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Praise for Fourth Mansions and Past Master


Praise for Fourth Mansions:


‘R. A. Lafferty has always been uniquely his own man, but in this book he surpasses himself. It is wild, subtle, demonic, angelic, hilarious, tragic, poetic, a thundering melodrama and a quest into the depths of the human spirit. You’ll think about it for a long time and probably go back to it more than once.’


Poul Anderson


‘I was hauled, awestruck and yet chuckling, into a world so completely the author’s own that to be allowed in it felt like the privilege of intrusion . . . Enormously entertaining.’


The Times


‘The closest comparison I can think of is a psychedelic morality play where the Virtues and Vices keep sneaking offstage and switching masks. One comes away from it as one awakens from a dream.’


Roger Zelazny


Praise for Past Master:


‘The Lafferty madness that till now we have only seen in his short stories. The vision is peppered with nightmare: witches, lazarus-lions, hydras, porche’s-panthers, programmed killers that never fail, and a burlesqued black mass. One hears of a black comedy? There are places in Past Master where humour goes positively ultraviolet.’


Samuel R. Delany


‘It is a minor miracle that a serious philosophical and speculative work should be written so colourfully and so lyrically. There is, happily, no way to categorize the book: it has elements of science fiction, of pure fantasy, of poetry, of historical fiction; it is sharply critical and marvellously gentle; very serious and irrepressibly funny; profoundly symbolic and gusty-realistic by (unexpected) turns. A first-rank speculative work.’


Judith Merril
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CHAPTER ONE




The Lay of Road-Storm from the ancient Chronicles


We give you here, Good Spheres and Cool-Boy Conicals,


And perils pinnacled and parts impossible


And every word of it the sworn-on Gosipel.


Lend ear while things incredible we bring about


And Spacemen dead and deathless yet we sing about:—


And some were weak and wan, and some were strong enough,


And some got home, but damn it took them long enough!





NEW SPACE CHANTEYS,
Living Tapes, Sykestown, A.A. 301


WILL THERE BE a mythology in the future, they used to ask, after all has become science? Will high deeds be told in epic, or only in computer code?


And after the questing spirit had gone into overdrive during the early Space Decades, after the great Captains had appeared, there did grow up a mythos through which to view the deeds. This myth filter was necessary. The ship logs could not tell it rightly nor could any flatfooted prose. And the deeds were too bright to be viewed direct. They could only be sung by a bard gone blind from viewing suns that were suns.


Here trumpets blare. Here the high kerigma of heralds rises in silvery gibberish. Here it begins.


The war was finished. It had lasted ten equivalent years and taken ten million lives. Thus it was neither of long duration nor of serious attrition. It hadn’t any great significance; it was not intended to have. It did not prove a point, since all points had long ago been proved. What it did, perhaps, was to emphasize an aspect, sharpen a concept, underline a trend.


On the whole it was a successful operation. Economically and ecologically it was of healthy effect, and who should grumble?


And, after wars, men go home. No, no, men start for home. It’s not the same.


There were six of them there, Captains of hornets, those small craft that could go anywhere, six of them mustered out with their crews and with travel orders optional. And there wasn’t an ordinary man among them. They were six full crews of the saltiest, most sulfurous men who could be combed out of the skies.


Roadstrum, one of the Captains, was as plain a man as ever lived, and now he spoke out plainly:


“I would say let us go directly home. We were boys when this began, and we are not boys now. We should go home, but I could be talked into something else.


“Dammit, I said I could be talked into something else!”


“A day or two on Lotophage might be worth it,” said Captain Puckett. “We’ll never be this close to it again and there must be something behind all those stories of the soft life there. They say it is Fiddler’s Green and Theleme rolled together. They say that it may be Maybe Jones City itself. If we don’t like it we can leave at any time.”


“The Captains Roadstrum and Puckett are from World, are you not?” Captain Dempster asked. “In that case it is not at all in your direction home.”


“We are from World,” said Roadstrum, “and we know the direction home.”


“Lotophage is supposed to be a bums’ world,” said Dempster, “and if you stay there long enough you turn into a bum.”


“If you’re afraid of it we’ll mark you off,” said Captain Silkey, “and perhaps you have less a way to go to be a bum than we others. But I see that you are afraid.”


Silkey knew how to put the needle into Dempster. The only thing that Dempster was afraid of was being called afraid.


“Look at it this way,” said Captain Kitterman. “We can’t get flight clearance to World or to anything in that Arm for three days, but we can go to Lotophage immediately. We can spend an equivalent day there, we can spend two, and still be home without loss of time. I suggest that we do it.”


“For myself,” said the sixth Captain, “it is imperative that I get home. There may have been changes there. My wife is faithful within limits, but I do not know whether ten years transcends those limits. My children should have reached an interesting age. Besides, nobody ever stops on Lotophage for only a day or two.”


“What think you, Crewmen?” Roadstrum asked loudly of the splendid array. These men were the salt of the skies, the one out of ten who had determinedly stayed alive through the whole war, very often hurt, absolutely refusing to be killed. Never had there been so many great fine men assembled. They were the tall ones.


“I’d give the very ears off my head to go to Lotophage and enjoy it,” said Crewman Birdsong, “but the ears on my head and other shapeless things about me will be the obstruction. They have a regulation on Lotophage, you know; only beautiful persons are allowed the enjoyments.”


“They bend the regulation,” said Captain Silkey. “They use the wide idea of beauty. All the fine surging things they count beautiful, even though they be a little rough in texture. They don’t bar one man in a thousand.”


“I’m the man in a thousand in that,” said Birdsong, “but I’ll go; I’ll try it. There’s no world I’d visit so gladly.”


They put it to the vote of their crews. Most of the men were for the side trip to Lotophage, the pleasure planet. Only enough men for one hornet crew wanted to go home directly. The sixth Captain (he shall be nameless, he shall be nameless forever) assembled the cravens and they went to their ready barracks to wait for flight clearance home.


The other five crews tumbled into their hornets to go to Lotophage.


“I have shucked a skin like a yearly snake,” said Captain Roadstrum. “I’m an onion and an outer layer is sluffed off me, that of Young Soldier the First Time. But I be bigger and ranker for losing the layer. All who go home in the wrong direction, we fly!”




Where fiddlers scree’d and Rabelaisians loped, it was,


And Maybe Jones had walked the streets and hoped it was.


So glad a land, you’d never find a grouser there.


They said a man could really throw a rouser there!


Ah well, ’twas good enough for Lotophagians,


But how about the horny hopping shaggy uns?


How turned the bright-eyed crew to sleepy gooney guys?


How have a high old night with afternooney guys?





Lotophage was beautiful at planet-fall, subdued gold, afternoon color. Roadstrum, who captained the lead hornet, intended to take the planet from morning side as he always did, but somehow he failed. He came down in an afternoon world. Then remembered that it was always afternoon on Lotophage.


You could have shipped home whole boat-loads of sugar from the sweetness of their welcome. These people really made you feel wanted. They were even kind with Crewmen Birdsong and Fairfeather when they took them into custody.


“It is that only beautiful people are allowed at large here,” the Lotophagians told these unfortunates. “We bend a point, we break a point, but you two are beyond the point entirely. It’s into the dungeons below the light that the two of you go.”


“But look at Captain Roadstrum with that broken nose on him,” Crewman Birdsong protested angrily.


“We bend a point there,” said a Lotophagian. “What’s a broken nose? He’s a beautiful man withall.”


“Look at Captain Puckett with a muzzle on him like a coon,” howled Crewman Fairfeather with much heat.


“We break a point there,” said the Lotophagian. “Take him from the rear, or in no more than one-eighth profile. Is he not beautiful? But we cannot in heart say the same thing about you. It’s the dungeon for you two.”


“For how long?”


“Until you die. Or until we need the room for two more uglier than yourselves, which is not likely. You two just fill it up.”


“Sorry, boys,” said Captain Roadstrum. “Sorry, boys,” said Captain Puckett and Dempster and Silkey and Kitterman. And the Captains and the crewmen went about the business of enjoying Lotophage.


As with all low-gravity planets there was a lassitude about everything. The indolence was reflected even in the subtropical flora. And no other life but the lazy one would have been possible there, due to the thin atmosphere. It was because of this that one could get high there so quickly. The air was almost entirely oxygen with no nitrogen filler, but it was still very thin. But for those who love the lazy life, it was automatically induced.


Most flopped down where they were without even going to the nearest building. Why go further? Everything was available everywhere. They fell center-first into the slothful life. They slept hugely. It was hours later before any of them came to awareness again. Then they reclined Roman-fashion on the grass, and the sod rose and formed into contours to accomodate them.


“We used to lie on the roof at home when I was a boy and dream of this,” said Cowper, one of Dempster’s crewmen. “We’d dream how we would live on an island or planet, and the bananas would fall off the trees beside us. The coconuts would drop with a hole already in them for drinking; and after they were drained they would fall apart for eating. There would be a waterfall that turned a paddle-wheel that worked a music box, and you had only to whistle the key notes and it would take up any tune you wanted to hear. There would be cigarette vines dangling just above you, and you could snap one off and it would be already lit when you snapped it.


“It was big turtles, as I remember the daydream, who were taught to walk by with varieties of food on their backs. It was monkeys who were taught to prepare these foods.”


“Ah well,” said Captain Roadstrum, “when we travel we find how greatly our boyhood dreams are outstripped by reality.”


Roadstrum had a four-foot-long pseudo-banyan fruit, actually a giant banana. He had been eating on it for many hours. He had a jug of rum-mix which he sucked with an attachment. The mix was under slight pressure so that he didn’t have to suck very hard. At his side was a control panel of great selectivity. The invisible speaker, heard only by himself, would give him music or song, news or comment, drama and weird humor tales, gem-like repartee, or dirty stories.


He could squeeze a bulb in his hand and he would be flopped over into the warm water of the ocean pool where he could roll and float and dive. He could squeeze the bulb again and he would be transported back onto the grass by an ingenious lift. It was handy, and it was easy on the body.


In only one case did the panel fail him in information. That was when he asked it, “What day is this?”


“That answer we cannot give,” the panel said. “It is ruled that, if you will not rise and see, it really does not matter to you. Besides, here there are not days. Here it is always afternoon.”


The only clock available to Roadstrum without rising was the whisker clock. He felt by his beard that many days had gone by. He did not want too many days to have gone by. “Can you shave me?” he asked the panel. “Oh, sure,” and the panel did it that quick. And this set the clock back to the beginning.


It was an easy life on Lotophage, and there was a whisper about the houris. The houris were among the things supposed to make the time pass so quickly on Lotophage. In particular Roadstrum had heard the whisper of an houri named Margaret, and now he rose to find her.


He stopped only to inquire of the health of crewman Sorrel. Sorrel, one of Puckett’s crewmen, had thus far been their only casualty. He had put his jaw out of place while yawning. He seemed all right now but he would take it easy for a while.


Generally an houri would come on signal, even a thought signal, and swoop a man up in her arms and carry him off to pleasure. Roadstrum, however, being unaccountably energetic, was already on his feet when Margaret came to his unvoiced signal. He suggested that they go to the Sleepy Sailor a full hundred feet across the lawn.


Margaret offered to carry him on her twinkling shoulders, but Roadstrum was a bundle of energy even on this soft world and he walked on his own two feet.


In the barroom of the Sleepy Sailor there were many patrons sleeping or lounging on couches. But there were others of more hardy breed who sat bolt upright (“What’s that mean, anyhow?” asked Margaret; “It means downright upright,” said Roadstrum), and even some who stood with toe on rail. Some of the patrons were familiar to Roadstrum. There was Maybe Jones himself.


“Is this the place, Maybe?” Roadstrum asked him.


“No it is not,” said Maybe, “though it fools me for a while every time I come. I’ll stay here a while till I get a tip on a likelier place. This is very like the Place Itself as it is in the early afternoon, when things are beginning to rustle and make starting noises. But it never blossoms out as does the place; it never really gets into it. ‘Things will start hopping along about sundown,’ I always say, but here there isn’t any sundown.”


“I have heard about a place,” said Roadstrum, “if you have ten thousand Chancels d’or for the tip.”


“Always, always,” said Maybe Jones, who always paid well for tips that might lead him to the Place Itself. “Here it is. Now if you will mark down the rough coordinates here and whisper me a brief description of it I will be off to see.” And Roadstrum gave it to him.


“I know a place that might be the place, Maybe,” Margaret the houri said.


“Margaret, Margaret,” said Maybe Jones, “you have given me ten thousand wrong leads, and yet I believe you could give me the right lead if you wished.” And Maybe Jones was gone. He traveled forever looking for the lost pleasure place, and spacemen had begun to call it Maybe Jones City.


“Everybody loves it here,” said Margaret the houri. “On Lotophage the law does not restrict. Elsewhere many things are illegal, as are we ourselves. We are forbidden to live anywhere else, and the penalty for disobeying that law is death. Where does that leave you if you happen to be immortal?”


“I have heard about you houris,” said Roadstrum, “but the stories are confusing. It is said that you are older than people and that you will live forever.”


“I sure hope so. I wouldn’t want it any other way. But we change. I remember when I used to call myself Dolores and wore a rose in my hair and carried on like that. I remember when I was Debra and had a lot of style. I remember once when I was a Frenchie. Boy, it sure is fun being a Frenchie! But I don’t remember very far back, only a couple of years. It seems like I always did have a lot of boyfriends.”


“They say that you are timeless, which I do not understand,” said Roadstrum.


“‘He moves a mighty turban on the timeless houri’s knees,’ as the poet says. I don’t understand it either, Roadstrum, but you use a timeless device on your own ships when you make the big instant jumps. Who needs ships?”


Roadstrum sat on the timeless houri’s knees and found it pleasant.


“The report is that you are completely immoral,” he said.


“Shouldn’t wonder if I am,” Margaret answered.


“That you are not born, do not generate, and never die.”


“No, I don’t remember ever doing any of those things.”


“In Earth legend, it is said that you are older than Eve.”


“You don’t understand women, Roadstrum. Never tell one that she is older than Eve. No, no, she was twenty-one years old when she was born; and I’m not one to whisper such things, but it wasn’t a normal birth. I’m eternally nineteen. Sure, I remember her. She was the first of those fat house-cats.”


“You have always had a bad name among good people,” said Roadstrum.


“It’s those fat house-cats who give us a bad name. I don’t care for them either.”


“It is even said that you do not live at all, that you are only a tall story that wandering men tell.”


“There are worse places to live than in tall stories,” said Margaret. “But you are in them yourself, Roadstrum, in all the jokes and stories of the shaggy-people cycles.”


“Margaret, it is all wonderfully pleasant on Lotophage, but does it not seem as if they forgot to put the salt in?”


“You can add as much salt as you wish, mighty Roadstrum, but the water will not boil as quickly.”


“What, Margaret?”


“To boil a lobster, one takes first a lobster—”


A Lotophagian citizen came in.


“The men who have died, mighty Roadstrum, how do you want them disposed of?”


“Died? How many of our men died here?”


“Only a dozen or so. You’d be proud of them, such happy lazy smiles on their faces when they went!”


“Well, do they bury here, or burn?”


“Oh no, neither. We use. One does not bury nor burn the essence of ecstasy. They provide the distillation of all pleasure. Those bar-snacks that you eat so avidly, are they not fine?”


“They are fine,” said Roadstrum. “I wondered what they are.”


“From men off the packet ship The Yellow Dwarf,” said the Lotophagian. “Those men really ate and drank and roistered while they were here, day and night, I mean deep into the afternoon. They stuffed themselves and they spread themselves. They built themselves up while they were tearing themselves down. When they finally gave out there was nothing left of them but bellies and nerves. It’s the jangled nerves, the fevered psychic leavings imbedded in the sweet fat that gives the particular flavor.”


“The taste is powerful and tantalizing,” said Roadstrum, “but the origin leaves a nameless doubt in me.”


“—to boil a lobster, one takes first a lobster—” said Margaret.


“Your own men should have an even more unique flavor,” said the Lotophagian. “We will call the product ‘Lazy Man Ectasy Chips.’ Give the word and we will have some of them for you quite shortly.”


“All right,” said Roadstrum, “go ahead. I don’t know why I gave it a second thought but there are a crowd of second thoughts hovering over my shoulder this afternoon.”


“—and one puts it in a bucket of cold water,” said Margaret. “Then one very very slowly brings it to a boil—”


A little shabby man was singing Show Me The Way To Go Home, an ancient folk melody.


“What are you called?” Roadstrum asked him.


“John Profundus Vagabundus,” said the little man. “Deep John the Vagabon’. I’m the original old-time hobo. I’ve been wandering these thousands of years and I can’t get home. I just can’t make it.”


“Why can you not?” Roadstrum asked him. “You are from World, according to your speech, and we go to World. We will take you when we go.”


“But you will not go,” said Deep John. “And if you do, I cannot go with you unless you compel me to. I have passed the last possible moment here and I am not able to leave.”


“Why should you want to, Vagabond? Is this not the end of the road that every vagabond has looked for? It is the world of every complete pleasure without pain. And they are so glad to have us here. See, they have already made a plaque ‘Great Roadstrum loused around here,’ and they have set it into my favorite spot at the bar. What other place so welcomes visitors? This is Fiddler’s Green, this is Theleme, it is the land of the Lotus Eaters, it is Maybe Jones City—(no, belay that last; Maybe says he isn’t sure that it is)—it is Utopia, it is Hy-Brasail, it is the Hesperides. It is the end of every road.”


“It’s the end of the road, all right,” the hobo said, “but I didn’t want it to end. That’s Fiddler screeing on his instrument in the next room, but he says he doesn’t believe that this is the Green at all. And Frankie-Boy is in there too. He eats and drinks, and he carries on as even a red-nosed priest should not; he talks philosophy and he tells those whoppers; but he says that he begins to doubt that this is Theleme, after all.”


“I’ll just have a couple of words with those fellows and convince them again how wonderful it is,” said Roadstrum.


Crewmen Crabgrass and Oldfellow and Bramble came into the Sleepy Sailor. Bramble blew a note on a pitch pipe and then he recited:




All lusty liquor with a crystal cask for it,


Whatever wished one only has to ask for it.


Tall pleasures piled in infinite variety,


Raw rolling gluttony without satiety:


And under sheen than all things else is awesomer


A golden worm that gnaws and gnaws and gnaws some more.





“Whence the doggerel, good Bramble?” Roadstrum asked.


“It’s a popular epic composing itself these days,” said Bramble. “It’s called the Lay of Road-Storm, and it’s about yourself.”


“I understand now,” said Roadstrum; “certain low fellows have been making cracks about the ‘lay of Roadstrum’ every time I set my hands seriously upon a woman here. But what is the ‘golden worm’ bit?”


“It’s the way we feel,” the crewmen shouted. “The golden worm is gnawing at our entrails. There is too much of it here, and it doesn’t move along at a seemly pace. Captain Roadstrum, we are tired of lying around and going on little benders and jazzing these little girls here. We want to go on big benders. We want to find the big girls.”


“What’s to stop you, good men?” Roadstrum asked them. “It seems that everything is available here. It surely is here in the Sleepy Sailor. Can you think of any pleasure not to be found here?”


“No, we can’t, Captain,” said Crewman Crabgrass, “and it bugs us. How do we know this is everything, just because we can’t think of anything else? We can’t even get into places like Shanghai Sue’s of the After Park Club of the Haystack or the Rowdy-Dow. They all have signs on them, ‘Open at twenty-one o’clock.’ ”


“There is surely plenty to do till then,” said Roadstrum.


“Till then? Captain Roadstrum, there isn’t any twenty-one o’clock here. It’s always afternoon.”


“Oh, those are only false fronts and signs that some of the boys from the tramp ship Muley Cow put up for fun,” said Deep John the hobo. “They sure were good fellows from the Cow. I can taste them yet.”


“False fronts or not,” said Crewman Oldfellow, “they’ve sowed the seeds of doubt in us. If we sink back into it again now we’ll be like the man who was drowning and didn’t care.”


“Good thing he didn’t,” said Roadstrum, “or he’d have worried himself to death.”


“—passed the last possible moment,” said Deep John the Vagabond.


“—heat the water very very slowly,” said Margaret, “and the lobster will not stir till he is irrevocably boiled.”


“Get your hot ‘Lazy Man Ecstasy Chips,’ called the Lotophagian coming in with a great basket of them. They all began to eat great gobs of them, and they were the finest ecstasy chips anyone ever ate.


“These in particular,” said Crewman Oldfellow. “I never in my life ate anything with so fine a flavor. I wish that Crewman Bigbender were here to taste them. Somehow they remind me of him.”


“Let me see the tag on that bunch,” said the Lotophagian. “Ah yes, they are Crewmen Bigbender.”


They ate variously. It was all good. They drank. It was very good. They dozed. It was perfect.


“I don’t care if I never wake up,” Roadstrum murmured as he drifted under.


“—passed the last possible moment—” breathed Deep John the hobo.


“They are like all the others,” said Margaret the houri. “Why did I think they might be different? I wanted to go back to World with them. I used to have a lot of fun on World. I’ll wait me the centuries yet, and I’ll yet find a man able to leave here after he comes. But he’ll have to be a man in a million.”


“I am a man in a million,” said Roadstrum out of his shallow sleep.


“It is too late,” said Deep John. “On the tomorrow we will eat ‘Mighty Roadstrum Ecstasy Chips’ and I’m sure they will have a mighty flavor. But I want to go home.”


“I have the feeling that my life is in great danger,” Roadstrum croaked nervously in his thin sleep.


“Never in your life will you be in such danger as you are at this moment,” said Deep John. “You go under now and you can never come up again. And you have gone under.”


“I never trusted a one-sided coin,” Roadstrum mumbled in his sleep. “I never trusted a too-easy pleasure.”


Roadstrum reared up suddenly like a great bear coming out of hibernation on Saint Casimir’s Day.


“I have to go home at once,” he said ponderously.


“They all say that but none of them do,” Margaret told him.


“I am in great danger,” said Roadstrum.


“Of course you are,” said Deep John. “If you live through this, you will be in other dangers where your life is worth nothing; you will be in jams that will scare the very hair off your head. But you will never be in such danger as you are now here on Lotophage.”


Bellowing like a bull, Roadstrum, the one man in a million, ran out of the Sleepy Sailor and began to kick the men awake. Most of them fought to get back to sleep or to death. Some of them really wished to leave Lotophage, and they said so with great sorrow but with no hope. And some of them turned over on their faces and hung on, swearing that nothing could ever tear them away from this soft world. There were handles in the grass provided for hanging on. Lotophage was a jealous world and did not give up her victims willingly. Some of these men had befouled themselves, being unwilling to stir for anything at all, even to give their panels instructions to care for them.


Roadstrum rushed to the dungeon. “I’ll get those two if I have to smash the place,” he swore. “They, at least, will not be in love with it here. They will help me with the others.”


He went to the dungeon and (thing beyond believing) Crewmen Birdsong and Fairfeather had just been released. Two men even uglier than they had arrived on Lotophage, and the hornet men were released to make room for them.


Two men uglier than Birdsong and Fairfeather? Are you sure? That is what the authorities on Lotophage decided. Two men from the Smiling Skink were put in the dungeon in place of Birdsong and Fairfeather, and they are still there.


In a frenzy now, Roadstrum fired up two of the hornet ships. He got Captain Puckett onto his feet and aware of the great danger of remaining. He promised to take Margaret back to World, where she had not been for several thousand years. He called to Deep John the Vagabond to come along if he was coming.


Roadstrum and Puckett and Birdsong and Fairfeather, Margaret and Deep John, jerked up those men who clung to the grass less tightly. They carried them, sniffling and sobbing, to the hornet crafts.


They enskied, they were in free space, and the most terrible of all dangers was behind them.


On Lotophage, as they left it, it was still afternoon of the same day and not perceptibly later than when they had arrived.




CHAPTER TWO




One needs for picture of the Laestrygonians


All hump-backed cuss-words and vile polyphonians.


“We’ll cry a warning here though we be hung for it!”


The fact is, not a crewman had the tongue for it.


Those boys are rough, nor steel nor steinn can stay with them;


You’d better have viscéral blood to play with them.


That human meat and mind should ever rout the things!


It scares us silly just to think about the things.


We trim to decent measure these giganticals


And couch the tale in shaggy-people canticles.





Ibid


BOTH HORNETS were near inoperative. Somehow they had never shaken off the lassitude they had acquired on Lotophage, and they had been sluggish for the whole trip since. Puckett’s hornet had to come down for an overhaul, and that of Roadstrum was nearly as bad.


“A planet, a planet,” Puckett hollered over the communicator. “Find us a planet quickly, Roadstrum.”


“The only one we can possibly make is Lamos,” Roadstrum called to him.


“Lamos of the Laestrygons? But that’s a primitive world. There will be no facilities for overhaul there. Pick another.”


“I can’t, Puckett. My craft won’t hold, and you say yours is worse. Make ready for it. Do you still have your psych library and your tapes?”


“Oh hell no. We pitched them out long ago. Is there a people on this world? Is there a language?”


“Puckett, there’s information here that I don’t trust. A lot of these things were filled in by jokers for the fun of it, figuring nobody would ever get to such a world anyhow. The inhabitants are giant-like and primitive, it says, believed to be a species of Groll’s Trolls.”


“We’ve tangled with those big fellows before. They don’t worry me.”


“These are much bigger than ordinary, it says. They worry me a little. But their language, and this is the joker part of it, is given as something between Old Norse and Icelandic of Earth. How would primitive Troll people have Earth languages? And how such odd ones?”


“Try it, Roadstrum, try it, since you have psych tapes. We’ve at least fifteen minutes before our hard or easy crash. That’s time enough for your men to learn any subject by psych. We shouldn’t have pitched ours out, but we have a Norwegian on craft, Oldfellow. Did you know he was a square-head? We’ll plug him into the brain-buster and then all plug in on him. Maybe modern Norwegian will bring us close enough. It’s something to pass the last fifteen minutes and keep the men from getting nervous. It’s all a joke anyhow. And we already know six basic dialects of the Groll’s Trolls language. We’ll probably encounter some variations of them here.”


They came down on Lamos with their retrogrades shrieking. It was a heavy-gravity planet and their power was almost completely shot.


“We’d never make it if it wasn’t all downhill,” Roadstrum complained. “All right, men, into your pumpkin-picking cradles! We’re going to hit hard!”


Ah, it was a hard crash for both the hornets. It knocked everybody out, cracked ribs and clavicles, ruptured lungs and diaphragms, and filled everybody with blood in mouth, nose, and ear. It was suffocating pain riding up through their unconsciousness, quite a long unconsciousness.


“I could open one eye if I could raise a hand to it to uncake the blood,” Roadstrum groaned much later. “I could raise one hand if I could find the other hand to raise it with. I could stand on my feet if I weren’t broken in the middle and hinder parts and if I hadn’t suddenly doubled in weight. But all these things I will do yet. I am the mighty Roadstrum and I will perform the heroic feat of sitting up and prying my eyes open, and even of raising my voice in exhortation.”


He did so. He rose, not only to a sitting position, but onto his feet indeed. And he howled to his men to arise and encounter and defend. He got Crewmen Fairfeather and Birdsong up. He got the great Captain Puckett up and moving. He got the valiant Di Prima and Boniface, and Bramble and Crabgrass and Eseldon up and going, and the others had begin to stir. They had been hurt before often, and they knew how to rise above it.


They were out of their crafts. They were on a rock-strewn scarp with a little short sedge growing out of it. They were under a green-gray sky on a very heavy world, and they were surrounded by grinning giants or ogres, the largest sort of Groll’s Trolls ever seen.


Listen, none of the men would head up to the navels of any of these creatures, and the men from the hornets were all fine tall men. These giants were splayfooted and thick as tree-trunks. They had shoulders two meters wide, humps on the back of their forward necks like bull humps, and heads that were howlingly huge. The ears on them were like nine-liter jugs, and their mouths were wider than their wide faces in defiance of all rules.


Margaret the houri was bubbling around, unabashed and unhurt, and was talking at a great rate to the grinning giants. And the language they were using was something between Old Norse and Icelandic of Earth. There wouldn’t be much difficulty there then, but it was surely a peculiar business.


“I am Bjorn,” said the leader of the Trolls in a voice that sounded as though he had great boulders grinding around in his gizzard. “The others of us have names which you may learn if you live long enough into this day. Come to breakfast now. Boys, you really better eat a big breakfast! You’re going to need it.”


“No, no,” Roadstrum protested. “We must see to our crafts first. We must assess the damage and the possibility of repair. And then we have our own rations to serve us until we have made a study of the produce here.”


“Little boy-men, you’d better forget about your crafts or boats or globes,” Bjorn told them. “My little boy will fix your boats for you. He’s mechanically inclined. And you had better forget your rations. If they produce such puny types as you they will not serve you for this day. We look at you. We look at us. We laugh. Come eat what we eat. You will have to eat the big breakfast of our sort because you are going to fight the big fight afterwards and we want you to be up for it.”


“Wait, Bjorn,” Roadstrum howled. “Don’t let that big fellow into the hornet craft with those seven big stone hammers. He’ll smash things. He’ll ruin us forever. I’ll just stop him—”


But Roadstrum’s feet were spinning in the air and Bjorn was holding him high and clear by the scruff of his neck.


“There is no big fellow going into your craft, good Roadstrum,” Bjorn assured him. “That is my little boy Hondstarfer. I told you that he is mechanically inclined. He will fix whatever is wrong with your boats. In the meanwhile you will eat the big breakfast of your lives and then you will fight the big fight to your deaths.”


“But he’ll break up all the instrumentation with those big stone hammers,” Roadstrum protested again, still flailing his feet in the air.


“Have you not trust in me?” the boy Hondstarfer called as he entered the first of the hornets. “Have you not noticed? One of my stone hammers has buckskin laced over it. I use that for the fine work. Do not worry, I will fix your boats, or else I will fail to fix them. This is the high logic. I am the best and only mechanic on Valhal, which is called Lamos by the ignorant.”


A boy? He must have been a meter taller than big Roadstrum.


“Somebody stop that young fool!” Roadstrum called, still beating the air in the grasp of Bjorn. “If he meddles with the craft we’re stuck here forever. Kill him or something, but stop him anyhow!”


“He who kills before breakfast will have bad luck all the forenoon,” Bjorn gave them the proverb. “I would take it unfavorably if anyone killed him. He is my little boy and you will let him do what he wants. I am sure he will fix your boats. Nobody can chip stone or dress leather so finely as my boy; nobody can fit a balk or a beam so well. He is the best mechanic anywhere. And call him not a fool! You think we have no feelings just because we are slobs? Here comes the cars. Now we will go to eat the big breakfast. Try to play the men at the bord whether or not you will be able to play it in the field.”


Here come the cars, Bjorn had said. Cars? What were those things sliding in through the low sky, skimming in not ten meters above the land, silently and flatly and raggedly? Wait a minute now. It is camouflage of some sort. They cannot be big flat slabs of stone sliding about in the air with giant Trolls standing on them! But they sure did look like big slabs of stone, some of them twenty meters in diameter, some of them only a tenth as wide. There were ten-man and five-man and one-man slabs sliding along flatly above the ground. And when they came down they still looked like stone slabs, and they were.


Well, how do stone slabs as heavy as these (and the smallest of them were so heavy that twelve men could not budge them at all on the ground) cruise about above the land with no mechanism whatsoever.


“Crewman Bramble, how is that possible?” Captain Roadstrum asked.


“It isn’t. Our wits are scrambled, our eyes fail us; it is not possible at all.”


“I see that you have never encountered a science as advanced as ours,” the boy Hondstarfer said as he came out of one of the hornets to enlighten them. “This is so far beyond you that I am not sure I can explain it to you. You yourselves are caught in the electromagnetic dead-end, so you are hardly able to imagine a thing like this and you doubt your eyes. We are fortunate. We have no surface metal on our world, or perhaps we would have been caught in the same dead-end. Is this not much neater? Our cars operate naturally on the static-repulsion principle.”


“How can that be?” asked Crewman Bramble, who knew the theory of everything. “The static-repulsion principle can move nothing heavier than feathers.”


“What do you use for feathers on World?” the boy Hondstarfer asked in amazement. “Here it will move stone slabs of a pretty good size, and it would move mountains if they weren’t rooted so deeply into the land. This is a dry world and one without metals in its surface. It is mostly of pure flint. So we take slabs of chert or impure flint from the mountains, and there is sufficient static-repulsion between the slabs and the surface flint to enable the slabs to glide and fly.”


“It is impossible,” said Crewman Bramble.


“Shall I tell you the supreme scientific law of the universes?” Hondstarfer asked. “Hold onto your ears or they may fall off at the magnitude of the disclosure. It is all scientific laws crushed into one. Like charges repel. Think about it.”


“Where do the slabs get their charges, Hondstarfer?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why don’t all the slabs fly about all the time?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why do they fly so lightly in the air and then sink so heavily to the ground?”


“I don’t know.”


“Will it work for anything besides flint and chert?”


“I don’t know. There isn’t anything else on our world.”


“Well, how do you steer the things?”


“It’s all in the way you rub your feet on them. But you will have to put felt boots over those metaled things you’re wearing. Here, the women come with small children’s boots for you to slip on. Anything else would burden you so that you couldn’t move.”


Women? Dame elephants rather. They were very large, though not so large as their men-folks, and broad and almost shapeless. They were smiling and mysterious and ineffably wild, unbeautiful, ogresses, giantesses. But Crewmen Fair-feather and Birdsong and others went for them. Being somewhat grosser in their choices than the other crewmen, they were completely taken by these great creatures.


“I have never been so humiliated in my life” said Margaret the houri. “The giants all say, ‘Go away, little girl, go away to your mother. Eat the big breakfast and someday you will grow up to be a real woman.’ Real woman! Fellows, if there was ever tenth-rate competition, this is it. And I can’t compete.”


“You go now with my father and the others,” the boy Hondstarfer said, “to eat the big breakfast and then to die the big death. And I go to get a bigger stone hammer and still a bigger one. It is fun to work on your flying boats. There are so many things in them that I will have to change or throw out completely. It is no wonder that they break down, they are so primitive.”


“Come, come, little boy-men,” big Bjorn called. “Mount on the two stone slabs set aside for you there and come to the breakfast hall. Follow us. Oh, you must all put on the little felt boots over your metaled ones. Were you not told? We go now. You follow.”


“How do you get these blimy things off the ground?” stone-slab Captains Roadstrum and Puckett called out to the giants after they had assembled their men on the slabs.


“Rub your feet, little boy-men, rub your feet!” laughed Bjorn and Hross and Hjortun and Fjall and Kubbur and all those shaggy giants. “Were there ever such dolts? How do you get your own flying boats off the ground? Rub your feet, little things, rub your feet.”


The Captains and crewmen rubbed their feet on the big chert slabs, drew hot sparks; and then the slabs jolted and rose from the ground and glided crazily along. They learned the tricks of steering and gaining height quickly. These were really easy vehicles to operate.


And now they had the impression of great height when they were no more than five hundred meters in the air, an impression that they never had in the hornets. It was all sheer down-drop in the windy air, and these things had no side-rails of any sort on them, and they tipped and swerved.


“The magic carpet!” said Crewman Bramble. “We have evidence now that the medieval Arabs of Earth really used such. They worked only over the very dry rock deserts, flint and chert deserts; and they were not carpets only, but thin slabs of stone covered with carpeting. Antiquarians have assured us that the evidence is overwhelming that such things were really used. I didn’t believe it. I don’t know how they could have worked. I don’t know how these can work.”


They came to the face of a sheer mountain. They hovered in the air in front of a black hole in the face of that rock.


“Come in to the breakfast,” Bjorn called. The ogres drifted into the black interior on their stone slabs, and the men followed them in. And came down hard. The static-repulsion principle seemed to fail when they were in the heart of the stone here.


“Clumsy!” taunted Bjorn. “Clumsy!” taunted Blath and Hrekkur and the other ogres.


“You are the new guests here,” said Bjorn in the cave darkness. “Tell the sun to come in, little Roadstrum.”


“I’d as well tell the wind to lie down and the waves to be quiet,” said Roadstrum. “I don’t know what you mean.”


“You are a boy-brained blockhead,” said Bjorn. “What words do you use to order the sun when you are on World? Here it is simple to recite the words. You say, ‘The sun, come you in,’ and the sun comes in.


“The sun, come you in,” Roadstrum said valiantly, wondering at himself. And the sun came in.


It was not, of course, the big sun of Lamos, but the little sun, the little boy of the big sun. It came in through the doorway of the cave, a hot yellow ball three meters in diameter, and it rose up to the roof of the cave and shone there. It was bright and hot, and the cave had been very cold. Water began to run down the walls, and globs of ice to fall.


“What is it?” asked Roadstrum of Crewman Bramble.


“It is the little sun, the little boy of the big sun,” Bjorn interrupted. “Does not the sun of World have little boys also?


“What is it really?” Roadstrum asked Bramble.


“Some type of ball lightning,” said the crewman. “But no, I see that it is a glowing stone. It must be a very small asteroid captured in the queer ambient of this nonmetallic world. It will glide around as the other rocks, and it should burn up if it is the proper texture. I don’t know by what means it obeys voice commands. It burns but it does not burn up. I haven’t worked out a theory on it yet. I suppose that Bjorn’s hypothesis is the best one; it is the little boy of the big sun.”


“We have roast bull first,” said Bjorn, as a big bull was driven to them from some inner space of the cave. “Roadstrum, you are the high guest; skin the bull.”


“I would need first a long steel knife to kill it,” great Roadstrum said. “And then skinning knives and tongs and an A-frame and a block and tackle to handle it. Give us the equipment, Bjorn, and myself and five or six of my men will have it killed and skinned within the hour.”


“You are really the great Road-storm?” Bjorn asked in wonder. “Little boy-men, you don’t know how to skin a bull. Fjall, skin the bull.”


Fjall broke the horns off the bull and threw them away. Then he put his fingers in the horn holes and broke a girdle out of the skull. He peeled all the skin off the skull. He broke the front hooves off the animal and peeled the skin up the legs; then he did the same thing with the back quarters. With his great thumbnail he then slit the skin up the belly. He rolled the hide back over the hump and shoulders. Then, going around behind the unhappy animal, he caught the bull by the tail and jerked the entire skin off in one piece, leaving the bull bawling and bare.


“See how easy it is when you know how,” Bjorn said. “Now, Roadstrum, spear the bull on that pike and raise it up to the sun in the roof and roast it. At least you can do that.”


“I cannot raise the bull on that pike,” said Roadstrum. “I cannot even raise that pike.”


“Oh helvede! Spear the bull and raise it up, Hrekkur,” Bjorn said, and Hrekkur did it. That little boy of the sun roasted it thoroughly and quickly with a great dripping of burning wonderful grease and a powerful aroma. They ran other bulls through then, skinned them like gloves, and roasted them whole on spits held high in the small sun.


“Let us not get ahead of the count,” said Bjorn. “I doubt me a little whether the boy-men can eat a bull each. We will see. Why do you hesitate, Roadstrum? That first bull is yours. Take it, take it in both hands if need be, and eat it up valiantly.”


But Bjorn was right. The boy-men from the hornet crafts could not eat a whole bull each. It took three, and sometimes four of them, to devour a whole bull. And they ate pretty heavily too.


Hey, they brought oat-cakes bigger in diameter than a man is high. They brought onions as big as the head of Burpy, and he had the biggest head of all the crewmen. They brought in honey-mead in casks large enough to make houses out of. And the breakfast beer! They knocked a bung out of the cave wall itself and the beer flowed, black and strong as Irish porter, in a great stream. It was a mountainful of beer they had there.


You think that was all? They had pork pies with a full-grown boar in each of them.


“Roadstrum, Roadstrum,” Bjorn chided. “Do not throw away the tusks. One eats them too. They will make a man of you. It is the same with the teeth and the hooves of the stallions that we come to in the next course.”


“And the antlers of the stag too, big Bjorn?” Roadstrum asked, for he would not let the huge fellow out-talk him in any case.


“Oh certainly, little Roadstrum. The accepted way is to swallow them without crumpling them or abridging them, but I see that you have neither the mouth nor the gullet for that.”


Well, the boy-men from the hornet crafts acquitted themselves pretty well after they had gotten into it. They were slow starters is all. The mightier of them ordered another round of bulls and ate them with only two men to a bull. They ate those little baked whole foxes as though they were peanuts, and the baked rams as though they were cashews. They devoured the beavers, as was the custom, pelts and all. They developed a taste for whole roast wolf and nearly ran the Laestrygonians out of that commodity. And they found eagle stuffed with meadow mice to be a really different tidbit.


They found also that there is this about honey-mead: the second gallon that one drinks is better than the first, and the third is better and more intoxicating than the second. They got as high as orn-eagles, and as stuffed as pigs on acorns.


“Tell me in truth, little Roadstrum, was it not a great breakfast?” Bjorn asked.


“It was a great breakfast, Bjorn,” Roadstrum said in all honesty. “In all my life I have never eaten a more filling one.”


“And now, Roadstrum and all your small things, we fight,” Bjorn announced. “We fight the great fight to the great death. You’ll like this part of it, for I begin to see that you are really good fellows and men after all.”


“With what do we fight, and for how long?” Captain Puckett asked.


“We fight with the stone-tipped spears and pikes and with stone battle-axes,” Bjorn said. “We have little boy-sized ones that you will be able to lift if you wish to use them. Or, if you have weapons of your own, you may use those; and we fight till everybody is dead. How else is a fight?”


“Can we use our hand blasters?” Captain Roadstrum asked.


“We do not know what are hand blasters,” said Bjorn, “but if they are weapons, you may use them, of course. Now, Roadstrum, dismiss the sun and we will go out. Say only, ‘The sun, go you out.’ ”


“The sun, go you out,” said Roadstrum, and the little sun unhooked itself from the ceiling of the cave and glanced brilliantly out of the gaping door.


They all mounted their stone slabs, rubbed their feet, and zoomed out of the cave entrance into the sunlight, that of the father sun, not of the little-boy sun who had been in the cave. They landed in a great meadow. Captain Puckett sent Crewman Birdsong back to the hornet crafts to get a hand blaster for each man.


“Do you want one, Deep John?” Captain Roadstrum asked the vagabond.


“No, I always use a piece of coal-car coal swung in a bandanna,” said the hobo.


“We do not know what is coal-car coal or bandanna,” said Bjorn, “but use them if they are weapons.”


“A good solid rock will do for the piece of coal,” said Deep John, “and a little sling I have here to swing it in. And I believe a little stone slab I have my eye on could be used both for vehicle and weapon.”


“You are sure you want to use those little things, boys?” Bjorn asked when the hand blasters were brought to the crewmen and passed around. “They are so short and light, how will you kill one of us with one of them? Better take the stone-tipped spears and then we will have real sport. You boy-men are small but you seem to be fast. With the stone spears you will kill some of us, at least, and we will have sport.”


“No, we will use our blasters,” Roadstrum said. “And I will tell you, Bjorn, that it will be strictly no fight. I do not understand your custom in this, but we do not intend to fight till all of us are dead. We desire very much that none of us be dead. And we will fight till all of you are dead only if it is absolutely necessary.”


“Spoilsports!” called Hross and Kubbur, the big giants. “Dog-warriors,” Fjall jibed. “Little-girl men,” Hrekkur derided, “you are not men for a fight. You are not men at all”.


“We are men,” said Roadstrum, “and we are masters of men. Bjorn, bring a pig or a sheep and I will show you how easily and at what a distance one of these blasters can kill.”


“Do you not insult us!” Bjorn cried angrily. “Pig-soldiers! Sheep-soldiers! Let us see you kill one of our men with one of your blasters. Then we will know whether they are weapons for men.”


“No, no, I could not kill a living man or—ah—ogre for demonstration,” Roadstrum said.


“I could,” said Crewman Fairfeather. Fairfeather had always been something of a blow-top, but there was something different about him now. He had a grin on him that was almost like the grins of the Laestrygonians. He seemed to grow larger. He looked like—well, he had always been the ugliest of the crewmen, now he was nearly as ugly as the Laestrygonians themselves—he looked like one of the giants, that same happy insane look in the eyes.


Fairfeather shot big Hrekkur with his blaster. He tore a big hole in the giant and killed him.


“Now you’ve torn it!” said Roadstrum angrily. “We’ll probably have to kill them all. Watch for their moves.”


But all the giant Laestrygonians were whooping with laughter.


“Killed him! Killed him!” they whooped and roared. “Man, he did look funny when you killed him so easily.”


“Look at his face, the side of it that’s left. He still doesn’t believe it.”


“Hey, the boy-men got a real weapon going.”


“Show us again.”


“Kill me.”


“Kill me. Hey, little fellows, kill me with one.”


“Easy fellows,” big Bjorn said. “We can’t use all our fun up in one moment. You’ll all get killed this day. We don’t want to have our sport over too early; and remember, we have to kill the boy-men also. Are we ready? Onto your stone slabs all and into the air for battle!”


“Must we fight on those things in the air?” Roadstrum asked.


“There are no rules. We do whatever seems the most fun,” Bjorn said. “Fight where you will. We like to come zooming at each other on the stone slabs and transfix each other with our spears as we crash together. Fight on the ground if you wish, but we will zoom down and spear you on the ground.”


“We will try it both ways,” said Roadstrum.


Both men and ogres got on their stone slabs and, rubbing their feet on them, lurched up into the air. They fought with two or three men or ogres on a slab, or with only one on a slab. The men could not steer or maneuver as well as the ogres could, but they learned rapidly since their lives depended on it. And it is very hard to kill with a blaster when riding one of those stone broncos in the sky and shooting at a fluttering evasive target.


Crewmen Fairfeather and Birdsong and Crabgrass were speared with stone-headed spears and killed, but each of them took an ogre with him. These crewmen died with curious whoops of laughter, quite unmanlike, quite ogre-like.


Crewmen Di Prima and Kolonymous were knocked off their slabs and killed in their fall to the ground. Crewman Oldfellow was cloven from crown to crotch with a stone battle-ax, and he died in the both parts of him. And every blaster shot by every man had missed. Only Fairfeather and Birdsong and Crabgrass had killed ogres, and only these had taken stone spears after the unsuccess of their blasters.


“To ground, to ground,” Roadstrum ordered. And all the hornet craft men grounded their slabs. “The low air is the element of the ogres and we can’t get them there,” Roadstrum explained. “We’ll stay on the ground where we can take steady aim, for we cannot do it on those wobbly slabs in flight. And they’ll have to come down to our level to try to spear us. Here, here, let’s form in rings of about five men each, and one can blast them front-on from whichever direction they come.”


They formed so. The Laestrygonian ogres swooped around on their slabs in the low air and devised tactics. And then a large stone slab hung in the air directly over every five-man group.


“Blast up,” Roadstrum ordered.


All blasted up, and they tore some holes in the stone slabs. But they could not tell whether they killed any ogres. And not one blast in five went all the way through its slab. Those were good stones.


“We wait them out,” said Roadstrum. “They cannot spear us unless they expose themselves, and we have them outranged. We wait while the poor giants make up their slow minds. I wonder what signal they use for surrender?”


“Whup! Whup! Whruuupp!!!” It was like an earth-blast shaking the very ground under all of them. One of the stone slabs had dropped suddenly in dead-fall and had smashed and killed all five men stationed under it. Blood running in little rivulets from under the edges of the stone slab, and wild hooting laughter from the low skies!


“Scatter,” roared Captain Roadstrum. “Scatter,” roared Captain Puckett. And the men all scattered pretty nimbly.


“Crewman Bramble, go up on a small slab and scout,” Roadstrum ordered. “Find us an open-face cave or a haven of some kind under an overhang where they must come in to us and cannot drop on us.”


Crewman Bramble scraped his feet on a small stone slab and was airborne, followed by whooping giants with stone-tipped spears.


“Up and fly at random,” Roadstrum ordered them all. “Stall and evade and blast. We will learn the low-air tricks. We have them outranged, and there is no excuse for letting them kill us so easily.”


So they were all up in the air.


But the only one who was doing any good was Deep John the Vagabond, called by Captain Roadstrum their native light-horse auxiliary. The old hobo had a very thin, very small stone slab, with a sharp cutting edge which he made to be the forward edge. He was able to attain very rapid flight on this and come in behind the flying giants. At first he used his handy rock in its swinging sling, crashing it into what should have been the brain-base of the giants, but he could attain nothing against their bull-humps. Then he used his slab itself for a weapon, swooping in beyond them at a very high speed and calculated height, and just plain slicing their heads off with the forward cutting edge of his slab. Their heads hit the ground with thunderous thumps, and the crewmen could keep track of the kills of their ally.


But say, those giants did have a happy time of it, no matter that a few of them were beheaded. They swooped in on the men on their flying stones, fluttering and banking and using their slabs like shields, and then suddenly struck with their long spears and spitted the men. There was laughter that made the low skies ring like bells whenever they did this. There was even louder laughter on the part of the giants when one of their own folk was killed and blown apart by a blaster. It seemed to be the funniest thing they had ever seen.


And in truth it was funny to see one of them blown apart and come down in huge bleeding hunks, the great head usually broken free and landing with a brain-spewing crash. There was never a folk who took such delight in bloody slaughter as did the Laestrygonians.


After a long while, Crewman Bramble came sailing back to the men, a spear quite through his shoulder giving him a rakish and almost heroic appearance.


“Follow, follow,” Bramble called. “It isn’t much, but I have found something.”


They followed him to a huge stone platform under an overhanging ledge, and all the remaining men landed on this. It was at the end of a pocket, the smaller bit of a wedge, and it could be defended. It had a natural parapet, breast-high, and all were behind it with their blasters. There weren’t many of them left though, six or seven, and more than twenty had been killed by the giants. How many giants were left they did not know. The men had never counted them, and they did not know them all. The giants all looked very much alike to the men. Here the giants could come at them only one at a time, and they would be fair shot for every blaster.


One of them swooped in on his slab and was blasted to bits very close. His slab staggered away and crashed into the cliff-side very near the haven. The men were covered with a rubble of broken stone and were drenched with the giant’s blood.


Another came in, and another. One came in all the way, leaped from his slab, and killed both Crewmen Burpy and Fracas with a single spear-thrust, and was then blasted to death by Captain Puckett. But the shattered bulk of the giant near crowded them out of their haven and left them knee-deep in blood behind their parapet.


Still could be heard the idiot ear-rupturing laughter and hooting of Vetur and Fjall and many nameless giants in the low sky. Still could be heard the happy strong voice of Bjorn.


“Little boy-men, did you ever have so much fun a fight as this? Hey, it’s a rousing thing, is it not? We always like to show our guests a good time.”


Quite a few hours had gone by in all this. It wasn’t swift. It had been all the tedious maneuvering of battle that is not done in an instant. But the men were all soldiers and they began to enjoy it. And still they were incomparably weary.


“One hour the break,” came the big voice of Bjorn from the swooping low sky. “It is the noon. Come out and loosen up, and the women bring the water.”


“Is it a trick?” asked Captain Puckett.


“No, they are not capable of tricks,” said Captain Roadstrum. “Let’s get out of here for a while.”


They got onto their stone slabs, rubbed their feet, and lurched out into the sunny soft air. The big women of the Laestrygonians were rising on stone slabs with huge jars of water for the giants, and Margaret the houri came with a pretty fair sized jug for the men.


“I will not let those cows bring water to you,” she announced. “I bring the water to you myself. Hey, I’ve been killing some of those cow-women, one at a time, and unbeknownst to the others. Bjorn is right. This killing can be a lot of fun.”


“So far this is the oddest day I’ve ever half spent,” growled mighty Roadstrum, as he took his noontime ease on a stone floating in the low sky. “I don’t understand the setup here at all. There is neither rime nor reason to it.”


“I bring rime,” Bjorn called in his loud voice. “Who needs reason?”


The grinning Bjorn slid his slab near to that of Roadstrum. Then he blew a solid note on a jug flute that he had between his legs. And then he declaimed:




“The little bug has got the glitter eyes of him,


You can’t go by the pepper-picking size of him.


We look and hoot, ‘That must be only half of him.’


We laugh at him and laugh at him and laugh at him.


He be tall eater and a taller topian,


No mind the little fellow’s microscopian.


We pitch a party, sling the dangest dangeroo.


Whoop, whoop and holler! He’s a hero-hangeroo!”





“What in hound-dog heaven is come over you, Bjorn?” Roadstrum asked in wonder. “Is that Laestrygonian verse?”


“Sure is not, little Roadstrum. That is Road-Storm verse, your own high epic. We make verses of it here also, as do folks everywhere. It is so long a time since we have had a certified hero in our place. You think we be so nice to you if we do not know who you are?”


The grinning giant dripped rivers of sweat onto the earth below, and his voice was full of thunder. Roadstrum remembered an old mythology where the first rain was the sweat of such a deity-hero, and the first thunder was such a voice. But now Bjorn changed and became all business.


“The noon is over!” he cried in a voice that made big cracks in a high cloud. “All back and make ready for the fight. Scoot, little men, back to your haven. Last one there gets killed!”


The last one back to the haven was Crewman Ursley, and he was killed at the very entrance of it.


Now came the rocks thrown by the slab-hands of the giants, rocks near as big as the men themselves. This was the mortar attack from cover. Crewman Mundmark was struck by such a rock. His limbs were unstrung, he burst asunder, and he died. Crewman Snow was similarly slain, but in louder fashion. The rock didn’t strike him full but it sheared near half of him away. He howled and roared and screamed. Crewman Snow was very reluctant about the dying business, but he died nevertheless.


And yet the men were killing possibly two for one. They blasted arms off the giants that were reared back to throw. They blasted every one dead who ventured into the open. And there hadn’t been many giants, or men.


“How many of us left?” Captain Roadstrum asked as though he were counting patrols and batteries and battalions.


“I see myself. I see you,” said Captain Puckett. “I do not see any others.”


“How many of you dog-hearted giants are left?” Roadstrum called loudly.


“Only myself,” came the strong voice of Bjorn. “Come out the two of you and we will see who is dog-hearted.”


“I go,” said big Captain Puckett. “I always did want to die a hero’s death.”


Puckett went out with his blaster blasting. He smashed rocks open as though they were eggs. He knocked an arm and shoulder off of Bjorn when he had only half a shot at him, and the happy laughter of Bjorn over it was one of the great things.


“I will show you a hero, a hero,” Captain Puckett swore.


“Dead hero, dead hero, come to me,” Bjorn jibed. They were out of Roadstrum’s sight now. The sun was in his eyes as he peered, and it would soon be dusk.


There were a dozen more blasts, a dozen more hooting laughs almost too big even for a giant, and then a last blood-clabbering scream.


“The little boy-man was a hero after all,” Bjorn called. “Shall I toss your dead hero to you, Roadstrum?”


“Toss him,” Roadstrum called. And the body of Puckett, impaled on the great spear, came sailing in. Roadstrum caught him somewhat, stretched him out, and gave him the hero’s salute.


“Hurry!” Bjorn called with some urgency. “The sun sets, and we two are left.”


“What is the hurry?” Roadstrum called. “I fight well in the dark.”


“No, no!” the giant cried. “Be you not difficult! All must be dead before the sun goes down. Hurry out and be the hero too.”


“A hero I am not, Bjorn,” Roadstrum blared. “Alive I will bide a while, and it is now my brain against yours.”


But Roadstrum lied, hardly realizing it. Some time before, in the time of the ten-year war, Roadstrum had caught the heroes’ disease during one of the campaigns. It is infectious, and it stays with one to some degree forever. It usually took him every third day along about sundown, coming with a sudden chill and a quick steep fever. Always he had taken precautions so that he would do nothing rash while the heroic fever was upon him. But this was the third day at sundown and the fever came suddenly; and this time Roadstrum had not taken precautions.


He jerked Bjorn’s great spear out of the body of Captain Puckett. He selected a stone slab, rubbed his feet on it, and veered out of the haven.


“Up and at it, Bjorn of the dog-liver!” he called boldly. “We fight your way to the death.”


“Have we time?” the giant cried. “Thunder! Have we time? The sun goes down.”


“In the high air it shines yet,” Roadstrum called. “Up and at it, Bjorn.”


There were two giants laughing in the sky! Roadstrum had turned himself into a giant with as boisterous and happy a laugh as the best ogre of them all. Now they came at each other on wild pitching stone slabs, the most rampaging stallions ever. Bjorn had his second spear, shorter but heavier than the first, and Roadstrum had found the strength to heft and haft the great spear itself. A pass, and both were slashed and gouged, and each left a hunk of meat on the other’s spear.


“Higher,” Bjorn called, “the sun fails. Faster, the final sortie. Up, up, Roadstrum, the sun must catch both our spears.”


They went up very high. The sun was on the bloody points of both their spears, and all the world below was dark. Then they charged, each on his snorting stone slab that neighed and surged and had come alive. Roadstrum caught big Bjorn in the middle of the belly, where it is mortal to an ogre. To swerve then, in the millionth of a second! But there was not time to swerve. Bjorn’s eyes laughed at Roadstrum as he died, and his heavy spear had the man through the center breast. Roadstrum’s slab was the higher, and it sliced Bjorn through at the groin. The two heroes came together in death, transfixed on each other’s spears, and fell a very very great way to the ground that was now in night darkness.


“Ah, well, I died a hero and a giant,” Roadstrum said, for every man is allowed one sentence after death.


So now all were dead on both sides. It had been close, though. For a while it seemed that they were not going to make it. The giants had told the men that the fun is all spilled out and lost if all are not dead by the fall of night.


Dead and splattered. Gathered up and carried. By what? By whom?


But even in dreams they are not. They are on the other side of dreams. It was incredible enough that one of them could carry Roadstrum, a giant among men. But how could one carry Bjorn, who was a giant among giants?


Death is for a long time. Those of shallow thought say that it is forever. There is, at least, a long night of it. There is the forgetfulness and the loss of identity. The spirit, even as the body, is unstrung and burst and scattered. One goes down to the death, and it leaves a mark on one forever.


“Come to the breakfast!” boomed a voice so vast that it shook the world and all the void between the worlds. “Come to the breakfast!”


And there was another voice rilling on in saucy silver, that of Margaret the houri.


“I see that I am going to have to make some changes here,” Margaret was shrilling angrily. “You eat, you fight, you die, you sleep, you wake up, and you eat again. But where does that leave the women? You are going to have to find an hour every day for them.”


“Yes, yes,” said Skel and Mus and Fleyta and Belja and Toa and Glethi and Vinna and Ull and Raetha, and all those other Laestrygonian dames with the more difficult names, “you are going to have to find one hour in the day for us.”


“I think for a long time there is something missing,” big Bjorn was saying, “but there is no time for anything else. We breakfast, and then we fight till all are killed, and then it is night. We are dead all the night, and then we sleep for a very little while at first sun. Then is it time for breakfast again. Look yourself at the sundial, little witch-child. Can you see any time for anything else on the sundial?”


Margaret the houri lifted a boulder larger than herself and smashed the sundial.


“I will make a new dial,” she said. “I will make it different and with an extra hour. There has to be time for the women. And now I will instruct the women on what they will do in that hour.”


“How did I get back here, Maggy?” Roadstrum asked the houri. “Was I not dead?”


“Of course you were. And I was Valkyrie last night (the others showed me how to be one) and I carried you back from the battlefield. Sprained a shoulder doing it.”


“But how was I dead and now I am alive?” Roadstrum persisted.


“Do you not understand yet, little Roadstrum?” Crewman Birdsong asked him. “Hey, it was a rollick, wasn’t it?”


Little Roadstrum? From Crewman Birdsong? Roadstrum was not little, he was a giant of a man, he topped Crewman Birdsong by a head.


No he didn’t. He didn’t come up to the nether ribs of Birdsong. Crewman Birdsong had become a giant, as had Crewman Fairfeather.


“Why has it happened to you two, and not to great Roadstrum and to great Myself?” Captain Puckett asked, for now he was alive and awake again.


“Some have it and some do not,” said Crewman Birdsong. “You two, and the most of you, must have had mental reservations when you went into the thing. I thought all along that you fellows weren’t as joyous and wholehearted in the battle as you might have been. If you let yourselves go completely today and enter into it with a happy howling heart, then I believe you can make it.”


“But what is it? How does it happen? Where are we really?” Roadstrum asked.


“No? You really don’t know? Valhalla, of course. Here the heroes fight to the death every day in glorious and cloud-capping battle. And every morning they are reborn to fight and die again. I can see where it’s going to be a lot of fun.”


“Doesn’t it become kind of tiresome after a while, Bjorn?” Roadstrum asked the giant of giants.


“Why no, not really, Roadstrum. You know how it is with everything. They all pall a little after the centuries begin to mount. But this is better than most things. Stay with us; you will be a mighty fighter yet.”


“We have a choice to make, Captain Puckett,” said Roadstrum.


“Let us first go see if we do have a choice, Captain Roadstrum,” said Puckett.


They gathered their men, except Crewmen Birdsong and Fairfeather, who had already become giants and who would remain in any case. They went down to their hornet crafts to see if anything at all could be done to repair them on this world, to see if the mad boy Hondstarfer had left anything of them.


Well, at least the shells of the hornets were still there, but there was a great amount of the works scattered around on the rocky ground.


“I couldn’t see any use for a lot of that stuff so I left it out,” said the boy Hondstarfer. “They will both fly now, but one of them will break down again after a little while. This one here is perfect and will fly forever. On the other one I made a lot of mistakes. You’ll have more room in them now if you ever use them. Those long things I took out were what was taking up all the room.”


“Those are the main drives,” said Crewman Boniface.


“Ah well, the ships are fixed,” the boy said, “but one of them will break down again.”


“They will fly?” asked Crewman Humphrey. “Men, men, let’s go then! I’ve had enough of this place where they stuff you full of bull and then hunt you down and kill you every day.”


“No, of course they won’t fly,” said Roadstrum. “How could they fly without their main drives?”


“Oh, they’ll fly,” the boy Hondstarfer said. “I fixed the clumsy things. Did my father Bjorn not tell you that I was mechanically inclined?”


“However could you fix such intricate machinery with nothing but those seven stone hammers there?” Captain Puckett asked.


“I didn’t, I couldn’t, I only thought that I could. I had to go get that.”


They hadn’t noticed it before. They’d thought it was a tree. Hondstarfer hadn’t fixed their hornets with those seven little stone hammers. He’d used a big stone hammer. Was it ever big!


“Hey, I want to be a hobo,” Hondstarfer cried as Deep John the Vagabond fluttered down on his favorite slab. “How do I go about it, Deep John?”


“It isn’t like it used to be,” said Deep John. “It all seems much smaller and narrower since we took to the skies. The spacious days of it were on World in the old railroad time. But you’d need a time machine to get back there, Hondstarfer.”


“Oh, I’ve got a time machine,” the boy said, “also a space-racer. I think I’ll go to World and turn myself back and be an old-time railroad hobo.”


“Well, what is the choice?” Puckett asked. “Do we try to fly in something that can’t possibly fly? Or do we stay to be killed again and again and again?”


“Wait, wait,” called Margaret the houri. “I’m going with you. Those giants aren’t as much fun as I thought they’d be. You get tired of them after a while.”


“That’s true, that’s true,” said Roadstrum. “We have our choice. Let’s make it. I was a giant for my moment. I can be one again if I’m called on to be. Shall we say that Hondstarfer could not fix these things to fly? Shall we say that the stone slabs of this world could not fly? Load in whoever wants to go! We fly! We fly! We’ve flown on less.”


And to their own amazement they began to load in.


“Wait, wait,” big Bjorn called coming down to them. “Will you not stay to the breakfast?”


“We will not stay to the breakfast,” Roadstrum said.


“You will do better today,” Bjorn stated. “You begin to be giants. Today you will be able to eat a whole bull, Roadstrum.”


“I am able to, yes, Bjorn, but I do not want to eat a whole bull. I can be the giant whenever I wish, and I am afflicted with the heroes’ disease that smites me every third day about sundown. But we will fly! There are skies we have not seen yet! There are whole realms still unvisited by us. We will not be penned in even a giants’ pen. We fly!”


“In that case, Roadstrum—ah—it is an embarrassing thing to say—in that case there is one thing we must do before you leave.”


“Do it then,” said Roadstrum.


“We do not want to be overrun with amateurs,” the giant Bjorn explained. “If everybody knew how much fun it was here, then everybody would come. We want only such fine farers as yourselves who come by high chance. You must promise never to tell anybody how much fun it is here.”


“We promise,” said Roadstrum. “We will never tell anybody how much fun it is here.”


“And there is one small thing that we must do to make sure that you keep your promises,” Bjorn added.


“And what is that?”


“CUT YOUR BLOODY TONGUES OUT!”


Two of the Laestrygonian giants grabbed each man and threw him down; and a third, stepping on his man’s throat to force his tongue out, grabbed it and pulled it out still further to its absolute extent, and then cut it out with a stone knife, roots and all.


Here was the creamingest pain ever. Here was utter frustration. Who may battle and defy and get revenge when deprived of tongue and voice? And besides, they were near dead from the loss of blood, near a more final death than that of the night before.


But they crawled and dragged themselves in, gagging and green, and loaded dying into their crafts, with Roadstrum going last.


“Here is one final thing beyond the final,” said Bjorn. “—Ah, I am truly sorry to see you looking so green and puny—one very last surety you must give before you tumble dying into your boat. You must write on this paper that my little boy has here, for my boy Hondstarfer, as you may not know, can read. You will use your finger and the blood from the roots of your tongue. You will write ‘I will never tell anyone how much fun it is in this place.’ ”


And mighty Roadstrum wrote with his finger and his tongue’s-roots blood “I will never tell anyone how much fun it is in this place.”




They took to air all bloodily and retchingly,


They made new tongues, but didn’t make them fetchingly,


And flew through chartless skies where none had fled before;


Whatever came, at least they’d all been dead before.


But one thing worked, whatever else might nix the things,


That hammer-handling kid had really fixed the things.


All bloody luck they ever got away like that,


They sure did never want another day like that!


And Roadstrum shucked another layer fretfully:


One gives up giantizing most regretfully.
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CHAPTER THREE




All lost in space, the hide-bound inner side of it,


With roaring rocks that gave them quite a ride of it—


Ah better Dobie’s Hole than such vortexicon


That stoned them all and spooked the cowboy lexicon!


They guessed wrong guess and reveled in unheedingly


(Where clashing rocks turned strange and roared stampedingly),


And ate High Cow, and fell beneath the curse of it,


And bantered suns, and ended up the worse for it.


They had the horns and hump and very prime of it,


And rather lost themselves about that time of it.
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THEY CAME AMONG the clashing rocks, “the rocks wandering.” It was a thick asteroid belt moving at a respectable speed, and it was necessary that the hornets match its direction and speed for safety. Besides, since they were lost, they might as well go where the rocks were going.


The wandering rocks were mostly about the size of the hornets themselves, rounded and not too rough. They were thickly clustered, one every thousand meters or so. “And we called that thick!” the men said later. They were gray bumbling things in the gray twilight, and some of the men got out and rode on them.


“They’ve got eyes on them,” said Crewman Oldfellow.


“Probably the mica glint,” said Captain Roadstrum.


“No, no, not like that at all. Eyes like a calf, like a buffalo calf that I saw at a World zoo once. I look sideways at one of them, he looks sideways at me, and we see each others’ eyes. But when I look at one of them directly, his eyes disappear.”


“Ah well, maybe your eyes disappear also,” said Roadstrum. “You’d be the last to know.”


The clashing rocks kept their distances and positions pretty well; and yet it seemed as though they became somehow more numerous, as though they spawned when the men were not looking.


Roadstrum sent his men out to mark and number the one hundred nearest rocks. And then they rode along and studied the traveling rocks for an equivalent day.


“There are two forty-nines,” Crewman Lawrence reported then, “and we numbered only one of each number.”


“Then I have bumblers for men and they are not able to count to one hundred,” said Roadstrum angrily.


“That is not so,” Crewman Bramble protested. “I made the dies myself and I made them true. But now there are three number nines each bearing my genuine and original die of that number.”


“There are five number sevens at least,” said Crewman Crabgrass. “It sure does get crowded now.”


“Do you hear snorting, Roadstrum?” Captain Puckett called from his hornet. (“False tongue, false tongue,” warned the communicator.)


“Space noises, Puckett,” Roadstrum called back. (“False tongue,” warned the machine.) “And they become even noisier,” said Roadstrum. “But would you call it snorting? Well yes, I guess you would. Puckett, where in glare-eyed space are all these rocks coming from? And what is the excitement and fear that seems to be running loose among them?” (“False tongue,” the communicator warned again.)


The communicator always gave this warning now, whenever a man spoke from one hornet to another. The “False Tongue” sensor had been built into the communicator from the beginning as guard against space things that may counterfeit the human voice and so interfere and subvert. But now all the crewmen had false manufactured tongues in their heads, and their communicators warned them against themselves.


All except Deep John the hobo. Deep John had in some manner escaped the attention of the Laestrygonian giants at that time. “I was the only one able to keep a civil tongue in my head,” Deep John liked to say.


Margaret the houri had also kept her own tongue, but the communicator called “False tongue” at her nevertheless. The machine read her as something not quite human, and her tongue also.


“It is snorting, Roadstrum,” Captain Puckett called again. “It is snorting and bawling and trampling. Hear the heavy hooves of it!” (False tongue,” said the thing.)


“We spooked them, Captain Roadstrum,” Crewman Threefountains said mysteriously. “Some of these breeds spook easy. Man, are we ever going to have a rumble!”


“They are perverse roaring rocks,” said Crewman Bramble, “and I do not believe that the spherical is their real form. And the closest one, rubbing on our very windows there and threatening to break in, bears the number three and five-eighths, and we made no fractional-number dies; and yet it is a die made by my own hand; no one could counterfeit me there.”


They went another equivalent day, and the churning rocks were like to crush them all. “Each of the pawing rocks has a brand as well as a die number,” Crewman Trochanter said then. “Its a sun-brand, but I don’t know what sun.”


“There’s dust,” said Roadstrum, “prairie dust, but how could there be dust out here? And our scan-can reads that there is a break in the thing, half an equivalent day ahead. We’ll break out of this then, no matter what we break into.”


“The way out of one known fusillade of rocks is Dobie’s Hole,” said Crewman Crabgrass, “and the hole is not bad. But the way out of the other known congress of clashing rocks is the Vortex. It apparently leads to sure death; nobody has ever come out of it again.”


“It’s death here,” said Roadstrum. “We will take the side break when we come to it. We are lost, and we will not Know whether it is Dobie’s Hole or the Vortex. Hey, what curious things are you men doing with the ropes there?”


“We don’t know,” the men said. “We just found ourselves doing it. We have a compulsion to form the ropes into such running loops as these. There is something we must do with them when the time comes.”


“Roadstrum,” Captain Puckett called from his hornet, “the jostling rocks have gone insane! What’s the name of this madness? (“False tongue,” warned the communicator.)


Deep John the hobo took the communicator and called from Roadstrum’s hornet to Pucketts:


“The name of it is stampede.”


“I think so too,” Puckett answered. “Roadstrum, my men are making running loops in ropes, and they don’t know why.” (“False tongue.”)


“So are mine, Puckett,” cried mighty Roadstrum. “It will offend someone when it is done; but what is another measure of trouble added to what we already have?” (“False tongue,” cried the machine.)


It was as though they were coming to a great river, and the stampeding stones were filling it up and running over it on the backs of their bogged comrades. But at this river in the sky (for half an equivalent day had passed), there was a second ford breaking off hard to the left. The hornets took the branching, coming into a region where the rocks pressed them less hardly. But now the men broke out of the hornets and began to do things clear outside of reason.


Crewmen Crabgrass and Clamdigger went for the horns of a little calf-rock they had selected, a rock even smaller than a hornet, not above five times the size of a bull elephant. And they had the thing by the horns, but how will a small asteroid have horns?


Then all the mad crewmen from both hornets were outside, shouting and making ritual motions with their ropes. They flew flying loops around that calf-rock, more than a dozen of them. They jerked it along their own new way, both the hornets dogging it. The men all gave voice to varieties of barking and hooting, and the calf-rock was bawling. The dust was deep and stifling and smelled of flint sparks.


“It’s a thing too tall for my reason.” Roadstrum slung out, “but I get the high excitement myself. We are pulled along at a great rate on our new course, but we will not let the doggie go! Onto it! Kill it! Skin it! Break it down! Devour it!”


They were out of the concourse of rocks now, except for the calf-rock whose neck they had broken and which died. They had escaped from one of the known fusillades of rocks, and their way of escape was not Dobie’s Hole. It was the Vortex.


Nevertheless, the men, working dangerously, had begun to dismember the calf-rock, and some of them had lit space-primus fires to roast it.


“The horns and the hooves to Captain Roadstrum,” Crewman Threefountains roared, “and the fat of the hump to Captain Puckett.”


“What is it all, Roadstrum, what is it?” Puckett called.


“False tongue,” warned the communicator.


“Oh shut up!” Roadstrum told the communicator. “Crewman Bramble, disassemble the bogus-intrusion safeguard. It drives me crazy.”


“All right,” said Bramble, and he quickly disassembled it.


“I don’t know what it is, Puckett,” Roadstrum called then, “but there’s something about the aroma as they begin to roast the meat. A space-primus fire really has no odor, so how should it smell to me like sage-brush and buffalo-chips? Why should the meat smell to me like buffalo meat roasting, when I never smelled buffalo meat? The closest I ever came to it was my grandfather telling of eating it when he was a boy, at a rodeo on the Fourth of July at the old Hundred and One Ranch. And how is it that the men have got such magnificent horns and hooves off a round rough rock?”


“It’s one of the sacred cattle of the sun we have killed,” came the voice of Puckett. “We knew before we were born that this was forbidden. Now we must die the fiery death for the offense. You have the lead hornet, Roadstrum. Turn into the near sun with it, and I will follow. Let us be consumed by fire. There is no more hope for us.”


“You’re out of your wits, Puckett. What cattle of what sun?”


“The sun so great that it is known as the sun, Roadstrum. It is the nearest sun to us. Let us turn into it at once and be consumed for our sacrilege!”


“Puckett, if I had one of Hondstarfer’s stone hammers here I’d fix your head for you. You’re gone daft!”


“What, Roadstrum? I was outside for a moment trying to figure this thing out. Holy cow, it’s an odd one! I heard you talking as I came back in.”


“Puckett, you were giving me a balleyowl about the cattle of the sun and telling me we must turn into this nearest sun and be consumed.”


“I was not, Roadstrum! Curse that sleazy little sun! Someone is trying to call us to our deaths. We’ll not go into that little sun, and we can’t go back through the stampeding rocks. It was the other sort of false tongue talking to you, not me. We’re into the Vortex for good, so let’s provision for it. Come out and feast, Roadstrum! Ten men couldn’t eat the bull-hump of this calf, a hundred men couldn’t eat the loins. Bring out a few kilos of pepper and a firkin of Ganymede hot-sauce.”


“Curse that sniveling little sun, Puckett. For time out of mind and belly I’ve never seen such a thing as this!”


Did they ever carve up that big young bull! They were into the Vortex itself, going at unlawful and unnatural speed, caught by a force that none had ever broken, but they weren’t going hungry into it.


They feasted on that big carcass that had seemed to be a rock. They questioned nothing. They were going at a speed where all the onrushing stars appeared violet color (“Lavender,” said Crewman Crabgrass. “Lavender world laughs with you,” said Crewman Trochanter), where all sequence was destroyed, where any answers would have to come before the questions.


The space-primus fire had become a pungent campfire. Crewman Threefountains played on his harmonica as the crewmen still gorged on the offworldly beef. Then they had branding-iron coffee from somewhere, and horse whisky. They had left the sniveling little sun and were going into a vaster black sun that had gobbled up its own light. It was night now, but it wasn’t an ordinary night.


And then they all fell to singing old campfire songs, whether this should be the end of them or not. They sang such old songs as “Eight-Eyed Lucy Jane” (it’s plain she isn’t plain), “I Lost My Heart on Wallenda World” (to a woolly Woomagoo), “The Green Veronica,” and “The Grollanthropus and His Girl.”


And they were rushing into the Vortex at two hundred million kilometers a second, and there was no possible way to break out of it.




They felled a flipping doggie, made a bobble-up,


And dropped to mokey sun that worked the gobble-up.


It swallowed time and flow in loins and liver yet,


And voided all that ever gave the Giver yet.


One countered not with care or even laughter it,


It drew in whole and pulled the hole in after it.


Use but a thumb to gull the gulping glutton there!


That hammer-handling kid had put a button there!
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“I always wanted to study an involuted, massive, black-giant sun,” Crewman Bramble said. “I dreamed as a young man how interesting it would be to have plenty of time to study one and at close range. We will have the time of our life for it now and a very close range. I say it all again, but I have a false tongue in my head in two different senses. Roadstrum, I never wanted so little to do a thing in my life!”


“The equivalent-day recorder has gone crazy,” said Roadstrum. “Look at the days flip over. Why, Bramble, there’s nine days passed while we talk here.”


“That idiot kid Hondstarfer must have meddled with it as he did with everything else on the crafts,” Bramble guessed. “Still, it’s peculiar that it should begin to misfunction after all this time.”


“Captain Puckett,” Roadstrum called over the communicator, “has the equivalent-day recorder gone crazy on your craft?”


“Yep, gone crazy,” Pucket answered. “We’ve been amusing ourselves with it. We’ve got to amuse ourselves with something as we drop to our deaths. Do you know, Roadstrum, according to this thing, I’ve aged a year in the last baseline hour? Hey, this would make a man old fast if he went by it, wouldn’t it?”


“It’s a damned dumb thing that the equivalent-day recorders should go wrong on both hornets at the same time,” Roadstrum growled.


“It was a damned dumb kid we had meddling with our equipment,” Bramble complained. “But so far we’ve figured out a purpose for everything he did, except the equivalent-day recorder now, and the Dong button.”


The Dong button was just that, a big green button with the word Dong engraved on it. You pushed it, and it went dong. Well, that was almost too simple. Should there not be a deeper reason for it? And the small instruction plate over it didn’t add much. It read: “Wrong prong, bong gong.”


“There’s no more to the button than is apparent?” Roadstrum asked Crewman Bramble.


“Yes, there is more. Everything on our hornets works by the static-repulsion principle now, you know. And the Dong button contains one half of a static-repulsion couple. But wherever in wall-eyed space the other half of that couple is, I don’t know. It isn’t on the hornets.”


Well, they were well-fed by the space-calf that had masqueraded as a rock until they had slaughtered it. They were well provisioned by its leavings. They were rested and well, and they were falling to their sure deaths.


So the men busied themselves, or they did not, according to their natures. They had fun variously. And now and again one of them returned to one of the crazy equivalent-day recorders.


“Look, look,” Crewman Crabgrass chortled. “I’m a month older just while I was in the john. You guys always did say I took too long there. And I’m two years older than I was when I finished my third breakfast a while ago.”


“A man could live a lifetime every two days by that thing,” Crewman Snow laughed.


But the crewmen laughed less loudly when they discovered (about the time that the equivalent-day recorder had racked up five years since the beginning of its malfunction) that they had all aged about five years in appearance during those short hours.


Thereafter they whistled softly and spookily and began to look at the recorder with something like frightened awe. And they looked at each other furtively and did not meet each others’ eyes.


A little later, Crewman Mundmark died of heart stoppage. He hadn’t been too old a man, and he had kept in pretty good shape. But he had lived the violent years of a spaceman, and with twenty years suddenly piled on top of that (for it was about twenty years now) it was no great wonder that he should die.


There were balding pates and graying heads popping out all over the place. Crewman Ursley lost three fingers suddenly. There was nothing happened to them. Suddenly they were gone. A bandage bloomed briefly where the three fingers had been, and then there was only old scar tissue. And Ursley gazed at his changed hand in understandable amazement.


“Whence have I this sudden, great, old scar-gash on my cheek?” Roadstrum croaked out baffled. “When have I lost me my fine right eye, and how is it that I find myself carrying that eye (in pickled form) in my pocket?”


“These are all incidents of the lives we would have lived out were we not falling into the blind black sun,” Crewman Clamdigger gave the opinion. “These are the losses and mutilations that we would suffer in our normal lives, and they show on us here as we come to these equivalent years in our fall into the Vortex.”


“There was an old World movie named ‘Death Train’ of which I forget the plot but remember the impression,” said Crewman Crabgrass. “And at the end of it they were in a runaway train going into a long tunnel to their deaths. So are we.”


“It reminds me of a freight train I caught out of Waterloo, Iowa one night about three hundred years ago,” said Deep John the Vagabond. “Man, that train did have an eerie mournful sound to it, and the clicking of the rails—why I can hear the same clicking of the rails now.”


“So can we all,” said Roadstrum, “but how would there be rails clicking when we are going at a thousand times the speed of light?”


“Roadstrum,” Puckett called from his hornet in a much-aged voice, “I’ve turned into a bald-headed, pot-bellied, crabby old man with no teeth and not very much vision. I don’t like it.”


“I don’t like my own aging, Puckett. Have any of your men died?”


“Yes, about half. A good thing too. They’re not much good for anything when they get to that age. Roadstrum, this will have to be goodbye. I’m too old and stove in to get outside the sphere these last two years—ah—that is, the last thirty minutes. It’s happening faster now, you know.”


“Myself, I will try it once more,” said Captain Roadstrum.


Roadstrum went outside the hornet sphere. He had always liked to go outside, but now it was unpleasant and very difficult. He could not comprehend that positive black light nor the distortions of space. With the reversal of the curvature, the turning inside-out of mass and moment, it seemed that they were already inside the bulk of the black sun, but they rushed forever faster into the deep Vortex.


Roadstrum barely made it back inside. Still, he was proud of himself.


“I always said I’d live to be a hundred,” he boasted. “Holy Cow, am I not a ramrod straight and imposing man at ninety-four! A Gray Eminence! Maggy, has it any effect on you? What does that mirror you are so busy with tell you?”


“Really, Captain Roadstrum, twenty or even twenty-one is not a bad age. I study myself as I come to that. No, I do not age as quickly as you do, but I age. I like me when I’m young. I like me when I’m old. I bet I even like me when I get to be twenty-two or even twenty-three.”


“What, all the men dead except Hobo John?”


“Yes, all the others, Roadstrum, and now it catches up to me also. I had won a delay some centuries ago, actually I won the delay in a gambling game with a certain Power, but now both my basic and my extended life come to an end,” said Deep John.


“It hasn’t been a bad life, but it was rather disappointing that the last two-thirds of it should pass away in less than an equivalent day. Seems unfair, but we did kill that calf, and perhaps we shouldn’t have. We should have known that such odd cattle would have belonged to someone. What, dying, Hobo John?”


“Might as well, Roadstrum,” said Deep John the Vagabond, and he died.


“Be there any living on the other hornet?” Roadstrum called.


“None but me,” came the crackling old voice of Crewman Oldfellow. “And I’m about to turn in and die myself. It’s funny, Captain Roadstrum, they called me Oldfellow because I was the youngest man in the crews, and the name stuck. And somehow it never seemed to me that I’d really get old. I got to die now, and I doubt if we’ll ever meet again. But if they do ever let you visit up our way, look me up.”


“I will, Oldfellow. Pleasant death to you.”


Margaret the houri had just made a little cake.


“Happy birthday, Captain Roadstrum,” she called out cheerfully now.


“What, what Mag, what’s this?”


“You just turned a hundred, Captain. Eat it.”


“I will, Mag. Say, did you ever notice that a man gives off a pretty strong odor for about a second when he dies. Well, they’re all gone but me, and now I go. It was nice, but shorter than I expected.”


And he went into death snooze. Why not? He was a hundred and eight at least by the time he had finished the cake. It was going faster now.


“You are like all the others,” said Margaret. “Why did I think you might be different?”


“Snuff, snuff, snooze,” Roadstrum breathed in his death slumber.


“To boil a lobster, one takes first a lobster— Will not that rouse you again, Roadstrum? ‘Passed the last possible moment,’ Deep John would say, and now he is dead. Are you dead also, Roadstrum?”


“Mighty near.” Roadstrum spoke out of his death sleep. “Leave me in peace.”


“What was that word, Roadstrum? Peace? It’s a fine word for the mob, but it will gag the one man in a million. Shall I say it again, Captain? Peace.”


“I am one man in a million,” Roadstrum protested out of his deep, old-man sleep. “Maggy, it does gag me. Why, I’ll erupt out of the grave and stage my own ressurrection.”


And he did manage to sit up, looking very much like Lazarus.


“How old am I now, Mag?” he asked in his reedy voice.


“A hundred and twenty, Captain, and it goes faster.”


“That’s not a bad age for a real man. What went wrong? There is a way out of everything, but somewhere we took the wrong turning, the wrong prong.”


Then he looked at the Dong by his side, the button that the boy Hondstarfer had put there. “Wrong prong, bong gong,” said its instruction plate. Roadstrum pushed this button as he had many times before, and it went dong as it always did.


Then Roadstrum fell back once more into what seemed to be his death slumber. But now there was somehow a change in the low purr, in the cosmic sound.


“I had better just hop over to the other hornet and push the button there too,” Margaret said, and she did.


Yes, a fellow smells a little high for the short second just before he comes back to life, just as he did for a short second after he died. Margaret snuffled her nose at Crewman Oldfellow, and left. She went back to Roadstrum’s hornet. It was her regular place. Everything was much as it had been before, except that the equivalent-day recorder had begun to run backwards as soon as the Dong button had matched the other half of its coupler with something in the black sun. And pretty soon Roadstrum came out of his death slumber on the same side he had gone into it.


“Mighty rum thing, Maggy, mighty rum. You remember what the high poet said:




The eating, aging; empty ogre got ’em there;


They fell into the well that had no bottom there.





Let us expunge that couplet, Maggy, for it was writ of ourselves, and we are entitled to edit our own epic. Perhaps the black sun did get us, but in the time reversal thing he did not. This is a most handy button. Now we can back out of anything we get into, as long as we are with the hornets.”


It was fun watching the men return. There was something comic in their difficulty in accepting the thing. “You’re kidding. It couldn’t really happen like that,” they all said. They were a bunch of cranky old men, and then they began to get younger as hope welled up in them. They came back, every last one of them. Roadstrum had his rogue eye back in his head, unpickled and serene. The scar-gash left his cheek. And Crewman Ursley had his three fingers back on his hand.


But there is a weirdness in almost all actions done backwards. It wasn’t as much fun regurgitating the space-calf as it had been eating it. And they did have a blue hell of a time putting that thing back together. Roadstrum hated to give up the magnificent horns and hooves, but there was no way out of it. You go on that backwards jag and you’d better expect the improbable.


Certain bodily functions are unusual and almost unpleasant when done in reverse; but to get out of a hole like they were in, you will put up with a lot.


They were back among the clashing rocks, “the rocks wandering.” They were out of those rocks again on the other side of them. They were lost in space again; but the equivalent-day recorder was running normally now, in the right direction and apparently at the right speed.


“Whyever did we choose that path into the clashing rocks over all other possible paths?” Roadstrum asked in amazement.


“Give a look at the other possible paths, Captain Roadstrum, as you looked before,” said Crewman Crabgrass.


“I look. I shudder,” groaned Roadstrum. “I’m not sure but what the terrible course we just backed out of is not the best one. Horror, horrors everywhere we look.”


“One thing, Roadstrum,” Captain Puckett called from his hornet. “We didn’t lose any time on that side trip. We came out at exactly the same moment that we went in.”


(“False voice,” warned the communicator, “false voice.”)




CHAPTER FOUR




He won a thousand worlds, and made the bums of them,


And mocked the Gentry for the broken thumbs of them.


He propped the Universe, but propped it jerkily,


For mighty Atlas after Georgie Berkeley.


He climbed the Siren-zo and made a clown of it,


And plucked the high note from the very crown of it.


Hold hard with heels and hands and crotch and cuticle


For episodes becoming epizootical.





Ibid


“I BELIEVE that I have found a sure way to beat the games,” Roadstrum said. And all the men groaned.


“Give it up, Captain Roadstrum,” Crewman Clamdigger begged. “The smartest gambling men in all the worlds are here; and a mental man you are not.”


“This is a sure thing,” Roadstrum insisted.


“Give it up, Captain,” Crewman Trochanter pleaded. “There are men here with luck growing out of their fingers and toes, luck in their eyes and voices, in their minds and in their nether-minds, in their beards and in their bowels. And there is no man of us, even with false tongue, who can say ‘Lucky Captain Roadstrum’ without laughing. A lucky man you are not.”


They were down on Roulettenwelt, the gamblers’ world. This was the showiest of all worlds, and it was said that the streets there were paved with gold. Actually, only the Concourse, the Main Mall, the Royal Row, Broadway West, Vega, and Pitchman’s Alley were paved with gold, and these only in their central blocks, not over five thousands of meters of roadway in all.


And crewmen went into the big houses and watched the big gamblers; and they listened to the tall stories about them. There was Johnny Greeneyes, who could see every invisible marking on cards with his odd optics. There was Pyotr Igrokovitch with the hole in his head. Pyotr was the most persistent suicide of them all. Following heavy losses in his youth he had shot himself through the head. It had not killed him, but the shot had carried away great portions of the caution and discretion lobes of his brain. The passage through his head had remained open, with pinkish flaps of flesh covering the holes fore and aft.
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