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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER ONE


Part One


Half a staed below the palace of Hirz, the formal gardens gradually smoothed themselves into the curve of the lake shore. Here, where jade-green undulations of liquid broke on the pale gold sand, stood a golden young woman and her three attendant robots.


Apart from the Hirz Palace, no other building was visible above or along the arms of the shore. This portion of the Yunea, for twenty staeds along the Ring in either direction, was the property of Hirz. Hest, lay the holding of the Domms, to hespa, the decadent estate of the Thars.


It was the fifth hour, as two or three singing clocks within the palace had just announced. It was also Jate, the waking time. Nevertheless, customs had changed. Only the girl and her three robots occupied the scene, and before them the lake spread its empty, sun-flecked sheet under the wide green sky. Then the Voice Robot spoke.


“Vel Thaidis, your brother is coming.”


Vel Thaidis did not bother to glance either way, since her sight could not match the optics of the robot. Instead, she looked at the robot itself in the form of Courteous Address.


“You are certain that it’s Velday?”


“I will check the patterns. Yes, they are his. There are also companions.”


“Who?” Vel Thaidis said, and the inner polarizing lids of her eyes flickered as if with tension.


“There are altogether five extra persons of both genders. Shall I name all of them?”


“No. Is Ceedres Yune Thar among them?”


“Yes, Vel Thaidis. He is riding with your brother.”


Vel Thaidis turned and looked at the lake, adopting the Distant Address.


“Advise me. I wish to avoid Ceedres Yune Thar.”


“You should return to the palace and shut yourself into your own apartments immediately.”


“Bad counsel, Voice,” Vel Thaidis said sharply. “Velday will give Ceedres free rein in the palace. Ceedres will batten on our hospitality, as always. If I’m there, perhaps I can keep some control of the situation. I can’t avoid him after all.”


“Hespa, the sand cloud your brother’s vehicle is creating is now apparent to the human eye,” said the Voice Robot.


Vel Thaidis, angrily, turned once more and gazed to her left, hespaward, through the dark lenses of her polarized inner lids. The three robots also turned. They were of a blond matte plastum, creamily shining in the unchanging sunlight. In shape they resembled women, with delicate doll-like features, blond spun hair and colored mineral eyes, to enhance their aesthetic value. The Voice of the Voice Robot was rather high, but pleasant and not unnatural. Yunea science had long perfected such matters.


The young woman herself, Vel Thaidis Yune Hirz, had been formed in one of the Yunea Matrixes, a formation both genetic and human. Burnt gold of skin like all her race, she had the curvaceous graceful figure which the women of her line inherited, and the beautiful face that reappeared, in either sex of the Hirz, at regular intervals. Her hair had been bleached and tinted a faint milky green, then arranged in folds and coils over her head and down her back. Her long draped garment was smoke-white, and bracelets of apricot metal ringed her slim metallic wrists.


The sand-cloud neared like a running plume along the fifth-hour hespan shore. Now she saw the open car, the green parasol wobbling above like a long-stalked flower growing out of it, and the two madly racing lion-dogs of plated bronze thundering before. And now she saw Velday, her brother, a figment of the same Hirz beauty, grinning as he twitched the reins, and the wind of the race parted his gilt-color hair. And finally she saw Ceedres Yune Thar standing beside Velday, also handsome, also gilt-haired, the driver-box held casually in his hand. He grinned too, a grin exactly like Velday’s grin, for much of Ceedres’ fascination for others lay in masterful tricks of imitation. And as he grinned, he skimmed the speedometer of the box up and up the scale. Now the lion-dogs leapt in an ecstasy of propulsion, and sparks showered from their open mouths. One instant the chariot was a staed away, next instant the fore-whip of flying sand stung across Vel Thaidis’ bare arms and her throat. Then the chariot was stationary, the bronze beasts petrified in a crouching posture, the reins slack in Velday’s hands, and the driver-box idle in the hands of Ceedres.


“How lovely you are,” Ceedres said directly to Vel Thaidis, without preliminary, the compliment-as-insult method he was so good at.


She stared at him, and immediately he copied her stare, staring back with all her own intensity reproduced.


“Oh, come now,” said Velday. “You’re not going to fight already. My sister and my friend should like each other.”


“She mistrusts me, I fear,” said Ceedres softly. His polarized eyes went on and on, staring at her. “How can you be so cruel to me, Vaidi, when I—”


“Don’t call me that,” she said to him. It was a trap he had set her, of course, to force her into speech with him. Even so, she would not allow him to use the diminutive of her name: Vaidi, the abbreviation due to family, intimate or husband.


“I’m sorry. Vel Thaidis,” Ceedres said. The sun glinted on his fair hair like a mesh, more polished than the hair of her brother. Polished as Ceedres’ manner, now. “Truly sorry. I beg your pardon. And yours, Vay,” he added, deliberately showing her that Velday permitted him the diminutive.


“Oh, don’t trouble yourself, Cee,” said Velday, entering wholeheartedly into the game.


She forgave her brother. Ceedres had enchanted him since childhood: Ceedres could enchant almost anyone. Only she, it seemed to her, could fathom the roots of what Ceedres was. But she was accustomed to this triangular situation, which had also existed between the three of them since childhood. And though, at some deep level, it profoundly disturbed her, the disturbance was familiar as a garment. Sometimes, too, she admitted to herself that she enjoyed it, the quarreling, the flare of her instinct, warning her. As a child she had been jealous at losing her brother to Ceedres, and Velday had striven to soothe her jealousy, and still did, and these blandishments she relished. She guiltily relished the egotistic awareness that she alone was proof against Ceedres, had analyzed and duly despised him as a parasite. She was not self-blind, but she was young.


“Well,” Velday said, leaning on the side of the vehicle, “we kept J’ara in the Slumopolis. The food is always so filthy—great wads of papery stuff and synthetic meats. But the drink, of course, is rare. Only Hirz Vintage will do after that marvelous glue they serve at the J’ara Mansions. Cee will be joining us for breakfast, my sister, and about three more—when they catch up. Do you allow it?”


A second, broader plume of sand was just blooming on the hespan horizon.


Vel Thaidis had not kept J’ara, (Jate-in-Maram or stay-awake) but Maram itself, the time of sleep. Now the palace would be filled by whatever sleep-starved aristocrats Velday had collected during his J’ara, half-intoxicated, furiously hungry, argumentative and flippant.


Vel Thaidis felt a little involuntary shrinking, a little surge of mournful excitement. Crowds drew her and repelled. As Ceedres did. As an adolescent, she had hidden herself from gatherings of all types. But her father and mother were dead. Velday and she remained the solitary figureheads of Hirz.


She smiled at Velday, to disarm her words: “When have you ever asked me?” she said. “You do as you want.”


She was a year his senior. Theoretically, the palace was beneath her jurisdiction.


She stepped aside on to the sand-excluding stone path that led from the shore to the palace. The three robots moved after her.


“We’ll follow at our own pace,” Velday called.


Ceedres said to him, loud enough for her to hear, “Just give her the space to poison a cup or two for me.”


With a flash of exhilarated rage, she looked over her shoulder at him and said, “The only way to poison you, Ceedres, would be to make you swallow your tongue.”


An avenue of apple bushes soon flanked the path and drew it into the gardens of the palace. Ten feet in height, the bushes leaned together overhead, their thousands of dark-green fruits, the size of large buttons, hanging from boughs and stems. Beyond the avenue of apple bushes, the garden rose on banks of lawns, set with trees of fleshy, moisture-storing leaves, tiers of foliage that were hardly trees at all, satin cacti of powdery pastel grays and pinks, thin fountains of jade liquid, enormous flowers with plump, wax-white petals, each broader than a man’s skull. Bronze and plastum marble, the portico of the house appeared, and its transparent doors slid open in answer to Vel Thaidis’ command.


Throughout, the palace was cool and tinged with many soft colors. Its zenith-oriented windows were painted and, blazingly sunlit behind, cast vivid traceries on the floor. Since the sun never altered its position, neither did these traceries. Sometimes an infrequent imbalance in the sky-ceiling thickened the light for an hour or so, and muddied the jewel brightness of the windows. In Vel Thaidis’ tenth year, there had been such a happening. An esoteric globe had been produced immediately in the main salon of the palace, and kindled into yellow radiance, while mild prayers were offered to the gods of Yunea science. The globe had to do with occasional religious observance, and communicated with one of the outer temples beyond the great estates. At the second prayer, a button was depressed. An image evolved inside the globe, the transmission of an auto-priest. This mechanical being, regaled, obviously, in the Courteous Address, replied with reassurance. Yet, itself a symbol of the law, morality and religious ethic of the Yunea, its reassurance was conceivably as symbolic.


If the gods were vague, so too was the unease caused by the thickening of the light. The aristocrats of the Yunea did not believe any true harm could come to them. In the Slumopolis, she had been told later, robot lawguards had mobilized to contain an upsurge of panic. But what else could you expect of the Slumopolis? Naturally, its people were educationally ignorant of the function of the sky-ceiling of the planet, which provided an enclosed atmosphere for the species below. Vel Thaidis, however, had realized, even by her tenth year, that though the Yunean aristocracy was educated in all the facts and mechanics of its world, it no longer comprehended them. Science cared for her favored children. They had no need to comprehend. Their assurance and bravery at the time of half-darkness was due, therefore, not to knowledge, but to complacency, for they were spoiled and supposed the gods of science loved them and would protect them always. They were even conscious of their own attitude, but it was impossible for them not to succumb to it, and Vel Thaidis had succumbed with the rest.


Now, she placed her hand on a wall panel.


“Prepare breakfast for my brother and five companions, with caffea and the last-chosen wine from the cellars.”


The panel sang, and she sensed activity pour through the house, unseen; circuits, synapses, passing the message, and the kitchens buried beneath brimming into life.


She wondered if her brother would sleep after the breakfast and the J’ara, and doubted he would. Infants were taught to compose themselves for sleep somewhere during the eight hours of Maram, but the training did not always hold. Velday was now one of those who inclined to sleep only one Maram in six, with an hour every second or third day under the dream-wash technique, the machinery every Maram chamber provided.


Vel Thaidis herself chose seven hours of sleep at most Marams. Suddenly, standing in the pale shade of the palace, she beheld her unlikeness to her brother, not only regarding J’ara, but in all things, with a bewildered surprise. She had never properly thought about it before. Like the running battle with Ceedres, the dissimilarity had always been there. Yet she and Velday were near in affection. Or were they?


At their inception, their parents had been old, a father in his three-hundredth genetic year, a mother barely younger. The pair’s rapture with each other had kept them from procreation a long while. Finally, reluctantly, they had obeyed the law. They had permitted the reproduction elements to be taken in order that two children might be matrixed.


No disease existed in the Yunea. Even in the Slumopolis, specific illness, when detected, was swiftly erased. But among the aristocrats whose existence could be lengthily prolonged into three or four hundred spans, boredom came to be the killer, a bizarre running down, a sort of decline and decay, nonphysical but fatal. To this malaise, the father of Velday and Vel Thaidis had submitted in his three hundred and twentieth year. Their mother lived a year longer. Now only their dust remained in golden urns. During their lives, in any case, they were reclusive, and hardly more affectionate than the two urns they had ultimately become. They had ignored the compulsory offspring scientific tradition demanded of the princely houses. Beyond strictures of behavior and religious vagaries, no communion linked parent with child. Was it merely this, then, which had formed an alternate bond between brother and sister?


Velday was really the only person who had proper significance for Vel Thaidis. Nobody else had ever seemed—what word was she seeking?—accessible. By which she meant, surely, sympathetic—safe. Vel Thaidis frowned, peering into her own mind in this way, and unnerved by it. If her link with her brother were spurious, probably he had already spiritually broken free. And she, what was left for her?


Within doors, the inner polarized lids had lifted from her eyes; which showed clear and dark and now quite blank with insecurity.


She heard a dim whirring as the main salon prepared itself, and outside the distant clatter of chariots and the robot lion-dogs bounding into their mechanical stalls. Strains of laughter were floating on one of the terraces, then a great shout lifted and more laughter—some joke or antic, probably of Ceedres’ devising.


As so often in the past, Vel Thaidis felt herself shut from the feast, an eavesdropper and misfit.


The salon was reached by an escalator, and was located near the roof on the zenith side of the palace. The salon’s zenith wall was all one great painted window, and so a reflected tracery of crimson, lavender and topaz flowers lay draped like ghosts across the whole chamber. Scattered about, Velday’s guests lolled at their individual tables, while the service robots helped them to hot and cold dishes, wine, steaming caffea, sweets, from the opened food hatches to the rear.


A voice-service robot came to Vel Thaidis as she entered. It too, like her attendants, was attractively styled and had a pleasant tone.


“Shall I set a place for you, Vel Thaidis?”


She had already eaten, but refused the robot in the Courteous Address, and asked for a goblet of fruit juice mixed with the amber Hirz wine. Velday’s guests were now calling to her, in their own mechanically courteous way, trying to propitiate her. How strange, she thought, taking the cut-crystal glass in one hand, the paw of Kewel Yune Chure in the other, I am wary of these people, and they are equally wary of me. How stupid it is.


Aside from Kewel, Darvu Yune Chure was also present. Chure was an extensive family, Kewel and Darvu cousins, attached as brothers, and both idiots—so Vel Thaidis classified them. Another idiot, this time a feminine example, Omevia Yune Ond, reclined against Ceedres’ shoulder. An attendant Ond robot waited beside her chair and a live feline sprawled in her lap, its spine under her elegant brassy hand with its black lacquer nails. Ceedres similarly affected the “danger” color of the Yunes—the black of his draped tunic, which had been masked on the shore beneath a white suncloak.


Velday lounged at the other side of Ceedres. Sometimes he pushed morsels to Omevia’s feline, which eagerly bit at them, nearly taking his fingers with the food. Velday and Ceedres were telling each other a long and complicated joke, and seemed drunk. Everyone did.


“What then?” Velday said to Ceedres.


“Then,” said Ceedres. He paused to make a dramatic, eloquent gesture. “The god forced her to bypass the five hundred and five gates of paradise, and drew her under the ground, and she found herself in a black and unbearable place of nothing. White fires blazed overhead and white venoms underfoot. She could neither breathe, nor speak, nor plead with him. At which the god whispered in her ear: “You requested it. Now you have it. Savor.”


Velday and Omevia were both vociferous with amusement.


“You fool,” said Velday, delightedly.


Vel Thaidis, victim of paranoia, concluded that the story, whatever it was, had in some fashion been intended to mock her with its female protagonist. The background details appeared to have to do with ancient Yunean mythology, long-outgrown, concerning a floral heaven and a black hell beneath the planet, into which the gods of science plunged malefactors. Probably Ceedres’ black garment had given rise to the tale.


Ceedres now got to his feet. He raised his cup to her.


“I drink to Velday’s beautiful sister, who hates me.”


He drank, dropped the cup, and cried in a strangled voice: “I’ll die young after all.”


“Why, whatever is the matter?” demanded Omevia.


Ceedres sank down again beside her, murmured in her ear and “died” gently on her breast. Omevia laughed.


“He says I must inform Vel Thaidis that he has swallowed his tongue.”


Dark-skinned as they were, blushes went generally unnoticed in the Yunea. Yet Vel Thaidis felt her cheeks scald.


“I suppose,” she said, measuring out the words, “that the house of Thar, having reduced itself to one madman in the past seven hundred years, could be extinguished so easily.”


No laughter answered Vel Thaidis’ jest. It was vitriol, and in very bad taste. The slow and apparently hopeless fall of the Thar estate, brought about by an ill fortune that struck rarely, yet could strike nevertheless anyone of the princely families, was not usually referred to.


Vel Thaidis noted Velday’s remorse and was almost contrite. Then Ceedres sat up and looked at her. She was prepared to be alarmed and defiant before his anger, or abashed before his pride and anguish. Instead, he again simply copied her expression—which she saw was stony, with wide, hard eyes.


“Your scorn acted like a blow between the shoulders,” he said, “and, as you see, I’ve revived. For my house, as you know, a good marriage would save it. What do you say?”


The breath went out of her as it had gone out of the girl in the story. Abruptly, the accustomed triangular garment, which would never be altered, had evaporated. And, as abruptly, she knew what she had had to fear all along.


There was a still, still silence.


Velday broke it, saying, very lightly while smiling, “Can this be a marriage proposal to my sister, Ceedres? Or are you and she in combat to determine who has the least tact?”


“Oh, a genuine marriage proposal,” Ceedres replied, now adopting Velday’s smiling, cautious face, “uttered from unrequited love (was there ever anything so sad?) and in complete fore-acceptance of her refusal.”


Kewel Yune Chure giggled, and threw a candy to Omevia’s feline, which sprang to catch it.


Vel Thaidis watched the painted, motionless sun and window pattern reflected on all of them and on herself. The sun did not change, but everything else—


She was in her twenty-first year, her eyes were full of tears and she did not know where to hide herself. She had realized at last how much she distrusted Ceedres Yune Thar, and how much she was allergic to his ambitions and his whims. And that she loved him.


“Let me in,” Velday said outside her door.


“Let him in,” she told the door. It drew silkenly aside, and her brother walked into the spacious apartment, delicately, as if she had carpeted the floor with crystal eggs.


“They’ve gone,” said Velday. “All of them.” He looked at the tall golden chame she had been playing, the six-foot strings and the carved panel of buttons and stops below, where her hands rested. “What he said,” said Velday, “was reprehensible, and what you said to him concerning Thar equally so. Couldn’t you, for once, reckon your accounts level, and let him alone?”


“Did he mention it to you in private?” she asked, before she could prevent herself.


“He suggested I should apologize for him to you, and he would send you anything of Thar you might care for, in recompense. Though probably there was nothing worth having at Thar now, he said, and naturally, you knew as much, the Way you spoke of it.”


She shivered.


“I must have scored a hit against his vanity after all, then,” she said, and let her finger lick at the strings. They had been playing the rhythm of her heart for three hours, ever since she left the uneasy party above, in the salon. They would have considered it no more than her right to flounce from the room, she supposed, as they would have considered it Ceedres’ right to leave following her own remark. Ceedres, however, did not have the pride to do that. Could not afford the pride. “I behaved badly,” she now said. It was easy, after all, to hide behind the old folly. “You know that he angers me.”


“Can’t you ever remember our childhood together?”


“Yes,” she flared. “How he took you away from me—to ride and hunt, to activities I didn’t wish to join, and later to keep J’ara in the Slumopolis, where I was forbidden to venture.”


“Oh,” Velday said. He went to the open window and stared across the lake, fixedly spangled under the immovable disc of the sun. Little streaks of temporary atmospheric cirrus feathered the sky. There might be a brief dry rain in the thirteenth or fourteenth hour. “There’s to be a hunt on the Thar lands at the eighteenth hour in Maram—that is, a J’ara hunt.”


“A hunt, using the hunting robots of the Hirz, no doubt.”


“No doubt,” Velday said reasonably, “when we recall Ceedres has no such working robots of his own.”


“He is a parasite,” Vel Thaidis said.


Velday flung around on her and shouted: “How else is he to live!”


“In the Slumopolis!” she shouted back. “Where others of his kind have been forced to go.”


“Perhaps they had no friends.”


“Perhaps their friends were not fools, as the friends of Ceedres are.”


“I was going to say,” Velday said rigidly, “or perhaps they had friends like Vel Thaidis, who cares for nothing and no one except to be mistress of her palace. Suppose our own Hirz technology were to fail—a mere accident of bad luck, as it was for the Thars in the time of Ceedres’ father, old Yune Thar. We would have no more means of repairing it than he had or Ceedres has. We too should have to see our home and estate decline into ruin, powerless to prevent it, with exile to the Slumopolis as the end. How can you blame Ceedres for clinging on to what he has, for letting us help him with our own technologies, robots and equipment.”


“I blame him for his manner, for his smiling schemes to use us—”


“He makes himself amusing, likable, so that we will want to assist him and not regret it. You forget. You don’t think, my sister. When he cracked a rib last year on the Domm hunt, he joked all the way to the house, he had us in fits of laughter—and he was in great pain. I asked him how he managed it, after. ‘I didn’t dare omit clowning,’ Ceedres said. He’d been paying for Domm medical treatment, because he could get none at home.”


“You love him, he’s your friend, your brother,” she said bitterly.


“I admit that. But I also love you. You’ve always squabbled, the two of you. Yet suddenly it has become vehement, murderous. And what he said to you—”


“Concerning what?”


“Concerning marriage, Hirz with Thar. It was clumsy and unfortunate, but there was a reality under it.”


Her rings bit into her fingers as she clenched her hands on the carved panel of the chame.


“Well?”


“Well, if you should soften to him—”


Quickly she said, “You’d persuade me to marry him, thereby taking my half-share of the Hirz technology into the Thar palace. True, they would be my machineries, not his, but as his wife, I’d be bound to employ them to renovate the Thar estate. Meanwhile, he would be at liberty to live inside these walls. Which would be the only reason he’d want me.”


“Oh Vaidi—”


“No. You’re too innocent, Velday, and your friend plays on it, as I play this chame.” She struck several buttons, producing a discord of many notes.


“All right,” Velday said, “I see you’re adamant. But you’ll come to see the J’ara hunt.”


“You know I seldom keep J’ara. You know I shrink from hunting things.”


“For my sake, then, Vaidi? Omevia Yune Ond will gossip, and the Chures are worse. I’d rather the rest of the princely houses didn’t conclude there was bad blood between Hirz and Thar. Particularly not public rage between Ceedres and you.”


“You want a garden where no leaves ever fall,” she said.


“Maybe. But will you come?”


One of her rings had now cut so deep that blood speckled the rim of it, amber blood, the color of the Hirz last-chosen wine. Vel Thaidis felt the loss of her self-ignorance with raw emotion.


She would join the Thar hunt.


How could she keep away?


Part Two


A black place, white fires….


This black, these fires, rested upon the transparent vanes of the great dome, as they rested on the whole of the planet’s contra-solar surface. They were, in fact, a skylessness of pure black space, seared with bright Cold droplets of stars.


Within the dome, in a circular chamber, seated amid the tall banks of the machinery and apparently unmindful of space, a girl in a silver garment was flickering her white hands daintily over a tray of keys. However, perhaps ironically, the hair of the girl (framing a beautiful face, naturally pale as powder,) was a strange abbreviated complement to the eternal void outside and above; black hair, flecked with silver beads, cut straight as a rule two inches from her shoulders.


A vague murmur filled the chamber from the ranks of the machines. In a little round screen a couple of spans before the girl’s eyes a bizarre picture exerted itself. Many hundred persons stretched on a cushioned platform, gaping. All looked partly asleep, or rather, mesmerized. All looked wasted, grimy and forlorn. Like hers, their flesh was white; unlike hers, unluminous. Their clothing was piecemeal, murkily dyed and bundled onto them as if to conceal as much of their gray-white human tissue as possible. They were not an attractive or a wholesome sight, and this the girl seemed entirely aware of. Suddenly her hands left her tray of keys and swam to her mouth to cradle a melancholy yawn.


The round screen faded and darkened. The murmur of the machinery retreated a tone or two. At the periphery of the room, a door hissed wide.


“Here you are at last,” said the girl clearly. “Come to spy upon the people’s storyteller, Vyen?”


“Of course,” said Vyen, emerging into the colorless chimes of the light intensifiers, pale as the girl, dark as she, and as slim. In both, it was a hard, a spare, almost a harsh slenderness, yet with something fragile in it, pointed by the delicate metallic ornaments and ornamental clothes both, as aristocrats, adopted. “My sister, Vitra Klovez, Fabulast to the People,” said her brother Vyen mockingly, and rotated a silver fiddle-toy between his long thin fingers.


They gazed at each other cruelly. There was always this appearance to them of a pair of affectionate predatory animals staring across a morsel of prey.


Klovez, one of the foremost of the princely houses, had genetically bred Vitra and Vyen as its last two heirs. They were aware of the onus on them and displayed the awareness in many ways. Their method of walking was a graceful stalk; their heads were permanently thrown back, gazing ever down upon the mainly subsurface landscape of their world—a world extremely unlike the burning golden-green outdoor environment Vitra had just been creating in her Fabulism, to entertain the people—or rather the slaves—of the lower echelons of the Klave.


“I fear my heroine is going to prove an utter fool,” said Vitra now, neatly licking a frozen glass-like alcohol stick.


“Your heroine? You’ve decided on a female protagonist?”


“You didn’t catch a glimpse of her, then? Her name is Vel Thaidis. Behold my invention!”


With the smallest of the strong and versatile fingers of her right hand, Vitra depressed a key in the tray. In midair, just above the blanked viewing screen, an image evolved. It was that of a young woman only about fourteen inches high for purposes of reproduction, but of a different, voluptuous, full breasted slimness, golden-skinned, green-haired, clad in elegant curious draperies, and with an odd darkening over the eyes.


“I have been meticulous, you see,” said Vitra. “Notice the polarizing inner lids to protect vision from the ghastly ever-present sun. All my characters possess them. And the glamorous metallic tan. She’s lovely, Vyen, isn’t she? But such a simpleton. I fear I’ll lose patience with her all too quickly.”


“The polarizing lids are very interesting,” said Vyen, examining the image with his own cold gray eyes—the same shape and tint as Vitra’s. “Not so interesting, to set the drama on the hot side of the planet, which, in reality, is an uncharted airless desert, uninhabitable by beast or man.”


“To use the desert was a challenge. Other Fabulasts make up worlds with no sense to them at all. But this has subtle sarcasm. And my ingenuity is perfectly equal to all impossibilities. An airless, scorched desert—in my Fabulism, machinery provides an atmosphere, just as it does for us, and even water.” Vitra pressed another key. A view emerged of exotic gardens leading to a jade-green spill of lake.


“How imaginative,” said Vyen. The fiddle-toy, so necessary to nervous fingers, trembled and twisted. His voice had remained mocking. That his sister had been computer-selected for the role of Fabulast, an essential figment of the tradition of their world, tickled and irritated him. That Vitra was twenty-one, a year his senior, and that this was her first Fabulism, had also influenced his attitude.


“But why do you say the girl is a fool?” he remonstrated now. “She hasn’t a foolish face.”


“Oh, she’s intelligent enough. But emotionally an idiot. I suppose she has to be to fulfill any sort of story. The story, you understand, little brother, which pours irrepressibly into me and through me, such is my huge talent.”


“There have been theories that the machinery of a Fabulism chamber makes the story itself. That the Fabulast merely receives, transmits and translates.”


“Nonsense!” said Vitra acidly. “If that were the case, why was I chosen Fabulast for my imaginative powers? House Klovez has often produced Fabulasts, which you’ll agree is useful. Ours is one of the best technologically equipped residences in the Klave, the reward for genius. No, the machines merely stimulate and assist in visualizing. Their main activity is to project the story to the watching rabble, who lie on their cushions and feed from it like the worms they are.”


“Who could anyway expect a machine to outthink my wise and clever sister?”


“Be quiet, Vyen. My tongue’s as sharp as yours, and my brain. Sharper. And, to instruct your puerile ignorance, if you suppose machines invent the story I tell, how do you account for this?”


Another key was depressed.


On the air, replacing the Vel Thaidis image and the view of the green lake, two male figures leapt into relief. One was quite clearly Vyen, (though given the name of Velday), but a Vyen much altered, bronzed, athletically muscular, gold-haired, polarized of eye, the sneer replaced by a smiling openness of countenance.


“Now you do shock me,” said Vyen, with mild disapproval. “I’m to be woven into this undisciplined dream, am I?”


“And look who else.”


“I perceive Casrus very well. Indeed, that figure is virtually libelous. What if he found out? He’s as much a prince as you or I. He might be insulted.”


“True, House Klarn is even richer in technology than our own, but not so noble in status. It’s produced no Fabulasts, no technologist of any type.”


“If Casrus Klarn entered this chamber and saw you’d made him part of your drama for the rabble, next became angry and demanded I fight a duel with him for his honor’s sake, I presume you’d be sorry.”


“I would laugh very much,” said Vitra. “So would you. He’d only seem a dolt if he did such a thing.”


“The image is, however, uncomfortably like him.”


This was true. Casrus, who practiced daily with fire-sword and knife, who exercised in chariots along the subplanetary concrete tracks of the Klave, was built much on the dynamic lines of the second male image: Ceedres Yune Thar. The structure of the face was as similar as the physique. Libel, and to spare.


“He’ll never know,” said Vitra. “Only the Fabulast is privy to her own fantasy. That I admit you to the room is a concession. And how pretty you are!”


“Yes, I am pretty,” Vyen admitted. “Casrus’ fist, sword or gun might make me less so.”


“I repeat, only the Fabulast has access to her fantasy as of right, except for the worms who watch the drama played out on the screen in their recreation area, and know nothing about aristocrats, either what they do or what they look like.”


“Casrus, however, is the one aristocrat they might recognize, considering his constant forays into the Subterior.”


“Never. See how different I’ve made him, all gold, and so arrogant. Besides, when the worms watch the Fabulism screens they’re hypnotized by the machines and forget afterward almost all they saw. Pathetic worms.”


“Such contempt for your audience.”


“What else? The rabble crawl about on the surface in their airsuits, or through the mines, gathering fuel and minerals to supply the Klave. It’s their destiny. My destiny is to mitigate their vile lives with visual stories. I don’t have to love them. I’m content to serve them.”


“To serve yourself.”


“Moralizing precociousness doesn’t become yon, younger brother.”


“Oh, excuse me.”


Vitra consumed the last of her alcohol stick, and threw the holder on the ground, from which a machine would shortly clear it.


“Well,” she sighed, languidly stretching herself, “the poor worms must wait for the next installment of the fantasy. My service is over for this Jate. I have,” she added, “included the ideas of Jate and Maram in the hot desert world of my Fabulism. It seemed reasonable that a place where the sun never sets should have similar sleeping customs to this place where the sun never rises. I’ve put in jokes about science, too. The hot-sider imbeciles of the story believe gods gave them their science, and pray to them through round golden globes. They think our side of the planet is hell, and have a myth about a garden paradise. We abandoned such indulgences long ago.”


“Vitra,” interrupted Vyen, “we’re to dine at house Klastu. Are we going to insult the stupid Olvia by being late again?”


Vitra linked her arm with his. They were almost of a height, very nearly twins.


“Why not? Stupid Olvia is also in my story.”


“In other words, you’ve been singularly uninventive. The least inventive Fabulast the Klave has ever known.”


“In other words, I’ve been economical. Besides secretly displaying my contempt for all houses of the Klave.”


Brother and sister laughed and snaked out of the chamber through the opening door.


The Klave, unlike the Yunea of Vitra’s invention, was not constructed in a planet-conforming circle. (She compared Klave and Yunea now with slight irascibility. If she had deliberately caricatured certain of her acquaintances, yet she had been original in such items as the Yunea and its tenets, manners and customs. The abbreviated names, for example, were solely her idea, the style of clothing, the furniture and fittings of the fantasy. All these she had been inspired to conjure out of nothing.)


Beyond the chamber of the clear dome, a lift dropped down to a terrace that gave on the subsurface Residencia, the cold-side aristocrats’ city. This was as different as might be from the rolling parched splendor of Vitra’s Yunean estates. Seen from the terrace, the Residencia was a mathematically cultured lowland of concrete, white metal and crystal. Here and there hills arose, but constructed or hewn, each crowned by its mechanized complex, a diadem of bowls, pylons, bridgework. Indeed, the chamber of the dome was part of just such a complex, situated on just such a man-made cliff, Rise Iu, or forty-six. But Iu, as was occasionally obvious in other of the crowning complexes, possessed a shaft that passed straight up and through the overhead ceiling which contained the underground city. The chamber of the dome gave a direct view of the chill discouraging un-sky of space. Here, in the Residencia, everything was laved by the intensifying lamps, a glow hardly less uncompromising than that of the stars, and definitely no warmer.


Frosty and glittering, the Residencia appeared, and the roadway which spiraled down from Rise Iu to enter it had the gleam of polished ice itself. It was fashionable among the aristocrats to dress themselves to match the state of their inner and outer country, in grays, whites, blacks and silvers. Yet the wretched workers of the Subterior, the cold-side’s lower-class multitude, were fed gaudy colors and gaudy deeds by the Fabulasts. And the workers’ horrid functional hovels, cold and generally comfortless, were often startlingly splashed with gouts of carmine and russet plastic dye, bought in place of spirits or even food.


Unlike the chariots Vitra had willfully designed for the invented hot-siders, the Klovez vehicle which stood awaiting brother and sister had no mechanical animals. It was raised on enormous air-runners, and thrust forward with a smooth-nosed prow and a curved windshield, from which decorative white streamers floated. Very definitely it was not the sort of chariot employed by those taking exercise. Such a transport would be a mere primitive sling and rail of steel set between big wheels, and drawn by teams of large savage dogga. Probably Vitra Klovez would introduce such dogga eventually into her Fabulast drama. At the moment she was bursting with inventiveness; notions of beasts, situations and geography whirled across her mind whenever she considered her task. But probably inventiveness would flag at some point.


There were ten other Fabulasts among the aristocrats. Their function was traditional and altruistic, their feelings on the matter no longer either. The “worms” of the Subterior who ceaselessly toiled to maintain the princes of the Klave were despised by all, possibly even by themselves, and scarcely considered human.


The chariot car skimmed down the polished road with a panting of its runners, streamers flailing and tiny bells jingling. Its speed was the same as that which Vitra meant to give the hunting chariots of Hirz.


Buildings flew by, silvery wedges, mechanized and humming globules a hundred feet high, and the intermittent palaces, perched in strange rock gardens. The car passed near a flash of gem-studded pedestrians about a radiant blue facade—some theater or arena of exercise. (And Vitra wondered briefly if she should have given her created solar culture more entertainments—somehow she had not envisaged many, save in the decadent area of their Slum.) The car swerved by a grotto of scintillant ice, dashed by other conveyances, stationary or in flight, and over a bridge of wildly scrolled black iron, under which swarmed a multitude of robot and human traffic.


A moment more, and they had reached the gates of Klastu.


It was now Maram, or J’ara for those keeping it, but no clocks had sung in the Residencia. Each aristocrat who cared to carried his own chronometer, along with fiddle-toys, mind games in miniature plastivory boxes, crystal-cinched alcoholic lollipops and other functional jewelry.


Klastu’s gates folded aside, and the car ran on.


An avenue of carved trees, hung with fruits of palest yellow luminex, ceased at a portico. The oval entrance was quite unlike the pillared porch of Vel Thaidis’ palace, save in the matter of its sliding doors.


The Residencia was artificially heated and filled with breathable atmosphere throughout, yet within its living sectors and their immediate surroundings, this warmth and freshness were concentrated. A tepid scented breeze blew out of the house, followed by a shiny black robotic beetle of enormous size. Klastu had caught the mode of insectile servants. This weird beast now conducted Klastu’s latest arrivals into the lift and hence into the salon.


Fountains of gauzily colored oxygen were playing, making several of the party lightheaded and frivolous. The ceiling of the salon was a fake of the space-sky, jet black, yet alleviated by tinges of blue and pink in the fire of its “stars.” Sometimes a comet would appear to rush over, and the salon would resound to little screams and exclamations, as walls, floors and guests were bathed momentarily in brilliant rose or white.


“What a boring novelty,” remarked Vyen as, the instant they entered, the apartment blushed violently in one of these comet displays. He accepted a black drink from an airborne Klastu beetle, droning on latticed wings. Vitra had prattled about humanized robots being, in her fantasy, the height of cultural elegance. At least Klastu had spared him that. But here was another comet, and everything cometically blanched. “I must remember to tell Olvia it’s her most cunning idea yet, and that she should have been a Fabulast.”


But Vitra did not upbraid him. Vyen glanced about and saw why. Her attention was totally engaged by the presence of Casrus Klarn at the far end of the room.


“Now usually he shuns such social events as Olvia’s,” said Vyen. “Maybe Fate, in which we, in our sophistication, no longer believe, has brought Casrus here for the sole purpose of having me confess to him your crime.”


“What crime? An image called Ceedres—”


“You should not,” said Vyen severely, “stare at the man so fixedly. He hasn’t any time for you. You know it. Your gorgeousness and unsurpassed wit somehow evade the mark. Of course, you put him in your drama in order to indulge yourself. Love-sick, dear sister?”


Vitra jerked about like a spitting cat, the last of which species was otherwise long extinct from the Klave. This was not the first duel between them concerning Casrus, whom Vyen viewed with a jokingly maleficent dislike born of old unadmitted envy. Vitra, attracted and unable to gain a purchase on the cold outer slope of Casrus’ regard, viewed him similarly, her feelings, however, tempered by a wish to ensnare and a constant surprise that she could not.


“Oh, snarl away,” said Vyen. “I suppose, in the story, Ceedres is also love-sick for your Val Thaidis, who closely resembles you, and is patently a sublimation of yourself. But in reality, we all know he prefers his little Subterior girl, the interesting Temal.”


Vitra extended her silver-enameled nails, and raked Vyen’s hand. His drink slopped and his mouth twisted for a second in the ugliest of lines. Then he had seamlessly unpleated his rage, and appealed with smiles to bystanders, those aristocrats as inquisitive and prone to vitriolics as himself. “My sister has the Fabulast’s inventive temperament,” he said.


“Vitra the cat,” remarked Shedri Klur, manifesting at her side. “What should we do to make you sheath your claws and purr?”


“Vitra is full of her hours as a storyteller,” said Olvia, soothing Vyen’s injury. “She isn’t yet aware that no Fabulast is ever original and therefore has no right to temperament. The talents of the Subterior, now, the actors and creators who entertain us—they have some right to it, and display none.”


“Ultimately,” said Shedri, “the rabble are always far better mannered than we. But perhaps we should ask the depressing Casrus about it.”


Eyes, gilded or painted or pasted with glitter, darted toward Casrus and away.


“I can’t guess,” said Olvia, “why he accepted my invitation. If I had realized he would, I would never have sent it.”


“Of course,” said one of Shedri’s female cousins, leaning weightlessly upon Vyen, “the Subterines are definitely healthier than we. The rigors of their existence pluck out the weaklings, the remainder are tough and enduring. While we—”


“Live into our three hundreds,” said Vyen, and drew off her earring with his teeth.


Vitra turned her back and stole instead upon Casrus, still in a cat mood. As she approached she eyed him disdainfully, assembling her defenses in readiness, for it was true, he had never had much time for her or those of her persuasion. Among Vitra’s acquaintances, Casrus was scorned. He would not waste a Jate, but must use them all. Yet he had offered nothing to society, beyond peculiar acts carried out on behalf of the Subterior. No, he would not waste a Jate, but he would waste his robots and the machines of his house and his entitlement, laboring to ease the Jates and Marams of the working rabble. A hopeless enterprise, plainly. As was his absurd employment of mortal workers rather than machines in the Klarn palace, which was only an excuse to feed and clothe them. It was said he strove to educate them too, tutor them via mechanical tutors as only the children of the aristocratic matrixes were ever tutored. What good could such teaching bring the rabble? As for Casrus’ ward, or mistress, or whatever she was, a girl rescued from the Subterior when the Law had sentenced her to exposure on the frozen airless planetary surface as punishment for murder—


Despite his eccentricity, Casrus Klarn was a tall, unusually well-made man, handsome, and with beautiful hair and eyes. To girls of Vitra’s mold, therefore, fair game—which had proved allusive.


“Happy J’ara, Casrus,” said Vitra.


Ensid Klastu, to whom Casrus had been speaking, had moved off. Casrus stood alone by a mosaic wall, whose tones were like the chips of a rainbow never seen but in pictures. Frankly, Casrus had been the exact model for Ceedres Yune Thar, all but for coloring, expression and Ceedres’ trick of facial mimicry. This last Vitra had borrowed from an occasional knack of her brother’s.


“May your J’ara also be happy,” said Casrus gravely, looking at Vitra from impenetrable blue eyes.


If you knew, she thought, and for a moment felt a false power over him, because she had made him one of the puppets of her dance.


“How are your adopted worms?” she asked now, deliberately sparring.


“The men and women in my house are well enough.”


Not a hint, not a clue of anger or embarrassment to guide her, for her to fasten on.


“And the luscious Temal. How is she?”


“Your concern for my people is most affecting.”


The edge, unexpected, stung.


“Your people, Casrus? The workers exist to serve all the princely houses. How can it be you’re able to abduct so many from their ordained duties? Has no one ever complained of you to the Computers of the Law?”


“Not yet,” he said. But now he smiled a little, amused by her threatening tone.


How she wished this man were accessible to her. She would like to lead him about by a chain of finest steel.


“And you have disturbed poor Ensid,” she murmured, smiling also to demonstrate an unreal camaraderie between them. “What did you say to him?”


“We were discussing the Subterior.”


“Of course. Casrus, you have no tact. But such breadth of thought. You should be a Fabulast, as I am.”


“I don’t consider it my role,” said Casrus slowly, “to pour soporifics into the brains of the working class of the Klave. They need to understand why they are in pain, not to be drugged against feeling any.”


Vitra was affronted by his scathing reference to her new skills. And suddenly alarmed.


“Their destiny is to labor. If they refused—”


“I imagine we might be somewhat inconvenienced.”


“Are you suggesting that the princely class should toil in their stead?”


“Why not?” he inquired. “But no, that’s not precisely my aim. I conclude our machines might undertake such work. At one time, I’m certain that they did, and that no human was forced to break his back, his lungs and his soul in this way. Our technology has slipped, I’m not sure why, some oversight in the past, or merely our own laziness.”


Vitra was not flattered that he offered his theories to her. He would offer them to anyone. She wished she might fascinate him. She wished he would speak to her of herself and not of others. She had been in love with him, a sort of love, selfish, but nevertheless desperate and quite hurtful, for some years. Other men laid themselves gracefully at her feet. Casrus, who was perhaps four years her elder, glanced at her as if at a troublesome child.


“You know none of us will listen to you,” she said softly and winningly. “We’re all too mindless and too afraid of losing what we have.”


She was pleased to see he seemed puzzled by her insight and her abrupt veracity. She was not a fool, but she was young.


“I asked Ensid for the loan of a machine,” said Casrus. “A tunnel has collapsed in the Nentta mine. My own robots are there, but not enough. I was there earlier myself.”


“The Subterior,” said Vitra. “Do you speak only of that to Temal?”


“I try not to speak of it to her. She grieves sufficiently for her people.”


“Yet doesn’t, I assume, desire to return to them? Nor you. Your sad worms are trapped in a tunnel. And here you stand, waiting for Olvia’s probably very silly dinner. Oh, forgive me, Casrus. But why should I want to give up what I have to help them? I shall help them much better as their story-maker.”


There had never been an instant when his eyes had revealed anything to her beyond courtesy, even the inner vehemence of his beliefs was visually held in check. Now he said calmly, “You are quite right, Vitra Klovez. I should not be here but overhead in Nentta. Thank you for your reprimand. Happy J’ara.”


And he went by her and across the salon, his black clothes seeming blacker than any others in the room. At the door he paused to salute Olvia, who fluttered, holding up diamanté hands. Then he was gone.


A burning fury filled Vitra. Her mouth became ugly as Vyen’s had been. Casrus asked too much of her, too much of them all, and worse, never asked for those things which they would freely and gladly have given. “Marry me,” he should have said to her. “Be my wife, entertain me; I’ll forget my madness.”


She hated him, and she hated the worms, and she hated Vyen’s smug blandness, his vicious romantic eyes upon her face, watching the fury and the hatred bite deep in her heart.


A comet passed. The room screamed into crimson.


The beetles brought in Olvia’s silly dinner.


Vitra’s personal dreams during the dregs of that Maram were swift and ferocious. Vyen had remained at Olvia’s palace, a thing which Vitra neither queried nor approved.


Next Jate, about the thirteenth hour, she would return to the Fabulism chamber on Iu and begin work again upon her drama. Next Jate, there should be passion and upheaval enough, if only on a screen.


Angrily she blew out the coldly golden light that burned by her sofa (in the dark, she needed no Maram-chamber). And she remembered how Casrus had left her, had not wanted her, thinking her purposeless and worthless.


But I am not.




CHAPTER TWO


Part One


At the seventeenth sun-blazoned hour, Maram commenced, the customary Time of Sleeping.


To designate periods of sleep and wakefulness had, eons before, been considered necessary to the Yunea, over which the sun was fixed forever in the green sky. No sunrise, no sunset, no phase of darkness intervened. Maram was marked only by the singing clocks of the palaces, the striking clocks of the Slumopolis. Aristocratic sleepers retired to their shade-producing Maram-chambers, others kept wakeful J’ara, remaining active by the golden light of eternal day.


The inhabitants of the Yunea knew no other style of life, and if their forebears ever had, the knowledge had been mislaid. The static-seeming sun remained, and the world turned, always face to face with the solar disc, so that geographical direction itself constantly altered, traveling onward in a circular motion. The palace of the Hirz, for example, was located during the first hour at the ninth station of Ne in hest, or hest-Ne. At the fifth hour, the hour Vel Thaidis had waited by the lake shore, the palace had moved into the thirteenth station of Dera, in the hespan half of the globe. Hest and hespa were the two circuitous directions of the planet. Otherwise, traveling inward meant toward the zenith, that area over which the sun directly stood in perpetual high noon. The center of the earth was inevitably a desert of classic, unrelenting barrenness.


The vast Ring of the Yunea and its own inner ring of the Slumopolis ended well clear of this waste at the Zenith perimeter.


Conversely, retreating outward six hundred to seven hundred staeds beyond the great estates of the Yunea, the Fading Lands, farthest from the eternal sun, sank away, uncharted and unvisited save by machines.


At the seventeenth hour, the first hour of Maram, the Hirz palace entered the first station of hest-Ume; the palace of the Thars, twenty staeds away, had correspondingly entered hest-Aite.


Soon, the beautiful aircraft of the Hirz, like a slender jeweled insect, glided up into the lower atmosphere and headed hespa.


Seen from below, the craft moved swiftly. Seen from the craft, the ground appeared to drift by with a deceptive smoothness that suggested leisure. The short dry rain had fallen in the fourteenth hour; now the sky was clear almost as glass. The tawny green veldt of the Hirz estate alternated with its lush moss plains, dabs of heavy foliage and the glittering channels of aqua courses, the mineralized, glaucous man-fashioned near-water of this world. The lake itself, the glory of Hirz lands, presently drew away. Stony hills marked the boundary of the Thar holding.


On the other side of the hills decline was already quite evident. Tracks of sand had encroached on its plains, a dusty, scabby undersoil pushed through rise and valley alike. Many aqua courses had evaporated, their previous positions indicated only in thirsty slashes where forests of cacti had feverishly rooted. Here and there were patches of dead plantation, wizened and shriveled from lack of moisture, all leafage and fruit long vanished. On a slope, a sapphire-colored machine, uncorroded, glinted in the sun, but did not perform any function. Technology had perished at Thar decades ago. Now year by year, moment by moment, even before watching eyes, it seemed, Thar died.


Velday did not speak of it. That his sister viewed the wreckage beneath must be sufficient—it did not need words: the whole country displayed its plight with one desolate pleading nakedness. And Vel Thaidis did not look away. She had not traveled to Thar since she was thirteen, Ceedres seventeen, which was his coming of age. The same year old Yune Thar, Ceedres’ father, drank a painless drug in order to kill himself. Old Yune Thar had not been able to bear ruin. He left it instead as a legacy for his son.


It was difficult for Vel Thaidis, however, to dwell on these things impartially. She looked at them with her new eyes, enlightened now, and rather than grow tender, she resisted, pushed compassion aside. If she loved Ceedres, she could not afford compassion for him also. So she thought of Ceedres and Velday as young boys, riding along the great Hirz beach, laughing in the sunlight, which gleamed on their bronze mechanical mounts and their bronze human bodies. And of herself, shut up to learn to play upon the Chame, in the house, her eleven-year-old fingers clumsy with resentment and the first intimations of loneliness.


After an hour, the aircraft skimmed above a marsh, where giant shade reeds speared from pockets of debased mud, aglow like bloody gems. The marsh had been a river once. On its bank, the palace climbed in the traditional Yunean arches and pillared blocks of plastum marble and metal.


The house had not lost its grandeur. The gardens were overgrown, yet still fresh and vivid, while beyond the shoulder of the bank stretched the last staeds of decent ground. But it was not much. And what there was had been kept vital merely by the spasmodic help of the Chures, the Onds; mostly by Velday’s passionate help which flowed into Thar unceasingly. Indeed, Velday stinted Hirz in order to salvage the dregs of Thar. Even now, two or three Hirz machines were visible at work on the land.


The aircraft dipped down, flaring its gossamer-like wings and letting out its insectile legs. In the humming aftermath of flight, Vel Thaidis heard the tinny rattle of the marsh reeds in their slots of blood.


Other craft stood about on the bank. She absently took in the insignia of Ket and a regular flotilla of Yune Ond air vehicles, Omevia’s butterfly among them. The robots and hunting equipment Velday had sent would already have arrived.


At the fourteenth hour, as the dry rain had dusted against the lake, Vel Thaidis had had her hair re-tinted: black. It had been an instinctive gesture of war. Now she regretted it, plainly too late.


Thar’s large lower salon echoed to the sounds of conversation and crystal ware, but not to the unmistakable tread of house robots. Ceedres was forced to serve his guests in person, which he did skillfully, as if it were his choice to do so, and not necessity. The ancient furniture, heavy and sullen, pressed against the walls as if it had withdrawn in disdain. Frescoes and painted windows had faded, and their colored reflections were dim. The fountain played into its marble basin, though no gilt mechanical fish wriggled any longer across the basin’s floor.


Yet there were still wine and spirits in the cellars. Vel Thaidis stood between two columns, watching Ceedres move about from group to group, easy, gracious, bearing the flagons. She saw him also with her strange new sight, his unique profile against the zenith windows, the flex of the muscles in his arms as he poured drink into the antique smoky crystal cups of Thar. Everything was alarming to her. She braced herself in perplexity against his advance, as before she had only braced herself in dislike and irritation.


Then suddenly he was in front of her, his arm lightly and briefly across the shoulders of Velday, as he extended to her the open formal hand of princely greeting. She took the hand, as she had done on frequent previous occasions, and was astonished that no tactile shock passed from his flesh into hers.


“I observe the proprieties this Maram,” he said to her, “to disarm your fury, dread lady.” He had put down the flagons before approaching them. Velday had taken them up and poured for all three, with a movement as tactfully gracious as Ceedres’ own in serving the others. Bitterly, she acknowledged a quality that her brother gained in Ceedres’ vicinity, as if together they invented some extra dimension of manhood and nobility.


“Did the tracking robots bring back good news?” Velday said, bridging her silence.


“Antelines, fifteen staeds over the outer border of Thar. A generous herd, seven or eight hundred of them.”


“Good hunting, then.”


“Very good. And will you accept the role of Hunt Master, Velday?”


It was a mere courtesy, since the hunt robots were from Hirz.


“Not I. Give it to Naine Yune Ond, he likes to labor.”


“Hunt Mistress, then, to Vel Thaidis, if she will accept. One level head at least, for the love of life.” Ceedres looked at her directly for the first time, and his eyes, darker than her own, seemed to lift her forward and actually from her body. His gaze was intense, open, and therefore menacing. She felt he understood her dilemma quite well, for only the victor of the combat would dare to throw away his shield.


“I accept,” she said.


“Oh, but you hate to be in at the killing, Vaidi,” Velday protested.


Ceedres assumed an expression that was his own. She wondered that Velday could miss its scorn, the utter assurance. Then the expression melted into a replica of Velday’s, merely slightly taken aback and amused. “Forgive me if I offended you again, Vel Thaidis. I haven’t seen you at a hunt since you were a child. Don’t let good manners impel you to agree.”


“I said I accepted. After all, half the hunt machines are mine.”


Velday turned sharply from her. She saw Omevia, drifted close on her gauzes, had overheard, and one or two more besides. But Ceedres’ eyes remained candid, remained the eyes of victory.


“And does it,” he said, “insult you also to drink my wine?”


She held the cup toward him.


“Excuse me, I’m not thirsty.” He took the cup. By clipping and lowering her voice, she was able to control it. “Put the wine back in the jar, Ceedres. You can hardly afford to be wasteful.”


She had not expected a particular reaction. It was virtually the same insult as twice before. Yet for an instant his candor faltered. Thus she perceived the candor itself was the shield.


“I should have been warned by your hair,” he said, “shouldn’t I?” Then her heart jumped for he said generally to the gathering: “Naine, be my Hunt Master. Choose any female partner you wish, but this one. Vel Thaidis Yune Hirz has consented to be Mistress of the Hunt, and will therefore ride with me.”


The hunting chariots of Hirz, unlike the toy chariots for exercise, were not beast-drawn. Hollow, brazen bird forms, they rose up on sensitive, long-clawed feet and jointed legs, almost two and a half yards clear of the ground, to stride, kneel, leap and run in response to the relevant touches on their boxed controls. From the arched bird necks and the gilded rails the riders looked down across mathematically spaced lines of pedestrian robots, faceless metal men, inexorably advancing, seldom varying position or pace. Half a staed in front of these, and utterly noiseless, darted the vanguard of the hunt, the flying midges of spy kites, threading like needles through air and plants, their hair-fine fringes—nostrils, eyes and ears—flicking this way and that.


The machines were capable of hunting alone; the presence of man was not essential. Men, indeed, provided an element of uncertainty, the risk of lost game, botched kill, imperfection and inefficiency. Yet men hunted in their striding vehicles behind the army of machines, as if afraid to be left behind, superfluous and unneeded.


It had taken about two hours to reach the outer border of the Thar estate, the birds running at full speed. Even so, the desolation was grimly apparent. Black chasms empty of liquid, and the spilling powders of dust and sand. They had passed, racing, between the craning pillars of a dead plantation, a petrified fretwork against the sky whose talons raked the plum-green canopies of the chariots. And once the hunt strutted over a bone-pale bridge of ornate design, with a rusty swamp around its ankles.


Nobody commented on these sights, or on the use of Hirz equipment. Naine whooped encouragingly and flagons were tossed, racer to racer, as they galloped on.


The boundary came in a sudden cascading over of the land, a rocky cliff tumbling into luminous valleys. The hunting veldt beyond the estates was a wilderness. Forests had seeded randomly, tall cacti and curious mutated flora. There was little liquid, but here and there one of the antiquated shining aqua-towers would be revealed, a pool spreading over its reservoir in a flat green apron.


The bird chariots bounded wildly, almost recklessly, but with faultless safety, down the cliff.


Yet Vel Thaidis felt a momentary horror—more a premonition or an allegory of her own confusion than reaction to the descent itself.


“We’re traveling too fast for your enjoyment,” Ceedres said, touching the box. It was the first thing he had said to her since their ride together began.


“Don’t trouble,” she said.


They had entered the shadow of the cliff, and glancing behind, missed the sun, for it had gradually dropped below the midpoint, half down the sky, and here, at the outer ring of the Yunea, for a few moments, the cliffs would hide it altogether.


Ahead, the other chariots, the robot men and the kites, like bright waves which never ebbed. Below and beyond, fourteen steeds away, a rosy cloud rested thirty feet or so in the air. It was the marker left previously by the scouting hunt robots, the giveaway of the anteline herd roaming and feeding nearby. She thought: So everything hunted is betrayed by some marker, some trace, high in the air for all to see. She visualized her emotions, a crimson cloud above the chariot.


“This contest between us,” Ceedres abruptly said, “it’s not of my devising.” She did not answer, staring back at the hidden sun, whose dazzle was gradually reemerging over the rock as the ground leveled behind. “A truce, Vaidi—pardon me, Vel Thaidis. What should I do to retrieve your good opinion of me, assuming you ever had one?”


She said: “Why assume that?”
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