thing will have to use men. But the Quadrilateral is afraid.
The Wildland cannot kill them. They are already dead. When the army of
the dead marches, the Wildland will be helpless. But there is time yet.

"The human army is gathering as well. Thousands of wild men are
flocking to the edge of the Wildland overlooking the cleft. The word
spreads slowly, but the men who have sufficient empathy with the Wildland
to know the message are respected and believed. They will have a leader
soon. They will be organized. They might well be committing generic
suicide, but they have no choice—there is no joining the enemy."

"Can they win?" asked Concuma.

"They can win. It depends on their leader, their strength and the strength
of the opposing army. If the human army fails, then the army of the dead
will overwhelm the Wild-land by sheer weight of numbers. Each of the
elements of the Wildland will act in the way it has always done, without
self-interest, and without interest in the invaders. Their passage will not be
seriously impeded until they are too close to Sum to be stopped.

"A man is different from a part of a hive. He will destroy and destroy
and destroy, and jealously preserve himself against all harm. Every plant in
the Wildland is a potential martyr to its cause. A man has to be defeated
before he becomes a martyr. Only an army of individuals can fight an army
which outnumbers them to the extent that the army of the dead outnumbers
the human army, and have a chance."

"And what will I have to do?"

"Your type of man is something else again. The thing in the city has a
certain type of strength because it is a certain type of identity. If that
strength is matched it can be killed. That is the only way to destroy it. Earth
needs the right man to go into the city in the Great Gulf and fight whatever



is there, to destroy the dead thing which has reanimated the dead in order to
pit Earth's past against its present."

"I am that man? Why? What do I-have that makes me that man?"

"Selflessness. In a perverted sort of way. You are the man who hates
everything. You hate dead things and living things and inanimate things.
You are the loneliest man in existence. You have the strongest identity. In a
battle of identity, you cannot be defeated. And yet you are selfless because
you need no strong motives to make you act. You need no greed and no love
—nothing for yourself. All you need is to be hurt.

"It seems something of a paradox that you will act on behalf of the
people you hate. Perhaps it is because you hate yourself more than you hate
them. If you were to ask *Why should I?* as the black king did, then I
could not answer you. I could not force you, because if I had to do that you
would have lost before you began, simply by being what you would be.

"You can fight and win, and only you. The human army and Tamerlane
are the defenders of Earth. You are its attacker."

"Is it inevitable that I win?"

"It is never inevitable. There is no law which says that the strongest man
must win. Primarily, it is a question of identity, but ultimately it is chance
which decides."

Beyond the womb of ice, chance moved the stars patiently in their
rhythmic paths.
 



XIX

The city of Ylle had not changed. But it seemed colder and less familiar.
It was silent, and through its ruins the wild men passed on their way to the
edge of the Wildland, and the lip of the Great Gulf.

Into the dead city rode three men—the tall figures of John Tamerlane
and Vanice Concuma, and the hunched, heavily cowled Warwand. Concuma
wore armor of polished wood and his blond hair spilled over its tight
neckline. He rode a powerful unicorn, almost pure white, with a short,
broken horn.

The black king too was armored, his head also unprotected save for his
crown'of thorns. He rode a jet black mare with a long, upward slanted horn
sharpened to a needle point. He had regained his regality and arrogant
manner. The experience he had gathered while away from the Wild-land
had not been lost, but its marks were hidden. Once home again, he had
slipped back into character with an ease which surprised him.

Warwand was not armored, nor was he armed. He wore the same robe
and hood of gray that he had worn in the citadel of ice. His hands were
gauntleted, his feet encased in boots. No living flesh, if he had flesh, could
be seen. Warwand remained a voice.

"We should stop here," said Tamerlane.

"For a while," agreed Warwand.

They dismounted and left the unicorns to wander. The unicorns were the
only animal life form of the planet of the monoliths, and had been the only
contribution any other member of the Quadrilateral had been able to offer
toward the Wildland's war.

Warwand curled himself up and almost lost himself in the shadow of a
slab of stone, in the manner of Reander. The black king sat easily on the



steps of what had once been a great building. Concuma wandered restlessly,
as usual. He, too, had reverted to his old character.

"We shall reach the edge of the sea in two days," said Warwand.

"Soon enough," muttered Concuma, pausing in his stride.

"I expected more from the City of Sorrows," muttered Tamerlane, half
to himself.

Warwand sighed. "City men are city men. Anachronisms. Relics of the
past. Almost akin to the army from the Gulf. They cannot fight, any more
than they can desert their way of life and become wild men."

"I, too, am a city man."

"You never were. You are too strong. You were born out of place."

"But not one of them joined us. It doesn't seem that they are the same
people I fought for."

"You never fought for anyone except yourself," said Con-cuma.

"I fought for you once, and Zea and Shadow."

"You killed Shadow."

"I fought for all of us. I tried to win something fox all of us."

"You wanted the city for yourself."

Tamerlane, angry but not disposed to argue, said nothing.

"In time," said Warwand, "you can fight for your people. You can lead
the wild men against the thing in the Gulf and its army of corpses."

"I will lead if they will follow me."



Concuma rested uncomfortably, leaning against a wall. "They will
follow you. Even though they are wild men, who boast no allegiance to
anyone, they will follow you. We will follow you because we have no one
else and we are afraid. We all know of the black king, and when we are
scared we forget how much stories grow in the telling."

"There was a time when you used toe to include myself and not the wild
men," said the black king without rancor.

"I am a wild man."

"Even so, something has changed."

"I have changed. You have, too. And the world as well."

Warwand watched in silence. Slowly moving down the steps toward the
black king came a long black leech. Tamerlane moved away, drawing his
sword. Its black head followed him around, waving slowly and blindly in
the air, searching for him. With a quick slash, Tamerlane swept away the
first seven or eight inches of its body. The rest writhed convulsively and
dull red blood splashed around, spraying the steps.

"Vermin," snarled Tamerlane, squashing the severed head beneath his
foot.

Warwand laughed silkily.

Figures appeared in the oily mist, walking lightly, hands poised near
sword or dagger.

"It's Concuma and the king," said one, and came forward quickly,
relaxing.

"Graycloak," acknowledged Concuma briefly. There were four
altogether. Graycloak was a small figure, with long muddy hair and gray
eyes, who looked almost frail. He reminded Tamerlane of Silver Reander.



The others were introduced as Axel Harm, Jolas Darkness and Loder
Wrath. All were typical wild men—tall and broad-shouldered, light-haired,
with pale eyes. Harm was particularly heavy in build, with immense hands.
He carried a large iron-bladed ax with a long curved handle. Jolas Darkness
was taller, with skin almost as dark as the black king's. His eyes were as
yellow as his hair, and seemed to glisten even in the dimness of Ylle's fog.
His most prominent weapon was a large bow. Wrath was less distinctive in
build, save for being longer in the legs. His face was scarred and
pockmarked.

"Some of your followers," said Concuma to the black king. Tamerlane
looked at them without enthusiasm.

"How many of these have you got?'* he asked Warwand.

"Not enough."

"Have you got mounts?" he asked Graycloak.

"Yes."

"Bring them into the city. You might as well ride with us when we
leave."

Without perceptible hesitation, Graycloak nodded. There was no testing
of strength, no suspicion of insubordination. Apparently, it was as Warwand
and Concuma had said. The wild men were willing to follow him. Even so,
he was not impressed.

"How can we make them into an army?" asked Tamerlane of the hooded
figure of Warwand. "They can't cooperate. It's just not in them."

"It's in you to give them heart. Discipline doesn't matter."

"It matters a lot. They'll be no better than the city men.



"They don't really understand what they're fighting for, and they
certainly won't fight as a group. They might just as well have no leader.
They might follow me in a bunch, but they won't be fighting like an army—
each one will be on his own."

"It's all we have."

"Then how can we win? How dare we even try?"

Warwand remounted his unicorn with an unnatural fluid-ity of motion.
"The real battle will be fought within the city against the real enemy. The
wild men are paper dolls in a defensive gesture. Only if we lose the real
battle will the slaughter on the seabed be disastrous. Otherwise, it is just a
delaying tactic to keep the army of the dead from reaching Sum and
overrunning the Wildland. We have to hold them while Concuma kills their
operator."

"The Quadrilateral-"

"—is powerless."

"Why?"

"Because of what it is."

"And why should we be able to do what it cannot?"

"Because of what we are."

An erne flew high above the empty sea, slowly spiraling, neither losing
height nor going in any particular direction. It was watching patiently for
something interesting to appear, interesting (as far as an erne is concerned)
being synonymous with edible. It did not hope. If it had, it might have
yearned most of all for a man. Failing that, a luth would do, or a diome.
Even a moloch would be welcome. But for the moment, there was nothing.



It almost decided to fly somewhere else—back over the Wildland where
there was sure to be something interesting skulking in the rafters of the
canopy of endless green. Then it saw the army of the dead emerge from the
city far below it in the cleft.

They looked like men. They had once been men. Now they were
puppets. They danced and hopped along in jerky scuttling fashion, which
was the best that decayed synapses could manage.

The erne did not wonder from whence they came. It did not care who
had opened the door to the past through which they poured. It did not know
that only the dead can come out of the past, because the living are the seeds
of the future. Out they came in a long ragged stream, armed with stone and
rusted metal, unarmored.

Intent on the flood of prospective food, the erne did not even notice the
thin line which emerged from the edge of the Wildland to watch its doom
approaching.

With a flip of its wings, it dropped a hundred feet, and waited for an
individual to separate from the horde. A lame, sightless corpse staggered
clear of the phalanx as one of its rotten femurs snapped within its leg from
the sheer effort of carrying its body, wasted though it was.

Down went the erne.

With unnatural awareness, the useless cadaver lashed at the descending
bird with a length of metal pipe. The erne squawked and sideslipped,
landing a few feet away and stumbling. Then, with a deadly accuracy, it
thrust itself forward within the dead man's guard, snapping its curved beak
at his eyes. A ribbon of flesh tore loose, but no blood emerged.

Then the claws went to work, ripping intestines. Its powerful wings
smashed the bones in the flailing arms. The erne shook the shattered hulk
like a ripped rat. Then it began to eat the flesh.



After two mouthfuls, it vomited. Bewildered, the erne perched on the
corpse and contemplated its surprisingly uninteresting qualities. It might
also have observed that the broken limbs still wriggled and jerked in an
unfamiliar way. If it did, it did not care very much.

The experience was enough to deter the erne from eating human flesh
for the rest of its life.
 



XX

"How many can there be?" asked Tamerlane in an awed voice.

The army of the dead fanned out and came on. They blackened the
seabed for half a mile in width and almost as much in length. And the flow
was not abating. More and more emerged from the cleft.

"We can't possibly hold them," said Graycloak.

"How many men have we?" snarled the black king.

"It's impossible to count them. They're spread out over nearly a mile of
the edge. Several thousand, I think."

"What about unicorns?"

"Not nearly so many. Nearly a thousand, perhaps. Possibly only eight
hundred."

"Are all the men watching?"

"I assume so."

"Ride up and down the line. Try to even them out into a line long
enough to cover the entire width of that army."

Graycloak rode away, shouting to some other riders near-by.

"It's spreading them very thin," said Concuma.

"What else can we do?" The black king shrugged. He turned to
Warwand. "What else do you want me to do?" he appealed.

"Just stop them," said Warwand.

"And how do you expect me to do that?" snapped Tamerlane.



"You are the leader. You're doing the fighting."

Tamerlane returned to his contemplation of the approaching horde.
"What can we do?" he asked again, hopelessly.

"It will be dark soon," said Concuma.

"They'll be here before that."

"The battle won't be over by then. They might still gain a big advantage
from it."

"Well light beacons every few yards. We can fight them with fire. They
have to come up the slope. It will be like storming a citadel. We hold the
position of power. The beacons are being built. Wood is being felled. If the
Wild-land can't help us, at least it will provide us with raw materials.
Powerful plants still bum. They are only plants, after all. They might as well
be useful if they won't be helpful."

Warwand had moved a short distance away. Concuma looked at the
hooded man speculatively. "I wonder about him," he said. "Whose side is he
on? If he is fighting for himself, I should like to know who he is."

The army of the dead, like a column of soldier ants, came on. Many of
them fell, useless husks of crumbled flesh and cracked bones. The ceaseless
feet behind them trampled them into the dust they should have been for
thousands of years. The fallen did not matter. There were enough who
stood.

"Time is against us," said Concuma.

"Time is always against you," said Warwand, who had moved closer
again. "But sometimes you can cheat it."

The black king mounted the unicorn whose reins he held, and turned to
face the silent group behind him. Graycloak and Jolas Darkness were away



organizing the men on both flanks, but Axel Harm and Loder Wrath were
both there.

"Carry these orders," he said. "Every mounted man is to be ready in one
hour. At the sound of this horn"—he held up a curved horn of hard wood
—"they are to charge. We won't wait for them to start the fight. When I
blow it again, it will be the signal to retreat. Then they get back here as fast
as possible and get ready to fight again. In the meantime, the rest are to
continue building the beacons as large as possible."

"You're mad," said Harm. "Why split us?"

"What do you hope to gain?" asked Concuma.

"The battle," said Tamerlane somberly.

Concuma laughed. Tamerlane clenched his fist. "I'll smash their
column," he boasted. "Break it into fragments. They won't have enough
coherency left to storm the heights."

"They'll smash us. Every last one of us. We won't dent their column,"
protested Harm.

"You'll die then," said the black king unpleasantly.

The army of the dead never faltered. The column was still half a mile
wide, but it was at least six times that in length. It was impossible to
estimate with any accuracy how many there were, but it must have been
several hundred thousand, mock-marching in a great wedge, tapering a little
toward the front.

With two hours yet to go before dusk, out of the Wildland came a thin
line of unicorns, no more than three or four deep. They moved carefully
down the steepest part of the slope, picking their way and slipping often. At
the bottom, they began to pick up speed. The ground leveled out to the
rough seabed, caked with a carpet of salt and sand. As the horses found



much better footing than on the treacherous slope, they broke into a canter,
horns bobbing, as their heads dipped and reared.

From high above and very far away, the army of the dead had seemed
huge. From nearer its own height and at moderate distance, it seemed
infinite.

To the black king, in a way, it was the fulfillment of a dream. With the
human race beside him and behind him, he was riding into battle.
Objectively, he was a part of a much larger pattern. Subjectively, he was the
leader of humanity, fighting for his world. He gave up his doubts and
despair to the battle he was about to fight. He thought neither of beforehand
nor afterward; he immersed himself totally in the present, in a glorious—if
hopeless—dream.

To Vanice Concuma, the battle was a sick taste in his mouth. Before him
were three miles or more of death. For him the battle was not an end but an
interim. His goal was the city, where he would have to fight the real war.
The sheer immensity of the thing in his path numbed him, but it did not
prevent him from thinking. While they rode, he directed his mount far away
toward the right flank of the enemy formation, intending to cut it at an acute
angle and plow his way clear by nightfall.

Warwand, from behind him, saw his design and followed him. Deep
inside Concuma there was growing an uncontrolled, violent hatred. He felt
it billowing within him, swelling to the tune of hoofbeats. He felt warm and
wild and bigger than he was. He thrilled to its heat—he had been lonely and
uncomfortable while it lay dormant. He forgot Zea and remembered only
the hurt that her absence left behind. He was whole again. Vanice Concuma
was a hero reborn.

Warwand felt no exhilaration, no satisfaction. It was not in him to do so.
He saw the massive army only as an obstacle, a part of his plan which he
had considered, evaluated and integrated into his project. Warwand had
faith in himself, and in Vanice Concuma.



To Axel Harm, Graycloak, Jolas Darkness, Loder Wrath and many
hundreds of others, the army was fate. It was a threat to their way of life
and to their own individual lives. It was a climax to the continuous futile
fight that was their nomadic existence in the Wildland. Essentially, the wild
men were just as anachronistic as the city men. They were better adapted
and stronger, but they lacked the will and personality of the black king. As a
race, they were as flaccid and lethargic as the city men. They had the
strength and the lust to fight, and they had the will to win. But the will to
live was to a large extent missing. They were riding to their deaths, and they
did not care. It might almost have been their purpose all along.

Tamerlane edged his mount into a slight lead. He began to dictate, the
pace, increasing it slowly and drawing his ragged line of followers into a
gallop. While the closing factions were still a quarter of a mile apart, he
snatched out his sword, stood in the saddle and reached full pace.

The big white unicorn that was Concuma's was far away now. At the
black king's shoulder rode Axel Harm, his ax held high. The wild man let
loose his pent-up rage and defiance in a loud, wordless howl. Many of the
others joined in with similar war cries. The silent army of the dead came on,
not responding in the least to their presence.

The dust cloud accompanying the advancing horde was whipped by a
sudden flurry of wind into the faces of the riders. Tamerlane was blinded for
a brief moment by stinging particles in his eyes, and when he had blinked
them away, he was just in time to feel the shock as his unicorn tore into the
front line of the enemy.

The faces which had been before him were suddenly all around him.
Their disinterest changed abruptly into a frightening and savage -
mechanical compulsion to kill them. The black unicorn trampled three or
four as he plowed into them. The beast whinnied and bucked, but the black
king held it steady by pure brute strength. The first sweep of his sword
decapitated two corpses, but that did not help. The headless bodies, hardly
even oozing blood, continued to move in. A rock hit him in the chest, but
without much force.



Rearing the unicorn up, he slashed in wide arcs at arms and torsos.
What he hit broke easily, but what was broken was not necessarily
destroyed. With snapped spines, they twisted like venomous snakes;
armless and headless they still walked, still clustered around him and
pressed closer.

He realized that his principal danger was not from the crude weapons
they wielded. Instead, he saw that they could imprison him with their
bodies, reduce him to immobility, and then simply crush and beat him to
death.

He smacked the black unicorn to keep it moving and took a drunken
path through the mass of animated corpses, leav'-ing a wake of fallen but
still struggling bodies.

He looked out over the sea of heads and once more the enormity of
what he had tried to do swept over him. He could see no end to the rank
upon rank of once-human marionettes. He remembered that every one of
his men had many hundred to destroy if they were to win the battle. On
both sides, he was conscious of unicorns being forced down-by rocks, by
swords or by weight, and their riders disappearing into the emotionless tide
of flesh.

"Keep moving!" he roared, and was surprised that his voice was starkly
clear. It occurred to him what a quiet battle they were fighting.

All the while, his sword never ceased to lick out, cutting the wrists
which held clubs or blades or stones poised for throwing. He did not
trouble, for the most part, to destroy the dead men physically, nor had he the
time. It was more than enough simply to protect himself from their weapons
and let luck protect him from their numbers.

As he plunged deeper and deeper into the column, yet barely scratching
its surface, he saw with a shock how much of a single lunge his charge had
been. The first few lines of the remorseless army had been obliterated, but
the unicorns had by now penetrated to different depths, and the never-very-
straight line was now hopelessly disordered. There was no chance of getting



them all out again to regroup and charge again. The rabble had suffered for
their lack of discipline and each man was now committed until he fell or
fled.

Axel Harm was doing his job better than most. His horse was gone and
he was on foot. Using his ax as a circle of prohibitive destruction, he moved
swiftly sideways and forward. He aimed always to cut the dead men in half
in the waist region, that being the most damaging single blow that he could
dejiver.

He realized the necessity for keeping always on the move, even before
the black king shouted, and kept as far away as possible from the still
mobile and purposeful dismembered parts which he strewed in such
profusion. But he was also horribly aware of the fact that he was using an
enormous quantity of energy in keeping the ax whizzing around him, and
that he was not nearly strong enough to keep moving forever. Sooner or
later he was bound to slow down and make himself an easy target for the
perpetually grasping hands that were all around him.

He contemplated running, but moving backward was for the moment
impracticable, and so he moved on, trying not to get too far into the ranks of
the army, wishing that he had not come quite so far already and feeling like
a rat in a trap.

As Axel Harm achieved a bare patch of ground which enabled him to
rest for a brief moment, he saw the unicorn which Jolas Darkness rode
moving down some distance to the right. He began moving in that direction
immediately, but there were far too many of the enemy in the way. He never
caught a second glimpse of the dark man.

Darkness had landed badly after the leap from his mount, which had
been felled by a knife thrust in the neck. He stumbled again as he tried to
move away, and found the arm of a headless and legless body gripping his
ankle firmly. Panic-stricken, he tried to kick it off, but the fingers clung
tight, and by the time he had cut himself free, he had lost too much time and
space. A solid wall of dead flesh surrounded him and closed in. He had



neither room enough nor speed enough to cover all the blades and clubs
which faced him. He tried to cut his way through the wall at its weakest
point, but had no chance whatsoever.

A blade scored his deltoid muscle and scraped his rib cage. A blow at
the base of the neck staggered him and an upward slash cut its way into his
mouth from below, penetrating his lower palate and impaling his tongue. He
wrenched his head back as the blade jerked convulsively backward, and his
lower jaw was ripped clean away.

He could no longer scream, but the fountain of blood from his throat
made an odd muffled whistling that was representative of one. He was
already dead then, or at least very soon after, but they kept slashing, cutting
and thrusting until his heart, lungs and gut were a mess of pulp. Then they
separated and resumed their forward march.

Graycloak, crouched high in his saddle, was at a disadvantage compared
to his fellows because of the slightness of his build. He found it impossible
to hurl his sword around in massive arcs, and it was soon apparent to him
that his rapid flicks and twists, although individually effective, had not the
cumulative power necessary to keep the throng away.

Desperately, he kept his unicorn wheeling and swerving. The beast
afforded a great deal of assistance by lashing out hard and often with its
back legs. Each time it did so, Graycloak had to hang on tightly, but the
slashing hooves earned a little more space every time. Eventually, it was
inevitable that the contortions the mount was undergoing, both at
Graycloak's insistence and of its own accord, were going to have disastrous
effects. Realizing this, he began to guide the animal back the way it had
come. The way back was long, but he had the advantage of moving with the
surge, so that the corpses before him did not meet him like a coherent
advancing wall, but turned slowly, in a disorganized array that he found
easy to cut apart.

With a large amount of luck, perhaps bordering on the miraculous, he
made his way out of the horde, and ran well out of range before turning.



The scene was one of absolute chaos, from the human point of view. The
plunging unicorns seemed so few in a sea of lurching puppet men.
Thousands of the dead men must have been totally disabled, yet the ranks
had closed so as not to give the cavalry any chance whatsoever of using the
maneuverability which was their greatest asset.

Graycloak contemplated running back to the Wildland, and actually
turned his horse to look at the plumes of smoke now rising from points
several yards apart all along the edge of the vast fringe of wood and leaf.

From this place, the wall looked impregnable. The idea of the army of
the dead penetrating that barrier of fire and men after scaling the steep hill
was difficult to stomach. Yet he did not doubt that they could do it if their
numbers were not sufficiently thinned by the battle on the seabed.

Although he saw that clearly, it was not really for that reason that he
turned again and galloped back. He did not know why he did it and he
demanded no reasons from himself.

This time, he did not plunge into the morass at full speed, but hung
back, darting at the oncoming wave again and again, fighting and leaping
back, away from danger.

Loder Wrath had followed Concuma out toward the wing of the attack.
They hit the wall side by side. Instantly, Concuma began cutting a diagonal
path through the phalanx, aiming to get clear at the side, which was no
longer very far away. He did not hear the words which Warwand, who had
not entered the ranks of the enemy at all, screamed to him. The hooded
figure hung back and maintained a course along the advancing front, aiming
for the same point as Concuma, apparently, but by a much more indirect
route.

Wrath somehow got in front of Concuma, having aligned himself the
same way, and went forward full tilt, hardly pausing to smash at the groping
dead to either side. Concuma followed, and although his sword was stained
with blood almost as black as Tamerlane's, he did relatively little damage.



It never occurred to him that entering the enemy host at all was a grave
mistake, or even that it would prejudice his chances in the battle he was to
fight in the city if he tired himself here, or—even worse—was wounded. In
his own mind, he was taking the most direct line practicable to his proposed
destination, and he would ride straight along it, stopping for nothing and
eradicating everything in his way. Anything which threatened to hamper his
progress in any way was to be completely destroyed. Concuma had ceased
to operate as a man; he had been transformed into a hate-powered machine.
He was berserk.

En route, he lost Wrath, which made things a little more difficult. The
lead man's unicorn went down and its rider was catapulted clear. With
remarkable presence of mind and fantastic agility, he made dead straight for
a large rock standing shoulder-high in the salty sand. With a colossal vault,
he was on top of it and whirling to hack and stamp at the fingers of the dead
men who tried to climb the boulder.

It took him several minutes to realize that he was practically
invulnerable. The jerky, spasmodic movements of the re* animated corpses
were sufficiently efficient for their inex-1 orable tramp across the salty
sands, but were woefully inadequate for hauling themselves over the lip of
the boulder while the dancing figure above them tried to throw them down.
Wrath could strike their hands from their wrists, or simply prise their
fingers loose, as he chose. Even better, though their hands were gone and
their chances of success were remote, they kept trying, blocking the lump of
rock from their fellows, who might have been more successful.

On the other hand, Wrath had nowhere to go. He was trapped tight.

For a very long time, during which Wrath came to feel quite secure on
his island in the midst of an infinity of dead heads, the corpses did not vary
their tactics. Eventually, however, they began throwing things. For Wrath, it
was the end.

Their aim was bad, but they had all the time and all the ammunition that
they needed. Rocks and bits of metal stung him at first, and then began to



hurt. There were more and more. They used the same rocks again and again
because he could not trap them on the small surface of the boulder.

For a while, he continued attacking his tormentors, then began to
concentrate solely on defending himself. His arms became a mess of cuts
and bruises, blood ran from his temple over his eyelids and down his
cheeks. The more hurt he became, the more rocks seemed to hit him.
Finally, inevitably, he toppled from the rock into the cluster of assailants.
They crowded around and continued showering him with missiles until his
body was a thin red smear on the salt. In the end, just before they gave up
and went on, they were stoning him with his own skull.

Meanwhile, nothing could stop Concuma. With phenom-inal speed, he
drove through the marauding army toward his chosen point of exit. They
might as well have tried to stop fire or wind. The white unicorn was a
magnificent animal, strong and fast. It showed no sign of slowing down-it
was as insane in its surge as its rider.

The black king stopped once for an instant as he was blocked by the
oppressive welter of bodies and looked for Concuma. But the white unicorn
and its rider were far too distant by then to be seen. Sweat rolled from
Tamerlane's crown of thoms and his arms ached from fatigue. His massive
chest heaved and his heart hammered like a devil drum. He was not
surprised that Concuma could not be seen. He knew that the blond man
ought to be well on his way to the city by now. He knew that Concuma, and
only Concuma, could and would reach the city in the Gulf.

The black king decided then that he had had enough. He turned to head
back the way he had come. It seemed to take an interminable time to get
back. Lather flew off the glossy skin of his mount as it doggedly went the
way it was urged, horn bobbing and fiery eyes weeping tears of effort.

As soon as he was clear, he unclasped the signal horn tied to his belt. He
stood in the saddle, facing the Wildland and waved his arms in two wide
arcs. The light was very dim, but his tall black frame and black mount were
easily recognizable. During the battle, the army had moved very close to the



edge of the slope leading up to the human defenses, and the beacon fires
blazed close.

He blew the retreat and from somewhere high in the branches of the
Wildland came a long penetrating fluting which echoed and prolonged his
own call. He turned back to see how many answered the summons. No one
was fleeing backward. He counted the mounted men in the sea of dead men.
There seemed so few, and their fight to be free to run appeared so futile.

He almost went straight back into the fray to give his help, but paused,
sword lowered and head down, as he realized how weak he was and how
little help he had to offer. Out of the pack, riding hard for home, came Gray-
cloak, still waving his sword in mock gestures of attack, laughing from
bloodless lips and furious eyes. When he saw the black king standing silent
on the quivering unicorn, he paused and turned to stare. In a gargantuan
line, appearing concave but in fact almost dead straight, the army o£
cadavers stretched away to either side. Its depth was still immeasurable
from where they stood.

"So many," said the black king gently and almost in-: audibly.

"Too many," agreed Graycloak, in a voice cracked with fear, his throat
dry and seized with the paralysis of utter exertion.

"Where are they?" said Tamerlane.

Graycloak pointed with an incongruously delicate hand. All along the
line, figures detached themselves from the leviathan body and ran for the
Wildland with the desperation of the defeated. The black king counted
nineteen.

Graycloak reached out and grasped his sword arm. "Come on," he said
roughly. "They'll be around us again in a few minutes.

Sullenly, the black king turned his horse and spurred it into a slow,
labored trot. He looked back once, his eyes searching the endless battlefield
for a glimpse of Concuma, Warwand or more survivors. Nothing could be



seen save a lone straggler breaking free and riding at an incongruously slow
gallop away from the army of the dead. He could visualize Concuma a long
way off, still relentlessly plunging through the enemy, consumed by hatred
and rage, mindless save for his identity and raw, hot emotion. Tamerlane
lifted his sword again, close to his face, and gripped it hard. It was scarred
and bent, splashed with black and red, morsels of decayed flesh clinging
repulsively to it where the edge was nicked.

"Quickly," pleaded Graycloak, and the black king became aware that he
had stopped again. Raising his eyes to the flames in front of and above him,
he let the firelight play on his wide-open eyes. It was painful to blink,
painful to move, painful just to sit in the saddle and ride. He was almost
broken. His will alone held his body from folding up and his mind from
slipping into peaceful oblivion.

He woke himself up by telling himself that there was still an entire
night's fighting to be done.
 



XXI

All of a sudden, Concuma was free. It was not quite dark— the last
vestiges of twilight lingered, and there was a bright three-quarter moon. He
did not stop, but pressed on. He was to the right of the cleft, but he could
vaguely see it in the distance like a long scar. Between it and himself were
the last few lines of the army of the dead, but he rode around them. Slowly,
the madness ebbed away, leaving him cold, drained of energy but still alert.
His teeth began to chatter. "The reaction was a pain deep in his abdomen,
sucking at his kidneys and making his spine grate. His nerves hurt horribly
but dully.

Behind him, there was the sound of hooves on the rock. He turned and
saw Warwand coming toward him at the steady but slow trot which was the
best his mount could manage by this time.

"I had to be sure," said the faceless man.

"That I was still alive? That I would go to the city?" Con-cuma's voice
was thin and echoed oddly in the night air.

"I'm sorry. I had to know. I was worried when you rode into the army. It
was a foolhardy thing to do."

"Go home, Warwand," said Concuma.

"Where is my home?"

Concuma nodded toward the Wildland. "There it was, once. When I first
knew you. It will do for the time being. It might well be your home again,
one day."

"I don't think so," said Warwand slowly. There was a pause. "Kill him,
Concuma," the faceless man said in a low, intense voice. "Destroy him the
same way that another man like you destroyed Dragon."



"The Blind Worm killed Dragon."

"He did not destroy him."

Concuma shrugged. "I'll do what I can," he said. "Ill see you again."

"I hope so."

Warwand and his tired unicorn began the long walk back to the
Wildland. Several miles away, the fortress of fire glowed magnificently,
with the monstrous bulk of the Wildland occulting the stars in a ribbon of
darkness looming behind the flames. From here it looked defiant but
forlorn. He remembered that it was the last hope of the wild men and city
men alike, who were about to be massacred by their own dead ancestors.
Then he thought further, -and contemplated the size of the planet. Try as he
would, he could not see the great impending battle as anything but a minor
skirmish.

Concuma rode slowly on toward the rift in the seabed. It was too steep
for the unicorn to descend safely while he was mounted, and so he led the
animal down the wall of the narrow valley on foot.

When they reached the bottom, he took a long torch from his saddle and
kindled it. The torchlight cast flickering shadows which were forever
blending and changing as he moved. He saw nothing moving anywhere. If
the army of the dead had left guards to protect the city, then they were not
in evidence. He relaxed slightly as he began to believe that he might reach
the city unchallenged.

He rounded the buttress which had hidden the city from Reander's eyes
when the latter had first found it. He saw the city in the distance. The moon
was hidden and his torchlight wan, but the city was visible by its own
lights. They were perfectly still and silvery white—not dots or lines, but
long, easy curves, serrated but unbroken.

The city shone like a spider's web—concentric but irregular rings
radiating from a center of pitch blackness, with radü of light issuing from



the innermost ring. It gave the city a pattern which Reander had been
unable to see, a regularity and focus which seemed to direct the eye to the
geometric center of the web. Concuma was convinced that whatever was in
the city would be found at its focus, in the disc of darkness at the eye of the
web.

Without hurrying, he moved on.

"Spread the fires," ordered the black king. "Build a solid wall of fire a
mile long."

The shouting began, relaying the order along the thin line of the human
army. The beacon fires were already high and close together, being
constantly fed by the toiling wild men.

"There's no time," said Axel Harm. The wild man lay on the ground,
propped into a semi-sitting position. His left leg was broken. He had
survived, somehow, the entire duration of the fight on the seabed without
harm, but his leg had been broken as another wild man had picked him up
during the retreat and cut his way clear.

"We can't fight," said Tamerlane. "All we can hope to do is use their
own relentlessness against them. We'll build a wall of fire and they'll try to
walk straight through it. They're animated, but mindless—they won't stop.
Our only possible defense now is to set the Wildland alight."

"How do we stop the fire afterward?"

"The Wildland will do that. It has inherent defenses against fire. Our
problem is not to stop it, but to keep it alight. The Wildland's reflexes will
be straining to put the fire out and we'll have to fight it tooth and claw to
keep the fire going."

Harm laughed bitterly. "Why do we bother? Why not just run and keep
running? They'd never catch us."



Tamerlane sighed. "Eventually they would. They'll destroy Sum and the
whole Wildland. They'll exterminate us."

"We don't know that. Let's leave them Sum—we don't owe the Wildland
anything."

"We owe it everything. Home, food, clothing—everything. Besides, we
have no choice. How do you make terms with the dead? How do we even
surrender? There's nothing we can do but try to destroy every last one of
them."

The black king walked away, leaving the crippled wild man to his
ghostly laughter. He did not bother to order anyone to carry Harm out of the
way; he assumed that the wild man would arrange his own transport, and he
did not care anyway.

"Flame," he whispered to himself. "The entire Wildland aflame. They
can't possibly get through." He looked up at the silent heights stretching far
into the distance above him and completely hiding the sky. The ruddy
fireglow and the white gleam of the lantern flowers made oddly beautiful
patterns in the darkness. In fact, he knew, he had only changed the situation
and not won the battle. The battle now was against the Wildland. Deep
inside the Wildland were the waters it had long ago sucked from Ocean.
Hundreds of the living pipes which ran everywhere throughout the
Wildland carried water almost exclusively. Desiccation and burning cracked
the pipes and brought the water in- a never-ending stream to gush out into
the Wildland until the fire was drowned and dead. Only when there was no
more heat was the message conducted back to the metabolic pump to stop.

The battle now was not to be fought with swords and courage. The
humans had to locate the sutures in the water-conducting vessels and block
them. They had to keep the water in and the flames alive. It was an almost
impossible task because of the vast area which had to be covered— along
the edge of the shelf and right up to the top of the Wildland.

He knew that he would have to keep the fire alight along the ground
only, but there was no way to stop the flames spreading upward and



bringing water cascading down from above.

The all-powerful Quadrilateral was no help at all, he reflected. It could
not hold up the normal bodily processes of one of its members for one
night. Its hold upon the planet depended on its keeping the fire burning in
one tiny fragment of itself, yet it would devote every effort to putting out
the fire because it could do nothing else. The plants were part of the hive,
programmed for a particular function just as the dead men were
programmed. There was no direct motor control, no mechanism for
voluntary suspension.

Sentience, when all was said and done, was not a great deal of good to a
plant.

They worked ceaselessly—tired, stripped of their clothing—searching
out the water leaks, blocking them. All the time they worked close to the
towering, slowly moving mass of flame. The wind, sucked through the trees
by the great heat of the fire, whipped the sweat from their backs.

They did not understand. Hardly one in three realized that they kept the
fire alight to burn the army of the dead while it marched. Those who did not
know worked as hard as those who did. The black king's "officers"
screamed at them persistently, telling them what to do and getting it done
with the mindless determination which characterized the wild men.

The black king himself was chief of the furies—running ceaselessly,
pausing only to lend his great strength to a struggling man striving to hold
back the flood which threatened to eclipse their giant funeral pyre for the
army of the dead.

As he was running quickly, like a great black beetle with crown of
thorns and large sword, he saw a screaming man retreating from the flames.
He caught the man by the shoulder, spun him around and hit him hard with
the flat of his sword across the face.

"Your nerve breaks and I'll break you," he said through gritted teeth,
hurling the unfortunate back the way he had come.



The man was sobbing and wailing. He rose to his knees and pointed at
the wall of fire. "They're coming through!" he cried. "They're coming,
they're coming, they're—"

The black king kicked him into quietness.

He turned and widened his eyes to the furnace-like brightness. For long
moments, all he saw was blinding yellow and the falling masses from above
where the canopy of the Wild-land collapsed to the floor as the fire ate
away its foundation.

Then he saw them, moving slowly and relentlessly, jerking and
shambling in their eerie fashion. Black, burning corpses. Unstoppable.

He nearly screamed himself. "They'll do no harm," he yelled. "They're
burned, falling to bits. They can't hurt you."

But he could not be heard over the roar of the fire. And he knew that he
was lying; that the water was pouring from a thousand cuts despite their
efforts; that within the fire where his men could not go, there was a fountain
of water which would extinguish the fire well before dawn.

The battle was on again—not the men against the water against the fire
against the enemy, but the terrible free-for-all where everyone had to be
aware of every danger.

Howling his battle cry, he went forward to fight a burning swordsman
by the light of the curtain of fire.

He swept the sword away without any appreciable force and split the
burning man from head to groin like a brittle stick.

"How many?" he screamed. "How many can we fight? How many can
come through that?"

They came, no longer in ranks, no longer in a single -irresistible mass,
but in ones and twos, in blazing platoons, to spread more fear and despair



than death. Even though they came and even though the waters sprayed, the
men were winning their battle.

But when they saw their enemy doing the impossible, walking through
the impenetrable barrier, they lost heart. They stayed; they fought. But their
tiredness fought them and their wills could not withstand the struggle.

As the night died, the battle died. The men and then-enemy dwindled in
numbers to a mere handful on either side. If there was any victory to be
won, it would be a victory of total negation.

The black king was there right up to the end. When dawn broke, he was
still defending the dying fires, aware that there were hundreds of ways
through the useless barrier, but staying nevertheless.

The one thing which disturbed him still was the memory of a burning
corpse which had come through the flames a long time ago—a corpse with
glittering eyes, who looked vaguely familiar. It had been impossible to
identify the dead man, because he had had no lower jaw.
 



XXII

Waewand rode as fast as his tired mount could take him. He was a long
way from the battle and even Ylle was behind him. Ahead of him was the
mountain of wood which was the skull of Sum. Somewhere in the city in
the Gulf, Concuma would be fighting the battle which really mattered to
him. Warwand's own campaign depended only on the outcome of that fight.
He raced for the position which he had chosen to occupy while he played
his own hand in the game of glory.

The moment Vanice Concuma rode into the city of the Gulf, he knew
that he was in a different world. There had been no interdimensional
transfer as there had been on the journey around the Quadrilateral, and yet
he was elsewhere. Perhaps there had always been this fragment of
elsewhere buried in its crack in the seabed, relic of some forgotten age and
lost universe.

Torch held high in his right hand, left hand resting on the hilt of his
sword, Vanice Concuma rode into the web of time, the pale light of another
world.

He crossed a street which he named in his mind the Street of Memories
because the light made images of the past float around him. They were
painful memories because they were lost, and he was lonely even in their
midst. They were long gone, for the most part, and should have been dead.
It seemed to him that the thing in the city was able to achieve resurrection
even in living men.

Another place he named the Echoing Gardens, and fancied that there
rested ambitions under tombstones because he imagined that ambition was
the only thing which would be allowed to die in the city of the Gulf.
Destinations were also there, as stark crosses above the all but empty
graves.

He shook his head to clear it of the crazy ideas, but could not. It was as
if the air itself were hallucinogenic.



He passed a golden gate beyond which were row upon row of silent
statues. The thing in the city could force the dead to walk, he thought, but
would not breathe life into its own people. Concuma somehow identified
the statues, immortal and intransigent, with the people of the city.

He passed the Hall of the Shapes, where grotesque figures of cold stone
lurked in special shadows of their own. Wild beasts and demons, he
suspected they were the ghouls which wandered beneath the city.
Mercifully the thing had not sent these particular minions on its marauding
quest. These, too, belonged here. Even in his waking dream, Concuma
knew that that made no sense, but he could not disentangle himself. He was
trapped in his own imagination with nothing to scare him out of it.

He passed the junction with the Street of Nightmares, where a cold wind
blew, and in the unbelievably far dis-tance—on worlds other than this—he
could hear the murmur of macabre voices. Most of those voices, he knew,
were not human voices. It was from here that the army of the dead had
come, for the Street of Nightmares was a road straight down to Hell.

In the penultimate circle were three cages of darkness, whose prisoners
might have been immovable since time began. They were made of flesh—
petrified, but inhuman. One he named the Wanderer, because of the soulful
searching light that lingered in his ruby eyes. One he named the Man with
the Mask, because of the identity-less quality of the paper-textured face.
The last he named the Laughing Jester —an anti-heroic figure decoratively
dressed and gay of manner.

Before the ultimate circle of light, he peered across brightness into
blackness. The pale thread of light extended no more than sixty feet across
and then stopped dead. Beyond was nothing—a stark, unimaginable
nothing. It might have reminded the black king of his journey from the
Ocean world to Warwand's tower of ice, but it was not the same. Despite the
fact that there was nothing beyond the last pale circlet of light, he felt
convinced that it was into the focus of the city where he must go to find the
enemy. He suspected for a wild moment that the feeling might be a trap and
that he might better ride down the Street of Nightmares, but deep in his



hatred he knew that while the Street of Nightmares was only a figment of
his imagination, this was intensely real.

Out of the nowhere came Silver Reander. Perhaps, after all, the thing in
the Gulf had saved its best defense of all as a personal guard.

Shadow was dead, there was no doubting that. His lips were still parted
into his last plaintive cry about white horses hauling the sea. His body
retained the lax frailty of fresh death. Across his forehead was a long slash
which still oozed moist blood.

The coipse spoke. It said: "Go back, Vanice." Concuma dismounted,
sword in left hand, torch in right. He stepped forward.

"Are you Shadow talking, or the city?"

"I am the city and I am Shadow, now. The mind that was Shadow was
lost in the winds of time, but I have replaced that and everything else is
here."

Concuma shook his head slowly. "Shadow is Shadow. No thing can
have more than one identity. If I am talking to the city, then I am not talking
to Shadow."

"I have many identities," said the city.

"Shadow is not one of them."

"This body is a pawn. A device. No more and no less than all the dead
men which I sent against the Wildland. But its nature is not important. Its
identity is no longer defined."

"It has no identity. Shadow is dead."

The slight figure barring Concuma's access to the focus of the city came
forward slowly. In its right hand it held Reander's slim sword, poised in the
familiar style of the wild man.



"I am Shadow," said the city.

Like a streak of lightning, the dead man lashed. There was no trace of
the awkwardness of the animated cadavers which Concuma had fought
during the day. This was Shadow again, alive and in full possession of his
skill and speed. He had not been dead long enough to have decayed.

Concuma moved cat-like away from the thrust and swept his sword
around in a tight, swift arc intended to catch his opponent's sword and flick
it away. He failed. The small figure moved again and Concuma was forced
to parry the stroke. He attempted a riposte which achieved nothing.

The blades licked out in a lengthy testing of strength. They flickered,
touched, were gone again and then returned.

"I am Shadow," said the city.

All the time, while he moved like a snake, warily and wound up for
each spring as it came, Concuma asked himself: Can I kill him? He knew
that it did not matter how much of the animated corpse was Reander and
how much of it was not. Whatever counted, whatever it was that would win
or lose the duel, was within himself. The real struggle was deep in his own
mind and heart. It was, as Warwand had called it, a battle of identity.
Concuma had fenced with Reander a thousand times. Reander was his
friend. Reander had given his life to protect Zea. Concuma had loved Zea.
Could Concuma do what the black king had done with the same cold-
blooded determination?

"I am Shadow," said the city.

Can I kill him? asked Concuma.

All the while, the blades kissed and parted, touched and slid. There was
a feeling of unreality, as though he was fighting a mock duel and Reander
was not trying to kill him. Sometimes he thought that the corpse was only
fighting for sport, despite its master.



He fought his memory and his emotion. Bitterly, he almost tried not to
hate Reander. He found that he had to. He was not berserk, but cool as ice.
He wondered at his own hate. He felt sick with himself.

As suddenly as that, it was over. His own blade cut the biceps of
Shadow's right arm. The slender sword dropped to the lighted stone. In the
strange pool of light, Concuma watched the dead face. The vacant eyes
throbbed. The pupils dilated and contracted without reason or rhythm. The
blueness of the irises flicked on and off in weird, random succession.

Concuma was aware that the face was very close. He was almost
paralyzed when the teeth closed on his throat. Absently, as though
narcotized, he slid the sword in his hand into Shadow's body. It passed into
the groin, up through the intestines. It stuck, but a slick wrench freed it from
the pelvic girdle, and the point went through the diaphragm into the heart.

Blood began to flow from his larynx. Cartilage twisted and broke. After
Concuma released his sword and tore the smiling corpse-face from his
throat, he could never speak again.

With deliberation but no malice, Concuma cut the dead man into pieces.
He squashed the eyes in their sockets with strokes of his fingers, broke the
neck with a jerk of his thumbs and snapped both the collar bone and the
humerus on the left side.

Incongruously, the corpse still stood, with the sword hilt still protruding
obscenely from its groin, with blood running down it and dripping into a
puddle on the glistening ground. Gently, he pushed. It collapsed like a man
of brittle straw. Carefully, he took out his sword.

Then he walked out of the ring of light, into the center of the city in the
Gulf.
 



XXIII

The dabkness was only the wall. The city had been elsewhere; the core
of darkness was elsewhere again. It was almost a return to Earth, but an
Earth a very great distance from the one he had left. He now stood in the
remote past or the remote future, if anywhere on the world of his birth. He
thought perhaps that he had returned in time to the day of the city. Back
long past the age of man, via Cenozoic, Mesozoic and Paleozoic to the pre-
Cambrian era, he might have gone—into the erased eons wiped out by the
cataclysm which accompanied the wedding of planet and moon, obliterated
by the giant tides whipped by the close passage of the satellite before it
settled into orbit.

Then he looked into the sky. It was a pristine sky alight with a million
stars he had never seen from Earth. And he saw, like a vast blister on the
cushion of the diaphanous galaxy, the yellow planet.

He breathed the sharp, clean air and knew that if the eye of the night
above him was the Earth, then this was a very different moon from the one
of his own age.

It did not matter. The where and when were not important to him. This
was not the world for which he was to fight, but the arena in which the fight
was to be staged.

He lowered his eyes and looked around him. A city had been here, a
long time ago. Older by far than Ylle, not mummified like the city in the
Gulf, it had been gone for some time. It was no longer easily identifiable. It
was not even the skeleton of a city. It was the ashes and dust. Only the
patterns, the lines of the dirt and bright grass, revealed that he was standing
on a gigantic grave.

The invasion of the wild was at a minimum. Grasses, lush but short and
silky, were everywhere, but no trees and no flowers. He could see the carpet
of grass for miles around him, for although it was night the clear air and the



abundant starlight and the silver splash that might have been Earth
permitted him to see the horizon plainly.

A trickle of blood ran from his torn throat, inside his shirt and onto his
chest. When it had leaked from his veins it had been warm. It felt very cold
on his torso.

His opponent was approaching. The thing in the city was no giant. It did
not seem so fearsome. It was tall for a man, long of leg and arm, with
multiple joints. It was scaled all over and its head was small with big eyes
which bore no lids. Its mouth was slit-like and very wide, its nostrils tiny.
Its neck was long and bore a membranous flap of scaled skin which
stretched from temple to scapula, concave and extended. It looked more
human than the Blind Worm.

It spoke in a slow sibilant voice. "You cannot kill me, Vanice
Concuma."

Concuma could not reply.

"You were the greatest man on Earth. If only you had stayed there. I
would have wanted you on my world. Did you think that because I sent
your dead into battle I wanted you destroyed? Once men who saw my
armies would have known me for their god. What manner of men live on
Earth now, who fight their gods? Who sent a hero beyond the end of the
world to kill me? The age of the innocents must have passed yet again, and
the age of miracles returned. Aye—and the days of glory.

"Come, then, Concuma and kill me. Kill all of us, for I am not alone. I
am a hive, like Sum or Ocean, but all the individuals who are my units are
in this one body. They do not live—you cannot kill them in your sense of
the word. And you have the power to destroy. Even the almighty
Quadrilateral does not know the power which will destroy the dead."

The enemy carried a long, curved rapier like a serpent's fang. He moved
forward now, reaching with the weapon to engage Concuma's heavier,
broader blade.



With incredible smoothness and speed, the scaled one slipped the larger
blade aside and flashed inside the blond man's guard. By inches, Concuma
sidestepped the blade and was forced to give ground rapidly. The scaled
creature was faster than anything he had ever seen before. His own lunges
and parries were sluggish by comparison. Time and time again he went
backward to avoid the thin blade of his opponent. The wisp of steel
whipped perilously close every time the other struck.

And as time went on the fang-bearer seemed to get faster. Like a whip,
hate forced Concuma to keep pace. The fury in his heart and brain drove
him to every effort his body was capable of. It never let him misjudge any
maneuver by the slightest fraction. It never let him pause.

The enemy moved faster and faster; the rapier became an invisble
thread woven so rapidly that Concuma had almost to guess where it was.
His own sword was a vast weight in his hand, but his hatred would not
permit him to relax the muscles which held it and moved it. If there was to
be a chance—if he did not burn himself up before he killed his opponent—
the chance lay in the sword. He needed time to spare, time to attack. The
slender blade of the scaled one could never turn Concuma's aside.

He ducked and ran, waiting for a spare inch. Whether the other made a
tactical error, or whether tiredness was having an effect, he did not know,
but he gained the fraction of a second he needed. Swaying back, he flashed
his sword arm out at full stretch, leaving his right shoulder vulnerable.

With ecstatic ease, the enemy avoided the thrust and struck. Bending
backward, almost double, Concuma intercepted the blade with his right
hand. It passed through the flesh between thumb and forefinger, an inch
from the edge. Reflexively, Concuma's hand closed and wrenched. The thin
blade bent like a spring and for a moment it was held between them. Then,
with a snap, it was out of the scaled hand.

Concuma brought his sword arm around in an extravagant arc and
trapped the other in a single-armed bear hug. In vain, the stubby, scaled
fingers raked at the blond man's back. It was like crushing a soft fruit.



Save that something was wrong. The broken body flew away, spinning
Concuma aside. The scales burst and white fluffy flesh splashed out,
growing, expanding, changing.

The creature of the Gulf stood again. "You cannot kill," it said in a
grating whisper. Its head was black, scattered with coarse hair and bristles.
Its mouth parts looked like a complicated trap. Its eyes were as large as its
head, bulbous and compound, one on either side. Its arms were horny and
its hands bore talons. Its chest was brazen. Its legs were striped black on
red, and the big rounded feet bore long claws.

"No matter how many you kill," it said, "you cannot destroy me. I will
kill you in the end."

The chimaera leaped. Concuma met the charge with a full-blooded blow
to the breast. It struck full on. The sword broke.

Concuma dived to the left, releasing the hilt and jagged stump that
remained. The chimaera passed over him, but did not fall. It whipped
around and spread its talons, poised to leap again.

Concuma was already up, legs spread in a fighter's crouch, arms held in
front ready to grab and break.

The chimaera lunged again. Concuma went for each hand with one of
his own. His right hand was hurt badly and his thumb would not be able to
grip properly. The pain was no serious inconvenience. Concuma noticed no
pain and no weakness. Until he fell dead, he would continue to fight.

The hands locked, the talons closed but could do no damage to the
backs of Concuma's hands because the tightness of his grip prevented the
muscles from contracting with any force.

With one foot, Concuma stopped the chimaera from bringing the claws
on its feet into effect. Gradually, he began to flex his muscles
experimentally to discover how and where he could do the most damage.
All the time, the black grotesque head was mere inches from his own. He



could see his reflection in hundreds of the elements of the compound eye.
He watched dark, sticky saliva run over the chitinous mandibles of the
mouth and saw the bulbous tongue expanding and relaxing as blood was
pumped in and out of the flaccid organ.

Slowly, he bent back the thiny horny arms. His breast came into contact
with the bronze exoskeleton of his opponent. He could feel its hardness and
he also felt upon it the beating of a heart. He did not realize that it was the
rhythm of his own heart reflected from the unyielding surface back into his
own intercostal muscles.

The arms began to bend inward as the elbow joints began to give way
before Concuma's relentless effort. Inward and backward came the feebly
groping talons. At the same time, Concuma forced the other back, trying to
make the chimaera fall so that he would be on top.

It was not easy. But Concuma's strength was superhuman. His muscles
exerted their maximum power and sustained the effort. He could have
forced a man of supple steel to the ground. But the chimaera was
improbably strong. Its spine would not yield to being bent like a bow. The
knee grinding into its groin would not force it to give an inch. But its arms
could not hold themselves still. Ever inward came the talons, toward the
creature's own gigantic eyes. The chimaera tried desperately to curl its
claws but could not. With infinite deliberation and tremendous exertion,
Concuma scratched its eyes with its own fingers. The ocelli burst and
splintered. Fluid cascaded on to the broad shoulders, splashing the bronze
breastplate. Deeper and deeper bit the claws, tearing and carving in helpless
savagery.

Eventually, when Concuma's wrists were deep in repulsive moistness,
the nails began ripping at the brain. The chimaera did not go limp, but its
limb muscles began making convulsive flicks.

The blond man let the body fall. The chimaera finished tearing its head
to bits by itself with the last reflexive kicks of its own motor nerves.



Then, once again, the body exploded and got up again. With the sour
taste of blood and vomit in his mouth, Concuma watched a new opponent
grow from the wreckage of the old.

I cant keep killing them forever, he thought. I must destroy it completely,
somehow. How can I do it? How can 1 destroy instead of killing? What's the
difference? What is destruction?

His hatred could give him no answer. It could give him the endurance,
but not the method. He would have to search elsewhere for that. If only he
could think. But his hatred would not allow him the opportunity to think. It
was preparing him for battle—holding his body in ruthless tension,
directing eveiy vestige and energy into the berserk rage which was all that
could keep him alive*

The new enemy was soft and obese. It was like a bloated dwarf, all
misproportioned and ugly. Its limbs were multifold, with no skeletal
support. The entire body seemed to be innocent of bone, cartilage or chitin.
The skin glistened and bore millions of tiny hairs.

It looked particularly horrible, but not in the least dangerous.

His hate permitted his brain to whisper: Poison.

It came forward slowly, with a disgusting slither, wobbling on a great
many tentacles, while many more reached blindly forward. It had a head, all
mouth and nose, with pinpoint eyes and no hair. Bulbous lips moved all the
time. It may have been trying to speak, to tell him yet again of the
fruitlessness of struggle, of the inevitability of defeat.

Warily, Concuma circled, keeping well out of range in case the monster
should be capable of a sudden burst of striking speed.

He looked around and gathered the stub of his own sword. It was not
that he wanted, though. He noticed that the creature kept itself diligently
between Concuma and the needle-like sword which one of its previous
incarnations had lost.



' No matter how fast he moved, Concuma could not get into a position
to snatch the longer weapon. He dared not close in. Instead, he stopped to
rest. If the creature wanted to kill him, it would have come to him.

Slowly and hesitantly, it did. Almost reluctantly, it left the sword a long
way behind and attacked.

Concuma waited for the right moment and then charged. Taken aback,
the pulpy dwarf stopped and displayed its tentacles protectively. Concuma
jumped. As he did, he hurled the dagger-like remnant of his weapon at the
belly of the creature. Momentarily, the tentacles recoiled to deal with the
metal sticking into itself. In that moment, Concuma's booted foot slammed
the monster in the tiny head. Then he leaped wildly, a long way clear, and
landed on the run.

His stratagem was more effective than it had any right to be. There was
only the briefest brushing contact with one or two of the tentacles: on his
right arm, on the back of his wrist and forearm. These began to sting and
become inflamed. He reached the needle-like sword and slashed the wound
boldly and bloodily. He hoped it would prevent most of the poison from
reaching the rest of his body—there could not be very much of it, and most
of it would remain superficially in the subcutaneous tissue.

He turned around to dispose of the creature, but it was no longer there.
Apparently, it had decided not to wait to be killed. His enemy was probably
susceptible to fatigue.

The thing in the Gulf seemed to have settled once more for armor, after
its brief attempt at subtlety.

The new manifestation of his enemy was very long, many-legged and
many-jointed. It was worm-like in form, but its anterior end reared to a
height of six feet, swaying slightly back to balance itself. Its foremost legs
were long and flattened like sword blades. Its jaws were massive and saw-
edged.



Unsteadily, Concuma waited to see the tactics that his opponent would
adopt for its new body.

The head reared higher and higher. It towered above him. The segments
of the body—particularly the hind body —seemed very simple. The actual
worm was thin, but there was added bulk and stability by virtue of
complicated spike structures of chitin. It appeared that his opponent was of
fixed size and could become larger only by proliferation of nonliving
material. It appeared that the limitations of the creature were not so
different from his own limitations, except that the monster only had to kill
Concuma once.

The slim sword did not seem to be much of a weapon in this particular
encounter, but Concuma did not want to discard it while he was effectively
reduced to one arm.

With an odd rattling, and a gait almost as jerky as one of the members
of its army of the dead, the worm lumbered forward.

The head was so far above him that Concuma had no chance of reaching
any spot which might be vulnerable. There was no advantage to be gained
in dodging and running— that would only waste energy. He could not win
this fight by waiting for the flaw in his opponent's strategy to expose it. If
there was a gap in this beast's armor, it had to be physically accessible or he
was finished.

And so he waited for the head to strike, planning to deliver himself into
the worm's jaws and fight from there. The forelimbs stretched down,
clacking like a pair of scissors. He did not try to evade them and they
caught him tight. He had assumed that they would attack like blades, but
they did not. They grabbed him and rifted him high. They curled around his
waist with a flexibility he had not imagined that they could have possessed
and held him like an iron girdle.

Then they fed him toward the jaws. He looked closely at the big head,
searching for an eye, something into which he could slide the curved fang
he still held. But there was nothing. The beast's pale eyes were behind a



transparent mass of substance far harder than the metal of the sword. The
entire face was armored in this way.

Sickly, he probed unsuccessfully with the point. The jaws were very,
very close. His hatred would not let him give up. He switched the sword to
his limp right hand and raised the left, palm rigid and aligned with the
major suture of the worm's face—the seam where the chitin had to crack
every time the monster shed its exoskeleton to allow for growth.

He had no time to compose himself, but the intensity of his hatred
automatically adjusted his glandular balance and psychological and
emotional pitch to the correct magnitude. Like an axblade, the edge of his
hand struck. The skull of the monster burst asunder like an eggshell. White
frothy flesh flooded out, and he felt the vise that held him relaxing as the
creature metamorphosed.

He fell heavily to earth, but instinct relaxed him to take the fall, then
tensed him into a leap which could take him clear of his new enemy. He lost
the thin sword again.

There was a blaze of light and color. The dimness of the night was
shattered by the sheer glory of the new shape which faced him. It radiated
from itself an astonishing quantity of light.

Concuma shrank before it, shielding his eyes with his wounded arm.
There was a blast of intense heat, as though the thing were burning. It was
literally violent in color; shifting reds, yellows and purples hit him
physically. It dazzled and confused him. He had no weapon to resist with,
but it did not matter in this battle. The creature had switched from physical
fight to an attack on his mind with an onslaught of terrific power. The
enemy was weakened by its continual defeats. It was afraid. He could feel
the fear in the mental lash.

The monster seemed to have the shape of a giant bird, long of beak and
cruel of eye, with a salt gland which wept tears of fury. It wore the fire like
a living cloak, its out-thrust breast showering sparks and balls of flame. Its
almighty wings beat and beat, spraying fire and light. They seemed to grow



as they threw off more and more brilliance, and to beat in graceful curves
which enfolded the frightened Concuma, hugging him and gathering him
into the center of the visual crescendo.

The light which showered from it lit up the sky in a vast amoral display
that hid the stars, and then the flames trailing from the primaries lit new
stars within the new sky, in a blaze of splendor.

In another time, in another place, but in a moment inextricably linked
with this one, John Tamerlane was battling the burning warriors in his self-
inflicted cage of flame.

The fire could not burn, the light could not blind, yet Concuma wilted
before the curious heat. His skin turned tinder dry and began to crack. His
eyes swelled until they threatened to burst. His heart smashed his ribs like a
hammer on an anvil. His blood boiled in his veins and threatened to dry,
choking his vessels with black dust.

His muscles turned to stone. His kidneys and his testes shriveled and
began to disintegrate. His brain began to melt.

His hatred, intransigent, screamed at him. It fought in every molecule of
nucleic acid in his brain. It fought in every millimeter of his spinal column.
It fought against every nerve which tried to carry a fatally false message to
the dark crevices in the convolutions of the cerebrum that were Vanice
Concuma's identity and will. It froze the sodium pump which enabled the
impulses to be conducted. It sealed the synapses. And it tried to reverse the
flood, to send messages from the brain and spine down the motor nerves to
the limbs and organs.

The hatred that was stronger than anything else in Vanice Concuma
would not let him despair, would not let him yield to his aching fear, would
not let him feel his pain. It commanded him to live and to fight. It
commanded him to build walls in his brain, walls that would keep away the
fire and block off all the light. It built walls of cellular oblivion that isolated
Concuma's identity and memory in heavenly darkness and coolness to
gather their strength, to tolerate, prevail and retaliate.



Outward, bursting the walls, came a flood of defiance. It was not color,
not heat. Nor was it their negation. It was simple, crude power. Like the
birth of a star, it spread from its nucleus in a blooming rush of irresistible
energy. It evaporated the light, destroyed the heat and dissipated the firebird
on the same winds of time where it had claimed Shadow's dead mind was
lost forever.

Nothing, absolutely nothing, could survive that burst of power. But the
power could only kill, the power was only limited. When the firebird had
gone, undestroyed, there was another to take its place.

It was a man. From deep inside his power cocoon, Vanice Concuma
could feel his presence. He could not see him, physically. His hatred would
not allow his sensory apparatus to return him to the grassy plain on the
moon of the yellow planet. All future battles were to be fought from here,
from within. This was a battle of identity, of destruction. Wherever the
means to destroy were to be found, it was not in the external universe. It
was inside Vanice Concuma. He was the weapon and his hatred was the
trigger. He had only to learn how to fire it.

But he could feel the man. He visualized him—a masked, cloaked
figure. There was something behind him: a clock. The massive face of a
clock, with curved hands clearly visible in lunatic motion, curled around
and finally concave and all-enveloping the inner surface of a constricting
sphere, with the numbers in a hopeless jumble. The warped hands indicated
nowhen, not even anchored at any point on the inner surface of the sphere.

There was a spinning, cartwheeling hourglass too, sometimes bigger,
sometimes smaller and sometimes the same thing as the spherical inside-out
clock.

"Time is power!" said the masked man.

Hours flashed back and forth. Days flicked like occulting lights in
random array. Centuries sedately fell apart into a jumble of unrelated
tempora.



"The universe is being destroyed. Time is being drained, shattered,
distorted," said the man in the mask.

Age smote Concuma like a dagger in the gut.

"You can't fight it with power," said the man in the mask. "Time is
power."

Concuma was no longer conscious of the existence of his body. To all
intents and purposes, he had none. It was not physical age attacking him;
hatred would not let him feel his skin wrinkling and rotting, his arteries
closing up and his nerves flaking.

All that was left of Concuma was his identity, his memory and his will.
And, of course, there was his hatred, if that could be divorced from his
identity. His memory grew and grew, became heavy and impossible to bear.
His will became vaporous and began to lose its meaning. His identity
became confused—tried to cope with the rush of time and could not. His
hatred began to slacken.

He was losing.

It's only a man, he told himself. It's not the clock I have to fight, but the
man. Ignore the clock and concentrate on the man. Forget the clock. Forget
the years and the centuries and the millennia. It's not time I have to defeat.

And his bloated memory forced itself to forget.

His hatred gave him hands again—the left one strong and the right
utterly useless. With the left hand he reached out and ripped away the mask
from the face of his opponent.

The face behind the mask was his own.

The mask discarded, he stared into his own pale blue eyes and realized
what they were. He looked at the other's throat. There was no wound. This
Concuma still had a voice. He looked at the right arm, which was uninjured.



With his tired, battered body, he had to fight a fresh, whole man who was
himself.

"How can you win?" said Vanice Concuma. "There is nothing you can
do. This is the end. I could not kill you before, but in your own body, with
your identity, I must win."

In that moment, Concuma knew he was beaten. He saw his own death
looking at him with his own eyes.

And he thought: Find it now. Find the means to destroy. Find the secret
now, because there is going to be no other chance. How can I fight myself
and win when I am hurt and he is not? There is no course left but to destroy.

With a last surge of power he sent the despairing cry for help into the
universe, across the universes. A plea for help from anyone.

The Quadrilateral knew no answer.

The Blind Worm—or what had once been the Blind Worm—looked up
at the disappearing stars and said to himself: He has been trapped. The
thing is confounding his mind. He is going to lose. The cyclops experienced
a sensation of lost hope.

But there was a voice. A small voice, with hardly the power to carry
itself to him. It came from quite near, but it was very, very faint. Even so,
Concuma recognized it

It said: 'Tour enemy has betrayed himself. He had delivered himself into
your hands. He has given you the chance to destroy him. Destroy his
identity with something stronger. He is wearing your identity now, and you
have something stronger. You have your hatred, which is more destructive
than all the power in the universes."

Then there was silence. Concuma followed the signal back to its source,
and searched, but it was no use. The ex-penditure of power to carry that



message had been too much for her. Zea was dead, finally, on the Ocean
world where she had abandoned herself so long ago.

It was enough. Vanice Concuma knew his enemy. Whatever it was in
truth, at this precise moment it was Vanice Concuma. It had thought to
make itself stronger than the blond warrior by imitating him, save for his
wounds. And, in doing so, it had betrayed itself. Because the one thing that
Vanice Concuma hated more than anything else was himself. That was the
strength of his hatred, the root which enabled it to suffuse him with its
horror and decay. He hated himself. And so he hated everything he saw—
even Zea, whom he loved. He could no more have ceased to hate than he
could have ceased to be.

His left hand reached out for his unmasked enemy, and the finale of his
long battle began. With careless ease he brushed away the two good arms
which came up to stop him, and smashed his fist into the face of his alter
ego.

He kicked and gouged and stabbed with his fists. It was a massacre. He
felt bone crack, muscle tear. He felt hot blood drenching his hand, flesh
sticking to his fingernails. He ripped open the rib cage of his opponent with
his forefinger, breaking each rib just to the left of the sternum. Then,
spread-eagle fashion, he opened the chest cavity.

When his hatred allowed the thing which had once been Vanice
Concuma to know that he was still crouching in the silky green grass of the
moon of the yellow planet, he realized that he was facing the dawn and
displaying to it his own heart held in his left hand.

And yet the heart still beat within his breast. But slowly, very slowly. He
was dying. He had done too much. His hatred had driven him beyond
endurance. It had even robbed him of his identity. Belatedly, he was paying
his debt.

As he died, he seemed to see tears in the blinding face of the sun, as
though it were a weeping eye. He tried to blink the tears away from his own



eyes, and achieved some success. But more tears hid the sky in a mask of
red. He was crying blood.
 



XXIV

The wan bluish luminescence that was the mind and voice of Sum
illuminated the bowed body of Warwand.

"It's over," said the Quadrilateral.

The hood rose, and if there were eyes inside it they looked up. "Thank
you," he said quietly to Vanice Concuma.

"Why have you come back?" asked the Quadrilateral.

"To help you."

"You owe me nothing. Our debt was canceled."

"You needed me. You needed Concuma and the black king, and I
brought them to you. Without my help, you could never have found anyone
to do what Concuma has done."

"Are you about to ask me for further rewards? I do not think that there
is anything else I can give you. Why have you changed your form?"

"I gave up my old body because I came to hate the sight of it. I prefer
my present appearance. I have changed a great deal since I completed the
Quadrilateral. There are things connected with my old body and my former
existence which I prefer to forget." - "I understand," said the Quadrilateral.

"If you owe anything for today, perhaps you owe it to Concuma."

"Concuma is dead."

Warwand sighed. "I was afraid so. When he sent that call for help—"

"The army of the dead!" exclaimed Sum.

Warwand stood up, half turning. "What's the matter?"



"They're still marching. They're still coming!"

Warwand was silent.

"The thing in the Gulf is destroyed," protested Sum. "There is nothing
to animate them. Someone else has taken control. Someone else is in the
war. We haven't finished yet. We can't stop them. There's nothing we can
do. We're helpless!"

The sun came up and John Tamerlane knew that he had lost. His fire
was dead, his army dissipated. High in the roof of the Wildland he rested,
caring no more about what went on below. The army of the dead marched
on unhindered. It was all over.

He lay on a carpet of trailing weed which bound the trees together and
made a mat for the support of the mechanisms associated with the
uppermost layer of photo-synthesizing material.

Graycloak sat several yards away, sword still in hand, nursing burns and
cuts on his face and shoulders.

"Concuma must have lost," said Tamerlane.

"He may be fighting still," replied Graycloak without paying any real
attention.

"Then I can be master of the world, if he wins," said the black king.

"How is that?"

"The Wildland must die now. If Concuma kills the thing in the Gulf,
then Earth is left without an owner."

"With the Wildland dead, is there an Earth to own?" asked the wild man.

"The cities. We can build again."

"A world for city men!" Graycloak sneered.



"Not so very long ago, I tried to bribe such a world from Sum. Or
perhaps it was a very long time ago. I wanted that world—my world. A
world of city men."

"You'd have needed the Wildland. For food, for clothing. Its death is our
death."

"The plants need not die because the brain dies. The individuals—some
of them at least—will be able to live on as individuals. They are vegetable
in nature—they don't depend upon Sum for reproduction."

"We'll die," said Graycloak philosophically. "Don't worry about it—it
might take a long time. Hell, I'm tired."

There was a pause.

"I don't know what to do or where to go now that it's all over," said
Tamerlane. "Home? The City of Sorrows? Where else is there? I feel so
empty."

"You feel beaten, you mean. What does it matter? All the world's the
same. It's crazy to stay curled up inside the walls of your dead city and
dream. You're no city man, King. Why go home?" Graycloak made his last
word into, a curse.

"Beaten we are. I am. Whatever I hoped to gain, I've lost. Whatever
Concuma is doing or has done, I've lost."

"What does it matter? Things always change. Try again with something
else. The world won't end instantly. We've time while it dies."

"We didn't accept things yesterday. We fought for every inch of ground
that we could. Axe you telling me now that our fight didn't mean anything?
That those inches weren't worth fighting for?"

"Where did it get us?"



The black king sat up and stared hard at the small man. "Graycloak," he
said wearily, "I may be no real city man, but I won't ever become something
like you. What are you but an animal living in the Wildland as a
scavenger?"

Graycloak looked back bitterly, not daring to become angry. "I'm proud
enough of my humanity to resent that," he said quietly.

"And wise enough not to fight for it," commented Tamerlane acidly.

"I don't want to be killed."

"Neither do the lizards."

The dead man entered the cavern of Sum's mind. His head was bald; his
eyes were cracked and dry, wrinkled deep into their sockets. His mouth had
rotted at the edges, leaving a double row of yellow teeth grinning insanely
through the ragged gap.

His naked body was charred black. In his arms he carried a large piece
of twisted metal, rolled into a ball at one end— a bundle of sheer edges
knobbed with sharpened lumps. It resembled, in some ways, a morning star.
The damage which it was capable of doing to the delicate luminescent
structure which was Sum was obvious.

The guards of the thorn gate had apparently given way at last.

Warwand stepped aside. "It's too late," he said, and his beautiful
melodic laugh echoed and echoed again until the chamber was filled with it,
like the tinkling of a big bell. Then the Quadrilateral struck, with all of its
much-vaunted power.

"It's too late," yelled Warwand, and his voice rose in pitch as he
repeated the phrase many times, until he was screaming it.

His curtains of power were torn away; stark power ripped deep into the
darkness within his hood. His body was seized by invisible arms and lifted.



With every atom of his will, with every vestige of his strength, he resisted.

There was power in his resistance—but far less power than could have
held back the onslaught. He had thought himself a god, on a par with the
Quadrilateral, yet here was the Quadrilateral smashing him to pieces. "You
cheated me," he gasped.

"Why?" The voice of the Quadrilateral sounded like pulsating thunder
in his disintegrating brain.

"I got rid of the Dragon," he whispered into the eternity into which he
fell. "I erased him from myself. I destroyed his cursed command to protect
and preserve you. I destroyed his control over my every action, every
thought, every process. I exterminated him from my identity."

"But why? Why have you tried to destroy me?"

"Because you cheated me! You gave me a universe inside my own
mind. You made me a god. You made me live in my own mind. I had to get
rid of Dragon from my world, because I hated him. But when I did—when I
had—there teas nothing left!

"Dragon made me. I am his. He is me. I wanted to be myself, to have an
identity of my own, not some surrogate of a mad creator. I wanted to be me.
I wanted to fight for myself. I wanted to own something. You made me
destroy Dragon by showing him to me inside my own mind. You made me
destroy all that there was of me. I'm not the - Blind Worm anymore. I'm
nobody.

"I wanted your universe. I wanted the universe I should have had. I
wanted to take it from you. I, Warwand, wanted to destroy you and the thing
in the Gulf. I wanted it all. It wasn't enough for me to see him kill you. I
wanted everything. But I failed, because you made me weak. You even
cheated me there. I couldn't do anything.

"I killed him. But I was still the thing he made, wasn't I? Just like him, I
tried to murder my creator. I should have guessed though. You wouldn't



give me that much power. You made me weak. You cheated me."

He heard Sum reply: "It was no part of our bargain that I teach you to
live with yourself. That was for you to do."

Then Warwand was gone, but not dead. The Quadrilateral obeyed its
code. It would not kill.

The man with the morning star lay putrefying, mere feet from the bowl
of glowing protoplasm which was the single-celled entity Sum.

The Quadrilateral did not try to understand. It was a hive mind and
therefore it could not. It could not conceive of what it was to be an
individual. But it wondered, it decided. By its own morality, it decided what
ought to be done.

It was to Ylle that the black king went when he descended once more to
the floor of the Wildland. It was there, if anywhere, that the remnants of his
army would collect—there if anywhere that he would find people.

That is where he met the Blind Worm again.

Once again, he was the cyclops—an ugly, awkward figure standing
quite still, his opercula moving gently as he sucked in air.

"I'm glad you're alive," said the Blind Worm.

Tamerlane nodded slowly. "You surprise me. I never thought I'd see you
again."

"I never thought I'd be here again. No resentment?"

"Yes," said the black king. "But what does it matter now?"

"Concuma won. The army of the dead failed."

"How do you know?"



The Blind Worm laughed. It was a soft, oddly musical laugh that
Tamerlane had come to know well. If the black king knew for the first time
then that Warwand had been the Blind Worm, he did not show it.

"You have seen Sum?" asked Tamerlane.

"Yes, I saw him."

"I wonder how grateful he is for what we did for him. We, the humans."

The Blind Worm laughed again. "I might almost have believed that you
have not changed."

"I've changed my ways. I've learned. But I haven't changed my self."

"Come with me," said the Blind Worm. "There is something I want to
show you. Something you want to see."

Far away, the spire of Sum's mountain projected from the surface of the
Wildland. From here, on top of the roof of the world, the Wildland looked
like an ocean. It was easy to believe in the kinship of the enemies of long
ago. It was easy to appreciate the immensity of both.

The mountain of wood was on fire. A long thin plume of smoke
extended high into the atmosphere and thinned away into nothing. It was
not very spectacular. At a distance, it seemed almost forlorn.

"What happened?" asked Tamerlane.

"Sum has gone. Into the Quadrilateral. The sentience and intelligence
that was Sum has moved into the other hives. There are only two physical
foci now."

"How could he do that? Sum is the Wildland."

"Only the intelligence has gone. The organism lives on. It is a mindless
imbecile, wiped clean of any trace of self-awareness or thought. The
organizer has gone, but the organization remains. The Wildland will survive



for a while, probably disintegrate eventually into an association of sym-
biotes, then further into chaos. The structure will collapse, the waters will
flow back into the seabeds. But plant life will continue. It will take
hundreds of years. The world when you leave it will not be very different
from the world as you found it."

The black king turned to stare into the single eye of the Blind Worm.

"Why?" he asked.

"It's a sacrifice," said the Blind Worm. "It's the Quadrilateral's way of
evening the score, or tidying up the ethical loose ends. I am returned to
where I started, but wiser. You have the opportunity to get what you want—
the world is yours to work with.

"It's a great gift."

"It's not really a gift. A debt, perhaps. A moral obligation."

"I thought that Sum had cheated me, once," said Tamerlane quietly.

"So did I. So did Jose Dragon. So did Zea. Perhaps it did, by our
standards. How can we judge it by those standards, though?"

John Tamerlane shook his head.

"I've won," he whispered to himself.

"And I have lost," said the Blind Worm. "Yet here we are, with the same
world at our feet."

The Blind Worm looked at the bright sun.

"Shadows," he murmured, "in someone else's eye."

The black king, John Tamerlane, was already planning the future of the
human race.
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