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  SYNOPSIS OF BOOK ONE




   




  The Many-Coloured Land




  The Great Intervention of 2013 opened humanity’s way to the stars, giving the people of Earth unlimited lebensraum, energy sufficiency, and membership in a benevolent

  civilization, the Galactic Milieu. Humanity became the sixth of the Coadunate Races, a commonwealth of planet colonizers who shared high technology and the capability of performing mental

  operations known as metafunctions. The latter – which include telepathy, psychokinesis, and many other powers – had lurked in the human gene pool from time immemorial, but only rarely

  were manifest.




  By 2110, when the action of the first volume in this saga began, a kind of Golden Age prevailed. More than 700 fresh planets had been colonized by exuberant Earthlings. Humans with overt

  metapsychic powers were slowly increasing in number; however, in the majority of the population, the mind-powers were either meager to the point of nullity, or else latent – that is, nearly

  unusable, because of psychological barriers or other factors.




  Even Golden Ages have their misfits, and the psychosocial structure of the Galactic Milieu had its share. A French physicist named Théo Guderian unwittingly provided these square pegs

  with a unique escape hatch when he discovered an apparently useless phenomenon: a one-way, fixed-focus time-warp opening into France’s Rhône River Valley as it existed during the

  Pliocene Epoch, six million years ago. Certain that a prehistoric Eden must exist on Pliocene Earth, an increasing number of misfits prevailed upon Guderian’s widow, Angélique, to let

  them pass through the time-portal into ‘Exile.’




  From her husband’s death in 2041 until 2106, the rejuvenated Madame Guderian operated a peculiar establishment that the Galactic authorities reluctantly tolerated. Her French inn,

  l’Auberge du Portail, served as a front for transporting clients from Old Earth to a world six million years younger. After suffering qualms of conscience about the fate of the transportees,

  Madame herself ultimately passed through the one-way gate into Pliocene Exile. Operation of the time-warp was taken over by the Galactic Milieu, which had found it to be a convenient glory hole for

  dissidents.




  On 25 August 2110, eight persons, making up that week’s ‘Group Green,’ were transported to the Pliocene: Richard Voorhees, a grounded starship captain; Felice Landry, a

  disturbed young athlete whose violent temperament and latent mind-powers had made her an outcast; Claude Majewski, a 133-year-old paleontologist recently bereaved of his wife and colleague; Sister

  Amerie Roccaro, a physician and burnt-out priest who longed to become a hermit; Bryan Grenfell, an anthropologist in search of his lover, Mercy Lamballe, who had preceded him through the gate two

  months before; Elizabeth Orme, a Grand Master metapsychic operator deprived of her stupendous mental powers by a brain trauma; Stein Oleson, a misfit planet-crust driller, who dreamt of leading a

  Viking’s life in a simpler world; and Aiken Drum, an engaging young crook who, like Felice, possessed latent metapsychic powers.




  These eight people successfully made the jump six million years into Earth’s past – only to discover, as other time travelers had before them, that Pliocene Europe was under the

  control of a group of maverick humanoids from another galaxy. The exotics were also exiled, driven from their home because of their barbarous battle-religion.




  The dominant exotic faction, the Tanu, were tall and handsome. In spite of a thousand-year sojourn, there were still less than 20,000 of them on Earth because their reproduction was inhibited by

  solar radiation. Since their plasm was compatible with that of humanity, they had for nearly seventy years utilized the time-travelers in breeding, holding Pliocene humanity in benevolent

  serfdom.




  Antagonistic to the Tanu and outnumbering them by at least four to one were their ancient foes, the Firvulag. These exotics were mostly of short stature and reproduced quite well on Earth. Tanu

  and Firvulag actually constitute a dimorphic race – the tall ones metapsychically latent, the short ones possessed of limited operant metafunctions. The Tanu wear mind-amplifiers, collars

  called golden torcs, to bring their powers up to operancy. Firvulag do not require torcs, and most of them are weaker in mental power than the Tanu.




  For most of the thousand years that Tanu and Firvulag resided on Pliocene Earth (which they called the Many-Colored Land), they were fairly evenly matched in the ritual wars fought as part of

  their battle-religion. The greater finesse and more sophisticated technology of the Tanu tended to counterbalance the superior numbers of the cruder Firvulag. But the advent of time-traveling

  humanity tipped the scales in favor of the tall exotics. Not only did Tanu-human hybrids turn out to have unusual physical and mental strength, but humans also enhanced the rather decadent science

  establishment of the Tanu by injecting the expertise of the Galactic Milieu. The seventy years of time-traveling had seen nearly 100,000 humans transported to Pliocene Europe; their assimilation

  gave the Tanu almost complete ascendency over the Firvulag foe (who never mated with humanity and generally despised them).




  The lot of humankind under the Tanu overlords is by no means grim; people who cooperate are treated very well. All rough work is done by ramapithecines, small apes who wear simple torcs that

  compel obedience. (Ironically, these ‘ramas’ are part of the direct hominid line that climaxed in Homo sapiens six million years later.) Humans occupying positions of trust or engaged

  in vital occupations under the Tanu usually wear gray torcs. These do not amplify the mind, but do allow telepathic communication between humans and exotics; the devices also incorporate

  pleasure-pain circuits, through which the Tanu reward or punish their minions. The torcs are not easily made, requiring a rare barium component in their manufacture, and so they are not used on the

  majority of ‘normal’ (that is, metapsychically nonlatent) humans, who are coerced into obedience by other means. If Tanu testing shows that an arriving time-traveler has significant

  latent metafunctions, the lucky person is given a silver torc. This is a genuine amplifier similar to the gold collars worn by the Tanu – but with control circuits. Silver-torc

  humans enjoy a privileged position; rarely, they may even be granted golden torcs and full freedom as citizens of the Many-Colored Land.




  The eight members of Group Green, like all new arrivals, were taken for mind-testing to a Tanu fortress, Castle Gateway. Almost at once, the Group proved to be anything but typical. The starship

  captain, Richard, temporarily escaped and had a terrifying encounter with a Tanu slave-mistress, Epone, who administered the tests for latent metafunctions.




  Elizabeth, the former farsensor and metapsychic teacher, discovered that passage through the time-warp had triggered restoration of the awesome mental powers she feared had been lost forever.

  Her discovery was noted with excitement by another Tanu, Creyn, who promised Elizabeth that a ‘wonderful life’ lay ahead of her in the Many-Colored Land.




  Stein Oleson, the huge driller, was driven temporarily insane by the trip back through time. Smashing the door of his detention cell, he was subdued only after killing a number of gray-torc

  bondsmen. To insure Stein’s future docility, he was fitted with a gray torc of his own. His heroic physique made him a candidate for the Tanu-Firvulag ritual war, the Grand Combat. Still

  unconscious from his recapture, he was readied for a trip south to the Tanu capital city of Muriah.




  Also torced – but with silver – was the trickster youth, Aiken Drum. The exotic testers had detected strong metapsychic latencies in him, which would be brought up to the operant

  level as he became accustomed to wearing the amplifier.




  The anthropologist, Bryan Grenfell, possessed no significant mental latencies. But his professional talents seemed strangely valuable to the Tanu, with the result that Bryan was able to bargain

  his cooperation in return for Tanu help in finding Mercy – and a torcless status.




  The old bone digger, Claude Majewski, showed no hidden mind-powers. With some disdain, minions of the Tanu informed him that he would be sent north to the city of Finiah, together with most of

  the week’s bag of time-travelers, and put to work. He found himself incarcerated in Castle Gateway’s ‘people pen,’ together with more than thirty other ordinary humans,

  awaiting the departure of the northern caravan. In the prison dormitory lay Richard, comatose from mental abuse by Epone.




  The last members of Group Green to be tested by the exotic slave-mistress were sister Amerie and Felice Landry. The nun had no important latencies. Faced with being tested next, Felice seemed

  seized by hysterical fear; her agitation made an accurate calibration impossible. Epone gave up on the girl, since she could be tested later in Finiah. Then, in an offhanded way, Epone informed the

  two of the Tanu custom of using human women for brood stock, dismissing their indignant protests with the promise that they would eventually accept the role and even be happy with their new life in

  Finiah. When the exotic woman left them, Felice’s feigned hysteria vanished. She had succeeded in concealing her strong latent metafunctions from Epone, escaping the torc at least

  temporarily; and now she resolved in cold fury to ‘take’ the entire Tanu race.




  That evening, two caravans left Castle Gateway, traveling along the Pliocene River Rhône in opposite directions. In the northern group, bound for Finiah on the Proto-Rhine at the edge of

  the Black Forest, were the partially recovered Richard, Claude, Amerie, Felice, and the majority of other human prisoners. They were escorted by Epone and a squad of gray-torc human troops. In the

  southern cavalcade, led by Creyn, were Elizabeth, Bryan, Aiken Drum, the wounded Stein, and two other silver-torc humans: a former juvenile officer from a colonial satellite, Sukey Davies, and a

  glum Finno-Canadian forester, Raimo Hakkinen.




  At first the northern train made peaceful progress. Suffering from having to ride a huge Pliocene mount called a chaliko, Amerie searched her soul and began to understand the neurotic pressures

  that had led her to abandon her ministry. Richard, recuperating with the help of Claude, stewed in helpless rage when his position became clear. He was dubious, but subconsciously receptive, when

  Felice proposed a scheme for escape.




  Two days out of Castle Gateway, Felice’s plan was activated. She had three weapons: preternatural strength in a deceptively slight body, the ability to mind-control animals (an aspect of

  her metapsychic latency she had used during her athletic career), and a small knife that had escaped detection. Felice broke the chains holding her Group Green friends and those of four other

  prisoners. Then Richard, disguised in Amerie’s religious robes, was able to stab the officer of the guard to death. Meanwhile, Felice mentally coerced the caravan’s ferocious bear-dog

  escort, forcing the animals to attack the other soldiers and Epone. A wild fracas ensued, in which the freed prisoners, together with the mind-controlled bear-dogs, killed not only the rest of the

  soldiers, but the Tanu Epone as well.




  In the moment of triumph, Felice sought to take Epone’s golden torc, knowing it would release the latent metafunctions heretofore imprisoned within her brain. But a half-crazed

  time-traveler threw the device into a lake, where it sank in deep water. Felice was prevented from murdering the interfering man only when Amerie administered a powerful sedative from her medical

  kit, causing the little athlete to fall unconscious.




  Bewildered and frightened, the ex-prisoners realized that telepathic news of the attack must have been flashed by the dying Epone. Most of the escapees elected to follow a mountain-climbing

  Oxford don, Basil Wimborne, who proposed to lead them in small boats across the prehistoric Lac de Bresse to safety in the high Jura. Claude, wilderness-wise from expeditions on wild planets of the

  Galactic Milieu, demurred. He advised taking to the forests of the adjacent Vosges Mountains, where it would be difficult for gray-torcs, on chalikoback to pursue them. Only Richard and Amerie

  agreed to follow him, taking the still-unconscious Felice along.




  From a high ridge, the four members of Group Green saw gray-torc boats in pursuit of their former companions. That evening, Amerie felt herself strangely attracted by Felice’s violent

  behavior, which seemed to reflect some dark shadow within her own conventional spirituality.




  While crossing a torrent on the following day, Amerie fell and broke her arm. The others made camp and tried to decide what to do. Felice seemed to take for granted that they would all lead a

  guerilla existence, harassing other caravans in the hope of getting another golden torc. Richard received this notion with scorn. The only sensible thing was to make for the sea, away from the

  regions that the Tanu were known to inhabit. Claude, knowing that Richard was right, but troubled at leaving the impetuous girl behind on her own, went off into the quiet woods to think. After

  burying his late wife’s ashes, he fell asleep, waking at evening to find that a tiny Pliocene cat with illusions of domesticity insisted upon accompanying him back to camp. The cat, Claude

  felt, would be a valuable distraction for Amerie, who was becoming morbidly preoccupied with Felice.




  Man and pet returned to camp to find that all trace of the others had vanished. Fearfully, Claude went up the riverside path. The time-travelers had been warned of the terrible Firvulag who

  inhabited the Vosges forest. Now it seemed that Richard, Felice, and Amerie must have been abducted by the shape-shifting little exotics – or else recaptured by minions of the Tanu. Hearing

  voices, then compelled against his will to reveal himself, Claude came upon the very desperados who had seized his friends. They were not exotics but human beings – free humans who

  had escaped from exotic bondage and now lived an outlaw life.




  Their leader was a well-rejuvenated old woman wearing a golden torc: the widow of the time-gate’s discoverer and the ultimate author of Pliocene humanity’s degradation .

  . . Angélique Guderian.




  On the last day of August, the four members of Group Green, Madame Guderian and her band, and some 200 other ‘Lowlives’ (as the free humans proudly styled themselves) came to a

  hiding place in a giant hollow tree deep in the Vosges Mountains. The forest now swarmed with Tanu and their gray-torc henchmen, sent by Lord Velteyn of Finiah to search out the killers of his

  sister, Epone. Velteyn himself, proficient in the metafaculties of psychokinesis and creativity, was conducting personal sorties at the head of his Flying Hunt, a cadre of glorious Tanu knights in

  glass armor, made levitant by their lord’s mental power.




  Safe in their sanctuary, the Lowlives and Group Green engaged in mutual assessment. Madame told the newcomers of her grandiose plan to free all of Pliocene humanity from Tanu bondage, a task she

  had undertaken in expiation of her own guilt. She had engineered a fragile alliance between Lowlives and Firvulag against the common Tanu enemy; but the entente had been only minimally

  productive.




  The Tanu were oddly invulnerable to the vitredur glass and bronze weapons commonly used by all three races. Tanu might suffer injury, but after a recuperative course administered by redactors

  – metapsychic healers – even the worst wounds would be cured. Madame and her chief fighter, a Native American named Peopeo Moxmox Burke who had once been a judge, were keenly interested

  in how Group Green had managed to dispatch Epone. Until this time, no Lowlife had ever been able to kill a Tanu. Felice displayed her little steel knife, and a fact that Amerie had already

  suspected became confirmed: Iron was poisonous to the Tanu, perhaps acting in some way to destroy the linkage between the exotic brain and the golden torc. (Felice looked upon Madame’s own

  golden torc with some speculation at this point, but the intrepid old woman simply pricked herself with the blade to show that humans were made of tougher stuff.)




  At this point, a personage named Fitharn Pegleg arrived within the hollow tree. Resembling a short, sturdy human, he proved to be a Firvulag capable of assuming a monstrous shape, one of the

  Little People who had originally befriended Madame Guderian in the Pliocene. As she explained her plan to liberate enslaved humanity, Madame asked Fitharn to recite an ancient lay traditional among

  his people. It told of the original arrival of Tanu and Firvulag on Earth in a gigantic living spaceship that had as its spouse Brede, a woman from the exotic galaxy. In making the incredible

  journey across millions of light-years, the Ship was fatally strained. Tanu, Firvulag, and Brede escaped from the hulk in small flyers and watched the remains of the huge organism crash upon

  Pliocene Europe, forming a crater ‘too wide to see across.’ To consecrate the Ship’s Grave, a ritual battle was fought by two heroes – Sharn of the Firvulag and Lugonn of

  the Tanu – the former armed with a photonic weapon called the Sword, the latter using a similar laser-type projector called the Spear. Sharn was defeated. The victor, Lugonn the Shining One,

  had the honor of receiving a blast from his own Spear between his eyes. Laid out in his golden glass armor, Spear at his side, Lugonn was left at the Ship’s Grave to ‘captain it upon

  its final flight.’




  After a thousand years had passed, the remote location of the Ship’s Grave had faded from the memory of Tanu and Firvulag alike. But the legend had sparked hope in Madame Guderian. The

  Sword of Sharn was now in Tanu hands, serving as a trophy awarded to the winner of the annual Grand Combat religious war. But the Spear of Lugonn must still be there beside the crater lake,

  together with the gravo-magnetically powered flying machines that had carried the exotics from their dying Ship. If the Lowlives could secure the photon weapon or a flying machine – or both

  – they would gain an unprecedented advantage over the metapsychic barbarians who constituted the Tanu chivalry.




  Lowlives and friendly Firvulag had searched in vain for the Ship’s Grave. But now Claude, knowledgeable in future geology, told them where it must be. Only one astrobleme in Europe fit the

  description, a crater called the Ries that lay some 300 kilometers to the east, on the northern shore of the Danube River.




  Jubilation greeted this intelligence, and it was decided to mount an expedition at once. With luck, the searchers might return before the end of the month. Then Firvulag would join Lowlife

  humanity in an attack against Finiah – provided that the fighting took place before the start of the Grand Combat Truce beginning at dawn on October first. The expedition would consist of

  Fithan, Madame Guderian, Chief Burke, a dynamic-field engineer named Martha, a former gravomag repair technician named Stefanko, and three members of Group Green. Claude would guide them to the

  spot. Richard (over his protests) would pilot a flyer if one could be made operational. Felice insisted she would be useful fending off wild beasts with her special talent, as well as doing chores

  such as hunting for food. (She had to go; around the neck of Lugonn’s skeleton was a golden torc.)




  Fitharn proposed that the expedition receive official sanction from the Firvulag monarch, Yeochee IV. Before leaving the tree, Madame gave secret orders to a Lowlife metalsmith, Khalid Khan, to

  take a group of men to a site designated by Claude, where iron ore might easily be found. They were to smelt as much of the ‘blood-metal’ as possible and bring it back to the principal

  Lowlife settlement of Hidden Springs as soon as the Tanu search parties withdrew. The iron was to be kept a secret from the Firvulag, since their loyalty was strongly tinged with expedience, and no

  Lowlife knew how long the shaky alliance might last.




  Amerie would go to Hidden Springs and reside in Madame’s own house. There her arm could heal and she could minister to the outlaw humans, who had lived for years with neither a physician

  nor a priest. Meanwhile, messengers would go to other Lowlife settlements thinly scattered about Europe, attempting to attract volunteers for the Finiah attack – now tentatively scheduled for

  the last week in September.




  In the Firvulag stronghold of High Vrazel, the little expedition met with a skeptical King Yeochee, who warned that the regions east of the Black Forest were full of Howlers, deformed mutant

  Firvulag only nominally under his authority. He presented Madame with a royal order commanding the cooperation of Sugoll, reputed to rule the Howlers in the regions around the Danube

  headwaters.




  On the fifth day after leaving High Vrazel, in the Vosges Mountains, the expedition arrived at the Rhine – and encountered disaster in the shape of a pig the size of an ox. This creature

  attacked from ambush, killing Stefanko and badly wounding Chief Burke. Fitharn urged that they turn back; but the humans feared that if they delayed, the Firvulag might seek out the Ship’s

  Grave themselves. Frail Martha, who had been forced to give birth to four children in quick succession as a Tanu slave, began to hemorrhage. Nevertheless, she was firm in demanding that they press

  on – and so five of them did, with the dauntless Felice carrying Martha until she was well enough to resume hiking.




  Slowly, the expedition made its way up the great escarpment on the eastern Rhine shore, into the eerie zone they named the Fungus Forest, which crowned the highland where the modern Schwarzwald

  lies. It was not until September eighteenth that they reached the Feldberg, home of the Howler lord, Sugoll. This individual, wearing a handsome illusory body to screen hideous deformities, toyed

  with the humans while his horde of goblinesque subjects projected hatred and fear of the interlopers, demanding their death.




  Claude brought about a reprieve when he explained the cause of the Howler mutation to Sugoll: The population had split away from their western brethren hundreds of years earlier, and had

  inadvertently settled in a region rich in radioactive minerals. These, combined with the exotic sensitivity to radiation, had caused the terrible birth defects. There was hope for the Howlers,

  Claude said, if they would move out of this area and, using their powers of shape-shifting to assume a more attractive aspect, resume mating with normal Firvulag. The Howlers might further be

  helped by the skills of a genetic engineer from the Galactic Milieu; but unfortunately, such a skilled scientist would surely have been enslaved by the Tanu for their own purposes.




  To express his gratitude, Sugoll assisted the expedition. The subterranean source of the Danube rose only a short distance away. A single day’s travel on this would bring boaters to the

  open river, which flowed so swiftly and smoothly that they might hope to reach the Ries Crater in only a few days more.




  Once again the five people set off. Richard’s navigating skill told them when they had reached the approximate longitude of the Ship’s Grave. On September twenty-second, they arrived

  at the crater, around the rim of which stood forty-three exotic flying machines, layered in dust and lichen. A cursory inspection convinced Richard and Martha that the exotic craft were indeed

  gravo-magnetically powered, quite similar to the machines of the Galactic Milieu. Cleaned up, refueled with distilled water, with the exotic controls deciphered, one of those thousand-year-old

  birds might still fly.




  Felice found Lugonn – but the golden torc was not around the ancient hero’s neck. Years ago, a ramapithecine had invaded the parked flyer where Lugonn rested and had stolen the

  glittering bauble. Frustrated again in her quest, Felice reacted with great violence.




  Richard and Martha, who had become lovers during the long trek, set about to repair a single flyer and the  photon-projecting Spear, which was found next to the skeleton in armor. Time was

  growing perilously short; but if even one day remained before the Truce on October first, the Firvulag would join the Lowlives in an attack upon the Rhineside city of Finiah, source of the vital

  element barium, without which no type of torc could be made.




  Richard tested the Syer successfully on the twenty-sixth. But Martha’s old affliction had returned, and she weakened from heavy loss of blood. In spite of this, she and Richard made plans

  to flee together immediately after he had assisted in the bombardment of Finiah. Three days later, at dusk on the twenty-ninth of September, the flyer landed at Hidden Springs with the Spear ready

  for use. Martha was in shock from the hemorrhaging, and Amerie could only rush her away for transfusions, praying for a miracle.




  Down on the western bank of the Rhine, a Lowlife army waited in a secret camp opposite Finiah. The city, gorgeously illuminated with twinkling lights, was still undisturbed at dawn on the

  thirtieth. Chief Burke was ready, together with several hundred free humans, many of them armed with iron. The Firvulag army under Sharn the Younger was also on alert – although still

  skeptical – poised to attack on two fronts should the promised aerial bombardment materialize.




  Richard piloted the flyer to a position above the Tanu citadel. Screened by Madame Guderian’s metapsychic power, the craft prepared to attack, with the photon weapon manned by the

  rock-cutting paleontologist. Claude fired twice and missed, but his third shot broke the Rhineside wall, allowing penetration by the Lowlives and a large unit of Firvulag. Changing targets, the old

  man demolished a wall on the other side of the city; Ayfa, general of the Warrior Ogresses, led in a second prong of attackers opposite the main strike. With power in the Spear running low, Claude

  knew that there only remained enough energy for a single great blast at the strategic barium mine in the heart of Finiah.




  But now there came streaming up from the city a train of glowing knights mounted on chaliko chargers. Velteyn and his flying Hunt had penetrated Madame’s illusion and identified the enemy.

  The psychocreative lord sent balls of lightning soaring into the open hatch of the aircraft. Dodging, Claude fired, striking the mine squarely. Before Richard could get them away, the globes of

  psychic energy did their work: Claude was seriously burned, Richard lost an eye, and Madame lay on the floor of the smoldering flight deck, surrounded by toxic fumes.




  Half mad with pain, Richard crash-landed the flyer at Hidden Springs. At the same time, a successful invasion of the Tanu city was being carried out by combined human and Firvulag forces. The

  battle of Finiah lasted twenty-four hours. At the end of that time the barium mine was destroyed, the city was in ruins, the Tanu population was slain or had fled, and the enslaved human

  inhabitants were faced with a choice that, for some, was oddly difficult: Live free or die.




  Richard awoke in Hidden Springs and discovered Martha’s body laid out in the Lowlife chapel. Remembering the promises they had made, he took her up and stumbled to the still-operational

  flyer. Madame and Claude were going to recover, and no doubt the old woman would press ahead with her scheme to free humanity. But not Richard. He had a plan of his own. Waving farewell to Amerie,

  he launched the gravo-magnetic craft into an orbit thousands of kilometers above Pliocene Earth and began to wait.




  Far below, Felice was trudging through the forest toward smoking Finiah. She was too late for the war, but somehow or other she would find a golden torc in the ruined city and fulfill her

  promise to take the Tanu.




  The other four members of Group Green encountered an utterly different face of the Many-Colored Land.




  Six weeks earlier, the Tanu overlord, Creyn, had mounted his chaliko and departed Castle Gateway. With a minimal escort of three soldiers, he had led Elizabeth, Bryan, Aiken Drum, Stein, Sukey

  Davies, and Raimo Hakkinen along the track toward the Rhône River. As they traveled, the Tanu man told these privileged prisoners something of the wonderful life that awaited them. They would

  take ship at the riverside city of Roniah, and after a journey of five or six days arrive in the Tanu capital, Muriah. There Stein would be healed of the injuries suffered in his escape attempt.

  Aiken and Raimo and Sukey would learn how to use the metafunctions made newly operant by their silver torcs. Bryan would assist in a cultural analysis project that had been initiated by the Tanu

  King himself.




  And Elizabeth . . . her destiny would be the most splendid of all. Never before had the time-gate admitted a genuinely operant human metapsychic to the Many-Colored Land. (It was prohibited by

  Galactic statute.) Elizabeth’s mind might be convalescent, but when she recovered, her farsensing and redactive abilities would far exceed those of any Tanu Great Ones. Creyn, himself a

  skilled redactor, was humbly aware that her probing and healing powers dwarfed his own. Elizabeth would not receive the common initiation. No, she would go to the Shipspouse who was the guide and

  guardian of both exotic races; she would go to Brede.




  The exotic healer’s promises only filled Elizabeth with fear and dismay. There was a good reason why the Galactic Milieu forbade operant metapsychics to pass through the time-gate. In the

  Milieu, all persons with great mental power – human and nonhuman – were bound in a benevolent Unity, incapable of any selfish action that would harm civilization. But bereft of the

  Unity . . .




  Elizabeth felt as though she were the only mature adult cast away in a world of children – and malicious children at that, who would seek to use her. This must not be

  permitted.




  Elizabeth was roused from her reverie of despair by the necessity of rescuing Sukey. This young woman, who also had redactive power, had gone snooping into the mind of unconscious Stein.

  Discovering his longstanding psychic hurts, Sukey tried inexpertly to drain them. Only Elizabeth’s intervention prevented the deeply traumatized Viking from crushing his would-be healer into

  imbecility. Temporarily postponing non involvement, Elizabeth began to teach Sukey proper techniques so that she would not harm herself or the man she was growing to love. Before the trip south

  concluded, Sukey was able to bring Stein genuine relief from mental dysfunctions that had plagued him from childhood. Stein in turn reached out and pledged himself to her. Their two minds,

  operating on the most intimate telepathic level of his gray, and her silver, torc, took each other for husband and wife. Such a union, Creyn had warned, was forbidden to silver-torc women on pain

  of death; but the lovers hid their secret well. No one knew the truth but Elizabeth.




  The madcap Aiken Drum’s reaction to his new mind-power and the dazzling splendor of the Many-Colored Land was profoundly different. He gloried in both. In Roniah, he was the star of a

  rowdy debauch and the darling of insatiable Tanu women. Later, he and his new crony, Raimo, assumed the illusory forms of butterflies and took an impromptu tour of the riverside city. This ended

  with the partial destruction of the Roniah dock as part of a metapsychic practical joke.




  Creyn programmed what he thought was a firm curb upon the trickster’s metafunctions. However, as the journey lengthened, it became evident that Aiken – self-confessed Connecticut

  Yankee in King Arthur’s court, mechanical genius, recidivist delinquent, charmer, wearer of a golden suit with a hundred pockets – was something far out of the ordinary run of latent

  metapsychic. The mental powers that had been chained in his skull for twenty-one years of misspent youth were of incredible potential. Elizabeth saw this clearly – and so, to a more limited

  extent, did Creyn.




  The boat carrying the travelers plunged over a torrential slope, la Glissade Formidable, into the prehistoric Mediterranean Basin. Sailing over shallow lagoons, it approached the Tanu capital,

  Muriah, which lay at the tip of the Balearic Peninsula. Most of the human passengers were increasingly anxious as the voyage neared its end; but not Aiken Drum. His silver torc, instead of merely

  freeing his metafunctions, had acted as a trigger to a psychic avalanche. Control circuits that had easily held normal human minds in thrall burned out before Aiken’s mental blaze; and his

  powers, unlike the gentle ones of Elizabeth, were fully oriented toward aggression. Behind the grinning face of the young man in the shining golden suit was a personality that might, in time, seek

  to dominate not only the exotic races of Pliocene Earth, but humanity as well.




  Now begin Volume 2, which follows Aiken, Elizabeth, Stein, and Bryan on the sixth day after their passage through the time-gate into the world of Pliocene Exile.




  





  PART I




  The Mésalliance




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  The dragonfly hovered, a golden spark, just above the bare mast of the motionless boat.




  As the first breezes broke the water with cat’s-paw dimpling, the dragonfly darted off. He zoomed powerfully into the sky and hovered once again. The boat below him was now transformed

  into a lonely speck amid a pastel expanse of shallow lagoons and salt flats, all blurred in pearly mist.




  Higher! His shape-shifted wings lofted him into the dawn. Keen compound eyes that covered most of his head showed him the continental slope’s dark rampart along the northern horizon: the

  brink of Europe punctuated by a single towering cloud that marked the cascade of the Rhône River, pouring down a vast slope of sediment into the nearly waterless Mediterranean Basin of

  Pliocene Earth that was called the Empty Sea.




  Should he fly toward the mainland? His wings had the strength to carry him more than 100 kilometers per hour for brief sprints. He knew it would be easy for him to retrace the journey the boat

  had made on the previous day; or he could fly eastward to the upthrust mass of Corsica-Sardinia, where Creyn had said no Tanu lived.




  He could go anywhere he liked. He was free now.




  Gone were the mental restraints programmed upon him by the exotic slavemaster. This morning when he awoke, the silver torc at his throat was cold rather than warm, the neural circuitry of the

  psychocoercive device overloaded and rendered useless by his mind’s new power. The metapsychic latencies that the torc had unlocked remained operant. And were still growing.




  He reached out with his farsense, listening. He perceived the slow-cycling rhythms of the seven people asleep in the craft beneath him, and farther afield, telepathic murmurs from other boats

  scattered about the Great Lagoon. In the distant south – he concentrated his farsense, clumsily attempting fine focus – was a conglomerate mental shimmer. Fascinating! Could it be

  coming from the Tanu capital city of Muriah, the goal toward which they had been traveling these past five days?




  If he gave a hail, would anyone down there answer? Try!




  There came a hard bright response, shocking in its eagerness:




  O shining boymind who?




  Well . . . Aiken Drum that’s who.




  Hold still littlemind so far yet so glowing. Ah!




  No. Stop that – !




  Do not pull away Shining One. What can you be?




  Let go dammit!




  Do not withdraw I think I know you . . .




  Suddenly, he was overcome by an unprecedented fear. That distant unknown was locking onto him, coming at him in some manner down the pathway of his own mind’s beam. He pulled away from the

  grasp and discovered too late that it was going to take almost all of his strength to sever the connection. He tore free. He found himself falling through thin air, his dragonfly shape shifted back

  to vulnerable humanity. Wind whistled in his ears. He plunged toward the boat, mind and voice screaming, and only managed to regain control and the insect form a scant moment before disaster.

  Trembling and funked out, he settled to the tip of the mast.




  His projected panic had awakened the others. The boat began to rock, generating concentric ripples in the pale lagoon. Elizabeth and Creyn emerged from the covered passenger compartment to stare

  at him; and Raimo, with an expression of bleary incomprehension on his upturned face; and scowling Stein, with worried little Sukey; and Highjohn, the skipper, who yelled, ‘I know

  that’s you up there, Aiken Drum! God help you if you’ve been playing any of your tricks with my boat!’




  The boatman’s shout brought out the last passenger, the torcless anthropologist, Bryan Grenfell, who was feeling testy and was aware of none of the telepathic querying now being hurled at

  the dragonfly by the others. ‘Is it necessary to rock the boat quite so much?’




  ‘Aiken, come down,’ Creyn said aloud.




  ‘Not bloody likely,’ the dragonfly replied. Wings abuzz, the insect prepared to flee.




  The Tanu raised one slender hand in an ironic gesture. ‘Fly away, then, you fool. But be sure you understand what you’re renouncing. It makes no difference that you’ve escaped

  the torc. We were expecting that. Allowances have been made. Special privileges have been arranged for you in Muriah.’




  A doubting laugh. ‘I’ve already had a little hint of that.’




  ‘So?’ Creyn was unconcerned. ‘If you’d kept your wits about you, you’d know that you have nothing to fear from Mayvar. On the contrary! But make no mistake –

  even without the silver torc, she is able to detect you now, wherever you might go. Running away would be the worst mistake you could possibly make. There’s nothing for you out there, all

  alone. Your fulfillment lies with us, in Muriah. Now come down. It’s time we resumed our journey. We should arrive in the capital tonight, and you can judge for yourself whether or not

  I’ve told the truth.’




  Abruptly, the tall exotic man withdrew into the passenger compartment. The small group of humans remained on deck, gaping.




  ‘Oh – what the hell,’ said the dragonfly.




  It spiraled down, landed at the skipper’s feet, and became a little man clad in a gold-fabric costume all covered with pockets. Self-confidence completely restored, Aiken Drum grinned his

  golliwog grin.




  ‘Maybe I will stick around awhile. For as long as it suits me.’




  That evening, when the throng of Tanu riders came to welcome the boat to the shores of Aven, Bryan could think of only a single thing: that Mercy might be somewhere among the

  exotic cavalcade. And so he rushed from one side of the boat to the other while a team of twenty stout helladotheria, looking something like giant okapis, were hitched to the craft in preparation

  for its being hauled up the long rollered way to Muriah. There was a bright gibbous moon. A kilometer or so above the docks, which lay on a saltflat surrounded by weathered masses of striped

  evaporite, the Tanu capital city glittered on the dark peninsular height like an Earthbound galaxy.




  ‘Mercy!’ Bryan called. ‘Mercy, I’m here!’




  There were numbers of human men and women riding together with the tall exotics, dressed, like them, either in faceted and spiked glass armor or richly jeweled gauze robes. The flameless torches

  that they carried cast beams of many colors. The riders laughed at Bryan and ignored the questions that he tried to shout amidst the tumult of the hitching.




  So many of the human women perched on the great chalikos seemed to have auburn hair! Again and again Bryan strained to catch a closer glimpse of a likely one. But always when the beautiful rider

  approached it was not Mercy Lamballe – nor even one who really looked like her.




  Aiken Drum stood on one of the boat seats posturing like a gilded puppet, throwing out teasing or challenging quips that provoked exotic hilarity and increased the bedlam. The Finno-Canadian

  woodsman, Raimo Hakkinen, hung over the pneumatic gunwale of the boat kissing the proffered hands of the ladies and toasting the men with swigs from his silver flask. In contrast, Stein Oleson sat

  back in the shadows with one huge arm curved protectively around Sukey, both of them apprehensive.




  Skipper Highjohn came to stand beside Bryan in the bows. He fingered the gray torc around his neck and laughed out loud. ‘We’ll be on our way any minute now, Bryan. What a welcome!

  I’ve never seen anything like it. Just look at your tricky little gold friend up there! They’ll have a hell of a time taming that one – if they ever do!’




  Bryan looked at the smiling brown face blankly. ‘What? I’m – I’m sorry, Johnny. I wasn’t listening. I thought I saw – someone. A woman I once knew.’




  With kind firmness the boatman pressed the anthropologist down onto one of the benches. Teamsters whipped up the hellads and the boat began to roll, accompanied by cheers and a bell-loud clangor

  from the escort, some of whom were beating their gem-studded shields with glowing swords. From nearly a hundred throats and minds came the Tanu Song, its melody oddly familiar to Bryan, for all

  that the words were alien:




  

    

      

        

          Li gan nol po’kône niési,




          ’Kône o lan li pred néar,




          U taynel compri la neyn,




          Ni blepan algar dedône.




          Shompri pône, a gabrinel,




          Shal u car metan presi,




          Nar metan u bor taynel o pogekône,




          Car metan sed gône mori.


        


      


    


  




  Bryan’s fingers dug into the boat’s splashcover fabric. The fantastic panoply of riders swirled along the towpath as the boat mounted a long slope. There was no vegetation this close

  to the salty lagoon, but eroded lumps and pillars of mineral loomed in the wavering shadows like the ruins of some elfin palace. The train entered a depression between steep cliffs and bright

  Muriah disappeared from view. The hellad-drawn boat and its faerie escort seemed to move toward a black tunnel mouth flanked by huge broken cherubim. The Song echoed from overlooming walls.




  An old imagery reasserted itself to Bryan. A cave – deep and dark – and a loved thing lost inside. He was a small boy and the time was six million years into the future: in England,

  in the Mendip Hills where the family had a cottage. And his kitten, Cinders, wandered off, and he searched for three days. And finally he had stumbled upon the entrance to the little cave, barely

  large enough for his eight-year-old body to wriggle through. He had stood staring at the fetid black hole for more than an hour, knowing that he should search it but terrified at the thought.




  In the end, he had taken a small electric torch and wormed his way in. The passage twisted and angled downward. Scratched by sharp stones and nearly breathless with fear, he had slithered on.

  The stench from bat droppings was dreadful. All daylight vanished at a turn in the narrowing corridor; and then the crack opened into a deep cavern, too large to be illuminated by his little

  flashlight. He aimed the beam downward and saw no bottom. ‘Cinders!’ he called, and his boy’s voice reverberated in broken wails. There was a horrid rustle and a faint sound of

  squeaking. From the cave roof high above, a mist of acrid bat urine drifted down upon him.




  Choking and retching, he had tried to turn around, but the crevice was too narrow. There was nothing for it but to back out on his stomach, tears streaming down his cheeks, knowing that at any

  moment the bats might fly into his face and sink their teeth into nose and lips and cheeks and ears.




  He dropped the torch as he hunched along. Maybe the light would frighten the bats. He kept going, centimeter by centimeter backward over rough stones, his knees and elbows getting rawer. The

  passage would never end! It was already much longer than it had been when he entered! And it was tighter, too, squeezing him beneath unimaginable tons of black rock until he knew it would press

  away his life . . .




  He came out.




  Too weak even to sob, he had lain there until the sun was low. When he was able to get up and stagger home, he found Cinders lapping a saucer of cream in the back garden. The ghastly trip into

  the cave had been for nothing . . .




  ‘I hate you!’ he had screamed, bringing his mother on the run. But by the time she reached him he was cradling the black kitten against his bruised and filthy cheek, stroking it

  while the sound of its purring helped slow his thudding heart.




  Cinders had lived for another fifteen years, fat and complacent, while Bryan’s boyish devotion to the animal dwindled away into vague fondness. But he would live forever with the horror of

  the loved thing lost, the fear and the gush of hate at the end because his bravery had been wasted. And now he was entering another chasm . . .




  The friendly voice of the skipper drew him back. ‘The lady you’re looking for. Did they tell you she was down here in Muriah?’




  ‘An interviewer back at Castle Gateway recognized her picture. He said she had been sent here. Creyn seemed to hint that if I cooperated with the local authorities along professional

  lines, she and I might – meet.’




  He hesitated only for a moment before unbuttoning his breast pocket and taking out the durofilm sheet. Highjohn stared at Mercy’s self-luminous portrait.




  ‘What a beautiful, haunted face! I don’t know who she is here, Bry, but then I’m on the river most of the time. God knows I’d never forget her if I ever did

  catch sight of her. Those eyes – ! You poor bastard.’




  ‘You can say that again, Johnny.’




  ‘Why did she come here?’ the skipper asked.




  ‘I don’t know. Ridiculous, isn’t it, Johnny? I knew her only a single day. And then I had to leave her for some work that seemed to be important. When I returned, she was gone.

  All I could do was follow after. It was the only choice open to me. Do you understand?’




  ‘Sure, Bry. I understand. My own reasons for coming weren’t that different. Except that no one was waiting . . . But there’s something you’ve got to expect, when you do

  find her. She’ll be changed.’




  ‘She was a latent. They’ll have given her a silver torc. I’m aware of that.’




  The big riverman shook his head slowly. Once again he touched his own gray necklet. ‘There’s more to it than a latent’s becoming operant – although God knows, acquiring

  metafaculties all of a sudden has its hazards, so I’m told. But even us grays – without getting any metafunctions to speak of – gain something fantastic through this torc.

  Something that we never had before.’ He pursed his thin purplish lips, then suddenly exclaimed, ‘Listen, man! What do you hear?’




  ‘They’re singing in their Tanu language.’




  ‘And to you, the words mean nothing. But to us collared ones, the Song says well-met, and fear-not, and this-is-it, and we-you-us! When a human being becomes part of the torced society, he

  gains a whole new level of consciousness. Even us grays, with no operant metafunctions, can share in it. It’s more than telepathy – although that’s a part of it. It’s a

  whole new form of social intercourse, this mind-to-mind intimacy. How the hell can I explain it? Like being a member of some kind of superfamily. You know you belong to this great thing that keeps

  rolling along and taking you with it. You’ll never be alone in your pain again. Never be outside. Never be rejected. Any time you need strength or comfort, you can dip into the collective

  resource. It’s not a smothering thing because you can take as much or as little of it as you choose – well, subject to limitations unless you’re a gold-wearer. You obey

  orders, just like in the service . . . But what I’m trying to tell you is that wearing these things changes you deep inside. It doesn’t happen right away, but it does happen. As you

  wear the torc, you’re educated whether you want to be or not. Your lady is going to be a different person from the one you remember.’




  ‘She might not want me. Is that what you’re trying to prepare me for?’




  ‘I don’t know her, Bry. People react in different ways to the torcs. Some of them bloom. Most of them.’




  The anthropologist did not meet the skipper’s dark eyes. ‘And some don’t. I see. What happens to the failures?’




  ‘There aren’t too many among us grays. The Tanu have worked out a fairish battery of tests to sort out the go and no go. Human psychotechnicians working under Lord Gomnol try to make

  sure that no normal human gets a gray torc unless his or her PS profile shows that the device will be generally beneficial to the individual’s functioning. They don’t want to

  waste the torcs because they’re not easy to make. If your psychosocial tests show that you’re a maverick, likely to whack out unless you’re allowed to stew in your own

  independent juice, then you don’t get a gray collar. They’ll coerce you in more conventional ways to make you a productive member of their society – or else give up and toss you

  into the discard. But the real winners here in Exile are the torc wearers. The Tanu know they can trust us because they can share our thoughts and control our rewards. So we’re allowed

  positions of responsibility. Look at me! Tanu are lousy swimmers. But I’ve had members of the High Table, the top Tanu administration, riding in my boat.’




  ‘With never a qualm, I trust.’




  ‘Okay – laugh. But I’d never do anything to endanger the lives of the exotics and they know it. It would be unthinkable!’




  ‘But you’re not free.’




  ‘Nobody is ever free,’ the skipper said. ‘Was I a goddam lily of the field back in the Milieu, piloting my ferryboat on Tallahatchie with Lee driving me crazy jealous? Here in

  this world, with this torc, I follow Tanu orders. And in return I get a share in the kind of mind-pleasures that only the metapsychics got in our twenty-second century. It’s like seeing with

  a thousand eyes. Or going high with a thousand bodies all at once. I can’t tell you how it is. I’m no poet. No psychologist, either.’




  ‘I’m beginning to understand, Johnny. The torcs are certainly more complex than I first thought.’




  ‘They make life a lot easier for the people who can stand up to ’em. Just take the matter of language. In our Milieu, the exotic sociologists knew how vital it was for each single

  race to have a single language. That’s why we humans had to agree to become monolingual as a condition to Milieu acceptance – and Standard English won hands down. But with this mental

  speech, any kind of verbal misunderstanding is impossible! When another person mindspeaks to you, you know exactly what the message is.’




  Half to himself, Bryan murmured, ‘Barbaric. That’s why the Milieu places such strict limitations on the metas. Especially the human metas.’




  ‘I don’t get your point there, Bry. See what I mean? If you wore a torc, I’d know exactly what you were trying to say.’




  ‘Forget it, Johnny. Just my cynicism showing its fangs.’




  ‘To me, the mental unity seems ideal. But then, I’m just a dumb sailorman whose lover went over to another. Now if the two of us had been able to understand each other from

  the start . . . aw, the hell with it. Now there are thousands of people who love me. In a manner of speaking.’




  The skipper waved at the procession of riders. Almost all of them immediately waved back. Bryan felt something cold clutch at his bowels.




  ‘Johnny?’




  The skipper broke out of his reverie. ‘Mm?’




  ‘Not all of the time-travelers are tested for psycho-compatability before being torced. Stein wasn’t. They collared him when he became a menace.’




  Highjohn shrugged. ‘You can understand why. The torc can be used to subdue rebellious people on a short-range or long-range basis. Since your pal is still with us, I presume they have some

  plans for him. Certain types – medics and some other specialists who rarely come through the gate – they get collared willy-nilly, too. Essential occupations.’




  ‘And the metapsychic latents – people such as Aiken and Sukey and Raimo? They were apparently put into silver collars as soon as their latency was detected, without consideration of

  any adverse mental consequences.’




  ‘Well, the silvers are a special case,’ Highjohn admitted. ‘There’s the matter of the genes.’




  Bryan looked at him.




  ‘The Tanu use human women in their breeding scheme, Bry. Some human men as well. Normals, latents, both kinds get used. But the latents are the most valuable to them. I’m not too

  clear on the specifics of the thing, but somehow they figure that putting human latent genes into their pool will speed the day when the whole Tanu race goes operant. You know . . . just like the

  human race is going operant back in the Milieu.’




  ‘But the Tanu are operant now, with their golden torcs!’




  ‘Limited, man, limited. Even the best of ’em can’t measure up to masterclass metas in the Milieu. And none of the Tanu are a patch on our Grand Masters. Nope –

  they’ve got a long way to go in the mind-power game. But this genetic scheme is supposed to give them a boost. The Tanu are great schemers. Plotting and fighting are their favorite sports

  – followed closely by screwing, drinking, and feasting. The gene plan is just one of the ways they’re trying to consolidate their advantage over the Firvulag. You know about the Little

  People, don’t you? Racial brothers to the Tanu. No-torc operants – but only in illusion making, creativity, and some farsensing, for the most part. Firvulag genes are strong recessives

  among Tanu, so the Tanu mothers keep throwing Firvulag babies. And the little gnomies are physically tougher and reproduce a hell of a lot faster than the Tanu do. So if the Tanu want to keep

  control of Exile, they’ve got their work cut out for them.’




  ‘I’m starting to appreciate the situation,’ Bryan said. ‘But, come back to the silver-torcs. If they’re indiscriminately collared, then some of them must whip out

  under the neural tension.’




  ‘True. Some go mad. Any kind of torc can do that if the personality of the wearer is fundamentally incompatible. Even the pure Tanu have their zonk-outs. Black-torcs, they call ’em.

  However, even if a silver goes bananas, the Tanu try to save the genes. A woman will be put on oblivion hold and used as brood stock until she breaks down. If she can’t be restored by the

  healers, her ova can be transplanted to ramas. That often doesn’t pan out because these exotic folks have a crude reprotechnology – but they try anyhow.’




  ‘And the male silver-torc dropouts?’




  ‘Sperm is an easy keeper. As for the bonkered-out owner . . . well, there’s always the Hunt. Or the life-offerings.’




  ‘I know about the Hunt.’ Bryan was grim. ‘But the life-offering thing is new. What is it – human sacrifice?’




  ‘More like ritual execution of criminals and hopelessly unfit persons. As I understand sacrifices, the victim was supposed to be noble or pure or something. Well, the Tanu have

  that kind of ritual killing only once in a blue moon – like when there’s a new King or Queen inaugurated. But the regular life-offerings come twice a year. At the tail end of

  the Grand Combat in early November and at the Grand Loving, in May. It’s more like a clean sweep of the jails and soft rooms than anything else. Uncivilized by Milieu standards, but not all

  that bad an idea when you get right down to it.’




  Don’t read my mind, Johnny, Bryan thought. Aloud, he said, ‘How do the human silvers become golds?’




  The skipper gave a basso profundo laugh. ‘There’s ways and ways. Your weird little pal is a shoo-in candidate!’




  Bryan was at a loss for words. Yes, Aiken might fit in very well in this mad world of wondrous powers and appalling barbarity. But what of Mercy, fey and fearful?




  Tall Creyn, with his red-and-white robes billowing in the breeze, came into the bows area, followed by Elizabeth. ‘We’re almost there, Bryan. You can see the High King’s palace

  now – that complex with bars of golden light and the hundreds of bright lamps spaced along the façade. We’ll be ending our journey there. After we’ve rested for a few

  hours, there’ll be a supper feast in honor of you new arrivals. King Thagdal and Queen Nontusvel will be there themselves to bid you welcome.’




  ‘Do all newcomers get such a splendid reception?’ Elizabeth inquired. Half hidden behind the towering Tanu, she was an unobtrusive figure in her red denim jumpsuit.




  ‘Not all.’ Creyn smiled down at her. ‘Your arrival is a very special occasion. It’s been an honor for me to escort you. I hope to be able to work with you at Redact House

  in later days.’




  The realization burst upon Bryan. Of course. The magnificent escort had really come to catch a glimpse of Elizabeth! And the banquet with the King and Queen in attendance would be

  primarily for her. What a priceless catch the exotic time-fishers had made in this quiet, repressive woman with the unfathomable mental powers. And what new plans the genetic schemers must be

  hatching! Poor Elizabeth. Bryan wondered whether she was yet aware of the kind of temptation that the Tanu were sure to offer; and whether she realized the deadly danger that she faced if she

  should decline to cooperate . . .




  Creyn continued to point out features of the capital city to the two of them. ‘The largest of the structures, those with the surmounting towers and faceted beacons, are the headquarters of

  the five great Guilds Mental. You might think of them as metapsychic clans – for there is more of a family than a professional relationship among the membership. The violet and amber lights

  adorn the Hall of Farsensors, which is presided over by the Venerable Lady Mayvar Kingmaker. The Guild of Creators has its headquarters lit with aquamarine and white. At the present time, this

  group is led by Lord Aluteyn Craftmaster. However, his authority has been recently challenged and there may be changes made after the manifestations of power take place at the Grand Combat. The

  blue and amber lights symbolize the Coercer Guild, whose head is Sebi-Gomnol, a human wearer of the gold. Beyond that complex rises the home of the psychokinetics, the movers and shakers who are

  led by Lord Nodonn Battlemaster. He is at this time resident in his home city of Goriah. The PK Guild has rose and amber for its heraldic colors.’




  ‘And your own association?’ Elizabeth asked.




  ‘The Guild of Redactors has its headquarters outside of the city, on the southern slope of the Mount of Heroes. The white-and-red illumination is not visible from this side of the

  peninsula. Our guild is headed by Lord Dionket, Chief Healer of the Tanu.’




  A small figure in a suit of metallic fiber came slithering forward. Aiken Drum doffed his hat and bowed. His grinning face was shadowed and masklike in the light of the escort’s

  torches.




  ‘I couldn’t help but eavesdrop, Chief. How is it that a human being – this Gumball, or whatever his name is – can head up one of your big corporations?’




  Creyn’s reply was cold. ‘Lord Sebi-Gomnol is a person of extraordinary talents – both metapsychic and scientific. After you meet him, you’ll know why we hold him in such

  high esteem.’




  ‘How did he get his gold?’ Aiken persisted.




  Even Bryan was aware of the palpable revulsion flowing from the exotic healer. ‘You’d better hear that from his own lips as well.’




  Aiken gave a wicked chuckle. ‘I can hardly wait. Old Gumball sounds like the kinda guy who could even give me a few tips!’




  You will leave us Aiken Drum.




  Anything you command Chief!




  Elizabeth frowned at the retreating back of the golliwog youth. To analyze this interesting implication was going to take some patient work. She hoped Lord Gomnol would be present at the

  feast.




  Bryan was asking, ‘Are the rest of the buildings in the city private, then?’




  ‘By no means,’ Creyn said. ‘Muriah is a working capital. The persons resident here are primarily concerned with the administration of our Many-Colored Land: Our education

  facilities are here and certain other vital operations as well. But you will discover, Bryan, that we are not nearly so formal in these high matters as your Galactic Milieu will be six million

  years into the future. We have a small population in our High Kingdom and a fairly simple culture. Many workings of our government are handled family-fashion. You will be encouraged to study the

  social structure very closely. There are things you must tell us about ourselves.’




  The anthropologist inclined his head. ‘It’ll be a fascinating project. I can’t think of a Milieu culture even remotely resembling yours.’




  The boat was finally drawing up to a quasi-Babylonian edifice of white stone, lavishly adorned with flowering plants that dripped over stepped, lamplighted balconies. The portico of the palace

  fronted on a spur of the rollered way. There were no casual mobs of human onlookers to be seen, but a large group of liveried human attendants stood waiting, together with forty or fifty little

  ramas dressed in white tabards ornamented with the stylized golden male face, emblem of the sovereign. As the boat came to a halt, the mounted escort rode part-way up a flight of shallow steps that

  led to the palace entrance. The riders sat straight in their saddles, raised their torches on high, and formed into ranks like an honor guard.




  There was a gong sound and a flourish of trumpets. A stately Tanu woman dressed all in silver and attended by silver-armored human soldiers came to the head of the stairs. She held out both arms

  toward the travelers in the boat and sang a strophe in the Tanu language. The riders chorused a response at the top of their lungs.




  Creyn interpreted. ‘The Exalted Lady Eadone, Dean of Guilds and eldest daughter of the Thagdal, greets you. Elizabeth will answer.’




  Skipper Highjohn had been busy amidships winding out a gangplank that settled onto the lowest step. He winked at Elizabeth and held out a big brown hand to assist her to disembark.




  An abrupt silence fell. The brisk evening breeze whipped the pennons, capes, and robes of the chaliko riders. Elizabeth in her simple red suit looked lost in the midst of the pageant; but her

  physical and mental voice was firm and quite as impressive as that of the King’s daughter.




  She spoke a phrase in the Tanu language and then repeated it in English: ‘Thank you for welcoming us to this beautiful city. We are impressed by the splendor and richness of

  your Many-Colored Land, which is so different from the primitive world we expected to find six million years into our past. We greet you with all goodwill. We hope you will be patient with us as we

  learn your ways. And we pray that there will be peace between our two races through the length of the world’s age.’




  Crash! went the drums and cymbals. The orderly scene dissolved into a carnival whirl. Chaliko riders galloped up and down the steps, cheering, laughing, and singing. After a courteous

  nod to Elizabeth, the Lady Eadone vanished into the palace. Attendants and ramas came swarming to assist the time-travelers and gather up their baggage.




  Elizabeth came quickly back onto the boat before the wild throng could engulf her. Distracted, all barriers up against the mental cacophony, she went forward to say goodbye to Skipper

  Highjohn.




  Bryan was there, leaning against the doorframe of the wheelhouse, a look of horror on his face.




  Creyn passed Elizabeth, smiling. ‘It’s quite all right. Highjohn did such a fine job of conveying us that I wanted to give him his reward immediately.’ The redactor stepped

  onto the gangplank and vanished into the crowd.




  Elizabeth came and stood beside Bryan, looking into the wheel-house. The boatman lay on the deck beside the steering housing. His old U. S. Navy cap had fallen from his head. His eyes were

  rolled back so that only the whites were visible. Ribbons of saliva were spun from his open mouth to his kinky black beard. The gray torc was slimy with sweat. Highjohn’s hands scratched at

  the decking and his body arched up again and again in convulsive spasms.




  He groaned in ecstasy.




  Bryan whispered, ‘Are they all doing it to you, Johnny? All of them, curing the loneliness?’




  With gentle firmness he drew Elizabeth back and closed the wheelhouse door. Then they followed the others into the palace of the Tanu King.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  A gaudy throng eddied around the feast-hall ante-room in anticipation of the arrival of what a courtier had called Most Exalted Personages. Both humans and Tanu wore filmy

  robes in different styles. Most of the women sported fantastic wired and jeweled headdresses. Music filled the air, played by an unseen orchestra that featured flutes, harps, and glockenspiels.




  Bryan and Elizabeth and Stein and Sukey and Raimo had met again after an interval of three hours, brought into a railed enclosure separate from the rest of the crowd of dinner guests. The

  time-travelers stared at one another and then burst into laughter, so bemusing had been their transformation.




  ‘But they took away my other clothes!’ Raimo protested, his face aflame. ‘And they told me this would be the kind of thing the other guys would wear!’




  Stein guffawed. ‘Talk about giving the ladies a treat – ! You look like a friggerty ballet dancer. Or Captain Marvel!’




  ‘Steinie, shut up,’ said Sukey. ‘I think Raimo looks fine.’




  Glowering, the former woodsman tried to pull his skimpy golden cape around his torso. He wore a scarlet leotardlike garment with a faint diapré pattern of gold that looked as if it had

  been shrink-wrapped about his muscular body. Golden boots and a matching belt completed the ensemble.




  He is packaged for display, Elizabeth realized. With his meager psychokinetic ability and low level of intelligence, he is destined to be a toy.




  Raimo was scowling at Stein. ‘At least they got you out of that mangy fur kilt.’




  The Viking only smiled. He looked magnificent and knew it, having been decked out by palace servitors in a deep-green short tunic of simplest cut, together with his own leather collar and belt

  studded with gold and amber. To this had been added an ornate baldric in similar style that supported a bronze two-handed sword in a jeweled scabbard. From Stein’s great shoulders fell a

  cloak of sherry-colored brocade held by a greenstone brooch. He wore his bronze Viksø helmet with the curling horns.




  Sukey clung to one arm of this incarnation of Norse divinity. Her gown was of white silken gauze with a trailing skirt and close-fitting sleeves. The simplicity of the dress was offset by an

  elaborate headdress resembling a silver halo, ornamented with glowing red gems. The ruby color of the stones was repeated in her narrow pendant belt and in the wide bracelets at her wrists.




  ‘I think they dressed me in the heraldic colors of the clan I’m to be initiated into,’ Sukey said. ‘The redactors seem to wear red with white or silver. I wonder why you

  didn’t get red-and-white regalia, Elizabeth?’




  The farspeaker said, ‘I think I look very tasteful in black. Perhaps it has a special significance. They did spend a lot of time dressing my hair, at any rate. And when the wardrobe

  mistress saw my diamond ring, she came up with this nice little tiara.’




  ‘You and I make rather a set,’ Bryan observed. ‘Elegant restraint in the midst of these birds of paradise.’




  Elizabeth was amused. ‘And not bad at all, Doctor, now that you’ve shed those wrinkled bush-cottons and the imitation Aussie hat.’




  The once-drab anthropologist now wore garments cut from a glistening fabric of deepest blue-green. He had narrow trousers tucked into silver short boots, a well-tailored jacket piped in silver,

  and a long cape that matched the suit. Elizabeth’s costume was also simple. Her loose gown of filmy black was adorned by a narrow neck-yoke of red metallic fabric; two free-hanging ribands of

  the same material, jeweled and embroidered, fell from the front and rear of the yoke. It was a style that many of the Tanu women wore – although none showed the black-and-red color

  scheme.




  Sukey was looking around. ‘I wonder where Aiken is?’




  Stein muttered, ‘I don’t see how they could make that kid any fancier-looking than he already is.’




  ‘Speak of the devil,’ Bryan said.




  A servant pulled aside the drapery covering the passage door that led to their enclosure. The missing member of the group was ushered in, and Stein’s observation proved to be prophetic.

  Aiken Drum was still wearing his own golden suit with the hundred pockets. He had added only a black cape that sparkled like carbonado and a tall bunch of black feathers fastened behind the cockade

  of his broad-brimmed hat.




  ‘The festivities may now commence!’ the jester declared.




  ‘Maybe we’d better wait for the King and Queen,’ Elizabeth suggested.




  Raimo was indignant. ‘Would you believe it, Aik? They took my flask!’




  ‘The fewkin’ fiends! I’d bring it running to you on little bitty feet, Chopper, if I wasn’t so confused by the layout of this place.’




  ‘You could really bring it here?’ the ex-woodsman exclaimed.




  ‘Why not? You know what whisky means? And akvavit and all those other boozy words we know and love? They all translate as “water of life!” All those old folks who put a name to

  strong drink thought that it put the life back into you. So why shouldn’t I put a little life into the booze? Make it sprout legs . . . easy!’




  ‘I thought they programmed a curb on your metafunctions,’ Elizabeth said. She probed gently and met a well-constructed defense.




  Aiken winked. He hooked a finger around his silver torc and pulled. The metal necklet seemed to stretch – then snap back to solidity. ‘I’ve been working on that, sweets. Plus a

  few other things. Want to bet this is going to be one mother of a party?’




  ‘Attaway, buddy!’ Raimo cackled.




  ‘I must say,’ the shining youth observed, ‘that the rest of you are really looking up, sartorially speaking. You’re almost as gorgeous as me!’ He studied Stein and

  Sukey in silence for a moment, then said, ‘And let me offer my largest felicitations on your union.’




  The Viking and his lady stared at Aiken with mingled fear and resolution.




  Damn you Aiken, Elizabeth sent. I’ll snap your synapses if you—




  But the trickster swept on, black eyes alight. ‘The Tanu aren’t going to like it, because they had plans of their own for you two. But I’m a sentimentalist. Romance must

  triumph!’




  ‘Do you know what you’re talking about?’ Stein’s voice was quiet. One ham-sized fist closed over the pommel of his bronze sword.




  Aiken skipped close to him. Scandinavian blue eyes bridged a fifty-cent gap as they met those of the mischief-maker. Elizabeth was aware of an electric surge of mindspeech, well-directed along

  the intimate mode. She could not decipher it, but Sukey must have understood it, as well as her gigantic consort.




  The background music ceased. A squad of trumpeters, their glass cornices hung with banners featuring the male-head motif, appeared in the arch of the feasting hall and sounded a fanfare. The

  butterfly swarm of guests paired off and a fuller orchestra began to play alla marcia.




  Bryan caught the eye of a human courtier who was opening the gate of their enclosure. ‘Wagner?’




  The gray-torc nodded. ‘Indubitably, Worthy Doctor. Our gracious Lady Eadone wished to make you feel more at home, insofar as that’s possible. The Tanu are very fond of human music.

  The feasters will also use your own speech-vocal in consideration of your torcless status. If you please, your scholarly analysis of our society may begin this very night.’




  It began when I came through the damn time-gate, Bryan thought. But he only nodded to the man.




  Aiken was asking the gray, ‘What do we do now, cockie? We don’t want to commit any fox paws in front of the biggies.’




  The courtier said, ‘The Most Exalted Personages are enthroned at their own banqueting table. You’ll be presented to them briefly, and then the supper will begin. Court etiquette is

  very informal in this society. Just carry on with reasonable courtesy.’




  They waited until the last of the privileged citizens of Muriah had entered the hall, marching two by two. Then it was time for their own entrance.




  Aiken swept off his golden hat and made a mocking bow to Raimo. ‘Shall we, dear?’




  ‘Why the hell not?’ laughed the forester. ‘If this party is anything like the last one, the ladies’ll be joining us inside!’




  ‘This party,’ Aiken said, ‘is not going to be anything like the last one. But you’ll have a great time, Ray. I guarantee it.’




  ‘How about the rest of us?’ Stein asked. He had tucked his helmet under one arm. He and Sukey fell in behind Raimo and Aiken.




  ‘Make your own fun, my man,’ said Aiken Drum. He strutted through the ranks of trumpeters into the hall.




  Wordlessly, Bryan offered his arm to Elizabeth; but all thought of the farspeaker and her fate had gone from his mind. As they stepped forward to the Tannhäuser cadences he felt only the

  stabbing thrust of his fixe: that Mercy would be there! There and safe within her silver. Not trapped, not struggling, but secure in the faerie family that enraptured the lucky ones among its

  captives.




  Only let her be happy.




  They walked into a great beamed and paneled room that was lit by brazen sconces full of honest fire. The sparkling little meta lamps were in use, too, but for decoration only, studding strange

  tapestries and metal sculptures along the walls. The feasting board made a great inverted U-shape, with the several hundred guests ranged along both sides of the lateral sections, standing at their

  places. At the far end of the chamber was the local version of the high table – actually somewhat lower than the two side boards so that the dignitaries enthroned there would be more visible

  to the guests. The wall behind the Exalted Personages had a huge reproduction of the male-head motif, crafted of gold and deeply set into a complex mosaic of the crystalline meta lights. Draperies

  of thin metallic fabric framed the whole emblem and merged into a canopy above the line of twenty thrones. Liveried waiters were poised behind all of the guests. The Personages were attended by a

  double line of servitors, much more sumptuously dressed than those who waited upon the lower orders.




  Bryan and Elizabeth walked toward the table, past the ranks of smiling nobility. The anthropologist tried to be discreet as he scanned the throng; but there were such numbers on both sides of

  the room, and far too many of the human women had auburn hair . . .




  ‘The Worthy Doctor of Anthropology Bryan Grenfell.’




  . . . And then the arbiter bibendi was presenting him, and he stepped forward and made his brief obeisance in the usual Milieu style, conscious that the people at the High Table were craning

  forward to study him and his female companion with an eagerness they had not vouchsafed to the four other honorees. Court etiquette evidently did not include the introduction of the Personages to

  him, but he had little curiosity about the glittering figures at the moment. Mercy was not among them.




  Bryan stepped back and Elizabeth, pale and strained-looking, had her turn last of all.




  ‘The Most Illustrious Lady Elizabeth Orme, Grand Master Farspeaker and Grand Master Redactor of the Galactic Milieu.’




  Bloody hell, marveled Bryan.




  The standing guests raised their arms. Astonishingly enough, the Exalted Personages got up from their thrones and also joined in the salute. The entire assembly gave voice to a three-fold

  hail:




  ‘Slonshal! Slonshal! Slonshal!’




  Hairs bristled at the back of Bryan’s neck. Now that had to be a linguistic coincidence.




  The most central of the male Personages gave a small twisting gesture. From somewhere came a jangling sound, as though a chain were being shaken. Silence fell.




  ‘Let refreshment and fellowship prevail,’ intoned the male Personage. A magnificent physical specimen, he wore a white robe, completely unadorned. His long blond hair and flowing

  beard were dressed with exquisite care in braids and tiny thin curls. There was a distinct resemblance to the masklike heraldic emblem and Bryan knew that this must be Thagdal, High King of the

  Tanu.




  The tableau broke into a confetti swirl as the guests flung themselves into their seats or went dashing about to exchange fresh greetings with one another. Human waiters and rama servers began

  loading the tables with food and drink. The six honorees were seated on low couches opposite the Exalted Personages and all formality went by the board as the Tanu aristocrats satisfied their

  curiosity by asking the time-travelers a torrent of questions.




  Bryan found himself addressed by a formidable woman in white seated at the right hand of the King. Glorious red hair cascaded from beneath a close-fitting hood of golden fabric with upstanding

  jeweled wings. ‘I am Nontusvel, Mother of the Host and wife to the Thagdal. In courtesy I am your Lady, Bryan, and I bid you warm welcome to our Many-Colored Land and company. Now . . .

  what’s this I see? Confusion in you? And perhaps a fear? I would ease that if I might.’




  The power of her smiling ur-mothermind was irresistible, strumming his memories like an expert lutanist. A dim control room high in a château tower and a face full of sweet rue. Tears at a

  troubadour’s song. And with that chord plucked, segue into another of apple blossoms nightingales moon rising flesh warmth auburn hair and eyes of the haunted sea so fey. And then the

  dissonant arpeggio. But where Gaston where’s she gone where through that damn time-portal into Exile. Here I go Monsieur le Chat into the deep cellar . . .




  Bryan’s festive costume had inner pockets. Without volition, he reached a hand into the one over his breast and handed the durofilm to Queen Nontusvel. She gazed at Mercy’s portrait.

  ‘You followed her here, Bryan.’




  ‘Yes.’ I did but see her passing by. Till I die I see her.




  Nontusvel’s metapsychic tendrils came weaving solace and diversion. ‘But your Mercy is safe, Bryan! Successfully integrated into our fellowship. And so happy! It was as though she

  had been born for the torc. As though she yearned unconsciously to belong to us and searched us out over the gap of six million years.’




  The Queen’s eyes were as bright as sapphires, shining with an inner light, for all that they seemed to have no pupils.




  ‘May I visit her?’ he asked humbly.




  ‘She is in Goriah, in that region you would call Brittany. But she will soon return to our City of the White Silver Plain and then you shall hear her tell of her life among us. And in

  return for this reunion, will you serve us willingly? Will you help us to gain the knowledge that we require, the insight that may be vital to our survival as a race?’




  ‘I will do what I can, Exalted Lady. My training has been in the analysis of cultures and the evaluation of intercultural impact and the attendant stresses. I admit that I don’t

  understand completely what you want of me, but I’m at your disposal.’




  Nontusvel nodded her winged golden head and smiled. The High King turned from Elizabeth and said to the anthropologist, ‘My dear son Ogmol will help you coordinate your researches. See

  him? That high-spirited fellow at the righthand table in the turquoise-and-silver robe, balancing the wine ewer on his head, the silly twit. There! Now he’s done it . . . Well, even a scholar

  has a right to celebrate. You’ll see his more serious side tomorrow. He’ll be your guide. Your assistant, damme! And between the two of you, you’ll make sense out of our

  conundrum before the Grand Combat convenes or I’m a no-ball son of a Howler mule!’




  He guffawed hugely and Bryan, overawed, could only think of a particularly virile Ghost of Christmas Present he had seen as a child on the Tri-D.




  ‘If I may ask, King Thagdal – what is the basis for your sovereignty?’




  Both Thagdal and Nontusvel laughed uproariously, the King to the point of coughing. Whereupon the Queen took up a great golden cup and soothed her husband with a draft of honey-wine. When the

  King was restored, he said, ‘I like that, Bryan! Begin at the top with the authority figures. And begin now! Well, it’s simple enough, lad. I’ve got stupendous

  metafunctions, of course, and I’m a wiz in battle. But my most valued attribute is – fertility! More than half of the people in this hall are my children and grandchildren and

  great-grandchildren. And that’s not to count the absent loved ones – eh, Nonnie?’




  The Queen simpered discreetly. She told Bryan, ‘My Lord Husband is the father of eleven thousand and fifty-eight – and never a Firvulag and never a black-torc among them. His germ

  plasm is without peer, and for this reason he is our High King.’




  Bryan tried to phrase his next inquiry tactfully. ‘And you, Noble Lady, have a similarly distinguished reproductive history?’




  ‘Two hundred and forty-two children!’ trumpeted Thagdal. ‘A record among the royal spouses. And among them such many-talented luminaries as Nodonn and Velteyn and Imidol and

  Culluket! And the Exalted Ladies Riganone and Clana and Dectar – to say nothing of dear Anéar! None of my other wives, not even the lamented Lady Boanda, brought forth such

  riches.’




  And now Elizabeth entered the colloquy, saying softly, ‘Bryan – be sure to have His Majesty tell you about the other mothers of his children.’




  ‘Simple enough.’ Thagdal beamed. ‘Share the wealth! Propagate the optimal phenotype, as Crazy Greggy would say.




  Every gold and silver lady gets a whirl with the Old Man first time around.’




  Elizabeth said, ‘And after they’re impregnated by the King, they may become the wives or mistresses of other Tanu nobles and have children by others. Isn’t that

  interesting?’




  ‘Very,’ Bryan said faintly. ‘But this – uh – genetic plan could not have been in force from the beginning of your race’s residence on the planet

  Earth.’




  Thagdal stroked his beard. His bushy blond brows came together. ‘No-o-o. Things were a little different back in the beginning – in the Dark Ages, so to speak. There weren’t too

  many of us then, and I had to fight for my Kingly rights if the lady wasn’t willing. But of course I won most of the time, because in those days I was the best swordsman in more ways than

  one. You understand?’




  Bryan said, ‘There was a similar custom during the ancient days of our Earth. It was called the droit du seigneur.’




  ‘Right! Right! I recall one of the dear little gorfie silvers mentioning it. Where was I? . . . Yes, the history thing! Well, with the opening of the time-gate and the coming of you people

  from the future, we tried to organize the propagation of the race more scientifically. Some of your folks were a great help along those lines. You must be sure to meet them, Bryan. I’d say

  they rank as near-godparents of the glorious Tanu fellowship you see here today! Dear old Crazy Greggy, of course – Lord Greg-Donnet, that is, our Eugenics and Genetics Master. And that

  marvelous woman, Anastasya-Bybar! Where the hell would we be if Tasha hadn’t shown our decadent reprotechnicians how to reverse the sterilization of human women? Why – all of those

  precious latent ova would have been lost to us!’ He dug an elbow into Nontusvel’s junoesque torso. ‘And half my fun is persevering until I get that little bun safely into the oven

  – eh, Nonnie?’




  The Queen simpered.




  Bryan took an overlarge swallow of wine. He was conscious of Elizabeth’s eyes on him. ‘And so – and so approximately seventy years ago, when the first time-travelers began to

  arrive, you started to hybridize with humans?’




  ‘Get it straight, son. Only the human males contributed to the gene pool at first. Tasha didn’t come through until – when? – say, ten years after the gate

  opened. Our ladies had their fun, of course, in those early years. And it didn’t take long for us to discover that human-Tanu hybrids were less likely to go Firvulag – and more likely

  to be carried to term by our delicate little mothers . . . saving your presence, Nonnie love! Even our numbwit Tanu geneticists noticed that. Aluteyn and his people were on the lookout for someone

  like Academician Anastasya Astaurova. And sure enough – Compassionate Tana sent her to us with bells on! Literally.’
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