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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.


      




AUTHOR’S NOTE


This story is the latest in my series about the fictional planet Krishna, a satellite of the star Tau Ceti. These novels, all of which have a Z in the titles for easy recognition, take place in the 22nd century. Their chronological order is: The Queen of Zamba, The Hand of Zei, The Hostage of Zir, The Prisoner of Zhamanak, The Virgin of Zesh (a novella), The Bones of Zora, and The Tower of Zanid. For reasons of publishing expediency, The Virgin of Zesh and The Tower of Zanid were published in a single volume, although the first of these takes place before The Prisoner of Zhamanak and the second after.


While the reader may pronounce the names in the story as he likes, I have the following renditions in mind: a and á as in “add” and “wad” respectively; other vowels as in Spanish. Among consonants, k and q as in “keep” and “quote” regardless of adjacent sounds; gh = French uvular r; kh = German ch; ’ = a glottal stop or cough; others as in English. Words ending in a consonant or a diphthong are stressed on the last syllable; others usually on the next to the last. Hence Qirib is “keer-EEB” (with a guttural k); Sadabao is “sad-ab-OW”; Mishé is “MEE-sheh”; Sainian is sigh-nee-AN; Bákh is close to (Johann Sebastian) Bach. The Portuguese name of Herculeu Castanhoso is “air-koo-LEH-oo kush-TAH-nyew-soo.”




I.


THE CAUSEWAY


The hooves of the four ayas clattered over the flagstones of the causeway traversing the great Koloft Swamp on Krishna. The first two six-legged, horned riding animals each bore an Earthman; the other two, led by ropes, carried bundles of gear wrapped in canvas.


Mounted on the sorrel aya, the younger rider, the lean, carrot-topped Fergus Reith, peered suspiciously into the rank, rainbow-hued vegetation that crowded in from the sides. Then an arrow whistled past his head.


“Doctor Marot!” yelled Reith, sweeping out his sword. “Run like hell! Byant-hao!”


A swarm of naked, hairy, tailed Krishnans erupted from the many-colored tree trunks that lined the causeway. They brandished weapons with heads of stone, along with a few steel swords and axes obtained by trade or theft.


More arrows whistled; one struck the aya led by the other Terran. The animal bucked and jerked at its lead rope. The rider of the bay aya, a big, black-haired, middle-aging man, inclined to stoutness, braced himself in his stirrups and held on. But a Koloftu, waving a rusty steel blade, slashed the rope through.


Spurred, Reith’s aya bounded forward; his led animal galloped after. Aristide Marot, slower in starting, pounded behind, gripping his saddle.


Shouting and waving, Krishnans with tails ran out on the causeway in front of Reith. His aya snorted, tossed its head, and tried to stop; but Reith savagely spurred it. As the beast plunged through the group, Reith swung at the nearest foe on his right. The hairy Koloftu skipped back with simian nimbleness; but another, ridden down, rolled screaming under the aya’s hooves.


Past the interceptors, Reith craned his neck. Marot was close behind Reith’s led aya; but the professor’s pack animal was down on the causeway with Krishnan savages swarming over it, stabbing and hacking. Blue-green blood poured from its wounds and spread out over the flagstones.


“God damn!” yelled Reith. “There go our tent and cooking gear! Step on it, Doctor Marot!”


“Step?” gasped Marot, bouncing on his aya’s back. “Oh, a colloqui—” He broke off to clutch his saddle and heel his beast to greater effort.


The Krishnans were now in pursuit at amazing speed. Even at full gallop, the ayas barely drew ahead. If one of the Terrans’ animals stumbled, or if a rider fell off, the tailed ones would surely get them.


A thrown spear clattered on the causeway behind them. Arrows whistled; one struck the cantle of Marot’s saddle and stuck in the wood. Marot yelped before he realized that he was unhurt. Looking back, Reith saw his companion was still with him, and the Krishnans at last were falling back.


The pair continued their gallop until their pursuers shrank to specks and faded from view. At last Reith held up a hand and gentled his lathered mount to a walk. Marot pulled up alongside his companion. He had wrenched the arrow out of his saddle and held it up.


“A point of polished chert,” he said. “It will make a fine souvenir.” He spoke fluent but French-accented English. “A centimeter higher, I should have been hit in the fesse and have to eat standing.”


“Lucky you didn’t get it in the kidneys,” said Reith in tones of exasperation. “I thought I told you to wear your sword?”


With a guilty smile, Marot said: “I am sorry, Mr. Reith. I forgot; so it is packed. It would be of little use anyway. I am no hero out of Dumas père, but a peaceful scientist. I find it hard to take these medieval weapons seriously.”


“Well, now you see what happens when you don’t.”


“What good would it have done, when that monkey-man cut the rope?”


“If you’d taken a swing at him, he’d have been too busy for rope-chopping. I hope you don’t mind eating cold food and sleeping under the stars for the next few days. Not to mention losing the stuff I packed to turn us into Krishnans.”


Marot sighed. “All right, I was wrong. Now are you happy? As for cold food, I have put up with hardships in the field before. At least, I still have my longevity capsules.”


The longevity capsules or “LPs” to which Marot referred were universally used by human beings to retard aging. By consistently taking them from early adulthood on, the human life span could be approximately tripled. Hence, while Reith had lived the equivalent of more than forty Terran years, in appearance and physical condition he was not over thirty. Marot continued:


“Why do the tailed ones attack us without provocation?”


“Because the tailless Krishnans raid them for slaves, so to them the only good tailless person is a dead one.”


“We can replace our lost equipment in Mishé, no?”


“I hope so,” said Reith. “It’ll help that I’m on good terms with the Knights of Qarar. They want me to bring my next gaggle of tourists there, so the Republic of Mikardand can tax their shopkeepers’ profits. But getting more gear will take time.”


Hours later, Reith pointed. “There’s some high ground for our camp. It’ll keep us out of the swamp and away from the leeches.”


They led their ayas to the hillock, pushing through dense, fernlike green-and-scarlet vegetation, and tethered their mounts. Reith gathered sticks and started a fire with his wooden piston firelighter. Marot said:


“I should think that the authorities would at least let us bring matches. This seems like carrying the technological blockade to absurdity. That Scottish engineer who gave us copies of his maps—what was his name? Strashan?”


“Kenneth Strachan.” Reith rhymed the surname with the city of Aachen. “Some say Stracken; some say Strawn; but Ken, who’s a kind of professional Scotsman, gives it the full guttural. What about him?”


“He lectured me on the iniquity of the technological blockade. He would like to abolish it.”


“I know. To his way of thinking, if the Krishnans develop nuclear bombs and blow up their planet, that’s their worry. But the official line is stricter than ever since the Gorchakov scandal.”


“Was that the case of the paranoid security officer who got a female missionary drunk and, when she woke up, told her she was his wife? And pursued her when she fled to that nature cult on an island?”


“Yes. What really shook up the system was not so much their personal conflict as the fact that Gorchakov took a gun with him. That’s the worst possible violation of Interplanetary Council rules.”


“How did it come out? My informants seemed secretive about it.”


“No wonder, since that’s Novorecife’s biggest black eye. Two other Earthmen fled with the girl. When Gorchakov caught up with them and one of the Terrans tried to protect her, Gorchakov killed him. Then one of the locals killed Gorchakov.”


“What became of the missionary?”


“She married the local.”


“Is that legal?” asked Marot.


“Depends on where you are. Now help me find some more dry wood. We’ll need a pile of it before morning.”


As darkness fell, they sat across the fire from each other, slapping at flying pests and trying to heat their emergency rations by toasting them on sharpened sticks. Luminous winged arthropods, scarlet specks like animated sparks, wove looping patterns against the dark. When a real spark flew up, several arthropods would swoop upon it in a futile attempt to mate. Marot said:


“Mr. Reith—”


“Call me Fergus,” Reith interrupted.


“Hokay, then call me Aristide, if you please.”


“Fine, Aristide. Isn’t that the name of some ancient Greek politician, who was exiled for always being right?”


Marot chuckled. “Something like that. Actually, me, I was named for a Saint Aristide, because I was born on the thirty-first of August. The saint, I suppose, was named for this ancient Aristides. How do you know about such things?”


“I taught school before I got into the travel business and became a tour guide. But you were about to ask something.”


“Yes; what was it? Ah, I remember. How much delay will the loss of our equipment cause?”


Reith shrugged, “Maybe ten or fifteen days. I’ll try to expedite things; but it’ll still take more time than if we had gone the longer, safer route.”


“All right; you need not rub it on.”


“I think you mean rub it in,” said Reith.


“In any case, I hope you can try to catch up our lost time. I do not wish Foltz to get any more of a start on us.”


“So that’s why you insisted on the route through the swamp, to save a couple of days! What’s between you and Foltz? Aren’t you both scientists, devoted to the truth regardless of petty personal feelings?”


“Hah! Whoever told you that the scientists were godlike thinking machines, free of normal human failings and prejudices? If someone did, my friend, he misinformed you.”


“Well,” said Reith, “who is this Foltz? I haven’t met him.”


“Warren Foltz—a countryman of yours—calls himself a scientist, and he has the degrees and experience. But he has the temperament of a fanatic, which does not mix with the science. He has an unorthodox theory, which he is determined to prove no matter what—would you say skull dodgery?—he has to commit.”


“I think you mean skullduggery.”


“Hokay, skullduggery. Oh, that villainous queux!” Marot clenched a fist. Reith was surprised to see that mention of Foltz actually enraged his usually good-natured companion.


“What’s his nutty theory?”


“It was not nutty when Krishnan biology was new to Terrans. Then it was plausible. But, since then, the weight of evidence has accumulated against it.”


“But what is it?” Reith persisted.


“It is a matter of the descent of the two main classes of Krishnan terrestrial vertebrates, the oviparous Tetrapoda and the viviparous Hexapoda, with four limbs and six limbs respectively. Most of my colleagues and I now believe that they evolved separately from aquatic predecessors, dwelling in different land-locked seas on this planet. But Foltz is determined that the Tetrapoda are merely an offshoot of terrestrial Hexapoda, who have lost one pair of limbs.”


“In other words, it’s a question of whether the four-leggers branched off from the main stem before or after they crawled out of the water?”


“That is an oversimplification, but you have stated the general idea.”


“Seems like a funny thing to get fanatical about. I can imagine getting all hot over a political cause, or a personal relationship, or even a work of art; but not over something that happened a hundred million years ago.”


Marot spread his hands with a wry smile. “You do not know some of my fellow scientists, especially those who go to other planets for field work. For that you must—how do you say—go for bust?”


“Go for broke.”


“Yes, yes; for broke. It is a lifetime commitment in a way. You get on a spaceship and spend perhaps a year in transit and in the field, and when you return you find that a quarter or half of a century has elapsed, because of the Fitzgerald contraction. If the human life span had not been tripled by longevity medicine, nobody would undertake a round trip to an extra-solar planet.”


“How far ahead of us is this Foltz character?”


“They told me at Novo that he left ten days before we did. Were you not there when he was at Novorecife?”


“No; I was running a tour, mostly Arabs and other Middle Easterners.”


Marot said: “They told me at Novorecife that you had had adventures on your tours to lift the hair.”


“I’ve had some. On my first tour, everything that could go wrong did, including the kidnapping of my whole tour group. We were lucky to get out alive. The second time, when I had a party of oh-so-polite East Asians, everything went as smooth as silk. The third tour would have gone well except that I had certain—umm—personal difficulties.”


“Oh? I have heard rumors of that.”


“Yeah. That was the tour that started the breakup with my wife.”


“Oh. I am most sorry, Fergus. I did not mean to intrude on painful matters.”


“That’s okay. I’ve put it all behind me.”


“Was your wife that Krishnan princess they say you married in Dur?”


“No; that was annulled long ago on grounds of coercion.”


“You mean you were compelled?”


Reith grinned. “Yes, sir! The Regent of Dur caught us in flagrante delicto, and I had the choice of marrying this Krishnan squid or being carved into small pieces, a piece at a time. Nice kid, but no brains. The Regent staged the whole thing, knowing that Vázni and I couldn’t produce an egg to hatch and grow up to take Tashian’s power away, as a legitimate prince would have done. After a few moons of this world’s most exquisite boredom, I escaped.”


“Is the—ah—the poum-poum with Krishnans pleasurable?”


“Just as much fun as with Terrans, although there are differences in the way they function. They’re the only extraterrestrial species you can say that about.”


“An amazing example of convergent evolution!”


“Oh, sure! But then, Krishna’s the most Earthlike planet we know of; so we shouldn’t be surprised to find some pretty Earthlike organisms. But the fact that Earthmen can mate with Krishnan females doesn’t mean they’re entitled to unlimited free pussy.”


“Kitten? Oh, I see. You mean the foutre.”


“Krishnan sexual customs vary at least as widely as ours. One of these jaspers hears of a place where the women of the house bed down with male guests as a matter of normal hospitality. So he jumps into an occupied bed in some place where the customs are different, and khlk!” Reith drew a finger across his throat.


“I will be most cautious in making advances. But this other wife of whom you spoke, if you do not mind?”


“That’s Alicia Dyckman, the xenanthropologist—or xenologist as most people call it.” Reith shook his head sadly. “She’s the prettiest thing I know of as well as the most brilliant and charming. I first met her the day she got back with Percy Mjipa from the Khaldoni countries, where they’d had hair-raising adventures. It was one of those instantaneous things; we practically fell into each other’s arms. The first moon of our marriage was wonderful.


“But she insisted on going along on my third tour. Then she interfered with all my arrangements and tried to take over the tour direction. On a thing like that, you can’t have two leaders; but that’s my little Lish.”


“You do not approve of executive women?”


“That’s not it at all! I’ve worked for women bosses and never had trouble. But when I’m in charge, I won’t put up with anyone’s taking over my job so long as I’m conscious and able-bodied. I don’t care if it’s a he, a she, or an it. Poor Lish can no more help taking over and setting everyone right than Comandante Glumelin could help his drinking before he took the treatment. It’s sad; she’s such a marvelous person in other ways. But living with her is like taking a bath in lava.”


Marot mused: “They say the new Moritzian therapy can abate self-destructive personality traits, given the time and the money.”


“Maybe so; but we’ve got nothing like that out here in the matagais.”


“What has become of the lady?”


“On my fourth tour, I flatly refused to let her come along; and when I got back to Novo, she’d flown the coop. I haven’t seen her since. She wasn’t around Novo when I got back from my last tour, and somebody hinted she’d gone off to shack up with some guy. They wouldn’t tell me more; I suppose they were afraid I’d go after him with a sword.”


“Would you have?”


Reith shook his head. “Nope. What my ex does is her business.”


“I heard a rumor that Foltz had left Novorecife with a woman. Could this have been your former wife?”


“I don’t know.” Feeling a painful tension rising within, Reith changed the subject. “How about you, Aristide? What’s your situation?”


“I am in something of your predicament, my friend. My dear wife decided that she preferred to go off with a younger man, to ‘find herself,’ whatever that means. I generally know where I am and so have no need to find myself. This fellow was what you would call a drifter, with vague artistic pretensions and an invincible aversion to the work. I could not see his attraction; but I suppose to some, fossil-hunting seems dull, and my little Marcelline said she wanted more adventure and excitement in her life. So off she went, and I have heard nothing since.”


“People who go to extra-solar planets, like this one,” said Reith, “rarely have close ties on Terra, because of the Rip van Winkle effect.”


“Yes indeed,” said Marot somberly. “Things being what they were with me, I had few qualms about cutting my Terran ties.” He yawned. “My friend, I am worn out and sore in the fesse”


“Okay, we’ll turn in. But we must post watches. The Koloftuma don’t move about much at night, but we might get a short or a yeki. The best defense is a good, bright fire.” Reith paused, listening to the symphony of buzzes, clicks, chirps, trills, and squeals of nocturnal Krishnan life. “Now get that sword out, old boy, and keep it within easy reach!”


Marot fumbled in his gear, saying: “Fortunately the weapon was packed on this aya. I am not used to going armed, since I have worked in several soi-disant wild parts of Terra without difficulty. When I went to Texas to dig in the Permian beds there, my friends warned me that Texans were a fierce and dangerous lot. If a Texan disliked my appearance or accent, I was told, he would cry: ‘Draw!’ and whip out a pistol; and pan! one paleontologist the fewer. But I had no trouble; in fact I found the Texans polite and hospitable. Who has been in Chilihagh to report on conditions?”


“Strachan and his partner Lund surveyed the Dashtate of Chilihagh after their work on the railroad in Dur. They had to do it by simple plane-table methods, since Novo wouldn’t let them carry proper transits, let alone modern wave-pulse stadiometers.”


“I did not meet Mr. Lund.”


“He’s up in Ruz but expected back shortly,” said Reith. “The partnership busted up.”


“How?”


“Over a woman. Both made a play for Kristina Brunius, the secretary.”


“The tall blonde, is it not?”


“Yes. She picked Sigvard Lund, because he was the only one around she could talk Swedish with. So Siggy and Kristina were married, and we danced Swedish folk dances around them. Strachan went off in a snit on a contract with the Republic of Katai-Jhogorai, so the partnership remained dead. It’s silly, because Ken’s probably dipped his wick with more females of both species than any other Terran on this planet.”


“But what about Chilihagh?” persisted Marot.


“The only other Terran I know of who’s been there lately was the writer, Esteban Surkov. At least, that’s where he was headed the last we heard of him.”


“That is a peculiar name.”


“He’s a South American—forget which country—of Russian ancestry. He went off to Chilihagh to get material for a book, and then—silence.”


“Do you mean he has disappeared?” asked Marot.


“As far as Novo knows, he has. We may never learn what happened to him. I promised Castanhoso to inquire around.”


“Are such disappearances frequent?”


“Not unusual. People go off and vanish. Once in a while Novo hears that so-and-so was eaten by a yeki, or was drowned crossing a river, or is the chief of a backward tribe, or has been beheaded for violating some religious tabu.”


“Does Novorecife do nothing to protect its people?”


“They make treaties with the nearer states and try to persuade the others to use Terrans kindly. But the Interplanetary Council forbids anything smacking of imperialism, so in the end all Novo can do is to tell the Terran that the place he means to go to is dangerous. If he goes there, he’ll be on his own.”


“What species of person was this Surkov?”


Reith shrugged in the darkness. “Nothing special; just a little dark guy. He seemed a bit starry-eyed—you know, impractical and absent-minded. Those qualities don’t make one a good insurance risk here.” Reith yawned. “Okay, do you want first watch?”


“You get some sleep, please. All this talk has awakened me again. Do you mind if I play this for a little?” He held up a flute.


“No; go ahead. It’ll put me to sleep.”


“Good!” Marot settled himself and tweetled a melancholy air.


Dawn was paling the greenish Krishnan sky when Reith, on watch, abruptly sat up. His ears had caught a faint sound that was not that of the smaller Krishnan wild life. He leaned over and shook Marot.


“Wake up, Aristide!” he whispered. “I think I hear Koloftuma on the causeway.”


“Hein? Que diable… Oh, it is you, Fergus. What—”


“Quiet! Our tailed friends must have marched all night to catch up with us. Listen!”


A susurration of guttural voices grew. Then Reith’s ears caught the slap of bare feet on the causeway.


“What shall we do?” breathed Marot.


“Keep quiet and hope the ayas don’t give us away.”


“I thought they did not travel at night—”


“So did I; but I must have been wrong. Now move very slowly to where we can see the road. Keep behind me!”


They crept to the flank of the hillock. Presently a score of Koloftuma came in sight, muttering and chattering. They were armed in the same fashion as yesterday’s group, but Reith could not be sure whether they were indeed the same. When sighted, they were already abreast of the hill.


“Damn!” whispered Reith. “Now they’re between us and our destination, and in this muck we can’t circle round and get ahead of them.”


“Why did we not get on the road sooner?”


“Because I’m stupid. Hey, look at that!”


He pointed to Marot’s left leg. A leech had inserted its head through one of the eyelets in Marot’s boot and gnawed through tongue and sock to reach flesh. It was now engorged to the size of a tennis ball and purple from the blood beneath its tightly-stretched skin.


“Pouah!” said Marot, reaching for the parasite.


“Don’t pull it off,” said Reith. “Wait here.”


Moving silently, Reith returned to the nearly dead campfire. He found a stick whose end could still be blown to redness and went back to Marot, who sat staring disgustedly at the leech. A touch of the glowing end caused the creature to drop off, and Marot stamped it into bloody slime.


The Koloftuma passed out of sight, although their voices could still be heard. Reith said: “The best thing I can think of is to get out on the road and ride straight at them, waving our swords and yelling like hell. My guess is we’ll get through again.”


“But suppose one of those sacred animals trips on a body and falls?”


“Not likely, with those six legs.”


“But suppose—”


“Damn it, have you a better suggestion? Do you want to go back to Novo?”


“No, but—”


“All right, then. Saddle up!”


A quarter-hour later, the rearmost Koloftuma whirled about at the clatter of hooves. At the sight of two screaming Terrans charging with bared blades, the tailed Krishnans leaped off the causeway and scattered with cries of dismay. The three ayas galloped through unscathed. This time the Koloftuma did not even try to pursue.




II.


THE CITADEL


Travel-stained, Reith and his companion rode into Mishé, a big sprawling city surrounded by a buff-gray wall. At the gateway, decorated with the heads of felons, stood a pair of men-at-arms in spired helmets and chain mail. Having examined the Earthmen’s papers, they waved the travelers through.


“Where do we stay?” asked Marot.


“We’ll stop at an inn I know to clean up. Later, I may be able to wangle us a berth in the Citadel.”


Reith led the way to the inn, identified by the skull of a Krishnan beast above the doorway. Two hours later, bathed at the public bathhouse, shaved, and dressed in clean clothes, the Terrans ascended the sloping pavement to the Citadel. An impressive example of pre-gunpowder fortification, this mesalike acropolis crowned the city. The sides of the hill supporting it had been dug away to a nearly vertical slope and revetted with massive masonry.


Once inside the Citadel, Reith and Marot found themselves among huge, gray, graceless, rough-stone buildings. Here the Guardians—the Garma Qararuma, the knightly caste of Mikardand—lived well and pursued their duties. The gay hues of the knights’ tunics and trews contrasted with the drab grays and browns of the commoners’ garb. Numbers of these lesser folk went about their jobs in the Citadel, cleaning the streets and performing other humble tasks. They were clad in loose, short jackets, the women in skirts, the men in a triangular nether garment worn like an oversized diaper.


Women of the knightly caste went freely through the streets in bright, calf-length dresses, cut away in front below their blue-green nipples. One such lady, so clad but incongruously wearing a hat of obvious Terran inspiration, approached the travelers. She was pretty even by Terran standards, despite her flattish Krishnan features, her skin with its faint sheen of olive-green, and the pair of feathery antennae, which sprouted from the inner corners of her true eyebrows, over which they lay when in repose. In Mikardandou she said:


“Hail, fair sir! Are you not Master Reit’, from Novorecife?”


“Yes,” said Reith. “And you are the Lady—ah—Gashigi?”


“Aye; how good of you! And the other Ertsu?”


“The learned Doctor Marot.” Reith switched to English. “Professor, this is the Lady Gashigi, an old friend.”


“Enchanté, Madame!” said Marot, bowing low and kissing Gashigi’s hand. She seemed a little startled but not at all displeased.


“He hath fair Terran manners,” she said. “Doth he speak our tongue?”


“He is studying it,” said Reith.


Gashigi proffered a cigar case to Reith, who said: “No, thank you. I don’t smoke, remember?”


Gashigi offered the case to Marot, who accepted a cigar. The lady next produced a small device like a barrelless flintlock pistol. When she pulled the trigger, a hammer sent a shower of sparks into a recess filled with tinder. A flame blazed up, with which she lighted Marot’s cigar and hers. Then she shook out the last embers, took a tinderbox from her reticule, and recharged the fire-lighter with tinder.


“Hey!” said Reith. “May I see that device, please?” He examined the lighter. “I haven’t seen one of these before.”


“One of our commoners invented it,” said she. “He was elevated to the Knights of Qarar as a reward.”


Reith handed back the lighter. “As pretty as ever, I see. Where did you get that hat?”


“This?” she smiled. “A milliner in town. Hath it a Terran look?”


“Yes. That’s why I asked.”


“Know you not that Terran fashions are now the rage? It makes the Grand Master furious. He issues sumptuary decrees, forbidding them to us Garmiya, saying ’tis a brazen insult to our ancient ways. But he shall learn with what success he can decree what a woman shall and shan’t wear! We have no fewer rights than the female commoners, who wear whatsoever they list!”


“How have you been, Lady Gashigi?”


“I am now head of the savings section of the banking department, so I can vouchsafe sound advice in matters monetary. But interest in finance is not that wherefore I remember you, Fergus!” (She pronounced it “far-goose.”) “Ah, how vividly I recall our one glorious night! Were’t not for a certain difficulty, I’d invite you and your companion again to monstrate Ertso virility. Even so, belike a rendezvous could be arranged in the lower city.”


“What’s this difficulty?” asked Reith suspiciously.


“You see, Khabur waxed passing wroth. Since you’re an off-worlder, he cannot challenge you to battle. Instead, he swears that, if ever he meet you, he’ll cut off your nose, your ears, and the other projecting parts of your body.”


“Thanks for the warning,” said Reith. “Much as I should like to renew so well-remembered an acquaintance, we must go to the Treasurer’s Office forthwith and then move on. If we pass through Mishé on our return journey—we shall see. For now, fare you well! Come, Aristide.”


“What was that all about?” asked Marot.


Reith translated Gashigi’s remarks, adding: “The knightly caste here practices a kind of communism, with property collectively owned. Moreover, they apply the principle to sex. Noble men and women couple with whomever they like. Eggs are hatched in a crèche and brought up by commoner nannies, so nobody knows who’s related to whom. These females have the nearest thing to sexual equality on Krishna.”


“It sounds,” said Marot, “like Plato’s Republic put to practice.”


“I suppose so. They have informal ‘relationships,’ but it’s bad form to take on a new partner before dismissing his or her predecessor. When that happens, the males fight duels, while the females slip daggers into their rivals’ ribs or poison into their soup.”


“Like our Terran Renaissance,” said Marot. “Such arrangements have been tried on Earth with only indifferent success. On both planets, I suspect, many develop proprietary feelings towards their loved ones. They expect strict fidelity from them but demand complete freedom of action for themselves. So conflict is inevitable; and I take it you are involved in such?”


Reith nodded glumly. “Alicia had left a few moons before, and I was—well, you know what it’s like. Gashigi assured me this Khabur blug wouldn’t mind, since they were about to break up anyway. But things don’t seem to have worked out that way.”


“My friend—” Marot hesitated. “I would not dream of criticizing your conduct; but I should be happier if you did not take the lady down on her offer.”


“I think you mean, take her up; though it makes a kind of sense the other way, too. Have you no curiosity? She included you.”


“Absolutely not! I am not amorously adventurous. My one aim is to return to Novo with my fossils intact. Then, nous verrons.”


“I was only kidding. Something tells me we’ll be better off in the lower city during our stay in Mishé. Khabur’s only a so-so fencer, but he’s strong as a shaihan.”


Reith led Marot to the Treasury Building, where presently they were ushered into the office of the Treasurer of the Order of Qarar. Sir Kubanan proved a rarity, a fat Krishnan, who looked a little like a beardless Santa Claus. A large, golden, dragonlike emblem on the front of his crimson coat identified his lofty rank.


“Ah, Master Reit’!” said Kubanan in Mikardandou, waving his pungent cigar. “We have awaited your arrival with a score of Terran travelers, come hither to see our sights and buy our goods. Instead you appear with but one. Or are the others elsewhere at the moment?”


“No, good my lord,” said Reith. “For now, I am guide to the learned Doctor Marot alone.”


Kubanan puffed. “And what, may I ask, is the learned doctor a learned doctor of?”


“He studies forms of life that once roamed your world but no longer exist.”


Kubanan’s olfactory antennae drew together. “If they no longer exist, how then can he study them?”


Reith cleared his throat. “Doctor Marot digs up the bones of these long-vanished beasts.”


“Interesting, albeit it strikes me not as a profitable business. We have some such bones in our little museum, if our visitor care to scrutinize them.”


Reith translated for Marot. “A museum?” said Marot, becoming animated. “Mais, c’est la civilisation, donc! Pray tell Sir Kubanan that I shall be delighted.”


Reith did, adding: “Tell me, did another Terran pass through Mishél a few days ago, bound for Chilihagh?”


“Methinks there was a report of such an one, buying supplies. Since he seemed harmless, we hindered him not. What canst tell me of this wight?”


“He is a scientist of the same kind as Doctor Marot. Had he others with him?”


“I wot not. Wherefore your interest in this—was his name Fost?”


“Foltz, my lord. My client and Foltz are colleagues and, in a sense, rivals.”


“Well, I trust you to see that any conflict betwixt them shall be carried on beyond the bourn of the Republic.”


“Sir,” said Reith, “any combat between Foltz and Marot would be fought, not with swords or crossbows, but with the publication of learned essays, wherein each would accuse the other of inaccuracy and misuse of evidence.”


“A tedious sort of combat,” mused Kubanan. “One could hardly charge admission to witness it. Now that I bethink me, I recall another fact anent Master Felst. He came disguised as a human being, with dyed hair, false antennae, and in civilized raiment, as did all you Ertsuma until a few years ago. This seemed prudent, since Chilihagh is a wildish place, unused to Terrans. Would you, too, adopt this masquerade?”


“We meant to,” said Reith, “but lost half our baggage to the Koloftuma. Does anyone here sell such cosmetics?”


“Nay, unless you could send to Majbur.”


“Then we must trust our bare Terran faces. By the way, do you know anything about another Ertsu, Esteban Surkov, who also was bound for Chilihagh and has not been heard from?”


“Nought beyond the fact that he passed through Mishé some moons past. Your Comandante hath written the Grand Master to inquire, but we could add nought to what I have told you. And now, good my sirs…”


* * *


“Let us see this museum before returning to our inn,” said Marot.


“We’d better get the hell out of the Citadel. We don’t want to run into Khabur,” replied Reith.


“Oh, Fergus, I beg you! This to me is important.”


Reith gave his companion a hard look. “Will you back me up with your sword?”


Marot hesitated. “Yes, even that. I know the elementary movements.”


The museum occupied another boxlike building. Reith cast a nervous glance around to assure himself that no jealous Knight of Qarar lurked nearby.


Inside, they found a collection of curios: the helmet of some long-fallen king; a model of a Majburo war galley; a badly-stuffed pudamef from the boreal regions. This predator, like its tropical cousin the shan, resembled a ten-meter, six-legged, long-necked lizard, with a fanged crocodilian head. Unlike the shan, the pudamef was covered with thick white fur. Marot said:


“Were I stranded here, I should apply for the post of curator in this museum. Nothing is in logical order, and the labels are mostly missing or illegible.”


At last they found the fossil to which Kubanan had alluded. It consisted of several limb bones and a meter-long, chocolate-brown skull. Marot crooned with delight as he examined it with a pocket magnifying glass.


“I think this is one of the Ocnotheridae,” he said, “but a new genus. It is a plant-eating hexapod from a recent horizon. I wonder if the Order of Qarar would sell this fossil, to take back to Novorecife?”


“They’re terrible people to do business with,” said Reith. “Under their communistic setup, you have to work through endless interlocking committees to get a decision.”


“How old is this system here?”


“I’m not sure, but at least several centuries.”


“They appear to make it work not badly.”


“Sure, because they ride on the backs of the commoners, who do all the real work. The knights just supervise and skim off the profits. The pretext is that the knights shouldn’t stoop to vulgar toil, because they stand ready to fight for the Republic.”


“It sounds like the ancien règime in my country.”


“Aristide, suppose you could buy these fossils, how would you get them back to Terra? The freight charges would be astronomical, in the figurative as well as the literal sense.”


“Oh, I would not attempt to ship the whole thing. Back in Novo, I have a lovely little computer. This makes a record of each piece of fossil so accurately that, when I return to Earth, the computer can reproduce the fossil in a synthetic material to an accuracy of ten microns.”


“But suppose we find a half-ton fossil of some monster in Chilihagh? How would you get that back to Novo?”


“If it is too heavy for the local wagons, we get a carpenter to build us a sled and have it hauled by those—what do you call those things like six-legged buffaloes?”


“Shaihans.”


“But truly, we are unlikely to encounter such a problem. The organisms I seek are near the point of division between major groups. Such creatures are usually small, like mice and lizards.”


“How do you ever find the fossil of such a little critter?”


“Practice, my friend. With experience, the searching eye seizes upon a fossil fragment no larger than the joint of your finger.”


Marot made a fist and aimed the large ring on his middle finger at the fossil, slowly moving his hand. Reith knew that the gem on the ring was actually the lens of a Hayashi ring camera, and that Marot was running off a strip of miniaturized film.


“You disappoint me,” said Reith. “I thought we’d find a skeleton the size of a Terran dinosaur and have to move ten tons of petrified bone.”


“Ah, no! Such discoveries are rare. Besides, a complete skeleton is something one can expect only a few times in one’s life. Now, what things must we buy in the city?”


“Mainly a tent and a set of cooking utensils. I also want one of those lighters, like Gashigi’s. There’s the answer to Strachan. The technological blockade will in time become obsolete, because the Krishnans are just as inventive as we are. Now that they’ve heard of the wonders of Terran technology, they won’t rest until they’ve made most of the same discoveries independently.


“We’ll also buy Krishnan clothes to make us less conspicuous. Let’s not push our luck; let’s get away right now!”


Neither the cooking utensils, which they bought ready-made, nor the tent, which they ordered from a tentmaker who promised it in three days, presented difficulties. At a clothier’s, Marot grumbled as he held up one of the large triangles of heavy cloth, which formed the common male nether garment of the region. “I am no longer an infant, in need of a diaper. My natural functions are under excellent control. Is there no alternative?”


“Yes, there are these kilts. You can buy either the straight skirt kind or divided. The latter are the nearest thing they have to real pants here; they’re better for riding. Ken Strachan wore a kilt like this one when he was courting Kristina. He marched back and forth beneath her window playing his bagpipes.”


“I am not surprised that she chose the other suitor,” said Marot.


The divided kilt was a pair of voluminous trousers, coming to just above the knee, low in the crotch and multiply-pleated.


“Looks good on you,” said Reith, belting on his own selection, like Marot’s a sober dark blue. “When we get farther south, we’ll find them wearing oblongs of gauze or nothing at all.”


They collected their three ayas from the stable at which they were boarded and took them out into the country for exercise. Returning from their ride, they paused at the livestock market outside the city walls. Reith ordered their three animals washed and rubbed down while he shopped for a fourth aya to replace the lost one. Having dismounted and handed his reins to a groom, he said to Marot:


“I’m not an old aya-trader, but I know a good beast from a bad one. I’ve dealt with these yucks. They’ll think: aha, here come the rich, stupid Terrans! Now we can make a killing!” He turned to the stablemaster and switched from English to Mikardandou, explaining that he wanted to buy an aya. “It will be mainly used as a pack animal, so no fancy hunter or racer is needed. On the other hand, we want one that can be ridden, in case something befall one of our present beasts.”


“Methinks we have just what ye need,” said the boss. Making a trumpet of his hands, he shouted: “Pustá! Hither, pray!”


Soon a Krishnan groom appeared at a run, leading an aya by the bridle. As the animal trotted past, Reith said to Marot: “If they had crows on Krishna, we’d call that critter crow-bait. When ayas get swaybacked, they do it twice: once forward of the middle legs and once aft.” To the stablemaster he said: “How much demand you for this beast?”


“For a gallant Terran like yourself, I’ll make a special price of three hundred karda.”


“Ha!” said Reith. “For that sorry bag of bones, thirty were too much. At three, I could at least slay the animal and sell its hide at a profit.”


“Sir, ye are offensive! If ye be not lief to do business with us, take your custom elsewhere.”


“Very well. Come along, Aristide.”


“Are you really going to walk out?” murmured the paleontologist.


“Hush! You’ll see.”


As they neared the gate of the corral, the stablemaster caught up with them. “Depart not so hastily, gentlemen! With a modicum of patience, belike we can find a beast to fit both your crotch and your purse, eh? Come back, I do pray.”


Reith let himself be cajoled into returning. More ayas were paraded, more prices bandied. At last Reith cast a receptive eye on a medium-sized roan. “Let us have another look at that one,” he said.


As he approached the aya, the animal rolled its eyes, pricked its ears, snorted, and reared its fore-pair of legs off the ground. Reith tried to speak soothingly to it. But the more he tried, the more frantic became the aya’s behavior, until he had to jump back lest he be hooked by a horn.


The stablemaster said: “Belike he’s unused to the Terran stench—pardon, sir, I meant the distinctive Terran odor. ’Twill pass with usage.”


Marot had wandered up behind Reith and, as Reith retreated, strode nearer the frantic animal. The aya became calmer and settled down on all six legs, although it still rolled a wary eye. In broken Mikardandou, Marot said:


“If you put saddle on, I will ride try.”


“Hey!” said Reith. “You may get yourself killed!”


“But, as you see, he tolerates me much more than you. I do not think it is the smell, but your red hair; unlike Terran ungulates, these beasts have the color vision. One of us must prove him rideable; if I am killed, your fee is on deposit at Novo.”


“But—but—” sputtered Reith, unable to think of a cogent argument. He had become fond of Aristide Marot and was upset at the thought of losing the amiable scientist.


In a few minutes, the aya was brought back saddled. Marot took a firm grip on the saddle, got a foot in the nigh stirrup, and swung aboard. The aya stood quietly the while, its head and ears drooping. Then the corral gate opened and two Mikardanduma, who had been out hacking, rode their ayas in.


As a groom prepared to close the gate, Marot’s aya raised its head. Almost unseating its rider, it started with a bound and raced towards the still-ajar gate. The groom had barely time to look around when the beast was upon him. He sprang aside, but the aya’s shoulder sent him rolling as the animal thundered through the opening, Marot clutching the saddle.


Shouts of “Stop them!” arose. The runaway aya disappeared in a cloud of dust before the first pursuer could set out.


Reith’s three ayas had been led away for their wash. Of the two hackers who had just brought their animals in, one had dismounted from his fat spotted gray. Reith made a running leap and vaulted into the vacated saddle. The hacker still held the reins.


“Give me those reins!” yelled Reith.


“Give them not!” shouted a trader. “These filthy foreigners would rob us!”


Stable hands and aya-owners began streaming out the gate as their beasts were saddled. Reith leaned forward, got a hand on the reins, and wrenched them out of the grasp of the bewildered hacker. He turned the gray and headed out the gate with the rest. As he neared the main road, a pair of knights in jingling mail galloped past, waving swords and shouting: “Stop thief!”


Reith had a vision of his companion, mistaken for a miscreant, being carved into gobbets before anyone could explain. He spurred his aya. But the gray was a placid beast, which merely stepped up its canter a little and soon dropped back to a rocking-horse gait. Other pursuers raced past.


After several minutes, this onrush slowed as a tableau blocked the road ahead. When Reith maneuvered his aya through the throng, he found Marot sitting amid a low, spreading bush, which he had smashed in his fall. A trickle of blood ran down his face. The two knights, dismounted, stood above him with naked blades. Others of the posse—grooms, traders, hackers, and chance passers-by—stood about, mounted or afoot, gabbling and gesticulating, indulging the Krishnan proclivity for oratory to the full.


Marot looked up. “I have essayed to explain,” he said, “but between their excitement and my poor command of the language…”


Raising his voice, Reith told the Krishnans that Marot had merely been the victim of a runaway. Another rider appeared, leading the truant roan.


“I caught it beyond yon hill,” said he. The crowd murmured approval.


“These Terrans seem honest folk,” said the stablemaster. “Let us return to the market.”


“Are you hurt, Aristide?” asked Reith.


“A little bruised, that is all. When I saw that I could not guide this sacred beast, I looked for the softest spot to fall into.”


“Why couldn’t you stop it? Lose your reins?”


“No. I could have halted it, I am sure; but when it heard a thunder of hooves behind it, the creature ran faster than ever, regardless of how I pulled and sawed. How to get back to Mishé? I do not wish to try that devil aya again.”


“The brute looks good, but he must be crazy. I’ll have you boosted up behind me.”


Reith asked the spectators for a hand, and a pair of brawny peasants lifted Marot into place. When they returned to the market, Reith asked the stablemaster:


“How much do you want for this nag we’ve been riding? She seems to suit us.”


“Two hundred and fifty, sir.”


“Don’t be ridiculous! I’ll give seventy-five…”


An hour later, the price was set at a hundred and thirty.


Wearing new Krishnan garments, the two set out on the five-day journey to Jeshang. The early part of the ride passed uneventfully save for a rainstorm. They rode through the gently-rolling farmlands of southern Mikardand, along the fine road maintained by the Knights. Traffic was heavy. At the first inn, Marot asked:


“What lies before us?”


“In three days we should cross into Chilihagh, ruled by a dasht, Kharob bad-Kavir. He’s quasi-independent both of Mikardand and of Balhib, and he keeps this independence by playing each off against the other. Each has some vague claim to sovranty over the dashtate. But Mikardand had been too preoccupied by internal struggles to press its claim, while King Kir of Balhib thinks he’s a flowerpot; so nobody takes him seriously.”


At the border, the Chilihagho soldiers, in chain-mail vests over blue tunics, snapped to attention. One looked over the travelers’ papers and said: “I understand this not.”


“It might help if you held it right side up,” said Reith.


The soldier glowered: “Wait here.” He disappeared into a but and emerged with an officer sporting a silvered cuirass. The two conversed earnestly, in a dialect that Reith had trouble following. The officer studied the Terrans and said:


“Aye, these must be the twain whereof we were warned. Seize them!”


Before either Reith or Marot could act, soldiers grabbed their arms and relieved them of their weapons.


Reith raised his voice: “What is this? We are harmless travelers…”


“A brace of Balhibo spies, more like,” growled the officer. “Ye think to befool us by having your smelling-antennae amputated and your hides and hair dyed to look like Terrans? How simple ye must deem us!”
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